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EPISODE ONE:
THE STRUGGLE OVER THE FRUIT OF THE WOMB

Genesis 16
Flashback before Avram and Sarai left Babylonia to follow God's vision:
Now Sarai was barren, she had no child"(Gen. 11:30)
Prologue
1 Now Sarai, Avram's WIFE bore him no children and she had an Egyptian
maidservant whose name was Hagar (Ha-Ger, the stranger, the foreigner, the resident
alien).
Sarai's Initiative:
2- Sarai said to Avram: "Look now, God has stopped ME from giving birth. I
pray you, come [in]to MY maid-servant. Perhaps I will be built up through her."
Avram's Response:
2- Avram listened to the voice of Sarai.
3 -Sarai, Avram's wife took Hagar, her maid, the Egyptian - after Avram had dwelt
TEN YEARS in the land of Canaan - and gave her to her husband for a WIFE
(woman).
4 He went into Hagar and she conceived.
Hagar's Response:
And when SHE saw that SHE had conceived,
HER mistress's esteem became light in HER eyes.
Sarai's reaction:
5- And Sarai said to Avram: "My injustice is on you! I have given MY maid into
YOUR lap and when she saw that she had conceived, MY esteem was light in her
eyes. Let Adonai judge between ME and YOU!"
Avram's reaction:
6- So Avram said to Sarai:
"Look, here is YOUR maid, in YOUR hand, do to her what is good in YOUR eyes."
Sarai's resolution:
So Sarai persecuted her, and she fled from her face.
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THE BARREN ONE: Perspectives on Sarah
TORAH: "Now Sarai was barren, she had no child."(Gen. 11:30)
1. I am Sarah
I am a princess, that's my name Sarah / ruler - my important husband's first
and only wife. Yet I am cursed, not blessed. Barren from the moment of
marriage. Each time we moved there were new hopes, even divine promises,
but I am still an empty vessel and a laughing stock.
2. Sarah Goes Ballistic from Genesis: A Living Conversations edited by Bill Moyers
Liz Swados: Sarah, as a woman, is supposed to be in charge of the future.
She is the mother, but she's barren. So she brings in Hagar. But at a certain moment
Hagar gives Sarah a look, a kind of smirk, and Sarah goes ballistic. It seems like a
little thing-- but I can understand it. I don't have children, and I have no intention of
having any, which is not easy. It's a choice. But I've worked with kids ever since I
was twenty-six. Every now and then I get the illusion one of them is mine, especially
when I've been working with them for ten or fifteen years. Then their real mother
comes into the picture. And that's a kind of smirk, right? That look.
I think of territorial possessiveness. Something happened to Sarah
when her territory, Abraham, was encroached upon and when it looked as if the
promise might be fulfilled through another woman. Suddenly, the animal in her is not
just betrayed, but freaked.
Bharati: Right! So something happens in bed between Abraham and Hagar, which is
not about sex. Sarah could have accepted a mixed race child if she hadn't felt
jealous of an emotional connection between the two.
Burt Wissotzky: Sarah's response is violent. She physically abuses this woman.
Eugene Rivers: Does that surprise you? Here's this woman who upstages me and
upsets my home. Sure I'm going to be pissed. Why is that surprising?
Folks can resonate to the basic funkiness of a human relationship like this. "I'm a
failure as a mother", or, "I'm a failure as a wife, and there's this younger thing that's
going to upstage me."

3. "Hope Springs Eternal in the Female Breast"
Lewis Smedes: There's a dimension of the story that gives it universal appeal, and
that is the absolute necessity of living by hope. Everybody has to hope. Sarah and
Abraham were given a promise. Everything was in the future-- the land wasn't theirs,
the people weren't theirs, and apparently the blessing wasn't theirs. So all they had
was hope. Hope always has anxiety attached to it, and a sense of discontent.
There's nothing more cruel than hope given and taken away. That helps me
understand Sarah even though it doesn't excuse her. Sarah hopes for a child. The
promise has been given, but it hasn't been fulfilled, and time is running out. She's
got to do something, but she does something wrong and dumb. It's a mess.
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4. How Could I be so Obtuse? by Naomi Rosenblatt, Wrestling with Angels
What a fool she'd been to trust Abram not to get attached to the girl. Men were
perfectly pragmatic in the management of herds and the conduct of war. But when it
came, to sex, they were so easily taken in. She'd seen it happen before with other
women's men. Particularly when they were feeling their age and their mortality. Once
that slave girl got hold of Abram's heart, she would never relinquish it.
Sarai couldn't stand the sight of her. Every feature of her swollen body proclaimed
her intimacy with her husband.

