Sarah: A Woman Caught
up in God’s Promises

(Genesis 11.29-23.20)

Scholars generally refer to Genesis 12-50 as ‘the patriarchal
narratives’, or ‘the patriarchal story’. It is easy to see why. The
chapters are primarily concerned with the male ancestors, the
founding fathers, the patriarchs of the people of Israel, that is with
 Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and Joseph and his brothers. God plays
i the most significant part in their story, but they, at least Abraham,
" Jacob, and Joseph and his brothers, have the biggest supporting
roles. They have more lines to speak than anyone else, more things
and a greater variety of things to do; they are on stage for longer and
more frequent periods than any other characters. Nevertheless, the
. titles “patriarchal story’ or ‘patriarchal narratives” hide from our view
the remarkable parts played by other ‘minor’ characters, and, in
i particular, encourage us to neglect the importance of the roles played
“in these chapters by women. Genesis 12-50 is concerned with a
family, a particular household. As we noticed in Chapter 1, women
played highly significant roles in the households of ancient Israel.
It is hardly surprising, therefore, that Genesis should tell us a good
deal about the likes of Sarah, Rebekah, Rachel and Leah.

We would do better to call Genesis 12-50 ‘the ancestral narra-
tives’,! so as to do the main female characters greater justice. After
all, Sarah, Rebekah, Rachel and Leah all play parts as large as, if
not larger, than the second of the patriarchs, Isaac. Nevertheless,
as we examine the chapters in which Sarah features, we will notice
a huge disparity between the amount of space devoted to her and
that given to her husband Abraham. While we will inevitably
spend most of our time on those stories which have her on stage,
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A barren woman

(Gen. 11.27-12.3)
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until 17.15), first appears in a short passage (11.27-32) which tells
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us of Abraham’s, or Abgant’s, origins (he will not become Abraham
until 17.5). We are informed that Abram had a father called Terah,
who lived in Ur, and that he had two brothers, Haran and Nahor;
that Haran had a son called Lot, and that Abram and Nahor also
“took wives’. The name of Abram’s was Sarai, that of WNahor’s
Milcah. We are given the names of the father and sister of Milcah.
We are told nothing of Sarai’s parentage or siblings. We are told
only one thing about her, and yet it is of such significance that it
will help to determine the course of the narrative for the next nine
chapters: ‘Now Sarai was barren; she had no child’ (11.30). As is
asual in the Old Testament, the lack of children is put down to
the wife, not the husband. As is typical of Hebrew narrative, the
bare outlines of such a momentous statement as this are not
coloured in. Though her barrenness is underlined by the ‘she had
10 child’, and by the reminder in the next verse that Terah had a
grandson in Lot, Sarai’s own feelings are not touched upon. The
narrator leaves them entirely to our imagination. Not until chapter
16 will they begin to come o the surface of the text. Then we will
know something of her pain,

The full significance of Sarai’s condition does not become clear
until, with the start of chapter 12, Abram receives the famous

command and promises of God:

‘(Go from your country and your kindred and your father’s
‘house to the land that I will show you. 1 will make of you a
great nation, and I will bless you, and make your name great.
And be a blessing!? I will bless those who bless you, and the
one who curses you I will curse, and in you all the families of

the earth shall be blessed.’” (12.1-3)

The promise of becoming a great nation and gaining a great name
depend in the first place on Abram having a child, and, since in
ancient Israel the inheritance of a family was passed on through
the male line, a male child. Without such a child, and children
after him, the promise of a land will not mean much either, for
after Abram’s and Sarai’s death it will have nobody in it, or else it
will only have the wrong people. And in a culture where children
were regarded as one of God’s greatest blessings, it would also seem
strange for a childless man to be a source of blessing for all the
families of the earth. So it all depends on Abram having a son.
And Sarai is barren. Either, then, she will not be the child’s
mother, and Abram will have to find another wife, or God will have
to heal her barrenness. Not until the middle of chapter 17 will we
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of God in great jeopardy. It will also be the place where God comes
wielding great plagues to rescue Sarai from the pharaoh’s embrace,
as in the early chapters of Exodus he will arrive again in similar
fashion to rescue his people, and will then find the pharaoh in office
considerably more difficult to deal with. Thus this little story at
the start of the ancestral narratives will foreshadow the events that
lie at the heart of the Old Testament’s gospel. Sarai will ‘play the
part’ of the trapped Israelites, but if there is a villain of this piece,
then it is not the pharaoh, but Abram, her husband.

It begins on the Egyptian border. Abram is afraid:

.. he said to his wife, Sarai, ‘I know well that you are a
woman beautiful in appearance, and when the Egyptians see
you, they will say, «This is his wife”’; then they will feill me,
but they will let you live. Say, please, you are my sister, so
that it may go well with me because of you, and that my life
may be spared on your account.” (12.11-13)

Claus Westermann tries 10 explain that Abram’s fear is readily
understandable.* With famine at his back and the mighty Egypt
in front of him, Abram feels immensely vulnerable. Sarai’s presence
only makes things worse for him, for he knows that the country is
ruled by a pharaoh so powerful that he can have any woman he
likes at the drop of an eyelid. And so he resorts to a rick: ‘Say,
please, you are my sister.” “The ruse’, says Westermani, ‘is the
only weapon left for the powerless given over 1o the mighty.”
Quite so, but what a trick it is, and see how the narrator presents
it to us! Though he does not tell us what Sarai feels about it ~ she
has nothing to say and no initiative to take in the whole story — he
goes out of his way to emphasize that Abram’s motives are those
of fear and self-interest alone, and are upheld at Sarai’s expense:
< then they will kill me, but they will let you live . . . 50 that it
may go well with me because of you, and that my life may be spared
on your account.” As we said when we were looking at Eve’s story,
the storytellers of Genesis do not generally tell us the motives of
their characters. Here Abram’s motives are quite clearly stated,
three times!

If Abram is vulnerable, what of Sarai? If Abram is powerless,
then how much power does Sarai have? Abram has no thought for
her and for what might happen t0 her. He has no thought for his
marriage. He shows, indeed, no concern for the promises of God
that he carries down to Egypt with him. He still has no son, the

son on whom everything depends, and how will he gain one when
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pharaoh is @ just and honourable man, who responds to divine
prompting with supernatural insight. Yet now, surely, he has
much to fear. He stands before the most powerful monarch in the
world, accused of the most terrible deception, and responsible for
the most appalling suffering having been inflicted upon the king
and his household. Surely now he will die, Sarai will find herself
a widow in a foreign land, and God will have to start all over again
in his plan to redeem his world, But no. The story has one more
surprise for us: ‘Now then, here is your wife, take her, and be
gone’ (12.19b). With those curt commands, even more terse in the
original Hebrew (literally translated it is, ‘Here, your wife. Take, and
go!”), Abram is sent packing, and he and Sarai and his entourage are
expelled from Egypt, as the Israelites will later be ordered out of it
at the Exodus (see Exod. 12.31-2, which has the same ‘take . . . and
go’), and as the man and womnan were expelled from Eden. The story-
teller does not allow Abram to respond to the pharaoh’s questions.
Like the man in the Garden, he might have said, ‘I was afraid.’ Like
the snake in the Garden, he is certainly guilty of a most fearful
deception. Like the woman in the Garden, he has been asked, “What
is this you have done?’, and like her he has had no answer to give.
The storyteller does not pass judgement upon him. Having written
the story as he has, he does not need to. And we will find Abram
doing it again, and, if he is to be believed, again and again!

