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THE PROPHET AND THE KING 

BY ARYE BAR TAL 

Every~SWurday night Prime Minister Menahem Begin hosts a group of 

professors and Bible scholars who meet, under the direction of the World Jewish 

Bible Society, to study aspects of the Sidra of the week. On Paras hat Korah the 

Zionist leaders, who were at the convention in Jerusalem at that time, were in

vited, and in deference to the guests, that session was conducted in English. 

The Jewish meani'!g of leadership and democra~y as reflected in the Haftarah 

of Parashat Korah was discussed by Professor A rye Barta/ of Bar-Ilan Univer

sity. 

Mr. Prime Minister, Mrs. Begin, dis

tinguished guests, and friends. In this 
week's Haftarah (Sidra Korach) we read 

Of Samuel's address to the people of 
Israel. In it we can discern a rejection of 
Samuel's leadership, similar to the revolt 
of Korah aga!nst the leadership of 
Moses, and in this we see the linkage . 

. The people of Israel were tired of the 

leadership of the old Prophet since he 

had not succeeded in freeing them from 

the Philistine yoke. Therefore they 
demanded a king. At first Samuel 
refused, but finally he did consent to 

choose a king for Israel and our Haftara 
contains the old Prophet's address of the 
king's presentation before the people. 
This seems to be the farewell address to 
his people and one would suppose that 
Samuel would now yield the leadership to 
Saul, the young ki~g. Upon deeper atten
tion, however, we find to our surprise, 
that the old Prophet was far from relin

quishing his functions to the new 

monarchical jurisdiction. And indeed, 

later developments only attest to his con
tinued active participation in the affairs 

of state. How does the investiture of the 

new king correspond with that fact? 
In order to understand this, we must 

evaluate some aspects of political 
thought prevailing in early Israelite 
society, which were quite different from 

those which flourished among other an

cient peoples. The basic question in any 

governmental structure is: Who is the 
source of authority? In this regard, the 

ancient people of Israel gave a clear 
answer, that Almighty God is the source 
of all authority. That is to say, the term 
"kingdom of God" = •;,-m~?o, was un

derstood in ancient Israel not only 
in its religious sense. signifying His 
sovereignty over the forces of nature and 
human history~ but conveyed political 
meaning directly affecting governmental 
jurisdiction over rights of sovereignty, 
legislation and so on. The law of the land, 
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the ownership of its soil, political and 
military initiative, all these rights 

emanated according to this philosophy 

from God. This unique concept, both 

religious and political, explains why the 
tribes of Israel did not develop into 
monarchy as smoothly as they had 

moved from a pastoral to an agricultural 
community, as did their neighbours. For 

more than two hundred years charismatic 

leaders, known as the Judges, who 

derived their authority directly from 

God, played the most important role in 
Israel, the last of them Samuel. But, as 
stated already, his inability to free Israel 
from the hegemony of the Philistines led 

to the demand for a king. 

When at last Samuel sought a king, he 

was not only looking for the most 
suitable candidate, but his rnore impor

tant search was for a political system 
whereby the new sovereignty would not 
clash with the age-old concept of God's 

rulership. And indeed, the monarchy, as 

fashioned by Samuel, whom we could 

call "the father of the Israelite con
stitution," embodied principles unknown 

not only among any other ancient 

dynasty, but even for most of the con· 
temporary states. For example: In order 
to prevent tyranny and exploitation of 
the people by the king, his jurisdiction 
was limited, and the rights of the people 
safeguarded in a written document, cal
led "The law of the kingdom•• = llDWZ> 
i1:J,'7Di1, which developed as the "Magna 
Carta" of the Israelite monarchy. And so 

we read in the book of Samuel: "Then 
Samuel explained the royal constitution 
to the people and inscribed it in a book 
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which he placed before the Lord". (I 
Sam. 10:25). 

Furthermore: In order to ensure the 

proper application of limited rulership, 
separation of functions was established. 

The king was seen as the executive arm 
of government, but the ultimate authority 
remained, as before, within God's 
jurisdiction. In order to give the rule of 
God substance and not remain an 

abstraction, a prophet, as God's emis

sary and ambassador, had to be con
stantly at the king's side in order to 
represent the highest authority, to reveal 
the will of God and to guide the king in 

governing the people. Samuel expressed 
this very clearly in our Haft~ra: "For my 

part, far be it from me that I should sin 

against the Lord, but I will instruct you 
in the good and rigbt way" (I Sam. 

12:23). 

Not all that Samuel planned was 
realized in the later monarchy. The divi· 

sion of functions between the king and 

the prophet was so complicated that it 
led by the very nature of things and men 

to tension and conflict. What Samuel 

originally intended was that the man of 
God would give the order, and the king 
carry it out. In application, this meant 
that Saul would enjoy less authority than 
the Judges who preceded the kingship. 
No wonder then that the interpersonal 
relations of the Prophet and the king 
quickly deteriorated, leading to a tragic 
ending for both of them, but especially 
for Saul, whose mental equilibrium was 
gradually disturbed. But this does not 
mean that the monarchy in Israel became 
similar to that of its neighbours. 'fhe 



basic principle of God's sovereignty was 
retained. What emerged after a long and 
hard struggle was a political order under 
whicli the ruler derives his authority and 
the people their rights from a written 
charter. The king was not seen as the 
source of the law and he certainly did not 
stand above the law, any more than did 
his subjects, "the men of Israel". 
However the Israelite monarchy did not 
develop into a sopervised rulership as 
Samuel planned, but it did become a 
kingship under scrutiny. And thus we see 
that prophetic criticism of kings, 
aristocracy and the leading classes, 
sometimes harsh, not only flourished in 
ancient Israel, but was even considered 

legitimate, since its power emanated from 
God, the primary source of authority, 
and the prophet spoke only in His name. 

The exalted ethical and moral mes
sages of our prophetic literature, which 
deeply inspired our people as well as all 

nations having access to the Bible, are a 
direct outcome of this biblical approach 
to monarchy, established more than 
three thousand years ago. To speak up 

fearlessly for truth, justice and 
righteousness is not only the result of this 
early concept which is so well expressed 
in our Haftarah, but became a central 
factor in forming what is recognized uP. 
to this day as our Jewish mentality. 
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PRINCESS HAGAR 

BY SOL LIPTZIN 

The story of Hagar is told in Genesis 16 and 21. It is a strange story and does 

not cast a favorable light upon the first patriarchal couple, Abraham an·d Sarah. 