5. Rebecca Goldstein:
I identify with both Hagar and Sarah, although the sympathy for the maidservant
comes more effortlessly. How can the reader not empathize with Hagar, especially
as she's seen awaiting Ishmael's death in tile wilderness? The text zooms in so
closely on her in these verses, providing such a startlingly intimate picture of her
hopelessness and sorrow.
In contrast to Hagar's tragic passivity, Sarah acts, and what compels her actions
is the fierceness of her passions surrounding' motherhood. What makes Sarah a
tragic figure is her desperation to control the future, and she becomes, to a certain
extent and in true tragic fashion, the agent of her own downfall. She precipitates the
birth of that very Ishmael whose existence she will come to feel threatens her own
miracle-child Isaac - an unforeseen complication that might already have suggested
to her the uncertainty of trying to force the future.
But she's still at it when she banishes Hagar and Ishmael. She's a mother
obsessed, seeking all and any possible dangers to her child so that she can remove
them, childproof the future like a good parent childproofs the home. In the
fierceness of her love she imagines that this is really possible. Soon after this comes
Abraham's binding of Isaac, and with it Sarah learns - with a despair that's fatal,
according to rabbinic tradition - the futility of her life's project.
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Perspectives on Hagar, The Surrogate Mother
1. Who am I?
I am despised, foreign, an underclass, a nameless faceless vessel of
reproduction, used and abused.
I am single, poor and powerless.
But I am younger, more vital, and my fertility is my future hope, my rising star
2. Symbol of the Oppressed by Phyllis Trible
As a symbol of the oppressed, Hagar becomes many things to many people. Most
especially, all sorts of rejected women find their stories in her. She
is the faithful maid exploited, the black woman used by the male and abused by the
female of the ruling class, the surrogate mother, the resident alien without legal
recourse, the other woman, the runaway youth, the religious fleeing from affliction,
the pregnant young woman alone, the expelled wife, the divorced mother with child,
the shopping bag lady carrying bread and water, the homeless woman, the indigent
relying upon handouts from the powerful structures, the welfare mother and the-selfeffacing female whose own identity shrinks in service to others.
3. The Surrogate Womb
Burt Wissotsky : You know, nobody actually asked Hagar whether she was
happy with any of this. Abraham is an old man and she's a young woman.
Robert Alter : But it's a great career move, isn't it?
4. Renita J. Weems:
For black women, the story of Hagar is a haunting one. It is a story of exploitation and
persecution suffered .by an Egyptian slave woman at the hands of her Hebrew mistress.. Even
if it is not our individual. story, it is a story we have read in our mothers' eyes those
afternoons when we greeted them at the front door after a hard day of work as a domestic:
And if not our mothers', story, then it is certainly most of our grandmothers' story: For black
women, Hagar's story is peculiarly familiar. It is as if we know it by heart ...
At some times in our lives, whether we are black or white, we are all Hagar's
daughters. When our backs are up against a wall; when we feel abandoned, abused,
betrayed, and banished; when we find ourselves in need of another woman's help ... we, like
Hagar, are in need of a woman who will "sister" us, not exploit us.
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5. Itzik Manger – Hagar

When they strolled the meadow
By the railroad right-of-way.