And still Sarai has not said a word. Stll she has not done
anything, only had things done to her. Still she is to be ‘taken’. It
would be good to think of her as the calm centre of this stormy
narrative, the innocent and heroic victim of men’s machinations.
But the text does not allow us even to do her that service. Innocent
she is, certainly, for when the pharaoh sumimons Abram he
confronts him with what he has done, and does not accuse Sarai at
all. And God comes riding into Egypt on his black horse with the
m@mnwmn« purpose of rescuing her. We cannot, however, call her
scalm’ or ‘heroic’, for we have no evidence to go on. Her fears, her
reactions, her faith are completely neglected. She has no power
here even to evoke our admiration.

Another ruse furns SOUr

(Gen. 16.1-6, 15-16)

It is not until chapter 16 that Sarai appears again in the narrative.
Meanwhile Abram has been extremely busy. He has sorted out a
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the narrator. See with what caution and what great courtesy she
speaks!

We must be careful not to exaggerate the brightness of the light
these stories cast on the position of women in ancient [srael. We
must not jump to the conclusion that their only role and function
was fo bear children, especially male children, to their husbands.
Nevertheless, as 16.1 has reminded us, in these narraiives that is
what Sarai is there for. From God’s first declaration of his promises
to Abram at the beginning of chapter 12, through to the birth of
Isaac in chapter 21, the stories are dominated, implicitly or
explicitly, by the theme of an heir, a son - or rather by the theme
of his absence. Though she does not learn of God’s promises until
chapter 18, Sarai is caught up in them from the beginning. Her
role and function are limited to those the narrator has given her,
and her position with regard to her husband, though not as
subservient as we might expect, as we shall soon see, canmot fail
1o be affected by the dominant position that he occupies in the
narrative as a whole.

In the face of all this might, Sarai at last attempis to gain some
power for herself. Despairing of ever conceiving a child of her own,
she offers her husband her slave-girl Hagar, in the hope that she
might be ‘built up’ through her. Her despair is understandable. As
we learn from 16.3, she and Abram have already been in Canaan
ten years. How long they were married before that, the narrator
does not tell us, but we do not need him to do so. Ten years and
more is a long time to wait, an agonizingly long time, as many
couples will still testify. Sarai, in her offer of Hagar, is not showing

a lack of faith. She is simply being realistic. We might ask why she

has not come up with the plan before this.

Interestingly enough, her plan is beginning to have a contemporary
ring about it. The question of the surrogate mother is now on our
agenda also. But while for us it is a relatively new one to consider,
for the people of ancient Israel, and other nations in the Ancient
Near BEast, it was not a guestion but an established practice.’
Genesis has further cases to offer. In chapter 30, for example, the
barren Rachel gives her maid Bilhah to her husband Jacob, while
his other wife, Leah, realizing she is too old 1o conceive any more,
gives him her maid Zilpah.® The children of such unions were
counted as the offspring not only of the husbands who fathered
them, but of the original wives whose slaves the natural mothers
were. So now, in this story, any child born to Hagar will count as
Sarai’s child. That is why she hopes that she will ‘be built up’
through her. If Hagar has a child, Sarai will at last be able to shake
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: ! : of its perpetrat
Mm W&%Mﬂnm in ﬁﬂﬂwmmé story; Saral is rebuked by %ﬁ Mm:w%”w
. as rebuked by the pharaoh; an 1 an
ending in another expulsion. Hand the passage finds an
m_mWH mnmm. as happened at least for Abram in Egypt, with all his
es, sheep, oxen, donkeys and camels, thi ' v
e . S ¢ , things go remarkab
well. Sarai ‘takes’ Hagar (this is the first time Sarai has done MWM
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taking; hitherto others have taken her) and gives her to Abram ‘as
4 wife’. Then the story goes on: Abram ‘went in to Fagar, and she
conceived’ (16.4). It is all so simple. Sarai has been waiting for a
child for well over ten years, Now what seems to be the first act
of sexual intercourse between her husband and her maid results in
conception (and will end up producing a son!).

Flsewhere in the Old Testament such notice of conception is
usually followed straightaway by the news of the birth. Not this
one. We will have to wait until the end of the chapter for Hagar’s
child to be born, and meanwhile we are allowed to dwell on her
pregnancy. At once things go wrong for Sarai: ¢, .. and when
she [Hagar] saw that she had conceived, her mistress became
contemptible in her eyes’ (16.4b). When Sarai gave Hagar to
Abram as his secondary wife, she gave her a status far higher than
the one she enjoyed as her slave. But she assumed thai her own
status would be enhanced by any child born of their union. Now
that Hagar is pregnant, the reality of things turns out fo be very
different. Hagar has turned the tables on her. The utterly power-
less foreign slave has shown what female power there is to be found
in fertility, and what degradation lies in barrenness. Sarai is now
far beneath her. The Hebrew verb used to express Sarai’s loss of
status, her becoming ‘contemptible’, is the same one as the poet of
the Book of Job uses to describe Job’s sense of his smallness in the
awesome presence of his God (see Job 40.4). No wonder, then, that
all the bitterness of her years of unfulfiled longing, all her sense
of failure, and all her disappointment at the dashing of her new
hope come spilling out in dark words of accusation: “Then Sarai
said to Abram, “May the violence done to me be on you! I gave
my slave-girl to your embrace, and when she saw that she had
conceived, I became contemptible in her eyes. May the Lord judge
between you and me!”” (16.5). At last we hear her pain, and it is
now greater than before. In the conception of her ruse (the only
thing she could conceive) she glimpsed for a moment, for the first
time, some hope, a way out. Now it has left her even more
degraded. Her feelings are summed up in the word ‘violence’. My
Hebrew dictionary explains, somewhat quaintly, that it often refers
to the ‘rude wickedness of men, their noisy, wild ruthlessness’.'?
It is the term used in Genesis 6.11 to describe the lamentable state
of the earth before the Flood. There it is precisely because of the
world’s ‘violence’ that God decides to go within a hair’s breadih of
ending it all, Hagar may be the one who is pregnant, but by the
use of that word ‘violence’ the narrator suggests it is Sarai who 18
left feeling as if she has been raped.
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, And Abram only makes things worse. He does not ap .
hear her mmn:mwm@m% If he does, he does not &&«om& éwﬂ%\@ mm M.@
nor seek to gﬁms& himself. He does not seem 1o ,_w%m, her ,wrmmw»
he does, he gives her no comfort, no embrace mm love ﬁ.m EE i M
%Emf&u aloof both from her and from his mumé gm@t 3] ,‘ wwg.ﬂ:gm
mﬁ%. that ﬁmﬁw is still her slave-girl. She can do ﬁ%wyﬁwm :W?
@m likes. His detachment is most cruel, and results, not surr M_,.g«w&
in more Q:w?%“ “Then Sarai dealt harshly with w:mm, m,m.mﬂmﬁ,.w .«m
@S@Aw.msw away from her’ (16.6b). As is often the case in wr v ,&%,
m@ﬁgmﬁmmgm narratives of the Old Testament, tragedy is Ia ,w&;wﬁ?
irony. The Hebrew word for ‘dealt harshly’ mm the one ?m mw %&M
m\wﬂ in mxw mouth mm‘ God just a few verses before our ﬂg?c%p&mamﬂ
en he was telling Abram of the ¢ 551 is des s
@ei,ﬂw mi,mm.w at the hands of the mﬁnmwﬁ w WMMMW%M;H&MMM%MMMMM.m
MMMW MVW&WMEF Her people will get their own back. We have ?cawm
For Sarai, and for the rest of us, this particular scene is at ag
ﬂﬁ; When the curtain goes up again we find ourselves Wm the mz, ,3
with Hagar, and in the extraordinary territory we will nsém in our
next %m@ﬁn. Yet before we leave this part of the stor . :“,45 ozw
mmmm how it ends. Hagar returns, and the mm:ﬁmwom na:ww:m N Eaﬁ
these g:.&m” ‘Hagar bore Abram a son; and Abram H.,EB.Q i .MM cwzr
évog Hagar bore, Ishmael. Abram was mwmrgxﬂx years ﬁ, i Mc w_cm.w
Hagar bore him Ishmael’ (16.15-16). Sarai does W,Sﬂ a UM% : ﬁm ,_mm
verses at all, The narrator has left her alone in _,.:% @Wmmmw . Mmmm
m:,.%@ﬁ.ﬁ Em @mmmﬁmmm of the story that she might be mc%ﬁmw. ) %@
Hagar’s child. But this Hagar has born Abram a nrwa n Mswsé
mg hoped at the start that a child from Hagar might ﬁﬁmxzc? ) @ﬁ
her own @m?miﬁwwm Now, at the story’s end, the ﬁm?m&w % i c,
underlines v@w inability to have children by thrice telling 1 a;_,mma
Hagar has given birth to a son. Sarai will have her gmmqa:w w . M”&
away. But she will have to wait another fourteen ,Swm& e

