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VA-YERA

1 8 The Lorp appeared to him by the ter-
ebinths of Mamre; he was sitting at the en-
trance of the tent as the day grew hot. 2Looking
up, he saw three men standing near him. As
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DIVINE VISITORS (18:1-33)

HOSPITALITY TO STRANGERS  (vv. 1-8)

1. The Lorp appeared to him This revela-
tion, unlike the previous revelations, is unac-
companied by a formal act of worship or the
building of an altar.

the terebinths of Mamre These are trees in
the area of Hebron. See Comment to 12:6.

the day grew hot Noontime was approach-
ing. The Bible does not divide time into hours,

minutes, and seconds. A specific time of the day
may be marked by a cooling breeze, the heat of
the sun, or the dawning of light (see Gen. 3:8).

2. Looking up, he saw The wayfarers ap-
pear suddenly at a time of the day when people
normally would not be traveling.

three men There seems to be nothing unu-
sual about their appearance. Abraham and the
people of Sodom (19:5) see them as entirely hu-

man.

CHAPTER 18

Even as the opening notes of a symphony often
sound a theme that will be developed in var-
ious ways throughout the piece, the opening
word of this fourth parashah of Genesis pro-
claims the theme: Va-yera, “The LorD ap-
peared/was seen.” One incident after another
involves people seeing or not seeing God. Ha-
gar’seyes are opened to see the miraculous well
God has provided for her in 21:19. Abraham
sees God atop Mount Moriah (22:4), while the
servants who were traveling with him do not.
One of the gifts with which spiritually sensi-
tive people are blessed is the ability to see the
presence of God in their daily experiences.
Others, sharing the same experiences, are blind
to the divine presence.

1. Byvisiting Abraham to distract him from
the pain of recovering from his circumcision,
God provides us with an example of the mitz-
vah of visiting the sick, bikkur holim (BT Sot.
14a). Visiting the sick may not physically alter
the course of an illness, but the knowledge that
people care may ease the suffering and discom-
fort of one who is ill or recuperating and dispel
any fears that the suffering is deserved because
heorsheisabadperson. Thepresenceofacaring

friend lessens a sense of suffering. When the
Sages envision God visiting Abraham to lessen
his discomfort, they may be implying that
sometimes all we can give an afflicted person
is the gift of our caring presence, and when we
do that, we are following God’s ways.

By turning away from God to attend to the
three strangers, Abraham teaches us that car-
ing for others is a great mitzvah. “Hospitality
to wayfarers is greater than welcoming the Di-
vine Presence” (BT Shab. 127a). Aaron of Karlin
taught that when we turn our attention from
God to tend to the needs of people, we do God’s
will. Conversely, God is not pleased when we
place such a great focus on God that we ignore
needy human beings.

2. Perhaps Abraham, havingbenefited from
God’s show of concern, is no longer focused
exclusively on his own problems and is moved
to help others. A tradition has it that Abraham
and Sarah’s tent was open on all four sides to
facilitate their extending hospitality to way-
farers.

It will become clear (in 19:1) that these trav-
elers are angels in human guise. What is an
angel? An agent. The Hebrew for “angel”
(mal-akh) is related to the word for “task”
(m’lakhah). We can think of an angel as a phys-

HALAKHAH L’MA-ASEH

18:1 The Lorp appeared to him The mitzvah of bikkur holim, visiting the sick, is motivated by our desire to
emulate God’s behavior here (BT Sot. 14a), for, as the last verses of the previous chapter indicate, Abraham had

just been circumcised.

Etz Hayim: Torah and Commentary
Copyright © 2001 by the Rabbinical Assembly



GENESIS 18:3 VA-YERA

soon as he saw them, he ran from the entrance
of the tent to greet them and, bowing to the
ground, 3he said, “My lords, if it please you,
do not go on past your servant. 4Let a little
water be brought; bathe your feet and recline
under the tree. >And let me fetch a morsel of
bread that you may refresh yourselves; then go
on—seeing that you have come your servant’s
way.” They replied, “Do as you have said.”

6Abraham hastened into the tent to Sarah,
and said, “Quick, three seahs of choice flour!
Knead and make cakes!” 7Then Abraham ran
to the herd, took a calf, tender and choice, and
gave it to a servant-boy, who hastened to pre-
pare it. 8He took curds and milk and the calf
that had been prepared and set these before
them; and he waited on them under the tree
as they ate.
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he ran Abraham begins his hospitality even
before the strangers reach his tent.

bowing to the ground Abraham reinforces
this gesture of honor and respect by referring to
himself as “your servant.”

3. My lords The word translated here as
“My lords” (adonai), with a final long vowel, is a
plural form otherwise used only for God. Rashi
and Ibn Ezra understand it to mean “My lords.”
Maimonides renders it “My Lord” (referring to
God). Because it is clear that the patriarch is
unaware of the strangers’ true identity, the unu-
sual vocalization may be a signal to the reader
that the three “men” are no ordinary wayfarers.

4. Let a little water be brought Water for
bathing one’s feet was a much-appreciated com-
fort to travelers with their sandal-like footwear
and the pervasive dust of the roads.

under the tree Probably one of the famous
local terebinths. See Comment to 12:6.

6. choice flour That s, the finest and choic-
est wheat flour, from which grain offerings in
later times were brought to the sanctuary.

7. Abraham ran to the herd For the main
dish, he himself selects the calf, a rare delicacy
and a sign of princely hospitality among pastor-
alists.

8. curds and milk Staple products of a pas-
toral economy. Curds are similar to the modern
leben or yogurt. Milk, regarded as a source of
vitality, was also offered to the gods. Abraham
personally serves the strangers this rich fare and
then stands by, ready to attend to their needs.

as they ate The Talmud would not accept
the notion that angels partook of food, under-
standing the phrase to mean that they only gave
the appearance of eating (BT BM 86b).

ical manifestation of God’s will and concern,
appearing on earth to perform a specific task.
As the chapter later discloses, when the task is
completed, the angel disappears. This is also
seen in the story of Samson (Judg. 13:2-21).

4. let a little water be brought God pro-
mises Abraham, “As you brought a little water
to My emissaries, I will give your descendants
water in the desert. As you brought them bread

to eat, I will sustain your descendants with
manna for forty years. As you gave them shade
under a tree, I will give the Israelites a cover of
clouds to protect them from the desert sun”
(Gen.R.48:10).

8. Theverseisremarkablefordescribing the
angels as eating. Also, they ate milk and meat
together (which was forbidden only after the
giving of the Torah at Sinai). A legend about

Etz Hayim: Torah and Commentary
Copyright © 2001 by the Rabbinical Assembly

100



101

GENESIS 18:9 vVA-YERA

9They said to him, “Where is your wife Sar-
ah?” And he replied, “There, in the tent.”
10Then one said, “Iwill return to you next year,
and your wife Sarah shall have a son!” Sarah
was listening at the entrance of the tent, which
was behind him. 1"Now Abraham and Sarah
were old, advanced in years; Sarah had stopped
having the periods of women. 12And Sarah
laughed to herself, saying, “Now that I am
withered, am I to have enjoyment—with my
husband so o0ld?” 13Then the Lorp said to
Abraham, “Why did Sarah laugh, saying, ‘Shall
Iintruthbearachild, oldasIam?’ 14Isanything
toowondrous for the Lorp? Iwill return toyou
at the same season next year, and Sarah shall
have a son.” 15Sarah lied, saying, “I did not
laugh,” for she was frightened. But He replied,
“You did laugh”

THE ANNOUNCEMENT ABOUT SARAH

(vv. 9-15)
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enjoyment The Hebrew word translated as
“enjoyment” (ednah) has a sexual connotation
here. It means “abundant moisture” and is an

9. Where is your wife Sarah? Their ques-
tion (as Rashbam notes) is merely a way of po-
litely opening a conversation about Sarah.

10. next year The Hebrew phrase trans-
lated as “next year” (ka-et hayyah) is an idiom,
meaning “next year at this time.”

11. the periods of women Literally, “the
way of women.” The phrase refers to the men-
strual cycle, as it does in 31:35.

12. Sarah laughed Sece Comments to
17:17,19.

exact antonym of “withered.”

13. Then the Lorp said God and the angels
often speak interchangeably. In the Torah, an
angel is often a manifestation of God in human
form.

to Abraham The patriarch maintains a dis-
creet silence.

15. Sarah lied The Bible does not gloss over
the human failings of Israel’s traditional heroes.

she was frightened The supernatural char-
acter of the visitors has become apparent. Even

the time of revelation at Mount Sinai presents
the angels protesting against God’s intention of
giving the Torah to the people Israel, on the
grounds that they inevitably would violate it.
God silences them by reminding them that the
angels themselves mixed milk and meat at
Abraham'’s table.

12. Sarah’slaughtermaynotbearesponseto

the far-fetched notion of pregnancy at an ad-
vanced age, but the laughter of delight at the
prospect of two elderly people resuming mar-
ital intimacy.

13. In the previous verse, Sarah laughed at
the prospect of bearing a child “with my hus-
band so old.” God, in speaking with Abraham
aboutthis, deliberately misquotes Sarah ashav-

HALAKHAH L’MA-ASEH

18:13 And the Lorp said to Abraham God rephrases Sarah’s comment to refer to her own advanced age rather
than Abraham’s lest he be offended. Similarly, the Talmud states that one is not obligated to tell the whole truth
if it will hurt someone’s feelings (BT Ket. 16b—17a) and that one may even speak an untruth for the sake of

peace (BT Yev. 65a).