The scene opens with Hagar in the
kitchen-her combined prison and
refuge-with the shadows cast by a
lamp playing a cat-and-mouse game
on the walls. She is the mouse; Sarah,
the high and mighty pushhe-gabete
(charity collector), is the cat. Only
hours before, Abraham cast her out of
his heart and home, with such
callousness and venom that Hagar
must spend whatever time she has left
to recall the world she knew

"How like the smoke of a chimney,
How like the smoke of a train
Is the love of a man, dear mother,
The love of any man."
God knows where we shall run to,
Myself and his bastard child,
Unless in some alien kitchen
We are allowed to hide.
Though she is merely a servant-and a
shiksa at that-Abraham's house has
been her home. In a few hours she will
be driven into exile, perhaps on that
same train. As the folk wisdom about
smoke and men's love console her in
her moment of greatest grief, she
returns to it while scouring s cleaning.
Fortified by her memories-and her
righteous indignation uses the routine
of physical labor to work through the
trauma and to of as a sign of her own
abiding love.

Hagar, the servant, sits in the kitchen,
A smoking oil lamp spills
The shapes of shadowy cats and dogs
To flicker on the walls.
She weeps because her master
Fired her today.
"Beat it, you bitch," he told her;
"Can't you let me be?"
It was Sarah who egged him on.
That proper deaconess
Saying, "Either get rid of the girl
Or give me a divorce."

She takes the kitchen broom,
She sweeps the kitchen floor.
Under her blouse something still says
She loves him-and sweeps some
more.
Again, she does the dishes,
And scours the copper pan.
"How like the smoke from a chimney
Is the love of any man."

It is time (in act 2) to recapitulate the
love affair itself. Hagar opens her
hope chest to rummage through the
gifts Abraham gave her, when he
dolled her up for their trysts by the
railroad right-of-way. The kitchen's
oppressive smoke is transformed in
this act into the smoke of a train, a
ready-made and consoling image for
the fleeting love of men.

Hagar takes out her trunk
A summer hat of straw;
She takes her green silk apron
And her blood-red beads of coral.
These were the gifts he gave her
Once upon a day
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Perspectives on Abraham

Genesis 16:
1 Now Sarai, Avram's wife bore him no children and she had an Egyptian
maidservant whose name was Hagar.
2- Sarai said to Avram: "Look now, God has stopped me from giving birth. I pray
you, come [in]to my maid-servant. Perhaps I will be built up through her."
OPTIONS: What do you recommend that Avram say to Sarai?

To refuse politely.
To tell Sarai off for a most ridiculous idea.
To become angry with her either for her lack of faith or because the idea is
humiliating to her or to both of them.
To comfort Sarai in the way that Elkana comforts Chana, saying that she has
a good life and she should not be bothered by the absence of a child.
To strengthen Sarai's faith that God would provide her with a child.
To propose that the two of them turn to God and ask for a child for Sarai.
To suggest that the two of them should think about it some more and talk
again tomorrow.
To accept the offer on principle but to delay or postpone acting on it.
To agree with the suggestion showing his pleasure.
To agree with the suggestion without showing any pleasure.
To agree with the suggestion while showing displeasure.

1. A Minor Patriarch by Phyllis Trible, Texts of Terror
"Abram obeyed the voice of Sarai " (Gen 16:2).
"No mighty patriarch is Abram, but rather the silent, acquiescent and minor figure, in
a drama between two women.
Sarai has spoken, Abram has agreed. Sarai has acted, Abram has obeyed.

2. "Poor Abraham" By Burt Wissotsky
Poor Abraham! I feel terribly sympathetic to Abraham. He's in the classic position
of damned if you do, damned if you don't.
Sarah says, "Go sleep with the cleaning girl." He says, "Okay", and then he says;
"She's yours. You take :care of it. I'm out of here. I will not deal with this."
But Sarah doesn't let it go: She says, "No; God has to judge between you and me."
Sarah thinks Abraham is to blame here. Something happened between Hagar and
him. Sarah won't let go of that.