While religious commentators have sought in various ingenious ways to justify 

the mistreatment of Hagar, modern poets and novelists have been almost un

animous in their sympathy for her and in their condemnation of her master and 
mistress. 

Genesis 16 tells us that Sarah 'was childless for a long time. She had a hand

maid, Hagar, who was of Egyptian origin. She offered this handmaid to her hus

band as his concubine, in the hope that Hagar might conceive and she could then 

adopt Hagar's child as her own. But, when Hagar, on becoming pregnant, 

behaved disrespectfully toward her mistress, Sarah complained and Abraham, 

her docile husband, told her that she could do with her maid whatever she 

pleased. Thereupon Sarah dealt harshly with her and Hagar ran away. She got as 

far as Shur, in trying to make her way to her native Egypt, but ultimately she 

turned back or was forced to turn back. The child she bore to Abraham was 

Ishmael. 

A different portrait of Hagar is presented in Genesis 21. There Hagar is no 

longer the proud young woman who brooks no ill-treatment, after Abraham has 
raised her to a position of greater prestige as his concubine. She is a broken, sub

missive, mature woman, a mother worried about the future of her son Ishmael, 

now that Sarah has a last also given birth to a son, Isaac, who is growing up and 

would soon contest Ishmael's birthright. When Sarah demands that Abraham 
cast out the bondwoman Hagar and his firstborn son, since he now has another 

heir, her own son, the docile husband, though unhappy at this request, 

nevertheless again complies. He rises up early in the morning, provides Hagar 

and her son with bread and a jug of water, and sends them away to the Negev 

desert south of Beersheba. Mother and child would have perished if they had not 

Sol Liptzin, Emeritus Professor of Comparative Literature at the City University of New York, is 

the author of eighteen volumes on world literature_. including Germany's Stepchildren, The Jew in 
American Literature, and most recently, A History of Yiddish Literature. 
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found a well of water at the last possible moment and were thus able to survive in 

the harsh wilderness of Paran. 
Among the earliest surviving interpretations of the Hagar story were those of 

the Hellenistic philosopher Philo of Alexandria, the Apostle Paul and the Roman 

Jewish historian Josephus Flavius, all three of whom wrote in Greek. 

Philo and Paul attempted allegorical interpretations of the confrontation 

between Hagar and Sarah, while Josephus preferred to deal with the confronta· 

tion as a factual event. 

PHILO 

Writing under the influence of neo-Platonic and Stoic philosophers, Philo 

evaluated the liberal arts as inferior to philosophy, as the handmaid of 

philosophy, the mistress. Hagar, the handmaid of Sarah, symbolized for him such 

liberal arts as grammar, astronomy, rhetoric, 'music, while Sarah herself sym

bolized Wisdom and Virtue. Abraham, the symbol of Mind, desires to have 

children by Virtue, but, unable to do so at once, he is persuaded to espouse Vir· 

tue's handmaid, the lower instruction, the liberal arts. Sarah, or Wisdom, refrains 
from reproaching him with his backwardness or compl~te impotence in genera· 

tion. She would also offer similar advice to us in such a situation. "Instead of up

braiding us for our misfortune, Wisdom tells us: 'Go in, then, to my handmaid, 

the lower instruction given by the lower branches of school lore, that first you 

may have children by her,' for afterwards you will be able to avail yourself of the 

mistress's company to beget children of higher birth." (Philo, Loeb Classics Edi· 

tion, IV, 465). 

Philo takes up the question as to why Sarah does not give Hagar to Abraham 

immediately after their arrival with his Egyptian maid in the land of the 

Canaanites, but rather after they stayed there for ten years. His answer, in typical 

allegorical fashion, is that, after emerging from childhood, symbolized by Egypt, 

a person has to go through a period of adolescence in Canaan, and only then 

does he attain sufficient maturity as a reasoning being and can wed Hagar: "It is 

quite natural, then, that the mating with Hagar should take place when ten years 

have elapsed from the arrival in the land of the Canaanites; for we cannot desire 

the training of schools the moment we become reasoning beings, as under

standing is still soft and flaccid. That only comes when we have hardened our in· 
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telligence and quickness of mind and possess about all things a judgment which is 

no longer light and superficial, but firm and steady." (ibid., IV, 519). 

Philo wants us not to condemn Sarah's ill-treatment of Hagar as a typical ex

ample of women's jealousy. "It is not women that is spoken of here; it is minds

on the one hand, the mind which exercises itself in the preliminary learning; on 

the other hand, the mind which strives to win the palm of virtue and ceases not till 
it is won" (ibid., IV, 551). 

JOSEPHUS 

Unlike the Alexandrian philosopher Philo and the Christian apostle Paul, who 

attempted allegorical interpretations, the historian Josephus preferred factual in

terpretations of biblical and Jewish events. He was writing in the closing decade 

of the first century for an audience consisting of educated Greeks and Romans 

rather than of Hellenistic Jews or new converts to Christianity. He, therefore, es

chews esoteric discourses. In his Jewish Antiquities, he tries to present biblical 

Jewish characters in a favorable light as human beings with human motivations. 

In his narrative, Abraham is a good husband who is distressed at his wife's 

sterility. Sarah is a good wife. To please him, she brings him one of her hand

maidens, the Egyptian Hagar, that he might have children by her. This servant, 

on becoming pregnant, has the insolence to abuse her mistress and to assume 

queenly airs, as though the succession were definitely to pass from Abraham to 

her still unborn son. When Abraham permits Sarah to chastise her, Hagar, unwil

ling to endure humiliation, attempts flight but is persuaded to return. She is 

forgiven and behaves better thereafter. Sarah, at first, cherishes Ishmael as if he 

were her own son, seeing that he has to be trained as heir to the chieftancy. 