Etz Hayim: Torah and Commentary
Copyright © 2001 by the Rabbinical Assembly
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GENESIS 18:16 VA-YERA

16The men set out from there and looked
down toward Sodom, Abraham walking with
them to see them off. 17Now the Lorp had said,
“ShallThide from Abraham whatIam aboutto
do, 8since Abraham is to become a great and
populous nation and all the nations of the
earth are to bless themselves by him? 1°For [
have singled him out, that he may instruct his
children and his posterity to keep the way ofthe
Lorp by doing what is just and right, in order
that the Lorp may bring about for Abraham
what He has promised him.” 20Then the LorD
said, “The outrage of Sodom and Gomorrah is
so great, and their sin so grave! 21Twill go down
to see whether they have acted altogether ac-
cording to the outcry that has reached Me; if
not, I will take note.”

22The men went on from there to Sodom,
while Abraham remained standing before the
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though Sarah had laughed to herself, not aloud,
her innermost thoughts had been read!

16. The men set out This statement links
the first scene in the chapter with the next.

looked down toward Sodom At some point
they must have been within walking distance of
Hebron from which the Dead Sea region was
visible.

THE ANNOUNCEMENTABOUT SODOM
(vv. 17-22)

God informs Abraham of the decision to destroy
Sodom, and Abraham feels compelled to plead
for people’s lives.

19. instruct In the Bible, education of the
young is the responsibility of parents.

20. their sin so grave Their wrongdoings
are unspecified. They have been understood as
being in the moral realm, including adultery,
false dealings, arrogant disregard of human
rights, and the encouragement of evildoers.

21. Twill go down to see The fate of Sodom
is not yet sealed. God personally will investigate
the moral condition of the city. This statement of
intent serves to vindicate the act of divine justice.

22. The men went on from there This note
is connected with verse 16.

Abrabam remained standing According to
rabbinic tradition, this text is 1 of 18 instances
in the Bible that required scribal corrections
(tikkunei sof rim). Thus it is assumed that the
original text read: “God remained standing be-

ing said “old as I am,” to spare her husband’s
feelings. Although truth is a major value in
Judaism, sometimes truth has to be compro-
mised to maintain love and harmony between
husband and wife (Gen. R. 48:18). Using the
principle of truth as an excuse cannot justify
words that wound another person.

19. Thisis a “verse of supreme importance
in the Book of Genesis” (N. Leibowitz). God
promises to have a special relationship with
Abraham and his progeny, so that they will be

inspired to do what is right and just. The nego-
tiation over the fate of Sodom is one result of
that relationship and that commitment to
what is right and just. “The descendants of
Abraham are characterized by three traits: a
capacity for kindness, a sense of shame, and a
commitment to doing what is right” (BT Yev.
79a).

22, remained standing before the Lorp A
Rabbinic tradition maintains that Abraham in-
stituted the morning service (Shaharit), inter-

Etz Hayim: Torah and Commentary
Copyright © 2001 by the Rabbinical Assembly
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GENESIS 18:23 VA-YERA

Lorp. 23Abraham came forward and said,
“Will You sweep away the innocent along with
the guilty? 24What if there should be fifty in-
nocent within the city; will You then wipe out
the place and not forgive it for the sake of the
innocent fiftywho arein it? 25Far be it from You
to do such a thing, to bring death upon the
innocent as well as the guilty, so that innocent
and guilty fare alike. Far be it from You! Shall
nottheJudge ofall the earth deal justly?” 26And
the Lorp answered, “If I find within the city of
Sodom fifty innocent ones, I will forgive the
whole place for their sake.” 27 Abraham spoke
up, saying, “HereIventure to speak to my Lord,
Iwho am but dustand ashes: 28What if the fifty
innocent should lack five? Will You destroy the
whole city for want of the five?” And He an-
swered, “T will not destroy if I find forty-five
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fore Abraham.” The Scribes, deeming it disre-
spectful that God should have to wait for Abra-
ham, reversed the subject and the object of the
clause.

ABRAHAM ARGUES WITH GOD  (vv. 22-33)

Abraham stands before God to plead for the lives
of pagans who are depraved.

23. came forward As if in a courtroom, he
came forward to present his case.

24. within the city The narrative concen-
trates on Sodom because, as the metropolis, it
stood for all the other cities of the Plain.

25. Shall not the Judge Abraham’s faith in
God’s justice apparently gives rise to his serious
questions about God’s morality in governing
the world.

27. but dust and ashes Abraham approach-
es God with profound humility.

preting the verse to mean that he prayed when
he rose early to face God (BT Ber. 26a).

24. fifty innocent within the city If a com-
munity can produce a subculture of righteous
people, and if they involve themselves within
the city, trying to change it, then there is hope
for that community. But if the righteous are
only isolated individuals who avoid or are
barred from being involved in the affairs of the
city, there is no hope. One can only extricate
them and condemn the rest.

25. Shall not the Judge of all the earth deal

justly? Abraham'’s challenge to God is rooted
in the audacious claim that even God is subject
to the moral standards divinely decreed for hu-
mans.If Godistobe obeyed when commanding
moral behavior, God must exemplify that mor-
al behavior. A commentary takes this not as a
question or a challenge, but as a demand: “Do
not exact strict justice upon these people! You,
LorDp, know how weak human nature is. You
know how hard it is to be a good person in
Sodom. Treat them more leniently than strict
justice would require” (Meshekh Hokhmabh).

HALAKHAH L’MA-ASEH

18:25 Shall not the Judge of all the earth deal justly? Abraham’s conviction that God must be just has provided
theological grounds for Jewish commitments to justice and to social action, for just as God seeks justice and

helps the poor, so must we (BT Sot. 14a).

Etz Hayim: Torah and Commentary
Copyright © 2001 by the Rabbinical Assembly



GENESIS 18:29 VA-YERA

there.” 29But he spoke to Him again, and said,
“Whatifforty should be found there?” And He
answered, “I will not do it, for the sake of the
forty.” 30And he said, “Let not my Lord be
angry ifI go on: Whatif thirty should be found
there?” And He answered, “I will not do it if I
find thirty there.” 3'And he said, “T venture
again to speak to my Lord: What if twenty
should be found there?” And He answered, “I
will not destroy, for the sake of the twenty.”
32And he said, “Let not my Lord be angry if I
speak but this last time: What if ten should be
found there?” And He answered, “I will not
destroy, for the sake of the ten.”

33When the Lorp had finished speaking to
Abraham, He departed; and Abraham re-
turned to his place.

1 9 The two angels arrived in Sodom in
the evening, as Lot was sitting in the gate of
Sodom. When Lot saw them, he rose to greet
them and, bowing low with his face to the
ground, 2he said, “Please, my lords, turn aside
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32. ten A round number that symbolizes
totality, 10 is the number of adults who consti-
tute the minimum effective social entity. Abra-
ham has reached the limit of the ability of right-

eous individuals to outweigh the cumulative
evil of a community.

33. returned to his place Thatis, to his tent
near Hebron (18:1).

THE DESTRUCTION OF SODOM AND GOMORRAH (19:1-29)

ARRIVAL OF THE ANGELS AT SODOM (vv. 1-5)

1. sitting in the gate The gate area of an
ancient Near Eastern city served as a civic center

where the community’s affairs could be con-
ducted with the full participation of the citizens,
in the sight of all.

32. Why does Abraham stop at 102 Perhaps
it takes a critical mass to generate an alterna-
tive way of living; isolated individuals cannot.
The number 10 may be psychologically related
to the stipulation of 10 people for a minyan, the
quorum for public worship, the point at which
an assembly of individuals becomes a group, a
congregation.

33. Presumably God knew that Sodom was
beyond redemption but was pleased that Abra-
ham, unlike Noah, argued on behalf of his con-
temporaries (Tanh. 8).

CHAPTER 19

1. Only two angels now remain. According
to the Talmud, an angel exists to perform one

Etz Hayim: Torah and Commentary
Copyright © 2001 by the Rabbinical Assembly
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GENESIS 19:3 VA-YERA

toyour servant’s house to spend the night, and
bathe your feet; then you may be on your way
early” But they said, “No, we will spend the
night in the square” 3But he urged them
strongly, so they turned his way and entered
his house. He prepared a feast for them and
baked unleavened bread, and they ate.

4They had not yet lain down, when the
townspeople, the men of Sodom, young and
old—all the people to the last man—gathered
about the house. >And they shouted to Lotand
said to him, “Where are the men who came to
you tonight? Bring them out to us, that we may
be intimate with them.” 6So Lot went out to
them to the entrance, shut the door behind
him, 7and said, “I beg you, my friends, do not
commit such a wrong. 8Look, I have two
daughters who have not known a man. Let
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2. house Lot, who formerly lived in a tent
near Sodom (13:12), has become a townsman,
residing in a house within the city. Although he
has changed his style of living, he has preserved
the virtue of hospitality characteristic of a pas-
toral society.

be on your way early The strangers are
urged to get out of town before the people of
Sodom become aware of their presence.

No These messengers are unafraid. More-
over, they must test the inhabitants to learn
whether or not their evil reputation is in fact
deserved.

the square The Hebrew word “r’ov,”in the
Bible, refers to a broad, open square or plaza.

3. unleavened bread A flat cake baked be-
fore the dough has had time to rise. It can be
prepared very quickly for unexpected guests.