Sarah’s big moment

(Gen. 17.15-16)

Sarai has her next entrance in chapter 18, and she wi

reappear as Sarah. Chapter 17 is almost nsanw< meﬁwm%@ M“MM_: Mmﬁw
speaking to Abram, or Abraham, as he is now ngmamm As or
as he appears to him, he identifies himself as God .isaw ht %EM
Abram prostrates himself before him, as well he might ww y%\m Mww



46 Sarah Laughed

declares: ‘No longer shall your name be Abram, but your name
shall be Abraham; for I have made you the ancestor of a multitude
of nations. I will make you exceedingly fruitful; and I will make
nations of you, and kings shall come from you’ (17.5-6).

Surrounding this speech is repeated talk of covenant, between
God and Abraham and between God and Abraham’s particular
descendants, the Israelites; the promise to them of the land of
Canaan is renewed; and the practice of male circumcision is
solemnly introduced as the mark to be worn by Abraham and his
male descendants, an indelible reminder to them and to God
himself of the binding agreement between them.

Then the passage proceeds with yet more solemn promises:

‘As for Sarai your wife, you shall not call her Sarai, but Sarah
shall be her name. I will bless her, and moreover 1 will give
you a son by her. I will bless her, and she shall give rise (o
nations; kings of peoples shall come from her.” (17.15-16)

The commentaries tell us that, in fact, ‘Sarai’ is probably just an
old form of ‘Sarah’, and that the two names mean the same thing.
Vet for the narrator and his hearers the change must have been
more significant. It is possible they thought the name Sarai meant
Mockery.'> Certainly Sarah means Princess.

So now, for the first time, Abraham and we, the readers of the
story, learn that Sarah will have a son. The ‘mockery’ of her
barrenness will soon be over, and instead she will have — indeed
already has — the status of a princess. Moreover, the child to be
born to her will be the son that we have been waiting for ever since
the story began. The twice repeated ‘I will bless her’ takes us back
to God’s first pronouncement of the promises to Abraham in
chapter 12, and echoes their language. Since Genesis 1 the talk of
‘blessing’ has been laden with fertility, and so here. Sarah will be
able to perform the role for which the narrator has created her. At
last she will be able to play her part in the fulfilment of the
promises of God. At last she belongs to the world of those
promises. She is no longer an outsider. How tragic, then, that at
this, her great moment, she is not on stage! Such fine words have
been spoken, such momentous words have issued from the mouth
of God, and she is not there to hear them!

The bias of the chapter reveals itself in other ways, to0. Verses
15-16 balance verses 5-6, but they do not achieve equilibrium.
Sarah will only have one child, and even that she will bear for her
husband, not for herself. Abraham, by contrast, will be made
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m . ,.~
@a“%%@:wm_ﬁwwﬁmﬁzﬁ he already has Ishmael, of course, and after
§ s dea ¢ will marry another wife, Ketural :
children by her; 25.1-2). God d Ak of malcing o o o
. X Jd-2). oes not speak of making a cove
with Sarah, and there is no ment i v
vith S : ntion of any equivalent to ci
na_om for her ,mz& her mﬁﬁm_n descendants. They will not UmmMMMMH
mark upon their bodies, nor carry the sign of his everlasti ,
commitment, e
And if the narrator is biased i
.V F 0 ; 80 18 Abraham! To all t ine
wEwEm.mw o,m the mﬂmﬂ.mw& of the chapter he does not react %M %nn
Mww_ %ﬁﬂw :mi all ridiculous that he should be rhe w:mmm::, %.nw
ultitude of nations. But as soon as Sarah’ i toned
. . . ah’s name is menti :
rw m&m on his face with laughter. ‘Can a child be born “w Miw?
W ois a .s:u:anmm years old? Can Sarah, who is ninety wmim MMM:
MMWQ mmw_ﬂwmwm. . mrﬁ .ﬁwmﬂ ngdm& might live in your sight!’ N: 17 u
. e, the idea that they will have a child : eir age is
ea tl at their ;
m@wﬂw& When Em child is born, his birth will break m:»wwwﬂmww
M”,_ MM MW& ?M cc:m WmSEmE:mw utterly miraculous. Yer ywérmg
rostrate before his God, in the attitud ¢ i .
laughter, for all that it is v : Comes. e s
nderstandable, comes uncor
i i mfort
MMMMMM@,%E;WWEE@. It mw also prophetic. For God mmwﬁozmw _u%m
: "o, but your wife Sarah shall bear you a A
name him Isaac my covenant [ wi blish it g shall
; R ill establish with Isaac
W%mmw shall bear to you at this season next year’ (17.19 VN%WHOMM
90 Réma Isaac &nmmm,ém laughs’. Sarah will 55@, Pm:m?nn wEo
the f%qr y m:.n will wz,zm laughter to Abraham (for again, twice, it
wwb Mm_.m s mwé& bear him a child). Whether she will _m:m:v rmam”w:
i mow. or how _o.sm — remains to be seen. For the moment, w
zﬁ_ﬁ%n& content with the new information these two verses ; W<M
Mwm M out MMMJ name the n.EE will have, and the time of his Ew%
Sod MM Mﬂmanweﬁwimrﬂé% be destroyed before that time cmgmm.
put God’s whole plan in the greatest ‘ u
: : danger or
again. But first Sarah needs to learn what God has in S.Eam‘om.ﬂ%m