7

3. "No excuses!" by Ramban
Sarah our Mother sinned in dealing harshly with her hand maid and Abraham
sinned too by allowing her to do "whatever is good in your eyes".
4. “Abraham Rolls His Eyes Heavenward and mutters: Women!
by Julius Lester, "Where is Sarah?", New Traditions Magazine
Why does Sarai take out her anger on her husband? What did he do to he?
Imagine Avram, if you will. He comes home after a hard day with the sheep and the
cattle, not to mention having had to settle disputes among his servants. He's dusty,
hot and tired, and is looking forward to getting out of his work clothes, taking a hot
shower, and then settling down in his easy chair.
He barely gets one foot in the tent and his wife yells, "My violence is upon you?!
Lighten up, Sarai! Give the man a break! He hasn't been home long enough to do
anything wrong, but Sarai couldn't care less: "I gave my handmaid into your bosom,
and when she saw that she had conceived, I was despised in her eyes. May the Lord
judge between me and you. "
What has gotten into this woman? After all, it was her idea for Avram to have a child
with another woman. Is it his fault if Hagar now looks down on Sarai?
If Sarai is jealous, it's Sarai's own fault.
Can't you see Avram looking up toward heaven, rolling his eyes, and muttering,
"Women!" But all he says is: "Do her the good in your eyes. "
Now, what does Avram do?
He is ambivalent, caught between two women, one to whom he's been married
for ten years, and one who is carrying the child he desperately wants. So, in typical
male fashion, he ignores the situation - or he would like to think he does. Actually, by
doing nothing he sides with Hagar, and by so doing, he and Sarai cease to he "male
and female together."
Sarai's loneliness must have been terrible when she heard his words. She comes to
Avram for understanding and love, and he self-righteously dismisses her.
This too is typically male, this refusal to meet a woman on that level where she
is angered and hurting, to receive her anger and hurt, not as a criticism or a
rebuke, but as a gift in the service of male and female together.
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EPISODE TWO: FLIGHT to FREEDOM or to DEATH?
Genesis 16: 7-14
And an angel of the Lord found her by a spring of water in the wilderness, by the spring on the way to
Shur [literally, Desert of Seeing]. And he said: "Hagar, Sarai's slave, where have you come from?
And where are you going?"
And she said: "I am running away from [the face of] my mistress Sarai."
And the angel of the Lord said to her:
"Go back to your mistress, and submit yourself to her hand."
And the angel of Adonai said to her: "I will multiply your seed exceedingly, so it will be too many
to count."
And the angel of Adonai said to her: "Look, you are with child, and shall bear a son.
You shall call his name Ishmael [Shema] because Adonai has heard your affliction.
He will be a wild man [or fruitful man]; his hand will be against everyone, and everyone's hand
against him; and he shall dwell alongside [in the face] of all his brothers."
And she called the name of Adonai who had spoken to her:
"You God see me! [You are El-Roi!]
by which she meant 'Have I not gone on seeing after God saw me!' "
Therefore the well was called Be'er-Lahay-Ro'I [The Well of My Life when God saw Me]: Look, it
is between Qadesh and Bered.

ADRIAN VAN DER WERFT. Dutch painter. (1654-1722)
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Episode Three:
The Birth of Isaac and the Power of Laughter
Genesis 21:1-10
:

Adonai visited Sarah as God had said,
and Adonai did to Sarah as he had spoken.
For Sarah conceived, and bore Avraham a son in his old age,
at the set time of which God had spoken to him.
And Avraham called the name of his son that was born to him,
who Sarah bore to him: Yitzchak [laughter]!
And Avraham circumcised his son Yitzchak being eight days old,
as God had commanded him.
And Avraham was a hundred years old,
when his son Yitzchak was born to him.
And Sarah said: "God has made laughter for me,
so that all that hear will laugh with me."
And she said: "Who would have said to Avraham,
that Sarah would nurse children?
For I have born him a son in his old age."
And the child grew, and was weaned.
And Avraham made a great feast on the same day that Yitzchak was weaned.
And Sarah saw the son of Hagar the Egyptian,
whom she had born to Avraham, playing/mocking/laughing.
So she said to Avraham: "Expel your slave - woman and her son;
for the son of this slave-woman shall not be heir with my son, with Yitzchak.
That thing was very bad in Avraham's eyes, for his son's sake.
God said to Avraham: "Don't regard it as bad in your eyes for the lad, and for because of
your slave-woman.
In all that Sarah has said to you, listen to her voice,
for in Yitzchak shall your seed be called.
But also, from the son of the slave-woman will I make a nation,
because he is your seed.