4. the men of Sodom The townspeople live
up to their unsavory reputation; they are true

men of Sodom, as described in 13:13 and
18:20ff.

young . . . to the last man Not one decent
person can be found.

5. be intimate This means to commit rape

(see Judg. 19:22).
LOT’S MORAL RESISTANCE  (vv. 6-11)

Lot is faced with a dilemma, for his own morals
defy the standards of Sodom. He adheres to his
own code of honor. The sacred duty of hospital-
ity gave a guest the right of asylum.

8. I have two daughters A patriarch pos-
sessed absolute power over the members of his
clan. Lots tactic mirrors a value system that held
daughters in low esteem.

who have not known a man Verse 14 shows
that the two girls were betrothed but not yet
married. That is why they still lived in Lot’s
house. According to biblical law, a betrothed

specific task, after which the angel disappears.
One angel was sent to announce the good news
to Abraham and Sarah, one to destroy Sodom,
and one to rescue Lot (Gen. R. 50:2). Unlike
angels, we human beings have multiple tasks,
continuing to live our lives even after we have
achieved significant goals.

4. The sin of Sodom was not just that some

people acted wickedly (people do that every-
where), but that wickedness became public
policy, endorsed and approved by the authori-
ties (PdRE 25).

8. Ramban condemns Lot for this proposal,
declaring that a man should face death rather
than permit his wife or daughters to be dis-
honored.

Etz Hayim: Torah and Commentary
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GENESIS 19:9 VA-YERA

me bring them out to you, and you may do to
them as you please; but do not do anything to
these men, since they have come under the
shelter of myroof.” 9But theysaid, “Stand back!
The fellow,” they said, “came here as an alien,
and already he acts the ruler! Now we will deal
worse with you than with them.” And they
pressed hard against the person of Lot, and
moved forward to break the door. 19But the
men stretched out their hands and pulled Lot
into the house with them, and shut the door.
11And the people who were at the entrance of
the house, young and old, they struck with
blinding light, so that they were helpless to
find the entrance.

12Then the men said to Lot, “Whom else
have you here? Sons-in-law, your sons and
daughters, or anyone else that you have in the
city—bring them out of the place. 13For we are
about to destroy this place; because the outcry
against them before the Lorp has become so
great that the Lorp has sent us to destroy it.”
1450 Lot went out and spoke to his sons-in-law,
who had married his daughters, and said, “Up,
get out of this place, for the Lorp is about to
destroy the city.” But he seemed to his sons-in-
law as one who jests.

15As dawn broke, the angels urged Lot on,
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woman is considered married, although the
marriage has not been sexually consummated.
The violator of such a woman incurs the death
penalty. This is true in ancient Near Eastern law
codes as well.

9. The fellow Literally, “the one,” a remark
laden with contempt. Lot is being reminded
that he is a stranger, without legal rights and
protection, entirely dependent on the goodwill
of the local community.

11. blinding light A sudden, immobilizing,
blazing flash of light.

THE DELIVERANCE OF LOT AND
HIS FAMILY  (vv. 12-16)

12. Sons-in-law They list possible relatives,
not only Lot’s immediate family.

13. the outcry The guilt of the city is now
beyond all doubt, and its punishment is inevi-
table.

14. went out To where his intended sons-
in-law lived.

who had married This rendering, which is
that of the Septuagint (the ancient Greek trans-
lation), assumes that Lot had two married
daughters in the city.

as one who jests Their lack of seriousness
reveals their insensitivity to the moral evil about
them.

15. two remaining daughters Literally, “your
two daughters who are here.”
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saying, “Up, take your wife and your two re-
maining daughters, lest you be swept away be-
cause of the iniquity of the city.” 16Still he de-
layed. So the men seized his hand, and the
hands of his wife and his two daughters—in
the Lorp’s mercy on him—and brought him
out and left him outside the city. 17When they
had brought them outside, one said, “Flee for
your life! Do not look behind you, nor stop
anywhere in the Plain; flee to the hills, lest
you be swept away.” 18But Lot said to them,
“Oh no, my lord! 1°You have been so gracious
to your servant, and have already shown me so
much kindness in order to save my life; but I
cannot flee to the hills, lest the disaster overtake
me and I die. 20Look, that town there is near
enough to flee to; it is such a little place! Let me
flee there—it is such a little place—and let my
life be saved.” 21He replied, “Very well, T will
grant you this favor too, and I will not anni-
hilate the town of which you have spoken.
22Hurry, flee there, for I cannot do anything
until you arrive there.” Hence the town came
to be called Zoar.

23As the sun rose upon the earth and Lot
entered Zoar, 24the Lorp rained upon Sodom
and Gomorrah sulfurous fire from the Lorp
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16. the Lorp’s mercy on him The deliver-
ance of Lot is an act of divine grace, as verse 29
indicates.

17. Do not look behind you Do not linger.

the hills The highlands of Moab.

18. my lord This translation takes the He-
brew word adonai here as a nonsacred term.
Some commentators read it as a plural: “my
lords” or “sirs.” Others understand it as a direct
plea to God.

20. a little place The Hebrew word trans-
lated as “a little place” (mitz-ar) is a play on the
place-name tzo-ar (Zoar) in verse 22. It is in-
tended to explain, by popular etymology, the

change in Zoar’s name from the original Bela

(14:2).
THE CATACLYSM  (vv. 23-29)

The passage contains traces of historical memory
that the region was affected by earthquakes. Evi-
dently, one of the last earthquakes had shaped
the lower Jordan Valley region by allowing heat
and gases to escape from the earth. Lightning
then ignited the sulfur and bitumen that were
there, obliterating everything in the area. Ac-
cording to geologic studies, this took place long
before the age of Abraham.

24. the Lorp . . . the Lorp The repetition

15. lest you be swept away “Once destruc-
tion begins, it does not discriminate between

the righteous and the wicked” (Seikhel Tov).
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outofheaven.2°Heannihilated those citiesand
the entire Plain, and all the inhabitants of the
cities and the vegetation of the ground. 2¢Lot’s
wife looked back, and she thereupon turned
into a pillar of salt.

27Next morning, Abraham hurried to the
place where he had stood before the Lorp,
28and, looking down toward Sodom and Go-
morrah and all the land of the Plain, he saw the
smoke of the land rising like the smoke of a
kiln.

29Thus it was that, when God destroyed the
cities of the Plain and annihilated the cities
where Lotdwelt, God was mindful of Abraham
and removed Lot from the midst of the uphea-
val.

30Lot went up from Zoar and settled in the
hill country with his two daughters, for he was

XM v NMWXNA

MMM DN '(UEQ N9y ﬂgr_\y
bXT DTS Semms
DY AUTSR NK1 9235
TNXD INWR LAMI26 TR MDY
ﬂ‘_?]lﬂ 3'1;{] 7;:-”-“_

D'lP@fl"?N 923 DAR DRwn
NPW™M28 MM BTNR DU Ty WK
YK 197995y ity oo e by
YIRT R Ty mam X 1237
LW R

1920 YN T2 AR e
TS N DTANTE D o
DMYINK 902 9T NN v
1017 102 WK

MY WA WM Wivn viv Sy

of this word and the phrase “out of heaven” both
emphasize the conviction that what occurred
was not a random accident of nature but an in-
stance of God’s direct intervention in human af-
fairs.

sulfurous fire “Sulfur” is Latin for “burning
stone,” or “brimstone” in Old English.

26. looked back She lingered in flight and
was overwhelmed by the rapidly spreading dev-
astation.

a pillar of salt This image must have been
suggested by some unique salt-rock formation
in the vicinity of the Dead Sea. The origin of
the salt tradition no doubt lies in the presence of
Mount Sodom (Jebel Usdum), the base of
which is a ridge of rock salt that extends for
about 5 miles (8 km).

27. Abrabam hurried to the place His ar-
gument with God had ended on an uncertain
note. Now he hastens to his vantage point
(18:16) from which he sees immense destruc-

tion and realizes that Sodom did not have even
10 righteous men.

THE BIRTH OF MOAB AND AMMON
(vv. 30-38)

The concluding section of this chapter describes
the incestuous origin of the peoples of Moab and
Ammon. Yet the right of Moab and Ammon to
live peaceably in their homelands is acknowl-
edged as God-given in Deuteronomy (2:9,19).
Furthermore, it should be recalled that King Da-
vid was descended from a Moabite woman, as we
are told in the Book of Ruth (4:17-22).

30. Lot went up from Zoar Itisnotknown
why Lot was afraid to stay in Zoar. Perhaps earth
tremors continued to be felt there. Later sources
have preserved a tradition that all five cities of
the Plain—including Zoar—were destroyed.
This would explain why Lots daughters be-
lieved the catastrophe was universal.

26. shethereupon turned into a pillar of salt
Why salt? Salt is a preservative. It keeps things
from changing. Lot’s wife sinned in her reluc-
tance to break with immorality in the past,
even as Lot himself “delayed” (v. 16), torn be-
tween rejection of where he was and fear of the

unknown future. Lot’s wife is judged more le-
niently by Ramban. As he sees it, she had diffi-
culty leaving Sodom not because she was fond
of the lifestyle there but because she had chil-
dren there, her daughters and sons-in-law who
chose not to leave.
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afraid to dwell in Zoar; and he and his two
daughters lived in a cave. 3!And the older one
said to the younger, “Our father is old, and
there is not a man on earth to consort with us
in the way of all the world. 32Come, let us make
our father drink wine, and let us lie with him,
that we may maintain life through our father.”
33Thatnightthey made their father drink wine,
and the older one went in and lay with her
father; he did not know when she lay down
or when she rose. 34The next day the older
one said to the younger, “See, I lay with Father
last night; let us make him drink wine tonight
also, and you go and lie with him, that we may
maintain life through our father.” 35That night
also they made their father drink wine, and the
younger one went and lay with him; he did not
know when she lay down or when she rose.