‘No, but you did laugh’
(Gen. 18.1-15)

MWM% more God appears to Abraham, but this time in dispuise

! m&ﬁwcnns makes things clearer than our English <m3mozw.m ,ﬁ“m
or mﬁwmman.a to Abraham by the oaks of Mamre, as he

entrance of his tent in the hear of the day. He 5%6& u mwﬁ mﬂ ﬂ.r@

three men standing near him’ (18.1-2a). That is how 9%%%2 mMMM
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) i By P E I " . :; .yx
it. In the Hebrew original the word for ‘appeared in verse 1 % ﬁzm
" verb as the one for ‘saw’ in verse 2. Thaus the mmﬁgé s 52%,
gsw,m plainly what is going on: what is actually there :w front W
mo : “ o
Abraham is God himself; what hie sees is three men. mz mo.gmwﬁ, u
he knew who he was talking to. Now he does not, and what is m
\wm - .

it c.
. never penetrates the disguise. o .
rmmw: msmwsm it hard to break the idol of the :mw?@sv\wwmhzwm
ﬁr may find it hard to see that at points the narrator M. mswm@
% ns him into something of a buffoon. In Mmmér in chapter m
wma%gw.m the dress of a comic character, mw%:m his %,.:& mmwﬁwwwwm
: i g ays nice. He |
, f : smic characters are not always I ¢ pla;
of Sarah — of course, coI ; s mice, Tle playe
fs bumpkin, who, not rec g wit
he part there of a country g W cckoning he
: ommﬂuwmg of divine intervention, tries (o ﬁ,:n_w a w&mﬁ%hﬁ%m %@
W@ﬁ:wmanw%m Egyptians and gets a severe ﬁﬂﬁmm o~ ot mﬁﬁm
pharaoh for his pains. In chapter 23 he will %amﬂbmﬂ y e same
. j gl S uys ¢
anc for a very long ride when he :
costume, and be taken ;  buys o buria
Sar: ; jever men of Hebron. e,
st for Sarah from the ¢ 3 N )
Wmmﬁxi. 18. he sits at the entrance of his tent suclking straw and
> R .
inkling the bells on his toes. . |
zsww %mﬁ the story proceeds as if it were &EE% a tale @w W:M
oimém_ hospitality, and God says and does 52?:“% 10 ,mzmm?w .Hwﬁ
he is not what he seems to be. Abraham greets the three men SW
mmwwﬁgm courtesy. He runs to meet them, ?nﬁva%w Mﬂwé S,ﬁ M
; : : wein as ‘M were 18
: 5 of them as ‘My Lord (L
ound, he addresses one f 5
MMm?@:wzm ambiguity and irony about that, of course: he gmwﬁg
) . ich | 3 st often
1 ive ‘he name by which he was mos
accident, given God the / ¢ was most Ofn
‘ 3 imself, twice, as their servani, a
alled!’®), he refers to himseli, , vant 1 he
Qﬁmmﬁm WWWE to stop and rest while he fetches them a w:aw éi&
Q“a ‘2 morsel of bread’ ~ he cannot allow them to think %&m ww@
ww_.@:m him any trouble, or that he is blowing the trumpet o mm
m%s. generosity. Then all is hustle and bustle. @m m‘smsmnm ﬁwmmc Hma
a , i - arali,
is sor d to say ‘the kitchen’ — to find
st — one is sorely tempte : . Sarah.
mmwwlﬁ Three measures of best flour! mﬁsgm it and E&S calkes!
(18.6) .‘Egm% is a delicious but highly disconcerting n%_m:mmm“
éﬂﬂw.wm even more obvious in the Hebrew, Uﬁ%ﬂn: HM,M elal awm e
of i athless orders
; i i g tesy and these curt, brea :
formality of his earlier court e it
i 5 This is no way to talk 10 a princess,
that he gives to Sarah. y lk css, even
i 1 Sarah is treated no better
to be married to herl !
o e o f the meal, and roast the calf
5 the rest of the meal,
the slave who has to prepare b | ; oust the cal
che [ his herd. Like the slave, sh .
hat Abraham chooses from . i ve, she dog
Mémw she remains on the outskirts of the action, Emnﬁz mcw: QM
<Mmé Mw the ‘men’, as etiquette dictates. When %m meal wﬂm._bmu an
Abraham waits on his guest(s), her vast pile of cakes (the quantity
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of four Abraham ordered her to use was quite enormous!) does
not get a mention, only the calf, and the curds and milk that
Abraham has himself supplied.

So far, if not entirely good, then fairly unremarkable, except for
the size of the meal — a whole calf, as well as all those cakes and
the curds and milk ~ and except, of course, for the fact thatr we
know that the guests are God himself. But then the dialogue
suddenly becomes mysterious. *Where is your wife Sarah?’ (18.9),
How do ‘they’ know her name is Sarah? Well, we know the answer
to that. It does not occur to Abraham to ask! “There, in the tent,’
he says, thinking he is being straightforward. Nor does he fall to
wondering why his guest(s) should enquire after his wife. No one
in these narratives has asked after her before. Suddenly we begin
to think that Sarah might not be so much on the edge of this story
as we imagined. Does God’s questdon indicate why he has turned
up for dinner? Has he really come about Sarah? Is she really at the
centre of the story, even though we cannot see her, hidden away
as she is in the tent? This God has paid Abraham so much
attention. After his fine words of 17.15-16, is he now turning his
attention to Sarah? It would seem so, for he responds to Abraham’s
‘in the tent’ by saying: ‘I will surely return to you at lifetide," and
your wife Sarah shall have a son’ (18.10). Who has been making
promises of a son to Abraham, but God himself? Who was it who
assured him in the previous chapter that Sarah would have a child
the following year, if not the same God? Yet still Abraham plays
the buffoon. Still the penny refuses to drop. Indeed, the story
moves away from Abraham and his reaction; its spotlight swings
round, and for the first time its beam catches Sarah.