ABEL PANN. Israeli artist. (1883-1963)
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EPISODE FOUR:
EXPULSION OF ISHMAEL AND THE POWER OF TEARS
Genesis 21: 14-21
Avraham rose up early in the morning, and took bread and a bottle of water, and
gave them to Hagar, putting it on her shoulder, and the child, and sent her away;
and she departed, and wandered in the wilderness of Be'er Sheva.
And the water was spent in the bottle,
and she cast the child under one of the shrubs.
And she went, and sat down a good way off from him, as it were a bowshot;
for she said, Let me not see the death of the child.
And she sat down a good way off from him, and lifted up her voice, and wept.
And God heard the voice of the lad; and the angel of God called to Hagar out of
heaven, and said to her:
"What troubles, Hagar? Fear not: for God has heard the voice of the lad where he
is. Arise, lift up the lad, and hold him in your hand; for I will make of him a great
nation."
And God opened her eyes, and she saw a well of water.
She went, and filled the bottle with water, and gave the lad drink.
EPILOGUE:
And God was with the lad;
and he grew, and dwelt in the wilderness, and became an archer.
And he dwelt in the wilderness of Paran;
and his mother took him a wife out of the land of Mizrayim.

JAN VICTORS. Dutch painter. (1619-1676)
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GUSTAVE DORE. France, Painter, etcher and sculptor. (1832 – 1883)

VIRGINIE DEMONT-BRETON. French artist. (1858-1935)
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Leaving the Story with a Happy Ending? Or with Poetic Justice?
How might we handle our problems with the story: emotional, ethical, political , and
theological?
1. "No excuses!" by Ramban
Sarah our Mother sinned in dealing harshly with her hand maid
and Abraham sinned too by allowing her to do "whatever is good in your eyes."

2 . To be Seen, To be Recognized: Hagar is Seen and Heard!
Genesis 16: 7-14 Hagar's Chosen People
An angel of the Lord found her by a well in the wilderness, by the fountain on the way to Shur.
And he said, Hagar: "Sarai's maid, where did you come from? And where will you go to?"
And she said: " I flee from the face of my mistress Sarai."
And the angel of the Lord said to her: "Return to your mistress, and submit yourself to her
hand …… I will multiply your seed exceedingly, so it will innumerable…Look, you are with
child, and you will bear a son, and you will call his name Ishmael because the Lord has heard
your affliction.
He will be a wild man [or fruitful man]; his hand will be against everyone, and everyone's hand
against him; and he will dwell alongside all his brothers.
And she called the name of the Adonai who was speaking to her:
" El Ro-I You are the God who sees me for she thought: I have seen God after God saw me.
Therefore the well was called Be'er-Lahay-Ro'i.

Jakob Steinhardt, Hagar Prays
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3. Ishmael the Survivor
And God was with the lad;
and he grew, and dwelt in the wilderness, and became an archer.
And he dwelt in the wilderness of Paran;
and his mother took him a wife out of the land of Mizrayim.
Genesis 21: 20-21

4. The Original Twelve tribes
Now these are the generations of Ishmael, Avraham's son, whom Hagar the
Egyptian, Sara's handmaid, bore to Avraham; and these are the names of the sons
of Ishmael, by their names, according to their generations: the firstborn of Ishmael,
Nevayot; and Qedar, and Abde'el, and Mivsam, and Mishma, and Duma, and
Massa, Hadad and Tema, Yetur, Nafish,and Qedema. These are the son of Ishmael,
and these are their names, by their towns, and by their encampments; twelve
princes according to their nations. And these are the years of the life of Ishmael, a
hundred and thirty seven years; and he expired and died; and was gathered to his
people. And they dwelt from Havila to Shur, that is before Mizrayim, as you go
toward Asshur; and he dwelt in the presence of all his brothers.
Genesis 25:12-18

5. Avraham's Remarriage
Abraham took another wife whose name was Keturah.

Gen. 25:1

Rashi quotes the tradition that Keturah, Avraham's third wife is really Hagar.
This is Hagar. She was named Keturah because her deeds were beautiful as incense
(Ketoreth).