36Thus the two daughters of Lot came to be
with child by their father. 3?The older one bore
a son and named him Moab; he is the father of
the Moabites of today. 38 And the younger also
boreason, and she called him Ben-ammi; heis
the father of the Ammonites of today.

2 O Abraham journeyed from there to the
region of the Negeb and settled between Ka-
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32. drink wine The implication is clear:
Lot never would have been a willing partner to
such an act.

maintain life There is no way of knowing
whether their intent was renewal of the entire
human race or just the perpetuation of their
father’s name. The narrative does not explicitly
condemn the actions of the two daughters,

although the fact that they are not named im-
plies censure.
37. Moab A popular etymology, based on
the Hebrew word me-avi, “from [my] father.”
38. Ben-ammi Literally, “son of my [pater-
nal] kinsman.” The name reflects the fact that
the Ammonites are generally called &nei ammon

in the Bible.

ABRAHAM, SARAH, AND ABIMELECH (20:1-21:34)

THE SEIZURE OF SARAH  (20:1-2)

1. Abraham journeyed from there Thatis,
from the district of Mamre—Hebron, Abraham’s
only domicile since the separation from Lot.

the region of the Negeb The northern Ne-
geb in the Beer-sheba Basin is the site of fertile
soil and some vegetation.

settled Abraham made a prolonged stay in
this region.
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desh and Shur. While he was sojourning in
Gerar, 2Abraham said of Sarah his wife, “She
is my sister.” So King Abimelech of Gerar had
Sarah brought to him. 3But God came to Abi-
melech in a dream by night and said to him,
“You are to die because of the woman that you
have taken, for she isa married woman.” 4Now
Abimelech had not approached her. He said,
“O Lord, will You slay people even though
innocent? He himself said to me, ‘She is my
sister!” And she also said, ‘He is my brother’
When I did this, my heart was blameless and
my hands were clean.” °And God said to him in
the dream, “T knew that you did this with a
blameless heart,and so I keptyou from sinning
against Me. That was why I did not let you
touch her. 7Therefore, restore the man’s
wife—since he is a prophet, he will intercede
for you—to save your life. If you fail to restore
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between Kadesh and Shur The line be-
tween the oasis of Kadesh on the southern bor-
der of Canaan and the Egyptian defense wall in
the eastern Delta of the Nile. This is the south-
ernmost limit of Abraham’s wanderings.

sojourning in Gerar At some point, the pa-
triarch left the Kadesh—Shur grazing region to
visit the royal city of Gerar. Perhaps he wanted
to trade pastoral products and purchase supplies
in the city; perhaps he was attracted by the rich
pasture lands in the vicinity. In Gerar he is an
alien (ger), unprotected and subject to mistreat-
ment.

2. She ismy sister Abraham takes the initia-
tive in passing off Sarah as his sister without ask-
ing her for permission to do so. This is unlike
the case in Gen. 12:10-20ff.

GOD’S ADMONITION TO ABIMELECH
(vv. 3=7)

3. in a dream Dreams were accepted as
media of divine communication throughout the
ancient world. Here the reproach conveyed by
the king’s dream is clear and no interpreter is
needed.

4. approached her This is a euphemism for
sexual relations. The reason for Abimelech’s ab-
stention is withheld here, to be revealed only la-
ter (v. 6).

O Lord Adonai is used here, and not the di-

vine name YHVH, probably because the king is
not of the Abrahamic faith. See Comment to
18:3. Adonai very often is substituted for God’s
name YHVH, which is used more sparingly be-
cause of its great sanctity.

will You slay The king appeals to God’s jus-
tice, which also was Abraham’s approach in the
story of Sodom and Gomorrah.

people That is, my houschold. The Hebrew
word translated “people” (goy) usually means
“nation,” but on occasion it has the sense of
“people,” “folk,” or “group.”

5. heart . . . hands This refers to sincere
intent and upright behavior.

6. And God said God affirms only that the
possible adultery was unintended, nothing else.

I kept you from How this happened is not
disclosed until verses 17-18.

sinning against Me Israclite law regards
adultery as a violation of a husband’s rights and
as an offense against divinely given standards of
morality. The former alone was the general view
of the ancient Near Eastern law codes.

7. be is a prophet The Hebrew word for
prophet (navi) appears here for the first time in
the Bible. It means “one who receives the (di-
vine) call,” “one who proclaims,” or “a spokes-
man.” It is in the latter sense that Abraham is
here designated a prophet whose role, as stated
immediately, is to intercede on behalf of others.
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her, know thatyou shall die, youand all thatare
yours.”

8Early next morning, Abimelech called his
servants and told them all that had happened;
and the men were greatly frightened. 9Then
Abimelech summoned Abraham and said to
him, “What have you done to us? What wrong
have I done that you should bring so great a
guilt upon me and my kingdom? You have
done to me things that ought not to be done.
10What, then,” Abimelech demanded of Abra-
ham, “was your purpose in doing this thing?”
11T thought,” said Abraham, “surely there is
no fear of God in this place, and they will kill
me because of my wife. 12And besides, she is in
truth my sister, my father’s daughter though
notmy mother’s;and she became my wife. 13So
when God made me wander from my father’s
house, I said to her, ‘Let this be the kindness
that you shall do me: whatever place we come

>

to, say there of me: He is my brother.”

you shall die The excuse that there was no

intent will no longer be credible.

ABRAHAM’S DEFENSE  (vv. 8-13)
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fense far graver than the murder of a husband
who, as an alien, was outside the protection of

the law.
12. she is in truth my sister The statement

The dream makes such an impression on the
king that he convokes his council of state, whose
members are thoroughly alarmed by his report.
Abraham is summoned. Confronted by Abime-
lech, he tries to defend himself.

9. so great a guilt Literally, “a great sin,” a
phrase that reflects legal terminology found in
ancient Near Eastern documents. The “great
sin” is adultery.

11. they will kill me Abraham believed that

the king would have had him killed to avoid
committing adultery. Adultery would be an of-

must be derived from a tradition of great antig-
uity, because marrying a half-sister was forbid-
den in later Israel.

my father’s daughter though mnot my
mother’s Although abhorrence of incest is
nearly universal, the definition of prohibited
kinship marriage varies widely among societies.

13. made me wander That is, gave me the
command, “Go forth from your native land and
from your father’s house” (12:1).

whatever place The danger was seen as a
recurring one. Kidnaping women for the royal

CHAPTER 20

11. there is no fear of God in this place.
“Fear of God” is the closest term in the Bible
for what we call “religion.” It refers not to a
theological position (e.g., belief in God’s exis-
tence or nature) or to an emotional state (e.g.,
fear of punishment) but to an awareness that

certain kinds of behavior are unconditionally
wrong. A verse in Psalms (111:10), “the begin-
ningof wisdom is the fear of the Lorp,” refers to
thatsortof awareness. The midwivesin Exodus
who disobey Pharaoh’s edict to kill the Israelite
babies are described as “fearing God” (Exod.
1:17).
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14Abimelech took sheep and oxen, and male
and female slaves, and gave them to Abraham;
and he restored his wife Sarah to him. 15And
Abimelech said, “Here, my land is before you;
settle wherever you please.” 16And to Sarah he
said, “I herewith give your brother a thousand
pieces of silver; this will serve you as vindica-
tion before all who are with you, and you
are cleared before everyone.” 17Abraham then
prayedto God,and God healed Abimelech and
his wife and his slave girls, so that they bore
children; 18for the Lorp had closed fast every
womb of the household of Abimelech because
of Sarah, the wife of Abraham.

2 1 The Lorp took note of Sarah as He had
promised, and the Lorp did for Sarah as He
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harem was feared to be widespread, not an ex-
ceptional experience. No special insult to Abi-
melech was intended.

He is my brother The absence of children
would reinforce her claim.

ABIMELECH’S RESTITUTION, ABRAHAM’S
INTERCESSION  (vv. 14-18)

14. gave them to Abraham Abraham, con-
sidered to be the injured party, receives repara-
tions from the king.

15. settle No longer will he be an alien in
Abimelech’s realm.

16. a thousand pieces of silver Either the
worth of the gifts listed in verse 14 or a separate
award granted for Sarah.

vindication The Hebrew phrase ksut ei-
nayim means, literally, “a covering of eyes.” The

payment can be seen as a declaration that Sarah’s
honor was not violated, so that the eyes of others
are henceforth closed to what occurred and she
is not to be scorned.

17-18. bore children . . . closed fast every
womb Abimelech and his household enjoy the
restoration of sexual vigor.

THE BIRTH OF ISAAC  (21:1-7)

Some time has passed since Abraham first heard
the divine call promising him great posterity
(12:2, 15:5). Although this pledge has been
affirmed repeatedly, he has experienced constant
disappointment and has faced periodic crises
that threatened its fulfillment. God’s word now
comes to fruition.