However, when she herself gives birth, she fears that Ishmael, as the older child, 

might hurt Isaac, after the death of Abraham. She, therefore, urges her husba~d 
to send Hagar and Ishmael to settle elsewhere. As a good human being, Abraham 

refuses, thinking that it is brutal to send off an infant child with a woman destitute 

of the necessities oflife. But afterwards, as a good husband, he yields to his wife's 

entreaties. Fortunately, Hagar survives her ordeal of thirst in the desert. She later 

meets some shepherds and, through their care, escapes her miseries. She raises 

her son to be the ancestor of powerful tribes. 
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JEWISH BIBLICAL COMMENTATORS 

Jewish biblical commentators throughout the Middle Ages refused to tolerate 

any flaws in the character of the revered first patriarch and his wife. They 

generally tried to find excuses for their behavior toward Hagar. Only 

Nachmanides (1195-1270), in commenting on Genesis 16:6, concludes that 

Sarah sinned and so did Abraham. That is why God heard Hagar's lament when 

she ran away from mistreatment and gave her a son whose descendants would 

plague the descendants of Abraham and Sarah. 
Hagar's independence of mind and action, so untypical of slaves and 

bondwomen, was due to the fact that she had been a princess in Egypt, the 

daughter of Pharaoh, before she was made to serve Sarah. This claim that she 

was of royal origin was already voiced in the second century by Rabbi Simeon 

bar Yohai, a disciple of Rabbi Akiva. It is attributed to this sage in Genesis Rab

bah, an aggadic Midrash based on very early oral and written sources. It is 

repeated by Rashi (1040-1105), and by many other expounders of the Bible 

thereafter. 

GENESIS RABBAH 

According to Genesis Rabbah, when Sarah was in Egypt with her husband, 

who introduced her as his sister, Pharaoh wished to add her to his harem because 

of her great beauty, but was prevented by divine intervention in her behalf. He 

then discovered that she was Abraham's wife and returned her to him along with 

rich gifts. He bestowed his daughter Hagar upon Sarah, saying that it was better 

for Hagar to be a handmaid in Sarah's blessed household than to be a mistress in 

another house. It was Sarah who persuaded the reluctant maid to be united with 
Abraham. She urged Hagar on with the words: "Happy ·art thou to be united to 

so holy a man." After Hagar conceived, Sarah was especially nice to her. When 

ladies came to visit Sarah, she would ask them also to visit Hagar. However, 
Hagar soon began to feel superior to her mistress. She would gossip to the visitors 

and tell them: "My mistress Sarah is not inwardly what she is outwardly. She ap

pears to be a righteous woman, but she is not. For, had she been a righteous 

woman, she would not be barren. See how many years have passed without her 

conceiving, whereas I conceived in one night." When this gossip was reported to 

Sarah, she complained to her husband. He was in a quandary and decided not to 
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interfere, saying to Sarah: "After we made Hagar a mistress, shall we make her a 

bondwoman again? I am constrained to do her neither good nor harm." It was 

Sarah, and not Abraham, who dealt harshly with Hagar and caused this proud 

Egyptian princess, who was her property and not her husband's, to run away. 

PIRKE de RABBI ELIEZER 

Pirke de Rabbi Eliezer, an aggadic collection whose final text of the ninth 

century also goes back to earlier sources, repeats the legend of Hagar as the 

daughter of Pharaoh and thus explains the maid's defiance of her mistress to 

whom she does not feel in the least inferior even when forced into servitude. 

The same aggadic work also tries to excuse Abraham's later yielding to Sarah's 

demand that Hagar and Ishmael be cast out, by explaining that young Ishmael, 

who grew up with the bow and became an archer, once saw Isaac sitting by 

himself and he shot an arrow at him to slay him. Sarah saw this and insisted that 

Ishmael and Hagar be sent far away to prevent a future calamity, if a more ac

curate arrow should be aimed at Isaac. Although Abraham felt this demand to be 

exceedingly cruel, he could not gainsay his wife or put Isaac's life in constant 

jeopardy. 

ARAB LEGENDS 

With the rise of Islam, legends of Hagar and Ishmael, the revered forebears of 

powerful Arab tribes, proliferated among Arab writers. Max Griinbaum in his 

Neue Beitriige zur semitischen Sagenkunde, 1893, summarized many of these 

legends. Abraham and Ishmael were regarded as the founders of the Kaaba, the 
sacred shrine at Mecca, toward which Moslems turn when praying, even as Jews 

turn toward Jerusalem. In Islamic lore, Sarah and Isaac are in the background. 

Hagar is idealized and Sarah's behavior is deprecated. Hagar and her son are sent 

into the desert leading to Mecca. There Allah lets the well of Zemzem arise. When 

Arab tribesmen see birds flying in its direction, they realize that only where there 

is water will birds congregate. They follow in the same direction and find Hagar 

at the well. They let her share their milk and she lets them share in the water. 

According to another Moslem legend, Abraham himself brought Hagar and 

Ishmael to Mecca, when Sarah wanted them far away, and years later, after his 
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son married, he visited him twice. These visits too became the source of 

fascinating legends. 

TSENOURENO 

Many of the legends that circulated in ·oral apd written form among Jews since 

the beginning of the Common Era became far mo~e widely known when they 

were incorporated in the commentaries of Rashi and of Nachmanides (Ram ban), 

commentaries reprinted throughout later generations and still studied today in 

schools and synagogues. Women read these legends in the Tseno Ureno, their 

Yiddish biblical commentary, which interlaced biblical passages with parables, al

legories, short stories, anecdotes and admonitions. The Tseno Ureno has been 

reprinted in numerous editions since 1616. For centuries, Jewish mothers used to 

read its chapters to their children on Saturday afternoons and the moral text 

helped to mold the character and values of their young s<>ns and daughters. Every 

act of the revered patriarchs and matriarchs was either condoned or, if this was 

impossible, it was shown tO have brought down suffe; ing as retribution for aber

rations. In the Hagar story, the maid's misbehavior toward her mistress was 

blamed for her misfortunes. Sarah, who was barren for ten years in the land of 

Canaan and more years before entering Canaan, thought that by giving her maid 

to Abraham, she too would merit having children. Abraham was not really in

terested in having a child with Hagar but he listened to his wife because he did not 

want to offend her. Sarah was so upset because Abraham did not reprove Hagar 

for gossiping that she even cast an evil eye on Hagar, who then miscarried. The 

retribution meted out to Sarah for this sinful behavior was the shortening of her 

life. She was to have lived as long as Abraham but she died prematurely by forty

eight years. Abraham's weakness in permitting her to mistreat Hagar was also 

sinful and resulted in his offspring with Sarah later falling under the dominance of 

Hagar's offspring, a conclusion earlier voiced by N achmanides. 