6. Brotherly Reconciliation at their Father’s Funeral
Then Avraham expired, and died in a good old age, an old man, and full of years; and was
gathered to his people. And his sons Yitzchak and Ishmael buried him in the cave of Makhpela,
in the field of Efron the son of Zohar the Hittite, which is before Mamre.
Genesis 25: 8-9
Rashi comments on "ISAAC AND ISHMAEL." (Gen. 25:9)
From this we see that Ishmael repented and yielded the precedence to Yitzchak.
This is what is meant by the words "a good old age" [applied in the verse to Avraham].

7. The Missing Brother – Poem by Yehudah Amichai
Avraham had three sons and not just two.
Avraham had three sons, Yishma'el,[God will hear] Yitzchak [he will laugh] and
Yivkeh [he will weep].
No one ever hear of Yivkeh…he was the smallest and most loved…
Avraham had three sons,
Yishma, Yitzchak, Yivkeh [He will hear, he will laugh, he will weep].
Yishma-el, Yitzchak-el, Yivkeh-el. [God will hear, God will laugh, God will weep].
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8. Sisterhood: Hagar and Sarah? Two Feminist Midrashim
Sarah's Silence – A Tragic Ending
by Marsha Pravder Mirkin (Beginning Anew, p. 68-69)
But what about Sarah? What was her experience of teshuva?
After Sarah tells Abraham to cast out Hagar and Ishmael, we never hear another word from her. I
imagine a lonely, jealous, loving, wise, and sometimes shortsighted woman waking up the next
morning and discovering that Hagar and Ishmael are gone, that Abraham took literally the words she
meant figuratively. I imagine her horror. when she realized that her words led to the abandonment and
possible death of the boy she had wanted for a son and the woman who served her for so many years.
I imagine that she felt so guilty that her words ...wronged others so severely, she vowed never again to
hurt another with her words. Then she silenced herself. Tragically, her silence precluded a final
movement toward teshuva, toward speaking words that by authentically reflecting our inner
experience allow us to move , closer to each other and to God.

Achti by Lyn Gottlieb (from She Who Dwells Within, p. 89)
Only at the end,
When I witnessed my young son screaming
under his father's knife,
Only then
Did I realize our common suffering.
And I called out, “Avraham, Avraham, hold
back your knife!”
My voice trumpeted into the silence
of my sin.

Achti,
I am pained I did not call you
By the name your mother gave you.
I cast you aside,
Cursed you with my barrenness and rage,
Called you “stranger”/ Ha-ger,
As if it were a sin to be from another place.
Achti
They used me to steal your womb,
Claim your child,
As if I owned your body and your labor.
I, whom they call “See Far Woman” / Sarah,
Could not witness my own blindness.
But you, my sister,
You beheld angels,
Made miracles in the desert,
Received divine blessings from a god,
Who stopped talking to me.

Forgive me, Achti
For the sin of neglect
For the sin of abuse
For the sin of arrogance
Forgive me, Achti,
For the sin of not knowing your name.

Pirkei de Rabbi Eliezer.
When Abraham came from Mount Moriah, Samael (Satan)
was furious that he had failed to realize his lust to abort
Abraham's sacrifice. What did he do?
He went off and told Sarah, "Ah, Sarah, have you not heard
what's been happening in the world?" She replied, "No."
He said, "Your old husband has taken the boy Isaac and
sacrificed him as a burnt offering, while the boy cried and
wailed in his helplessness [lit., for he could not be saved]."
Immediately she began to cry and wail. She cried three sobs,
corresponding to the three Tek'iah notes of the Shofar, and
she wailed (Yelalot) three times, corresponding to the Yevava,
staccato notes of the Shofar. Then she gave up the ghost and
died.
Abraham came and found her dead, as it is said, "And
Abraham came [literal translation] to mourn for Sarah and to
bewail her."

Sarah's Death
She is the only woman in the Bible whose life span is
recorded:
And Sarah's life was a hundred years and twenty years and
seven years: the years of Sarah. (Genesis 23:1) .
Rashi's comment on Genesis 23:3:
"The death of Sarah was placed next to the Binding of Isaac,
for through the announcement of the Binding, that her son
had been prepared for slaughter and had almost been
slaughtered, her soul fled from her and she died.”
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