1. took note The Hebrew stem 1pb often is
used to describe God’s intervention in human

17. Though one could see Abimelech as the
aggrieved party, the Midrash praises Abraham
forso readily and wholeheartedly forgiving one
who did him wrong and then sincerely apolo-
gized (Midrash Ha-Gadol). Similarly, the Sages
condemn the person who refuses to forgive
someone who sincerely apologizes (BT BK

93a). Only after Abraham prays for others are
his prayers for his own needs answered.

CHAPTER 21

This chapter and the next make up the Torah
readings for the two days of Rosh ha-Shanah.
Why were these chapters chosen? Perhaps to
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had spoken.2Sarah conceived and boreason to
Abraham in his old age, at the set time of which
God had spoken. 3Abraham gave his newborn
son, whom Sarah had borne him, the name of
Isaac. *And when his son Isaac was eight days
old, Abraham circumcised him, as God had
commanded him. 5Now Abraham was a hun-
dred years old when his son Isaac was born to
him. 6Sarah said, “God has brought me laugh-
ter; everyone who hears will laugh with me.”
7And she added,
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“Who would have said to Abraham

That Sarah would suckle children!

Yet I have borne a son in his old age.”

8The child grew up and was weaned, and

Abraham held a great feaston the day thatIsaac

was weaned.

affairs. Here it connotes making good an un-
fulfilled promise. The birth of Isaac thus marks a
new and momentous stage in biblical history.

as He had promised The reference is to
17:16.

2. at the set time Seec 17:21 and 18:10,14.

3. Isaac  The name was chosen by God.
Thus Isaac is the only patriarch who does not
undergo a change of name. For the meaning of
“Isaac,” see Comment to 17:19.

4. eight days old He is the first person re-
ported to have been circumcised at that age,
thereby emphasizing his role as the one true heir
to the Abrahamic covenant. (Ishmael was cir-
cumcised at the age of 13.)

had commanded Referringto 17:12.

5. a hundred years old This chronologic
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note echoes the incredulity expressed by Abra-
ham in 17:17.

6. brought me laughter The laughter is
now joyous, in contrast to the skeptical laughter
recorded in 17:17 and 18:12ff.

7. who would have said This utterance of
Sarah, in Hebrew, has the form of a song con-
sisting of three short clauses of three words
each.

THE EXPULSION OF HAGAR AND
ISHMAEL  (vv. 8-21)

8. was weaned Weaning at about age three
marked the completion of the first significant
stage in an infant’s life cycle. It, therefore, was a
festive occasion.

make the point that the real story of humanity
is a story of parents and children, husbands and
wives, not of kings and wars. Perhaps to em-
phasize that Judaism is meaningful not when
it is a private faith but when it is passed from
parent to child.

1. took note This is not only a statement
about God’s remembering and fulfilling a pro-
mise. It places Sarah at the center of events.
Isaac, Sarah’s child, rather than Ishmael, will
be Abraham’s true heirbecause God’s covenant
is with Abraham and Sarah. Many modern lit-

urgies include the Matriarchs in the opening
blessing of the Amidah, and praise God as bles-
sing Sarah as well as being “the shield of Abra-
ham.”

6. everyone who hears will laugh [rejoice]
withme "My experiencewillgivenew hope to
other childless couples” (Gen. R. 53:8).

7. That Sarah would suckle children The
plural noun (rather than the singular “child”)
gave rise to a legend that Sarah’s breasts over-
flowed with so much milk that she was able to
nurse many infants in addition toIsaac. A tradi-

Etz Hayim: Torah and Commentary
Copyright © 2001 by the Rabbinical Assembly

wmn



GENESIS 21:9 VA-YERA

9Sarah saw the son whom Hagar the Egyp-
tian had borne to Abraham playing. 10She said
to Abraham, “Cast out that slave-woman and
her son, for the son of that slave shall not share
in the inheritance with my son Isaac.” 1'The
matter distressed Abraham greatly, for it con-
cerned ason ofhis. 12But God said to Abraham,
“Do not be distressed over the boy or your
slave; whatever Sarah tells you, do as she says,
for it is through Isaac that offspring shall be
continued for you. 13As for the son of the
slave-woman, I will make a nation of him,
too, for he is your seed.”

14Early next morning Abraham took some
bread and a skin of water, and gave them to
Hagar. He placed them over her shoulder, to-
gether with the child, and sent her away. And
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9. playing He either was amusing himself
or was playing with Isaac.

10. Cast out that slave-woman Ishmael
was entitled to a share of Abraham’s estate. In-
heritance rights, according to ancient Near
Eastern law, are a legal consequence of a father’s
acceptance of an infant as his legitimate son.
Abraham undoubtedly recognized Ishmael as
such (16:15, 17:23,25ff.). The key to Sarah’s
demand lies in another ancient Near Eastern
law, a stipulation that a father may grant free-
dom to a slave woman and the children she has
borne him, in which case they forfeit all claims

to his property (see Judg. 11:1-3). Sarah is ask-
ing Abraham to exercise that right.

11. The matter distressed Abraham
Fatherly love and moral concerns inhibit Abra-
ham from giving his consent.

12. God said to Abraham Apparently, this
happened in a night vision, because it is imme-
diately followed by “early next morning.”

14. over her shoulder This refers only to
the bread and water container. Ishmael could
hardly have been carried by his mother.

child The Hebrew word translated here as
“child” (yeled) can be used for a youth and is

tion suggests that all those who convert to Ju-
daism are the descendants of those children
nursed by Sarah.

9. Sarah fears that the danger of Ishmael
corrupting his younger brother is greater than
the prospect of Isaac being a good influence on
Ishmael (Hafetz Hayyim). Thisiswhy she urges
Abraham tobanish Hagarand Ishmael. Some of
the Sages try tojustify Sarah’s behavior by inter-
preting the word “playing” as a reference to
Ishmael’s cruelty and lewdness, perhaps even
sexual molestation (Gen. R. 53:11). Alter sug-
gests that Ishmael was m’tzahek, “playing at
being Isaac,” comporting himself as if he were
Abraham'’s heir and continuer of the covenant.

11. One midrash says that this banishment

of Abraham’s firstborn son and the child’s
mother was the hardest of his many trials
(PARE 30:67a).

12. do as she says Literally, “listen to her
voice.” Hirsch takes that to mean, “don’t only
listen to her words, her demands; listen to your
wife’s anguish, her fear, the tone of pleading in
the voice of the woman you have been married
to for so many years.”

Commentators who view Ishmael unfavor-
ably note that the reference to him as “playing,
laughing” (m’tzahek) is in the present tense,
whereasIsaac’s name, associated with laughter
(Yitzhak)isin the future tense. Although forces
of evildoers may laugh now, the good will have
cause to rejoice in the end.
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she wandered about in the wilderness of Beer-
sheba. 15When the water was gone from the
skin, she left the child under one of the bushes,
16and went and sat down at a distance, a bow-
shotaway; for she thought, “Let me notlookon
as the child dies.” And sitting thus afar, she
burst into tears.

17God heard the cry of the boy, and an angel
of God called to Hagar from heaven and said to
her, “What troubles you, Hagar? Fear not, for
God has heeded the cry of the boy where he is.
18Come, lift up the boy and hold him by the
hand, for I will make a great nation of him.”
19Then God opened her eyes and she saw a well
of water. She went and filled the skin with
water, and let the boy drink. 20God was with
the boy and he grew up; he dwelt in the wild-
ernessand becameabowman.2!Helived in the
wilderness of Paran; and his mother got a wife
for him from the land of Egypt.

interchangeable with 7na-ar, which can also refer

both to a baby and to a young man.

she wandered Presumably, she set out for

her native Egypt but lost her way.

15. When the water was gone Had she not
lost her way, her original supplies would have

been sufficient.

17. God heard That s, heeded. The phrase

has the same meaning as the name Ishmael.

called to Hagar from heaven Both sons of
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promised only nationhood, not national terri-
tory.

20. a bowman The tradition that the Ish-
maelites were professional marksmen is pre-
served in Isa. 21:17, which speaks of the bows
of Kedar’s warriors. Kedar is listed as a son of
Ishmael in Gen. 25:13.

ABRAHAM’S PACT WITH ABIMELECH
(vv. 22-34)

Abraham are saved at a critical moment by an
angelic “voice from heaven” (see 22:11).
18. a great nation Unlike Isaac, Ishmael is

Abraham makes his first acquisition—a well at
Beer-sheba. His rights are acknowledged and
guaranteed by the king.

17. God heard the cry of the boy But we
never read that Ishmael cried aloud! Thus we
learn that God can hear the silent cries of the
anguished heart, even when no words are ut-
tered (Mendel of Worka).

18. hold him by the hand Hagar need not
feel helpless. She can at least be with her child,
so that her presence will allay his fears. The
literal meaning of the Hebrew here is, “make
your hand strong in his.” Often, when we are

fearful or depressed, we gain strength and cour-
age by taking someone else by the hand and
helping that person.

19. God opened her eyes God performed a
miracle, not by creating a well where none had
been before, butby opening Hagar’s eyes so that
she could see what she previously had been
blind to, the existence of life-sustaining re-
sources in herworld. Once again, we encounter
the theme of seeing.
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22 Atthattime Abimelech and Phicol, chiefof
his troops, said to Abraham, “God is with you
in everything that you do. 23Therefore swear to
me here by God that you will not deal falsely
with me or with my kith and kin, but will deal
with me and with the land in which you have
sojourned as loyally as I have dealt with you.”
24And Abraham said, “I swear it.”