And Sarah was listening at the tent entrance behind him, Now
Abraham and Sarah were old, advanced in age; it had ceased
to be with Sarah after the manner of women. So Sarah laughed
to herself, saying, ‘Worn out as I am, shall I have pleasure?
And my husband is old!’ (18.10b-12)

It is only her third speech since she was first introduced in chapter
11, and it is her most famous. There are a number of things about
it for us to notice. First, it would seem that Abraham has not told
her the glad tidings that God conveyed to him about her in chapter
17! We may laugh about a lack of communication berween the aged

“husband and his wife, but when we return to seeing things from

Sarah’s angle, Abraham’s silence seems intolerably cruel. She has
been waiting for years and years to hear the news that Abraham
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was given in chapter 17. Now she has to ?mmw it, S::wn GMSWEG
for the first time, from the lips of ‘a mﬂw.m:«m@ . ?gﬁwgwmﬂw wm_w is
our second point, she has %m@mma it! That mwﬁm_ o : e M@ Mm
so central to its plot, is of such significance that we need to dw
c:‘mww WWMMQS of Sarah’s Sﬁw %Bmzmmw she #@% Egmwa :w MM
tent when her husband entertains ‘male’ guests. Q,s one M<a et
having to overhear God’s promise mmatc__@ not surprise sm.w méM rer
snuch it might offend our own mmzm‘agrﬁwm. %wr mmrém mﬂwﬁ wmﬁc&
in its larger context, we cannot fail to amam:m@ﬁﬁ ‘9” er,Ms:n,“\ o
appears to or speaks with .}@.wmwmﬁf and to 5@&3.” Em .:M, ; mwm reve
yet appeared to or spoken with vm_mmw. At Em very mm ro his s ﬁw
she will have her one and only %&omcm SE\_ Eﬁw,, & .,m M:%
him what amounts to two %cam. in the mmga%u he g:f mmmm ‘aﬁm
three to her. Why should all Q‘E be .%m case? grwvm A,.E e
narrator have written the story like mdm_w We cannot be sure, fo
we cannot get inside his mind, or ask him what his reasons were.

We can only suppose that we are again witnessing the influence of

the priests and the cult of ancient Israel upon 9% Hmﬁ,m.@ m WMMMW
some wormnen were prophetesses, though some took part ws : cult
as musicians or occasional composers ow. sacred music, t w:mg o
two references we have to women serving at wrm entrance % Hn
Tent of Meeting (see Exod. wmm and 1 Sam. 2.22) may in :.uwmﬁ
that a few played a far more 2@5.522 role than they are mg@w M
given credit for, the priesthood in H.mam& was nos,msmmm to EMP &wﬁ
Israel’s worship was run m:ﬁ@ entirely by them. g_@;; t w cult,
therefore, the task of mediating @w%ag God mz@ Em peop M ,M\mm
done exclusively, or almost exclusively, .g men. E:m %5@ m&. m
reason why a male storyteller — for, as in the nmm.w o .ca r.mwx,mm
story, it is abundantly clear ﬁm was male — mro.a_a descri %35 ﬁ.w;r
as having so much to do with Abraham and so very ,._. e .
Sarah. As we shall see in our next chapter, God ao@ mﬁ%@” to m% )
speak directly with Hagar, but on both the cnnmm_o:m” A mwz .ﬂ.@m
happens there is no man on %.m scene. gmﬁﬁgﬁw m:w, reason %w SMM
huge imbalance in the story, it is one of its features ém nee m o
to find shocking. We need now to shake cc;,mn_wmm m..ww w M
influence of the male-dominance of the cult of ancient ?Emm @s,
10 use these stories of Sarah and m,gmwmm: {0 expose S%:noswﬁum
the prejudices and practices within the nca,ggﬁogwuf m, cnw rwwg
our society that still keep so many women _ﬁ,mﬁmr s place behin
the tent-flaps, in a position of having to %Rmrmmﬁ | .
Third, to return to our comment on Sarah’s Ecﬁrﬁ? we zownm“
that she, too, sees nothing odd about the stranger’s knowing her
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name, or being able to predict she will have a son. She has her ow
contribution to make to the comedy of the story. The penny doe
aot drop for her either. But then she is not used 1o speaking wit
God and hearing him make such promises. All this is new for hes

Finally, her laughter is every bit as understandable as Abrabam’s
if not more so, but does not approach blasphemy as his did. W
now have the additonal informarion, for Sarah herself gives it ¢
us, that she is past the menopause (that is what the text’s quain
reference to it having ‘ceaszd to be with’ her ‘after the manner ¢
women’ means), and a broad hint that for her and Abraham SEX18
intercourse is a thing of the long gone past. That makes th
promise of a son even more preposterous. (See how skilfully th
narrator prepares the ground, step by step, for the miracle o
Isaac’s birth!) Of course Sarah laughs, but she, unlike he
husband, does not know who she is listening to. She does not mea
to mock the promises of God. She does not taugh in his face, o
rather hide her laughter at his feet.

Yet, as so many commentators have noticed to Sarah’s cost, he
laughter meets with divine rebuke. ‘No, but your wife Sarah shal
bear you a son” was God’s response to Abraham’s incredulity arn
his proposing Ishmael as the child of the promises. Abraham’
laughter remained unchallenged. With Sarah things are different
“The Lord said to Abraham, “What's this? Sarah laughed and said
‘Shall I indeed bear a child, now that T am old?’ Is anything to
wonderful for the Lord? At the set time I will return 1o you, a
lifetide, and Sarah shall have a son’’ (18.13-14). In challenging
one and not the other the text is not even-handed. We must no
suppose, however, that somehow Sarah’s laughter must after all b
more reprehensible. Still the narrator does not tell us what
think. Still he leaves us to form our own iudgement on the basi
of the pointers he has chosen to include. God’s response to Sarat
here is only one of his pointers. The others we have alread
discussed, both with regard to this passage and the one Iy
chapter 17, and the conclusions we drew from them need not by
altered,

Sarah is, even at this stage, so near to the end of the story, stil
having to overhear. Her rebuke is not addressed directly to her
but to Abraham. God continues to talk with him ‘man to man’
and has the courtesy (to Abraham, that is, not to Sarah) an
the duplicity to alter Sarah’s words. He omirs any reference
Abraham’s lack of sexual prowess and the absence of any sexua
relations with his wife. Sarah’s “Worn out as | am, shall 1 haws
pleasure?. And my husband is old!” is reported to Abraham in the
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form, ‘What’s this? Sarah laughed and said, “Shall I indeed bear
a child, now that I am old?”’1"

Vet the rebuke brings Sarah out into the open, and results in the
only dialogue with God that she is given in all these many chapiers.
‘But Sarah lied, saying, ““I did not laugh”; for she was afraid. And
he said, “No, but you did laugh”’ (18.15). Sarah’s fear is the only
clue we are given in the story that she at least has penetraied God’s
disguise. We might think that the words of God’s rebuke gave the
game away right enough. But if we are expecting Abraham, to
whom the speech was addressed, to fall to the ground in worship,
or at the least to start quaking in his sandals, we are disappointed.
We are not told of his reaction. The obtuseness he has displayed
in the story this far encourages us to think of him as a butfoon to
its end (though if he is, he will cease to be one as soon as the next
scene begins). Sarah, however, like the man in the Garden, is
suddenly afraid; like him, she finds herself in an entirely unfamiliar
and most awkward position, yet turns, not o accusing God, as the
man did, but to lying. She tries to withdraw her laughter. But God
is not having that, The son that is to be born to her will be called
Laughter. God cannot withdraw his promise just to save Sarah’s
blushes. Laughter must be born, will be born. Laughter cannot be
denied so easily. ‘No, but you did laugh’ — and, we might add,
‘you will again’.