As to the question why Abraham did not give Hagar enough water to last 

mother and child for the entire journey through the desert, the answer was offered 

that the water would have been sufficient normally, but that Ishmael was feverish 

and drank an inordinate amount of the precious liquid so that the jug was soon 

emptied. 

Another question asked was: why did not the all-knowing God let Ishmael 
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perish of thirst before he could grow up and cause trouble, through his descen

dants, to the Jews, God's chosen people. The answer, which was taken over from 

Rashi, was that Ishmael was still an innocent child, when he was expelled into the 
wilderness, and God does not punish evil which has not yet been committed. 

Abraham later compensated Hagar for his earlier behavior toward her by mar

rying her after the death of Sarah, and Hagar bore him seven more children. It is 

true that, according to the Bible, the wife he married in his old age was Ketura. 

However, Ketura is identified as Hagar, upon the authority of Rashi. Ketura is 

the Hebrew word for incense and Hagar bore this name after she repented of her 

idolatry and her deeds were then as beautifully fragant as incense. The Tseno 

Ureno also repeats a second etymology that Rashi gives for Ketura, namely that 

the word is derived frorr, keter, Chaldean for knotted, tied up, because Hagar, 

after her expulsion and until her reunion with the aged Abraham, lived closed up 

and lonely; otherwise Abraham probably would not have been allowed to take 

her back, since a woman may not return to her first husband after she lived with a 
second husband. 

DUTCH . VERSION. 

Jewish, Christian and Moslem legends formed the basis for the best-known 

Dutch version of the Hagar-theme, the long narrative poem Hagar by Isaac da 

Costa (1798-1860). The poet was the scion of a patrician marrano family to 

which belonged also the excommunicated Jewish dissenter Uriel da Costa. The 

family had escaped from Portugal to Amsterdam at the beginning of the 

seventeenth century and reverted to Judaism. Isaac da Costa, however, came un· 

der the influence of the Christian religious writer Willem Bilderdijk (1756-1831) 

and was baptized in his twenty-fourth year. He ultimately ended as the curator 
of the Theological Seminary of the Free Scottish Church in Amsterdam and his 
maturer biblical verses were given a Christian slant. His Hagar, 1847, is generally 

regarded as his finest poem and was for a time popular as a school text in Hol

land. It begins with Hagar's first flight into the wilderness and her return. It con

tinues with her being cast out into the wilderness after the birth of Isaac. J:Ier son 

Ishmael later becomes the ancestor of the Arabs, who proceed to make great 
conquests, especially after the appearance of Mohammed. God's promise to 

Ishmael is fulfilled when the Mohammedan realm attains to enormous splendor. 

However, the resurgence of Christendom since the era of the Crusades results in 
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the decline of Islam. Ultimately, Ishmael's descendants will have to submit to the 

Christian savior, the descendant of Isaac, even as Hagar, after her original flight, 

had to submit to Sarah. 

ENGLISH POETS 

The English poets that dealt with the Hagar-theme during the past two 

centuries found no justification for the patriarch who exposed his child and its 

mother to the inhospitable desert. They are more interested in the human drama 

than in theological explanations. In the poem "Hagar in the Desert" by Mary 

Tighe (1773-1810), we see the injured, hopeless, weary mother wandering on, in

dignant and forlorn, with her scorned child. We participate in her anguish as she 

watches her Ishmael dying of thirst and we exult when divine relief finally comes 

to the two lonely figures. In the sonnet "Hagar" by the Victorian poet Hartley 

Coleridge (1796-1849), the son of the more famous poet Samuel Taylor 

Coleridge, we sympathize with the angry, wronged, outcast mother as she sits 

with her famished child in the desert. God too feels with her in her undeserved dis

grace and he sends an angel to cheer her and to revive her child. 

The narrative poem "Hagar in the Wilderness" by Edwin Arnold (1832-1904), 

whose long epics of exotic Asian lands once delighted Victorian readers, depicts 

Hagar in the scorching desert-noon reconciling herself to her nighing death after 

the last drop of her shrivelled flagon has been drained. She bewails her little son, 

who must share her fate. She cannot imagine that Abraham, who gave him life, 

would knowingly rob him oflife. She still defends the patriarch as wise and gentle, 

and blames the bitter-hearted Sarah for their distress. For a moment, a cry of joy 

bursts from Ishmael's bosom as he discerns glistening water in the distance. But 

his mother recognizes it as a desert mirage and sinks into despair. "Man had no 

mercy - God will show us none." But God is merciful and unseals their sight so 

that they behold a real, sparkling spring in the desert sand. They quaff the liquid 

life and learn the lesson all of us must learn: to hope ever anew and not to despair. 

AMERICAN, SCOTTISH, GERMAN POETS 

The poem "Hagar in the Wilderness" by Nathaniel Parker Willis (1806-186 7) 

concentrates on Abraham's agony in having to yield to Sarah's demand. He 

speaks no word to Hagar nor looks upon her face. He merely lays his hand in 

silent blessing on the boy, as he sends both mother and son into the wilderness. 
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In the poem "Hagar Departed" by the American religious poet Edward Everett 

Hale (1822-1909), it is again Sarah who bears the chief blame rather than her 

husband. It is Sarah, a mother, who drives anoti1er mother from home. She alone 

is dry-eyed, while the patriarch, Hagar, and the child Ishmael weep. If salvation 

comes at the critical moment, it is because God, and not man, hears the outcast 

mother's agony and the orphan's cry of anguish in the wide desert. 

The five stanzas of the lyric "Hagar" by the young Scottish poet Francis 

Lauderdale Adams (1862-1893) describe a hungry mother wandering through 

the night with her baby in her arms and finally lying down to die. The famished 

child wails and wails. The mother creeps away, yet still hears the wailing. She 

finally takes a jagged stone and beats it on the head. The child gives only a single 

moan and is silent forever. No miracle comes to the modern Hagar, such as came 

to the biblical one, though the sun rises in the eastern sky - and the day is 

Christmas Day. 