25Then Abraham reproached Abimelech for
the well of water which the servants of Abime-
lech had seized.26But Abimelech said, “Idonot
know who did this; you did not tell me, nor
have I heard of it until today.” 27 Abraham took
sheep and oxen and gave them to Abimelech,
and the two of them made a pact. 28Abraham
then set seven ewes of the flock by themselves,
29and Abimelech said to Abraham, “What
mean these seven ewes which you have set
apart?” 30He replied, “You are to accept these
seven ewes from me as proof that I dug this
well.” 31Hence that place was called Beer-she-
ba, for there the two of them swore an oath.
32When they had concluded the pact at Beer-
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22. Atthat time Soon after the expulsion of vnekhed—Iliterally, “son and grandson”—sim-

Ishmael.

Abimelech The deliberate omission of his
royal title emphasizes that he and Abraham are
considered to be equals.

said to Abraham The entire action occurs
in the Beer-sheba region. Hence, Abraham must
have left Gerar for this place after the episode
recounted in chapter 20.

God is with you Thisis an acknowledgment
of Abraham’s success and power.

23. notdeal falsely Abimelech is suggesting
a mutual nonaggression pact.

kith and kin The Hebrew phrase nin

ply means “posterity” or “forever.”

as loyally as This refers back to 20:14-16.

25, seized They had prevented Abraham
from free access to water for his herds.

27. sheep and oxen The animals may have
been part of the pact-making ceremony.

29. these seven ewes The seven ewes are not
part of the traditional ceremony but a separate
transaction. By accepting them as a gift, the
king publicly acknowledges Abraham’s owner-
ship of the well.

31. Beer-sheba The name can mean either
“well of oath” or “well of seven.” The narrative,

22. After the birth of Isaac, Abimelech rea-
lizes that the clan of Abraham is there to stay.
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sheba, Abimelech and Phicol, chief of his
troops, departed and returned to the land of
the Philistines. 33[Abraham] planted a tamar-
isk at Beer-sheba, and invoked there the name
of the Lorp, the Everlasting God. 34And Abra-
ham resided in the land of the Philistinesalong
time.

22 Some time afterward, God put Abra-
ham to the test. He said to him, “Abraham,”
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like the parallel story in connection with Isaac
(Gen. 26:23-33), fuses both meanings.

33. [Abraham] The name does not appear
in the Hebrew here but is present in ancient ver-
sions of the text.

a tamarisk This tall, shady tree develops
deep roots, requires little water, and is particu-
larly suitable for the sandy soil of the northern
Negeb area. We are not told why Abraham
planted the tree.

THE AKEDAH: THE BINDING OF ISAAC (22:1-19)

This is the climactic event in Abraham’s life. God
asks the aged patriarch to offer his son Isaac as a
sacrifice. This ultimate trial of faith has come to
be known as “the Akedah,” from the Hebrew
stem meaning “to bind” (7py) in verse 9. With
the Akedah, Abraham’s spiritual odyssey, which

began with God’s call at Haran, comes to an end.

GOD TESTS ABRAHAM  (vv. 1-2)

1. Some time afterward The phrase indi-
cates an indefinite connection with previous

33. tamarisk The Hebrew word for this tree
is eshel. This word has been taken to be an
acronym signifying eating-drinking-lodging
(akhilah-sh’tiyah-linah). The Vilna Gaon in-
terpreted this tree as not only facilitating Abra-
ham’s practice of hospitality but symbolizing a
new start for the world, to atone for the failures
of Adam (eating), Noah (drinking), and Lot (in-
cestuous relations).

CHAPTER 22

The narrative of the binding and near sacrifice
of Isaac, the Akedah, is an unforgettably har-
rowing story that defies easy interpretation.
God commands Abraham to sacrifice the child
born to him after so many years of longing. Is
this a test of Abraham'’s faith and readiness to
obey, as the opening verse suggests? Is it a pro-
test against the widely observed ancient prac-
tice of sacrificing firstborn children as the
firstborn of the flocks were sacrificed? Is it to
teach us that, for the believer, the voice of God

must override the voice of human con-
science—what Kierkegaard called the “teleo-
logical suspension of the ethical”’?

The medieval philosopher Joseph Albo
taught that God, who knew how Abraham
would respond, wanted Abraham to discover
the great depth of his faith. “The reward for po-
tential good deeds is less than the reward for
actual good deeds.”

In an intriguing interpretation, Theodore
Reik notes the parallel between the story of
the Akedah and the coming-of-age ordeals im-
posed on adolescent boys in many primitive
societies. A boy on the verge of outgrowing
childhood is taken away from the company of
women and made to undergo a life-threatening
experience, which sometimes included a sim-
ulated death. Afterward, he is welcomed into
the company of adult males and initiated into
the lore of the tribe.

The Akedah was recalled from another per-
spective by persecuted Jews of later genera-
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events. No specific age is given for Isaac, but he
is now old enough to carry a load of firewood
and to ask an intelligent question based on ex-
perience and observation.

God put Abraham to the test This informa-
tion is divulged to the reader, although not to
Abraham, to remove any possible misunder-
standing on the reader’s part that God requires
human sacrifice.

He said Abraham receives God’s call in a
night dream or a vision.

HereIam The Hebrew word “hinneni,” the
only word Abraham utters to God during the
entire episode, expresses an attitude of conscien-
tious receptivity and response.

2. And He said The descriptive terms are
listed in ascending order of endearment (son,
favored one, Isaac, whom you love). This em-
phasizes the enormity of God’s request and the
agonizing nature of the decision Abraham must
make (see 12:1).

Take your son The Hebrew adds the un-
translated particle 72 to the imperative for
“take.” This makes it a strong, emphatic expres-
sion with a sense of urgency.

your favored one Literally, “your only one.”

whom you love This is the first time that the
Hebrew verb meaning “to love” (arx) appears
in the Bible, used here in connection with the
parent—child relationship. It is next used
(24:67) in the husband—wife relationship.

go Hebrew: lekh [kha. This phrase echoes
12:1, and thus it serves here to close the narra-
tive cycle about Abraham.

the land of Moriah The site remains un-
known. In 2 Chron. 3:1 it is identified with Jeru-
salem.

that I will point outr The manner of com-
munication is not specified.

ABRAHAM MEETS THE CHALLENGE
(vv. 3-10)

3. early next morning The aged patriarch
makes no verbal response, not even “Here I
am!” (hinneni), but rises early to fulfill God’s
charge. Remarkably, Sarah is never even men-
tioned in this chapter.

two of his servants An eminent person such
as Abraham would be accompanied by two at-
tendants.

tions. Shalom Spiegel has written: “In the light
of the historical reality of the second-century
persecution under the Roman Empire, it
seemed almost as though something of the
splendor and awe of the biblical Akedah story
was diminished. Who cares about some an-
cient, far off in time, who was merely thought
of as a possible sacrifice on the altar, but who
was delivered from danger, whom no misfor-
tune overtook, when right before your eyes, in
the immediate present, fathers and sons en
masse ascend the executioner’s block to be
butchered and burned, literally butchered and
burned?” Many medieval Jewish communities
suffering persecution saw themselves as re-en-
acting the drama of the Akedah without the
redemptive ending.

1. Here I am Abraham responds to God

with a readiness to listen and serve. Abraham
responds to Isaac with the same word (hinneni,
v. 7), prompting the comment that Abraham
was as responsive to the voice of his child as he
was to the voice of God.

2. The Sages imagine a dialogue between
God and Abraham:

“Take your son.” / “Thave two sons.”

“Youronly son.” /“Each is an only son to his
mother.”

“Whom you love.” / “Ilove them both.”

Finally God is explicit: “Isaac” (BT Sanh.
89Db).

3. The reader is struck by the contrast be-
tween Abraham’s readiness to argue on behalf
of the people of Sodom and Gomorrah (18:23ff.)
andhisreluctancetoarguein defense ofhisown

child.
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sonIsaac. He splitthe wood for the burnt offer-
ing, and he set out for the place of which God
had told him. 4On the third day Abraham
looked up and saw the place from afar. 5Then
Abraham said to his servants, “You stay here
with the ass. The boy and I will go up there; we
will worship and we will return to you.”
6Abraham took the wood for the burnt of-
fering and put it on his son Isaac. He himself
took the firestone and the knife; and the two
walked off together. 7Then Isaac said to his
father Abraham, “Father!” And he answered,
“Yes, my son.” And he said, “Here are the fire-
stone and the wood; but where is the sheep for
theburntoffering?” 8And Abraham said, “God
will see to the sheep for His burnt offering, my
son.” And the two of them walked on together.
9They arrived at the place of which God had
told him. Abraham built an altar there; he laid
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He split the wood Because he does not know
the precise destination, he cannot be certain he
will find fuel there.

4. On the third day Three days, in the bib-
lical worldview, constitute a period of signifi-
cant duration, especially in connection with
travel. The long trek allows Abraham the oppor-
tunity for sober reflection about his assent to
God’s request. His resolve, nevertheless, is not
weakened.

saw the place from afar Perhaps it is an ex-
isting sacred site, or perhaps he instinctively rec-
ognizes it as the proper place.

5. we will return Abraham uses the plural
form to conceal from Isaac the true purpose of
the journey.

6. Abrabam took the wood He removed
it from the beast of burden. He himself carried
the dangerous articles—the firestone and the

knife—so that the boy would not be harmed on

the way. Were Isaac to be injured, he could not

be offered as a proper, unblemished sacrifice.
firestone A flint that produces fire.

the two walked off together There appears
to be perfect harmony between father and son.