Unless, of course, Abraham ruins everything. One and a half
chapters later, he does his best!

‘She is my sister’, m%m@m
(Gen. 20.1-18)

“While residing as an alien in Gerar [a town in the south of Canaan},
Abraham said of his wife Sarah, “She is my sister.” And King
Abimelech of Gerar sent and took Sarah’ (20.1b~2). We might have
thought we had come a long way since chapter 12, and yet here we
are back almost where we began. In truth things are much worse
now, and Abraham’s conduct beggars our belief. Though his
treatment of Sarah in Egypt was intolerably cruel, though he
showed no concern for the future of the promises of God, at least
neither he nor we could be certain that Sarah was to be the mother
of the child on whose birth so very much depended. It was not
clear then quite how much was at stake. But now we know, and
so does he. We know, and he knows, not only that Sarah is to have
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the child, but that she is to give birth to him next spring. It is
m,m%oﬁ as m_ he is doubting his own ability to father the &Em and
is resurrecting the old ruse to get Sarah impregnated by one cum the
men & Gerar. If such speculation seems preposterous — and, it W
true, it is m?g no explicit support by the text — then we can nwmwg,
in mitigation, to have been driven to it in a desperate attempt zw
explain .%Unmsﬁﬁwm behaviour. Later in the story, when v,n is
attemnpting to excuse himself before Abimelech, he will tell him, ‘1
did it because I thought, “There is no fear of God in this @_mm@
and they will kill me because of my wife”” (20.11). The same QEM
story. If we believe Abraham — and not all commentators do Q.ww
narrator Q?nm% leaves us free to decide for ourselves) — then once
again he is intent only on saving his own skin, and cares nothing
for anyone or anything else. Our own ‘preposterous’ suggestion is
almost easier to take than Abraham’s own excuse, for at least we
allow him some thought for the fulfilment of the purposes of God
and even, in a curious way, for Sarah and the ending of rnm
barrenness.

We were able to claim for the Abraham of the Egypt story that
he could be seen as a comic character. Not so in Gerar. For nmang<
1o work, the writer must evoke our sympathy for his or her comic
characters. They may be seriously flawed, but they must not be
beyond the pale. The narrator of chapter 20 does nothing E
encourage us to be sympathetic towards Abraham. Quite bluntly
without any speech, any introduction, any explanation as yet rm
says in 20.2, ‘Abraham said of his wife Sarah, “She is my mwm:m. R
And, as David will one day send for and take Bathsheba .we
Abimelech sends for and takes Sarah. ’

Everything seems to be ruined: Abraham’s reputation, and the
prospect of a son being born to him and Sarah; the fulfilment of
the promises of God, and the development of Sarah in the narrative
that has brought her out into the open as a character in her own
right. That development, seen in chapters 16 and 18, did not
amount to very much, but it was a start. Now she slips back into
the shadows, and becomes less discernible than she was when she
was cooking or hiding in the tent at Mamre. Again she is allowed
no speech. At one point, when Abimelech is defending himself 1o
ﬂomu he quotes her, and puts into her mouth what in the mmgmc.s
is two words: ‘Did he [Abraham] not himself say 1o me, “She is
my sister”? And she herself said, “He is my brother”” (20.5). Near
the end of the story Abimelech, unlike the pharaoh of chapter 12
addresses her: ‘Look, I have given your brother a thousand Ewnmm
of silver; it is your exoneration before all who are with «oa,w you
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are completely vindicated® (20.16). We must be grateful for small
mercies, but small indeed they are. The first of them shows Saral
joining in Abraham’s deceit. We may say she is only obeying
orders, and indeed the story makes it quite plain that that is what
she is doing. It makes it quite clear, as we se¢ from verse 16, that
no blame or guilt belongs t0 her. Vet that very reassurance is
disconcerting. The narrator protests too much. His words remind
us of the stereotype of the wicked temptress, the seductress who
leads men astray. Subtly they hint that in the depths of our minds
Sarah is guilty until she is found innocent. It seems churlish to say
it, when the storyteller has gone out of his way to defend Sarah,
but it would have been better if he had remained silent, and let
the details of his tale speak for themselves. They would have
preserved Sarah’s innocence well enough, without allowing us to
imagine she was in any need of defence.

We have already touched upon some of the similarities between
this story and its counterpart in chapter 12, and upon some of the
differences. Others are not hard to find. Again God has to
intervene, this time much more quickly, in order to ensure that
Abimelech does not have sexual intercourse with Sarah and so
become by mistake the father of the child of the promises. Mo
sooner has the king sent and taken Sarah, but God appears (0 him
in an alarming dreaim, telling him she is a married woman. When
tests he took her in all innocence, God readily accepts his
but threatens him and the rest of his household with death
if he does not return Sarah to her husband forthwith, The next
morning he summons Abraham and rebukes him even more
severely than the pharaoh did. Abraham seems to have learned
nothing from the events in Egypt. He still has no defence to offer,
but this time he makes it anyway. Part of it we have discussed
already, his fear that the godless men of Gerar would kil him as
soon as they saw his wife. (We need to forget for the purposes of
this story that, according to its contexi, Sarah was very nearly
ninety years old at the time!) That fear is as groundless as were his
fears in Egypt. It insults the men of Gerar, and is nothing more
than racial prejudice. Abimelech himself, like the good pharach
before him, is an honourable and god-fearing man.'®

The rest of Abraham’s defence we need to linger on 2 while, for
of all the details of this extraordinary story, it is perhaps the hardest
to swallow:

he pro
defence,

‘Besides, she is indeed my sister, the daughter of my father
but not the daughter of my mother; and she became my wife.
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And when God caus

Ar & %\rﬁm ?@m‘m@wma me to go astray from my father’s house
Mcér to her, ““This 1s the kindness you must do me: at eve y

place to which we come, say of me, He is my brother i

(20.12-13)