Equally bitter is the tone of the German lyricist Irene Forbes-Mosse 

(1864-1945), whose poem in thirteen stanzas "Hagars Klage" voices woman's 

resentment that she is treated like a puppy with whom a man plays and then casts 

off, or like an unbefriended little dog whom man feeds and then points to the 

door: "Go, it is enough!" This is what happened to Hagar. It is not merely the 

dryness of the desert that makes her thirst for water. It is also injustice that makes 

her thirst for justice and loneliness that makes her thirst for comradeship. 

ITZIK MANGER 

Condemnation of the man who disports with woman and then casts her off 

permeates the three lyrics about Hagar by Itzik Manger (!901-1969), the Ruma

nian Yrddish troubadour, who resurrected biblical characters as if they lived and 
breathed in an Eastern European townlet of the early twentieth century. The first 

lyric portrays Hagar's last night with Abraham. She sits in the kitchen beside a 

smoky lamp and weeps when he tells her that she must go. Sarah has threatened 

him with divorce unless he gets rid of Hagar. The maid takes out the gifts that the 

patriarch once gave her when he took her out for a walk near the railroad. She la

ments that the love of a man floats away and disintegrates like the smoke of the 

lamp or of the locomotive. Where is she to go now with her little baby? And yet, 

she still bears some love for her seducer and she will not leave the floor unswept 

or the pots and pl:.ttes unwashed before departing. The second lyric takes place at 
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dawn, as Hagar prepares to leave Abraham's house by coach in order to catch 

tbe morning train. While he haggles with the coachman, she calms her little 

Ishmael: "Don't weep, my darling. That's our fate. That's how patriarchs with 

long, pious beards behave." But she herself cannot restrain her tears as she thinks 

of her uncertain future. She wonders whether the pious Abraham senses what 

goes on in her heart, now that the coach stands ready to drive her away far, far 

from him. In the third lyric, the weeping Hagar sits at the crossroads, not know

ing whether to turn eastward or westward. Fortunately, the Turkish Sultan passes 

by with a caravan and recognizes her as Abraham's maid from whom he and 

other Moslems stem, according to the prophet Mohammed. He kneels before her 

and thanks Allah for having found her. Hagar sits confused at this sudden change 

of fortune, while a silver half-moon glistens in her hair. 

R!KUDAH POTASH 

While Manger's ironic lyrics about Hagar were penned during his light-hearted, 

pre-Nazi years, before exile and illness saddened him, the Yiddish lyricist 

Rikudah Potash, who began her poetic career in pre-holocaust Poland, wrote her 

"Hagar" after she found refuge in 1934 on the soil of her new homeland. In 

Jerusalem, she came under the influence of the German Expressionist poet Else 

Lasker-Schiiler, who had also escaped the Nazi-deluge. Nevertheless, the tender, 

elegiac biblical poems of Rikudah Potash remained free of Expressionistic ex

plosive hysteria. In her "Hagar," she depicts the exiled mother and child in the 

wilderness, where all the elements are hostile. The hot dust of the desert falls upon 

Hagar's hair, the caked earth upon which she treads is unproductive, the fiery, 

blood-colored sky hangs heavy above her. Amidst this desolation, where is she 

to find refuge with her little boy? Weeping she wanders on and on. Nowhere can 

she cool her tears. 

The poem was composed when the Nazis were dominant. The apparently 
hopeless fate of the exiled Hagar mirrored the situation of many Jewish mothers 

in Eastern and Central Europe 

SOUTH AFRICAN POET 

The Soutb African poet Lewis Sowden (1905-1974), who also found refuge in 

Israel after atruggling against apartheid, saw in Hagar the precursor of all who 

are held in bondage. In his Poems on Themes Drawn from the Bible, 1960, he in-

123 



eludes, under the title "Ishmael," three monologues by Hagar, Sarah and 

Abraham. Hagar calls on the God of bondmen and bondmaids to loosen their 

shackles. She feels that in the desert God is nearer to the enslaved. He will exer

cise mercy and will not let her son die. Sarah justifies her own behavior in 

wanting the alien menial banished before the son of this slave can claim a share in 
Abraham's bounty. Abraham realizes that, if, in dividing his heritage, he were to 

give more to one son, he would arouse envy in the other son and destroy their 

brotherhood. He can teach the unity of God but is helpless to teach the unity of 

man. Hagar and Ishmael are exiled to the desert in order to expiate their master's 

sins but they will return, after learning wilder ways, to claim their own. 

As a fighter for the liberation of the Blacks from dominance by the Whites of 

South Africa, Sowden foresaw a coming conflict between both, after the Blacks 

will have learned the wilder ways of terrorism. In the end, perhaps brotherhood 

will come into being. 

THE HABIRU CONNECTION 

While poets could concentrate on a single episode of the Hagar story, generally 

the casting out of Hagar and her child, novelists had to paint an entire panorama 

of the world in which this biblical event took place, the world between the Nile 

and the Euphrates. Twentieth century archeological discoveries of the Patriarchal 

Era enriched our understanding of arising, dominant, and decaying civilizations 
in this region that was teeming with peoples of different levels of culture. Among 

these peoples were the nomadic and semi-nomadic Habiru, of whom we learned 
from tablets uncovered at Tel-el-Amarna in Egypt, at Mari on the Upper 

Euphrates, and at Nuzi about 150 miles north of Baghdad. The similarity of the 

names Habiru and Hebrew led novelists, who could afford to be less critical than 
biblical scholars, not only to identify both as one and the same grouping but also 

to catapult Abraham into the leadership of the Habiru nomads. Two novels, 

which sought to reconstruct imaginatively the Abrahamitic generation at the 

close of the third millennium before the Common Era and which laid great stress 

on the Hagar episode, were Father Abraham, 1935, by the Canadian scholar and 

novelist William George Hardy and Hagar, 1958, by Cothburn O'Neal. 