7. where is the sheep The oppressive silence
is broken by Isaac’s simple query. Is a suspicion
of the awful truth beginning to dawn on him?

8. God will see to the sheep The father’s
feeble reply surely sustains whatever doubts
Isaac now feels, especially in an age when hu-
man sacrifice is possible.

walked on together The repetition of these
words from verse 6 heightens the tension. The
bond between the father and the son remains
unbroken.

9. They arrived at the place The narrative
busies itself with the details of the preparatory

4. he saw the place Abraham saw the Pres-
ence of God on the mountaintop (Makom—
meaning place—is one of God’s names in Jew-
ish tradition). He askedIsaacifhe saw itaswell,
and he did. He asked the servants if they saw it,
but they did not. Abraham, perceiving the dis-
tinction between those who are sensitive to

God'’s presence and those who are blind to it,
left the servants behind as he rose to a higher
level with Isaac (Gen. R. 56:2).

8. Godwillseetothesheep Onceagain, we
encounter the thematic verb of seeing. One
suspects that Isaac, at this point, intuited that
he himself was to be the offering. Both father
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out the wood; he bound his son Isaac; he laid
him on the altar, on top of the wood. 1°And
Abraham picked up the knife to slay his son.
Thenanangel of the Lorp called to him from
heaven: “Abraham! Abraham!” And he an-
swered, “Here I am.” 12And he said, “Do not
raise your hand against the boy, or do anything
to him. For now I know thatyou fear God, since
you have not withheld your son, your favored
one, from Me.” 13When Abraham looked up,
his eye fell upon a ram, caught in the thicket by
its horns. So Abraham went and took the ram
and offered it up as a burnt offering in place of
his son. 1#And Abraham named that site Ado-
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procedures. Both Abraham and Isaac are silent.
The anguish of this moment is beyond words.
bound The Hebrew stem of the word trans-
lated as “bound” (7py) is found nowhere else in
connection with sacrifices in the Bible.

GOD ACKNOWLEDGES ABRAHAM’S
FIDELITY (vv. 11-12)

11. called to him from heaven Angels nor-
mally need to travel between heaven and earth
(see 28:12), as well as from place to place on
earth (see 18:22). The urgency of the moment,
however, dictates an exceptional mode of angel-
ic intervention, as it did in 21:17.

Abrabam! Abraham! The repetition con-
veys urgency and a special relationship between
the one addressed and the one who calls.

12. And be said 1n the Bible, God and His
angels often interchange imperceptibly.

Jor now I know In the biblical view, the gen-
uinely righteous man must deserve that status
through demonstrated action. The act might go

unfulfilled, but its value lies as much in the in-
tention of the doer as in any final enactment.

THE SUBSTITUTION OFA RAM  (v. 13)

Abraham interprets the sudden appearance of a
ram to mean that a substitute animal offering is
desired in place of Isaac.

13. a ram All contemporary printed edi-
tions and a few ancient renderings read here ayi/
ahar, which can be taken to mean “a ram behind
[him]” or “a ram, later [caught].” Many ancient
versions and several medieval manuscripts read
“a single ram” (ayil ehad), which differs by only
one similar-looking letter. This translation fol-
lows the latter tradition.

THE NAMING OF THE ALTAR  (v. 14)

In accordance with patriarchal practice, the site
of a revelation becomes sacred and is given a
name reminiscent of the occasion.

14. whence the present saying A popular
saying arose based on this event.

and son missed an opportunity for open con-
versation about a matter of supreme impor-
tance to each of them. This father and son never
speak with each other again.

14. On the mount of the Lorp there is vi-
sion We can paraphrase the name that Abra-

ham gives the site as “the high point where I
saw God.” (This is an intriguing contrast to
Gen. 16:14, where the name that Hagar gives
the well that saved her life can be understood as
“the low point where I saw God” (B"er la-Hai
Ro.1). The parashah, which begins with Abra-
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nai-yireh, whence the present saying, “On the
mount of the Lorp there is vision.”

15The angel of the Lorp called to Abraham a
second time from heaven, 16and said, “By My-
self T swear, the Lorp declares: Because you
have done this and have not withheld your
son, your favored one, 17T will bestow My bles-
sing upon you and make your descendants as
numerous as the stars of heaven and the sands
on the seashore; and your descendants shall
seize the gates of their foes. 18All the nations
of the earth shall bless themselves by your des-
cendants, because you have obeyed My com-
mand.” 19Abraham then returned to his ser-
vants, and they departed together for Beer-
sheba; and Abraham stayed in Beer-sheba.

20Some time later, Abraham was told,
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there is vision The Hebrew word yera-eh
literally means “Hefit shall be seen,” but here
the subject of the verb is unclear. The Septua-
gint renders, “On the mount the Lorp ap-
pears.” Note that Mount Moriah is identified
with the site of the ancient Temple Mount in 2
Chron. 3:1.

REAFFIRMATION OF THE BLESSINGS
(vv. 15-18)

16. Because you have done this Because
Abraham has demonstrated his willingness to
forfeit his posterity in obedience to God’s will, it
is fitting that all previous promises now be re-

affirmed as a reward for the patriarch’s devotion

to God.

THE OFFSPRING OF NAHOR  (vv. 20-24)

These verses establish the genealogy of Ab-
raham’s brother Nahor and forge a link be-
tween the Akedah and chapter 24. If the bles-
sings of Abraham are to be fulfilled, Isaac must
marry and establish a family. The mention of
Rebekah, Bethuel, Milcah, Nahor, and Aram,
hints at Isaac’s forthcoming marriage to Rebe-
kah, daughter of Bethuel, son of Milcah, of the

city of Nahor in Aram-naharaim.

ham encountering God in the form of three
strangers, which contains so many references
to seeing and not seeing, concludes with Abra-
ham finding God in this searing experience. We
come to see God not only in the daily experi-
ences of the beauty and order of nature; the
companionship of others; and our abilities to
grow, tolearn, and to share. We come to see God
as well in our peak experiences—of love, mar-
riage, parenthood, personal success, and being
delivered from danger—and in our ability to
survive and transcend misfortune.

17. yourdescendants shall seize the gates of
theirfoes Hirsch choosestoseethisblessingas
something other than a military victory. He

takes “gates” to mean the public forums where
people sat to discuss significant matters. Thus
Abraham is given the blessing that his ideas
will prevail in many lands.

19. Abraham then returned to his servants
Where was Isaac? Estranged from his father?
The Sages suggest that he went to devote him-
selftothestudy of Torah at the y’shivah of Shem
and Ever. Menahem Mendel of Kotzk taught
that although it was hard for Abraham to bind
Isaac on the altar, it was just as hard to release
him. For Abraham realized that Isaac, for the
rest of his life, would remember that his father
had almost killed him.
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GENESIS 22:21 VA-YERA

“Milcah too hasborne children toyour brother
Nahor: 21Uz the first-born, and Buz his broth-
er, and Kemuel the father of Aram; 22and
Chesed, Hazo, Pildash, Jidlaph, and
Bethuel”—23Bethuel being the father of Re-
bekah. These eight Milcah bore to Nahor,
Abraham’s brother. 24And his concubine,
whose name was Reumabh, also bore children:
Tebah, Gaham, Tahash, and Maacah.
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This genealogic list echoes historical reality
and represents a league of tribes tied to one an-
other by kinship or treaty. Often, when such alist
includes the words “wife” and “concubine,” it is
reflecting certain relationships within the tribal
confederation. Thus wife tribes were most likely
more influential and may have constituted the
original core of a tribal league. The concubine
tribes would then have been later affiliates, sub-
ordinates who were absorbed into the confedera-
tion of tribes. Such tribal organizations were
common throughout the ancient Semitic world.

20. Milcah too has borne children The
earlier genealogy of 11:29 mentions Milcah to-
gether with Sarah.

Nahor An important city in ancient Meso-
potamia, situated in the upper Euphrates region
in the Balikh Valley. The derivation of all these

tribes from Nahor implies that the city was the
original center of the confederation.

21. Uz The attribution of “first-born” sta-
tus to Uz means that this tribe constituted the
oldest, or most powerful, element within the
group (see 10:23). Of Milcah’s eight sons, noth-
ing at all is known about Kemuel, Pildash, or
Jidlaph. They must have disappeared from the
scene of history early in the 2nd millennium
B.C.E.

Buz Situated in northern Arabia.

22. Chesed The supposed ancestor of the
Chaldeans (Hebrew, kasdim; see 11:31).

Hazo A region in Arabia.

Bethuel A Semitic personal name. No tribe
or geographic entity with this name is known.

23. Rebekah The wife-to-be of Isaac.

23. Rebekah Now that it is clear that Isaac
will survive, Abraham’s next concern will be
finding a suitable wife for him, one who would
share with him the responsibility of carrying on
the faith of Abraham and Sarah.