As we remarked at the start of Sarah’ ; i
mnmm;m %M JS. @Emzﬂmmn, This is the ﬁw.ww MMMWWMMMMM”M%MMMMN m%
eing Abraham’s half-sister. Is Abraha i : s
corner, as Sarah hersell did when m?mw MMMWMMMMMMM%%M mm_mﬁwﬁ
W%%M%@E mﬁm mmwgﬁw of WNEE in 2 Samuel 13, a story éwm SMM .QEM
o later in this book, that such a marri : i
was not forbidden (see 2 Sam ww.wmwww mew MM Wwﬁwmﬂ mmmmzwvnm,
we do, %g we must, | think, believe the wwwﬂ of his ,,<M Wﬂd. ,W :
must believe that he is for the first time expressing his wmww Mr _,. ey
his resentment about his being called to leave the city mm M‘Wmn Emw
M_me%wm accuses God of causing him 1o ‘go astray’ Q,E. that anwmmﬂ
ebrew means — the verb is ¢ (o : ;
@55@._? in Isaiah’s ‘All we like mw%wnw%wwoww MNW%_,W.@ %m@mw o
More ::ﬁc_e.m:z.f we must believe that he has Uvmw u mwm.,. wmv
cruel game with Sarah over and over again, at ‘every ﬁhﬁmw %:;mw, w .
they have been! If we do believe that, then Sarah is su me N
the most abused women in the Bible. rely one of
M%Mwwmwmmmmw ».@.mvo:mmw to Mﬁmwm excuses by giving Abraham huge
nts! He pives him sheep and oxen » and ¢
&.mﬁwm, Only the donkeys and camels are H«mwm%m MNW_@&MM& m%“mma
W)Mmmwﬁeﬂm Mrmn n%ﬁn@mmwﬁg Abraham for their absence @Mmmw%
[ ously large heap of silver, and his e Y able gif
land. ‘My land is before you’, he says; .mmﬁmemw:ﬂMMwm Mwwwwnmﬁ Qm
ﬁ:.v. mmv.. No expulsion this time. The gifts are not given as a %\w%g
@ﬁnm.m;&ﬁv as they were by the pharach. They are give i M
mmSEmEzm magnanimity as well as stunning mms_wncv”www nsv cﬁmw
amends. They are given to restore Abraham’s and mﬁ.mm\w wo hour,
at least nﬂm.ﬁ is how others will understand their pur gww NW%MMWP
are nmm:% gifts for Sarah, at least one of the most cmrmﬂg { -
is: a gift to declare her innocence, a gift to noEﬁmsmﬁw :Mmom e
grievous wrong that has been done to her by her r:mg:a cwgm
Em unwitting ?E::wmmor when he took her for EB@: % ¥ Mé
king nosamcmm 2:.: words we have quoted already, but M.sswwmuwwm
MWMMEMWMW,EMMW memwmmmwmww“%ﬁocf I have given your brother
! H our e ati :
are with you”’ (20.16). As Qw—ww @m%ﬂﬂ”m”%:o”ﬁm“ﬂ;w: AWMG
hands the money . . . to Abraham because by the rules go erning
such a society the wife cannot acquire it.”?! It RBEEM MMHMW
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for Sarah, a gift fit for an abused princess. By calling Abraham her
‘brother’, he shows, unless of course he is being sarcastic, that he
believes the terms of her husband’s defence. In that case he
believes, presumably, that Sarah has already had to endure the
rejection, the humiliation, the danger she has suffered in Gerar in
town after town. A large pile of silver can never make up for that,
but it is the best this Canaanite king can do. It would put Abraham
to very great shame, but he cannot be put to any more than the
story has heaped on him already.

If we read this story in the Hebrew, there is one word that sticks
in our minds as we leave Gerar behind us. It occurs near the end
of Abraham’s defence of himself, at the point where he is reporting
10 Abimelech what he told Sarah to say whenever they came to a
new place: ‘I said to her, “This is the kindness you must do me: at
every place to which we come, say of me, He is my brother”’
(20.13). The Hebrew term for ‘kindness’ is hesed. It is often used
in the Old Testament of relations between human beings, but it is
also very commonly applied to God. It is hard to translate, and it
is impossible to convey all its nuances in a word or a phrase. It
speaks of mercy, kindness, love, fidelity, a love that will persist in
the midst of great danger, and in the face of great provocation and
rejection. It is often translated ‘steadfast love’, and when it is used
of God it tells of his enduring commitment to his people more
powerfully than any other word. With what bitter irony, then, does
the narrator of chapter 20 put it on the lips of Abraham, even as
he is justifying his rejection of his wife!

And in all this Sarah remains silent, and is allowed to take not

a single initiative.

The birth and death of Sarah’s joy
(Gen. 21.1-14)

Chapter 20 represents, for Sarah, one of the two lowest points in
the narratives in which she appears. The beginning of chapter 21
marks her triumph, and in two verses captures the brief moments
of her joy. The passage begins with bare, rather formal, almost
cumbersome speech: ‘The Lord visited Sarah as he had said, and
the Lord did for Sarah as he had promised. Sarah conceived and
bore Abraham a son in his old age, at the time of which God had
spoken to him’ (21.1-2). The word we and many of our versions
have given as ‘yisited’ also means ‘pay attention to’, and one is
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”MMMMMM :H% M.Bbmw”:ov “The ona paid attention to Sarah’. It is oni
the second MMM so_hm:._m done so, at least openly, above the mEmmow
of the :o.m«.:mﬂ Mm. it he cmm nnmnca.a her from the clutches (the
word mn ji eing =mm@§2mmwoznm=<c of two kings. But onl
on the casion of her laughter have we seen him attending to h )
stea c.m dealing with her husband. Her Egyptian sl ® Hagar.
will receive much more attention from him, as we mmw<mv s
wwmwoﬁcwgmmg%r cannot conceive and bear m child. éﬂmﬁmmw, w :
heard b MMm _Mnm : m_ﬁmeanwmrmwwﬂ 15 too wonderful for the Lord! moo
at lon, | s s turn. She conceives, and gives E-.n“
.%2 even now the story is being told from ’s poi
“MM.%M: now she cnmnm.E..S a child, and as %% MMMMMM %.MMM M».
Wit I mm n_w.v flat speech, it is he who names the boy, althou rn. N
Eauw .ﬁ mmm_m it M\mm more c.mcmzx the mother who did ﬂm_m E:EN _w.w
and :ESoMc M 0 H_.ncan_mmm him on the eighth day, although mmmwm
as we shall mnn:w: OMWNMWMMHMMMQ : 2% e the e that rie, ®
how o.E Abraham is when Hmumnmwomwgwﬂwr Mommnnﬁg aﬁ.dmmam of
mm_,%r s Ma:w_w remarkable age.?* ’ ot remind us of
et the .m_mnoo of the narrative is qui i
”Mcnﬁmmm with this: ‘Now .mmnwr said, :OM& MMV.BMMMMMMMTMVM "
iom_a Mwmnn who hears will laugh with me.” And she said :mﬁw .
would, .x.% mnwnn m::o::nm.a to Abraham, ‘Sarah is m:nwms M
Zos.ﬂ.r A% ave borne him a child in his old age!”’ (21 o:mwv
Now the _.MMHMMM mmnmﬁm%” nm_n“:m. Wmow in its cheeks! Hrnwa mnm
. y! ey represent on
Wﬂmwm“mmm wM% EMR @:.va but one more. Alas, Emﬂ_wswnencmmﬁw
o E_M M“ :H“W mMMM Moww BUE:J ruthlessness. Here there
wborn
Mw\ww: M?ﬂd _nrm derision of Abraham’s _mcwﬁmﬂwmmww MMM%MM wqﬁo—,ﬁ
pot _n closer 8.90 laughter of Sarah’s own disbelief. He  an
wrm Manw mmwm: is fulfilled. Here and
s Mmrww ! Mocmr_ﬂ Laughter into ﬁ.:m world (of course, all the talk
of laut n«n% va Mw on 9,@ meaning of Isaac’s name). True, she
B EMH ! € man m.iolm in which she lives. m?nv still
recopnizes th 92 purpose is to bear Abraham a son, not to give
2 child lfe f mnm %wHSM of them together. She is not there to serve
e e om e knows that. And yet she cannot contain her
AT wm.:on 3. it i,mmu “The Lord has stopped me from
e e n:m now it is, Oo& has made laughter for me.” Her
o es the surprised delight of Eve when Cain was .U
ave never heard Sarah speak like this before. She has a Uoﬂ”
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we are not used 10. And this remains true, despite the fact

here
al author of the text has almost certainly robbed her of

that the fin
an important function.