WILLIAM GEORGE HARDY 

Hardy was a professor of Classics at the University of Alberta and the author 
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of several biblical novels. He was familiar with the excavations then being con

cluded by the British archeologist C.L. Woolley, who had uncovered Ur of the 

Chaldees and its civilization dating from the time of Abraham. He therefore 

began his novel in Ur with the young lad Abraham, the son of Terach, an Ara

mean immigrant and maker of images, and he traced Abraham's growth in a life 

long search for the supreme God. The novelist conceived of Sarah as the princess 

of the wandering Habiru. She it was who saved Abraham from crumbling Ur, 

when this city came under the rule of the conquering Hammurabi, King of 

Babylon. As Sarah's husband, Abraham attained to great power, becoming the 

undisputed chieftain of the Habiru, whom he indoctrinated into the worship of the 

one God, invisible and all-powerful. When famine swept over Canaan, Abraham 

led his tribe down to Egypt. There the beautiful Sarah attracted the notice of 

Pharaoh who wanted her as his favorite concubine. He gave her Hagar as her ser

vant. Hagar was the daughter of the concubine whom Sarah had displaced and 

who, in accordance with the prevailing custom, had committed suicide. On dis

covering that Sarah, who had been introduced to him as Abraham's sister, was 

also Abraham's wife. Pharaoh feared divine vengeance and sent the couple back 

to Canaan, together with Princess Hagar. It was in Canaan that the drama was 

then played out between Sarah, Queen of the Habiru, and Hagar, the daughter of 

Pharaoh who had become her bondwoman. It was a human drama, with human 

passions swirling about the main characters. It ended when Ishmael, who had 

witnessed human sacrifices being offered up to Baal by the Canaanites, bound 

Isaac hand and foot and put him on an altar of wood to slay him. Then did 

Abraham free himself from his fascination for Hagar and send her back to Egypt 

with her son. 

COTHBURN O'NEAL 

Cothburn O'Neal's novel also attempted a reconstruction of the life of the 

Habiru nomads under the leadership of Abraham. When these wander on to 

Egypt and Pharaoh discovers that Sarah is a married woman, he fears that 

plagues would descend upon his land because of his wanting her as his concubine. 

To appease her God, he gives her his daughter Hagar. This highly cultured Egyp

tian princess then lives on as Sarah's property in the tents of the uncultured 

Habiru. Upon the behest of her mistress, she has to bear a child to Abraham. But 

after Isaac too is born, Sarah can tolerate no rival claimant as Abraham's succes-
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sor and casts out Hagar and Ishmael. After severe hardships in the desert, both 

are rescued by Phicol, an exiled Egyptian aristocrat and warrior, who commands 

the army of King Abimelech of Gerar. Phicol is proud to marry a daughter of 

Pharaoh. Her son is thus assured of attaining to great power in the Wilderness 

of Paran. 

The novelist emphasizes that Sarah acted not out of malice toward her Egyp

tian maid and toward Abraham's firstborn son but rather in order to effect a 

separation between the Habiru over whom Isaac was to rule and the Canaanites 

among whom Ishmael was to carve out a kingdom for himself. 

HAGAR THEME IN DRAMA 

Abraham's sacrifice of Hagar and Ishmael in order to mollify his wife and to 
secure the inheritance for his younger son had little appeal to dramatists. Franz 

Lindheimer, in his verse drama of 1896, Hagars Liebe, attempted to do justice to 

this theme and failed. Karl Wolfskehl, in his pre-exilic and in his New Zealand 

years, wrestled with this theme in his projected poetic drama Abram, but ap· 

parently never completed this work. Only a single monologue by Hagar, when 

she was cast out and faced death, appeared posthumously in 1960. 

Abraham's inner conflict, whether or not to appease his wife and reluctantly to 

sacrifice his firstborn son, could not arouse universal sympathy, as could his 
religious conflict, whether or not to yield to the will of God, who demanded ab

solute submission in the sacrifice of Isaac. In the Hagar story, our sympathy is 

not with Abraham but rather with the princess who became a bondwoman, the 

concubine who was misused by master and mistress and then abandoned. She is 

at the center of our interest and not the patriarch, as in the Akedah-theme. All 

the subtle and ingenious excuses offered by well-meaning theologians, poets and 
novelists cannot absolve Abraham and Sarah from guilt. Their behavior toward 
Hagar is deplorably human and therefore suffers from moral imperfection. The 
Bible does not gloss over human weaknesses but rather shows man, be he 

patriarch, king, or commoner, striving to rise above his erring, imperfect condi-

tion in his ascent to a more moral level of existence. 0 
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THE TRIALS OF ABRAHAM 

BY CHAIM ABRAMOWITZ 

Chapter 22 in Genesis relates the strange story of God testing Abraham's faith 

by asking him to sacrifice his only son. Our traditional commentators, who 
believed in God's omniscience and in His knowldege of the depth of Abraham's 

faith and devotion tried to devise various reasons for this strange and cruel re

quest. God wanted to "grieve" and punish him for ceding to Avimelech the Land 

of Gerar when it was included in the land promised to him (Rashbam); to prove 

to the world that there is free will (Nachmanides); to prove his faith and make 

him worthy of being rewarded (Ibn Ezra); that the whole world may learn and 

realize the extent of his faith (Malbim); to light against human sacrifice by having 

God himself intercede to stop one (Hertz); and the Aggadic ones abcut Satan's 

intervention as developed in Sanhedrin 89b and quoted by Rashi. To us and to 

the commentators, ancient and. modern, Jewish and non Jewish, to whom human 

sacrifice is an abomination, the story is both strange and tragic. There is no ex

cuse or explanation that would make the request to an old father to sacrifice his 

beloved son, or the willingness of a father to do so, or the readiness of a son to be 

sacrificed, seem reasonable or comprehensible to us. 

HUMAN SACRIFICE NOT UNCOMMON IN ANTIQUITY 

In the days of Abraham and for a millenium thereafter human sacrifice was an 

accepted and not uncommon observance. Frazer in the Golden Bough cites 

numerous and various examples of human sacrifices from slaves and captives lo 
princes and kings. When the Delphic oracle decreed that King Athames be 

sacrificed, it was done with pomp and circumstance.' The Judean Kings Ahaz 

and Menashe "passed their son's through the fire" and this is mentioned as the 
ultimate of their sins. 2 The king of Moab publicy sacrificed his first born son 

1. Frazer: The Golden Bough 1 vol. ed. p. 291 
2. II Kings 16,3 and 2 U 

Chaim Abramowitz served as EducationaJ Director of Temple Hillel in Valley Stream. N.Y. He 
came on Aliya in 1973. He is Assistant Editor of Dor le· Dor. 
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when he was hard-pressed in battle.' In those days the ordinary reader, or 

listener, would not have been shocked by a story of a father sacrificing his son un

less the story teller deliberately developed the situation in such a manner that the 

horror of God's request and the extraordinariness of Abraham's acquiescence 

became obvious. The Bible relates some of the instances in the life of Abraham 

and omits others for very good reasons. On re-examining the story of Abraham 

as it unfolds from the end of chapter II through chapter 25, we begin to realize 

that it is not merely a collection of unrelated incidents but that it is a continuous 

story which builds up tension and suspense with the ultimate skill that produces 

the maximum effect of chapter 21 and what follows. 