Tradition identifies the site of the Akedah
with Mount Moriah, the mountain on which
Solomon’s Temple was built. (The rock at the
heart of Jerusalem’s Dome of the Rock at the

Mosque of Omar, built on the Temple’s site, is
alleged by the Sages to be the rock on which the
Akedah took place.) Why was the Temple built
there, rather than on Mount Sinai, the site of
revelation? Because a place where an ancestor
of Israel was prepared to offer his life for the
sake of God is holier than the place where God
gave the Torah to the people Israel (Hayyim of
Tzanz).
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HAFTARAH FOR VA-YERA
2 KINGS 4:1-37 (Ashk’nazim)

2 KINGS 4:1-

This haftarah presents two miracles performed
by the prophet Elisha. In the first miracle, Elisha
provides a poor widow with oil, so that she might
redeem her children, taken in debt-bondage, and
live on the proceeds of the remainder (4:1-7). In
the second, he tells a barren woman that she will
give birth to a child, as a reward for her charity.
Later, after that child suffers a fatal illness, the
prophet restores him to life (4:8-37). These
wonders are part of a cycle of tales about help
and healing that commence with the death of
Elijah (mid-9th century B.c.E.) and the descent
of his spirit upon his disciple, Elisha (2 Kings
2:1-15).

At first sight there seems to be little connec-
tion between the miracle of food for a debtor
widow and the resurrection of a wealthy woman’s
son. Yet the two narratives are intertwined, with
intriguing and complex relations. Food provides
the first point of contact. Its absence in the first
text is the reason for the miracle of plenty, and
its presence in the second text (as charity) is the
reason for the announcement of the woman’s
pregnancy and giving birth. Significantly, both
narratives include the query “What can I/we do
for you?” (4:2,13), and the subsequent fulfill-
ment of a request. The second point of connec-
tion revolves around the restoration of children.
In the first case, children who had been taken
away are restored to their mother; in the second,
a child given up for dead is restored to life.
Furthermore, each story uses the same phrase
about the enactment of a miracle. In the first,
the woman is told to “go in and shut the door
behind you” (v. 4). In the second account, Elisha
himself “went in” to the child’s room (actually his
own guest room; cf. v. 21) and “shut the door

behind the two of them” (v. 33).

23 (Sfardim)

Such thematic and verbal patterning suggests
a close tie between the two tales. They may draw
on acluster of oral traditions with similar stylistic
shaping. Such sharing of motifs within this mira-
cle cycle extends beyond it. For Elisha repeats
actions that had been performed by his teacher,
Elijah (in 1 Kings 17:7-24).

This haftarah, in its present form, has the
character of an artful narrative. Something like
this tale of wonders must have circulated among
the prophets’ disciples—reworked as retold, re-
styled as reworked, and eventually written down
for generations to come. Note the recounting of
Elisha’s miraculous deed in 2 Kings 8:4—6. Simi-
larly, the great deeds of God, from the Exodus
on, were told from mouth to ear, as memory
and message, until the day they were collected
and inscribed as sacred scripture for all time (see
Exod. 10:1-2; Ps. 78:2—8, 106:2).

RELATION OF THE HAFTARAH
TO THE PARASHAH

In the parashah, Abraham at Mamre extends
hospitality to three unexpected visitors. Immedi-
ately thereafter, he receives the divine promise
that “at the same season (/a-mo-ed) next year
(ka-et hayyah)” the barren Sarah will have a child
(Gen. 18:14, cf. 18:10). There is no statement
that this constitutes a reward for hospitality, but
in the haftarah, reward for hospitality is an ex-
plicit theme. The wealthy woman of Shunem
who provides food and lodging for Elisha is re-
warded with the announcement that “at this sea-
son (la-mo-ed ha-zeh) next year (ka-et hayyah),
you will be embracing a son” (2 Kings 4:15).
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2 KINGS 4:1 HAFTARAH FOR VA-YERA

4 A certain woman, the wife of one of the
disciples of the prophets, cried out to Elisha:
“Your servant my husband is dead, and you
know how your servant revered the Lorp.
And now a creditor is coming to seize my two
children as slaves.” 2Flisha said to her, “What
can I do for you? Tell me, what have you in the
house?” She replied, “Your maidservant has
nothing at all in the house, except a jug of
0il.” 3“Go,” he said, “and borrow vessels out-
side, from all your neighbors, empty vessels, as
manyasyou can. *Then goinand shut the door
behind you and your children, and pour [oil]
into all those vessels, removing each one asitis
filled.”

5She went away and shut the door behind
her and her children. They kept bringing [ves-
sels] to her and she kept pouring. ®When the
vessels were full, she said to her son, “Bring me
another vessel.” He answered her, “There are
no more vessels”; and the oil stopped. 7She
came and told the man of God, and he said,
“Go sell the oil and pay your debt, and you and
your children can live on the rest.”

80ne day Elisha visited Shunem. A wealthy
woman lived there, and sheurged him to havea
meal; and whenever he passed by, he would
stop there for a meal. Once she said to her
husband, “I am sure it is a holy man of God
who comes this way regularly. 19Let us make a
smallenclosed upper chamber and placeabed,
a table, a chair, and a lampstand there for him,
so that he can stop there whenever he comes to
us.” 11One day he came there; he retired to the
upper chamber and lay down there. 12He said
to his servant Gehazi, “Call that Shunammite

2 Kings 4:1. A certain woman . . .
out to Elisha This cry (tza-akah) denotes an
appeal for legal aid. It is used here in the context
of a creditor who has seized a widow’s children
for repayment of a debt. A biblical exhortation
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cried warns creditors against keeping debtors’ gar-
ments as security overnight, noting that com-
passionate God will come to the poor person’s
rescue if such a one “cries out” (yitz-ak) to Him
in distress (Exod. 22:24-26, cf. 22:20-22).
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2 KINGS 4:13 HAFTARAH FOR VA-YERA

woman.” He called her, and she stood before
him. 13He said to him, “Tell her, ‘You have gone
to all this trouble for us. What can we do for
you? Can we speak in your behalfto the king or
to the army commander?’” She replied, “I live
among my own people.” 14“What then can be
done for her?” he asked. “The fact is,” said
Gehazi, “she has no son, and her husband is
old” 15“Call her,” he said. He called her, and she
stood in the doorway. 16And Elisha said, “At
this season next year, you will be embracing a
son.” She replied, “Please, my lord, man of
God, do not delude your maidservant.”

17The woman conceived and bore a son at
the same season the following year, as Elisha
had assured her. 18The child grew up. One day,
he went out to his father among the reapers.
19[Suddenly] he cried to his father, “Oh, my
head, my head!” He said to a servant, “Carry
him to his mother.” 20He picked him up and
brought him to his mother. And the child sat
on her lap until noon; and he died. 21She took
him up and laid him on the bed of the man of
God, and left him and closed the door. 22Then
she called to her husband: “Please, send me
one of the servants and one of the she-asses,
so I can hurry to the man of God and back.”
2But he said, “Why are you going to him to-
day? It is neither new moon nor sabbath.” She
answered, “It’s all right.”

24She had the ass saddled, and said to her
servant, “Urge [the beast] on; see that T don’t
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16. At this season next year In Hebrew:
la-mo-ed ha-zeh ka-et hayyah. The phrase trans-
lated as “next year” (ka-et hayyah) in the prom-
ise to the barren woman is also used when the
pregnancy of Sarah is predicted (Gen. 18:10).
The Hebrew may be more literally rendered “in
a living (or viable) time”; that is, “in due
course.”

23. But he said, “Why are you going to
him today?” After the woman announces that

she wishes to see the “man of God” concerning
her dead son (2 Kings 4:22), her husband asks
this question and adds a complaint that “It is
neither new moon nor sabbath.” Presumably, it
was on such sacred days that people customarily
visited local shrines to consult the local man of
God on various matters. Based on this passage,
rabbinic tradition justified the custom of visit-
ing one’s teacher on the New Moon or Shabbat

(BT Suk. 27b).
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2 KINGS 4:25 HAFTARAH FOR VA-YERA

slowdown unless I tellyou.” 25She went on until
she came to the man of God on Mount Carmel.
When the man of God saw her from afar, he said
to his servant Gehazi, “There is that Shunam-
mite woman. 26Go, hurry toward her and ask
her, ‘How are you? How is your husband? How
is the child?”” “We are well,” she replied. 27But
when she came up to the man of God on the
mountain, she clasped his feet. Gehazi stepped
forward to push her away; but the man of God
said, “Let her alone, for she is in bitter distress;
and the Lorp hashiddenitfrom meand hasnot
told me.” 28Then she said, “Did I ask mylord for
ason? Didn’t I say: ‘Don’t mislead me’?”

29He said to Gehazi, “Tie up your skirts, take
my staffin your hand, and go. If you meet any-
one,donotgreethim;andifanyone greetsyou,
do not answer him. And place my staff on the
face of the boy.” 30But the boy’s mother said,
“As the Lorbp lives and as you live, I will not
leave you!” So he arose and followed her.

31Gehazi had gone on before them and had
placed the staff on the boy’s face; but there was
no sound or response. He turned back to meet
him and told him, “The boy has not awak-
ened.” 32Elisha came into the house, and there
was the boy, laid out dead on his couch. 33He
went in, shut the door behind the two of them,
and prayed to the Lorp. 34Then he mounted
[the bed] and placed himself over the child. He
puthismouth onitsmouth, hiseyesonitseyes,
and his hands on its hands, as he bent over it.
And the body of the child became warm. 3>He
stepped down, walked once up and down the
room, then mounted and bent over him.
Thereupon, the boy sneezed seven times, and
the boy opened his eyes. 36[Elisha] called Ge-
hazi and said, “Call the Shunammite woman,’
and he called her. When she came to him, he
said, “Pick up your son.” 37She came and fell at
his feet and bowed low to the ground; then she
picked up her son and left.
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