We cannot be certain how this story reached iis final form. But
we can notice how strange it is that the one who ‘explaing’ the name
of the child, as Sarah does in verse 6, is different from the one who
him his name. Invariably in the Old Testament those two
ns are performed by the same person. We have already
an example of it in Eve’s naming Seth and then saying,
for me another child instead of Abel.” It looks
1 in an earlier stage of the tradition it was Sarah
all?5 — as if the male bias of the text were

gives
functio
cofme across
‘God has appointed
very much as thougt
who named her son after
not strong enough already!

Fve’s joy, however, was very short-lived, destroyed by terrible

‘conflict. Sarah’s meets with a similar, and similarly swift, fate. The
rejoicing continues, but only for one more verse.

Isaac grows and is weaned, and Abraham makes a great feast to
celebrate the event. Archaeological discoveries at burial sites in
Tsrael have demonstrated what we might have guessed, that infant
mortality rates could be appallingly high.?® Children were generally
not weaned until they were in their third year, and so the feasting
was chiefly to celebrate their surviving the most dangerous period
of their lives.

Bui the relief, the sheer joy of Isaac’s feast, quickly evaporates.
“But Sarah saw the son of Hagar the Egyptian, whom she had borne
1o Abraham, “gaacing”’. So she said to Abraham, “Cast out this
slave-woman and her son; for the son of this slave-woman shall not
inherit along with my son Isaac”’ (21.9-10). What did Sarah see?
We cannot be sure. The Septuagint, the Greek translation of the
Old Testament, whose version of Genesis was probably composed
in the third century BCE, adds to the end of the first sentence the
words, ‘with Isaac her sor’. That has led most of our versions and
commentators to say that what Sarah saw was Ishmael ‘playing’
with Isaac. If play it was, it may not have been innocent. When
{gaac i grown up, Abimelech, the king of Gerar, will see him
‘playing with his wife Rebekah’ (26.8), and there the context will
make it clear that their ‘play’ is of an overtly sexual nature. But
should we follow the Septuagint here? The Hebrew word for ‘play’
comes from the same root as the name Isaac. When we read the
Hebrew of verse 9 aloud, we cannot fail to be struck by the pun.
Verse 8 ends in the Hebrew with Isaac’s name, yitzhag; verse 9
ends with metzaheq. One commentator suggests we should translate
metzaheg as ‘{saacing’,’ that is not playing with Isaac, but playing
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e Yen o g L
Mwwnem ‘Mmﬁ, mm_,?%m 8 wnmmr his @m moment. But Ishmael cannot
he Mm %mm%mmg mwwmﬁ %w attention and the honour of the occasion
to! na:ma.m ! %m% Nmmm, Wﬁﬂm Ew @Eﬁ. ﬂ; the two boys, and as such
. m&g,cm i Mwm mw _Mm.:,mwmi E«umﬂaee of the bulk of Abraham’s
fan MQE o the s ww t ﬁﬁ fine promises that go with it.”% Mo one
?miw 1d Jim that Mmmwmw EMM Hmw,@ Mﬂwﬁ W@Swwﬁ @m:w Sarah and God
?Mﬁwﬂ,w of the Sm:;mmé.w Wmowc %mm.m_ m and God, and we, the
e can now more readi 'S ar i
. «%E can now a?m Mwmmw M%wm_imsg Sarah’s reaction, and why
gmmmw Muwm:; with the old jealousies of chapter 16. That story’s
conflict M@MMWMWWMNW and mmmmw%mm‘ left unresolved. Now mm_m
bitterness gmmvmﬂ .3@&&5525@ for these past fourteen years
o more .mmmww ».ﬂw.,ﬁw M%B Mwwmwrwmomm she ow:som bring herself 1o
Blve ¢ \ Ishr ir names. They are simply ‘this
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w Mﬁ MMW&W wwwrmw, ﬁm:;. Mﬁ. ?Esm&. >:.mrn knows is that Isaac Em
e vama ,Em e is the son of the Egyptian woman who
i g T %uw n into the Socﬁa of her sterility, and that, if
hings m..:m @oéﬂ mmwuawmmwrm ,ﬁ:z Ewmn: the bulk of >gmrmﬁwum
reaith and pov g. . ready E,Gm%w; we have seen an elder son
il bas E:.ﬁ per ﬁWm story of ﬁmE and Abel. Later in the book
e il withess the NMM: %Qmma to Jacob by his elder brother Esau:
and we will he uch about the attempts to get rid of Joseph b u
hs @ooﬁw n@ %S.m@ﬂm has to @.m very careful of older brothers :M
this boc . en § arah wmm. waited so long for Isaac to be bors
when | M,M conception and birth have so far exceeded her nxwmoﬁ”w
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wn reasons for wanting Ishmael, and Hagar with him, out of
s bitter rejection of them serves him very well.
* he tells ‘Abraham, ‘do as she tells

his o
the way. Sarah’
“Whatever Sarah says to you,

you’ (21.12).
Vet while we can explain Sarah’s action well enough, we cannot

escape its cruelty and its tragedy. ‘Cast out this slave-woman . . .0
is her last speech. With those words she leaves the narrative, and
she only re-enters it to die, and for Abraham to mourn her and
weep over her, and find a burial place for her body (ch. 23). Her
harsh words remind us of the expulsion from Fden, where the same
‘cast out’ appeared in the text (3.24). The narrator allows her no
chance to redeem herself, no opportunity to make amends.”’ There
will be no healing of the conflict between her and Hagar as there
will be of the one between Jacob and Esau. There will be no time
for the kind of reconciliation that will take place so movingly
between Joseph and his brothers. In more ways than one this story
reminds us of the tale of Cain and Abel.

A deafening silence

(Gen. 22)

y finished with Sarah. There is only one more

We have very nearl
story to be mentioned. It is the most powerful of all those

concerning Abraham, and, indeed, one of the most remarkable in
all Scripture. We all know how it begins:

After these things God tested Abraham. He said to him,
‘Abraham!’ And he said, ‘Here 1 am.” He said, ‘Take your
son, your only son Isaac, whom you love, and go to the land
of Moriah, and offer him there as a burnt offering on one of
the mountains that I shall show you.” (22.1-2)

All we wish to ask is this: where is Sarah?3°

God talks of Abraham loving Isaac, but it was Sarah who
expressed so much joy at his birth. All along, it has been Sarah
whose eyes have been focused on that birth. It was she who
suggested the child might be born through Hagar. When God
appeared to Abraham in disguise, but came really for Sarah and
her sharp ears, all his talk, all Sarah’s talk, was about this son. And
she it was who perceived so clearly the threat from Ishmael, and
was so quick and so determined to protect Isaac from him. God
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