A WANDERER AT SEVENTY FIVE 

We first meet A: braham in Ur Casdim, the city of his birth, as a married man 

living with his father, his brothers, and most probably other members of his fami

ly (II :24-29). When his brother Haran died, his father, for some unknown 

reason, moved to the city of Haran. As a devoted son he left his brothers and the 

rest of the family and followed his father, taking his orphaned nephew with him 

{II :30-32). The text does not clarify the length of stay in his new place. The 

word ''your birthplace 1n11117:l" in the next chapter indicates either that he in

tended to settle in Haran and considered it as if it were his birthplace or that he 

was filled with longing for the city of his birth and planned to return there at the 

first opportunity. In either case it was far from his mind to become a wanderer 

when, at the age of seventy five, he heard the voice of God telling him to go to 

a new, as yet unspecified land. The Bible emphasizes the gravity of the command 

by spelling out what he is leaving, in ever increasing detail: "from your land, from 

your birthplace, from your family" (12:1). 
He obeyed, and he and his wife and his nephew left for Canaan. His decision to 

obey may have been instinctive or it may have been bolstered by the seven-fold 

blessing, or promise, that would result from his obedience. The voice of his invisi

ble God promised him that: 

I will make thee a great nation; 

I will bless thee; 

I will make thy name great; 

Be thou a blessing; 

3. II Kings 3:27 
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I will bless them that bless thee; 

I will curse those that curse thee; 

In thee shall all the families of the earth be blessed. 
(12:2-3) 

First and foremost of all those blessings is the promise of a child, or children, 

implied in the words, "I will make thee a great nation." We are already aware of 

its importance because in the first introduction we are told that "Sarah was 

barren," and for further emphasis, "she had no child" (II :30). 

IN A STRANGE LAND 

They arrived in Canaan, three people alone in a strange land. He wandered 

through the land looking for a place to settle, but every one they met was a 

stranger. In the words of the Bible: "the Canaanite was then in the land!" (12:6). 

By the time he reached Shechem he needed encouragement and a new spiritual 

uplift. He received that when, at Elan Moreh, he heard God's second promise or 

a repetition of the first one with an addition: "To thy seed I will give this land" 

(12:7). This second promise raised his spirits and he built two altars (mnJTI.l) 

(monuments) to his God in commemoration of His promises for a bright future. 

This bright future, however, seemed to be negated by the events that followed. 

His peace in this new land was disrupted by a famine and he was forced to go 

to Egypt. There he ran into difficulties with the king on account of his wife. 

Though it ended with some amicable and profitable arrangements, he was obliged 

to leave and return to Canaan. There, because of their increased wealth, he was 

troubled by the quarrels between his and his nephew's shepherds and by the 

realization that they could no longer live together peacefully. They separated 

with Lot getting the better part of the deal by settling in the lush city of Sodom 

(12:10, 13:13). 

With Lot gone. and he and Sarah being alone, he needed additional encourage

ment to keep him from despair. F~r the third time God promised him land and 

children and, though neither was as yet fulfilled, Abraham's faith did not waver 

and he commemorated this third repetition of the promise by building another 

altar-monument- in Hebron (13:14-18). As before, the Biblical narrator follows 

the declaration of the divine promise by events of trouble. Abraham became in

volved in a battle he did not seek and from which he derived no personal benefit 
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(ch. 14). Though he probably received a great deal of satisfaction by saving his 

nephew and his family, the fact that Lot hadchildren emphasized his own con

tinuing childlessness. We find his hope, if not his faith, beginning to diminish 

when his response to God's promise of reward ar.d protection was: "What can 

you give me when I am childless- you have given me no children" (15:2-3). 

THE PROMISE AND ITS REINFORCEMENT 

This time the fourth repetition of the promise needed reinforcement. Something 

tangible, like a treaty or a covenant, had to be made, and what follows in chapter 

15 is a description of that covenant. Whether that covenant was real or visionary, 

it made the intended impression on Abraham. Even the prospect of four hundred 

years of servitude for his offspring did not diminish his hope or yearni~g for a 

child. He was impressed by what he experienced but his wife Sarah, who did not 

participate in the ceremony, was not convinced. She decided on the well known 

and "proven" remedy of imitative magic.4 If her maid, her own personal property, 
will bear her husband's child then that will somehow affect her and she too will 

become fruitful. After waiting in vain at least ten years for God's original promise 

~o come true, she asked her husband to take Hagar, her slave girl, so that she 

"will be built up through her." Abraham obliged and Hagar did. become pregnant, 

but that did not bring peace to the family. Like every event after a promise, there 

was trouble but no fulfillment. The sharpened conflict between mistress and maid 

caused Hagar to try and escape her tormentor. Even though she returned and 

Abraham became a father to Hagar's son, Sarah remained childless. Her remedy 

remained ineffective. 

PROMISE AND DISAPPOINTMENT 

True to form, another repetition of the promise followed this latest dis

appointment, but with something added. The letter n is added to Abram's name 
to symbolize that he will be "the father of many nations" (17:8) and to Sarah's 

name that she shall be a "mother of nations" ( 17: 16). In return he was asked to 

do something drastic. "And you shall be circumcised - and it shall be a token 

between you and me" as a prelude to his having a child. Abraham laughed bitter
ly to himself because he was already doubtful of the possibility of Sarah's giving 

4. See Frazer: The Golden Bough on Imitative Magic 
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birth at that late age. He showed this increasing doubt by saying: "Oh that 

Ishmael might live before Thee" (17:18); in other words: I am ready to settle for 

Ishmael. God reassured him that it is through Sarah that His· blessing will 

materialize "in another year."5 He was also instructed to name his future son "he 

will laugh"- as if to say: Everytime you will look at your son you will remember 

that what you once thought impossible has materialized. Abraham, ever steadfast 

in his faith, proceeded to circumcise himself, his son Ishmael, and all male 
members of his household. While recovering from his wounds he was visited by 

three men, or angels, and one of them repeated God's promise and set a specific 
date: "this time next year and a child will be born" (18:14). 

No sooner was the promise reiterated and the angels had left that we hear of 

another disturbing incident confronting Abraham. Sodom and Gomorrah, where 

his nephew Lot had selected to built his home, was to be destroyed because of its 

wickedness. True to his principle of never pleading for himself or his family, 

he argued for justice on the basis that the wicked should be saved because of a 

few righteous persons rather than the righteous should die because of the wicked. 

The entire discussion in chapter 18 revolves around the proportion and not the 

theory: When he stopped at ten he was probably certain that he saved the city 

and his nephew. This story as well as the story of the destruction of Sodom is 

very relevant to the developement of the .\braham character. Alongside the con

stant emphasis on his yearning for a child with Sarah and the oft repeated divine 

promise in its various forms, we have his gradual alienation from his family. 

When he looked toward Sodom and saw the city in ruins he was certain that 

Lot and his family were among the dead. All that were left to him was Ishmael, 

and his still barren wife, and the hope that within a year she would have a son. 

THE PROMISE FULFILLED 

Finally, God's oft repeated and long delayed promise was fulfilled. In the 
two sentences which tell of Sarah's giving birth to a son, the reference to the fact 

that it is the result of God's promise is thrice repeated (21: 1-2). It takes little 

imagination to feel the intensity of the happiness that the child brought to the ag

ing couple. Abraham meticulously obeyed God's will by circumcising him at the 

age of eight days naming him pnlt'. Sarah played on the name and gave it a 

s. The expression "in another year" is ambiguous. It may mean "next year" or "some other 

year." 
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joyous twist: "God has made laughter for me" c•~?K •? mu~ pmll (21 :6). 

Abraham thought that his joy was now complete because he had a son by his 

beloved wife and both sons were with him, but again his happiness was clouded 

by the fact that one of his sons was soon to de,:>art from him. At his wife's in

sistence and with God's approval and assurance that no harm would befall the 

child, he reluctantly sent Ishmael and his mother away. 

A PROMISE AND ITS REVERSE EFFECT 

However, all is well that ends well. Abraham made peace with Avimelech and 

the Philistines and he and his wife and his son settled in Gerar expecting to live 

out their days in untroubled happiness. "And Abraham lived in the Land of the 

Philistines many years" (21 :34). This seems like a perfect end to the story of 

Abraham. As we follow the story, our tensions keep rising and our suspense in

creasing as we watch our hero and heroine grow older and God's continued 

promises becoming less and less realistic and credible. Every promise seems to 

have a reverse effect and we are wondering why he so tenaciously holds on to his 

invisible God. Now we can relax because we realize that His promises are im

mutabe but not always immediately implemented. We also realize that that child 

meant more to his father than any other child to a father. We empathize and re

joice with them because we see in Isaac a vindictation both of God and of 

Abraham's unswerving faith in Him. We are, therefore, completely unprepared 

for the incredible story that follows. 
"And it came to pass after these things," after all his peregrinations in and out 

of a strange land, after all his troubles and tribulations, his repeated expectations 

and disappointments, all of which happened after he began to "know God" and 

after he received his full reward, that "God tested Abraham." Be calm, the Bible 
seems to tell us, because what you are about to hear is only a test. It is not really 

going to happen;' it is only an attempt to show the world the greatness of 
Abraham. Now that we are assured that it is only a test and that no harm will 

befall either father or son, we can listen to the rest of the story with full 
equanimity. It is safe to detail the enormity of the demand in rising crescendo: 

"your son-your only son, whom you love-Isaac," whose very name was God 

5. All "tests" in the Torah are for those whom God knows that they will pass them. Others are 
never tested. (Nachmanides) 
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given. Also, for the first time, the divine request was not accompanied by any 

promise of reward. It was a simple request preceded by the word "please" (Kl), 

implying that he was at liberty to reject the request without fear of retribution. 

Though Isaac was also tested,' for he was the one who was to give up his life, the 

emphasis is on Abraham because it is his unimpeachable devotion to God that 

was to be brought out in the "test." It is evident from the fact that later Isaac car· 

ried the heavy wood that he was stronger than his father and could have refused 

to participate had he so desired. 

THREE DAYS AND THEIR THOUGHTS 

As we have noted before, Abraham never questioned or pleaded before God 

when the welfare of his or of his immediate family, was concerned. He made his 

preparations early next morning and he and his son and two servants set out on a 

three day journey. The Bible is completely silent on what transpired during those 

three days or on his thoughts the previous night. Those three days gave him time 

to consider and weigh his decision and to keep it from becoming a rash and im· 

pulsive act since he was given the option of refusing. It is also highly improbable 

that Isaac spent the entire time with the servants and that his father walked alone 

in silent meditation. We must remember that the entire journey was on foot since 

the donkey that carried the wood was the only means of transportation. It is 

much more reasonable to assume that Isaac walked with his father who 

probably spent the time inculcating his son with the love of God and with the im· 

portance of submitting to His will, even if it meant giving up all of one's hopes 

and aspirations, or even one's life. 7 Personal and complete submission was a 

divine act which brooks no onlookers. It is a time when one should be alone with 

his God. Had Isaac been unaware of his part, he would have raised the question 

about the whereabouts of the sheep either at the beginning or sometime 

during the trip and not at the very end. Secondly, when Abraham took the wood 
of the donkey and placed it on his back, his natural question should have been: 

6. Ibn Ezra hesitantly rejects the rabbinic tradition that Isaac was thirty seven years old at the 

time. He reasons that he was about the age of thirteen, which is old enough to carry the wood but 

young enough to be taken by force. 
7. The Zohar brings out this thought by explaining that the word "take'' (np) in vs.2 is not to be 

taken literally because Isaac was too old to be taken by force. It means take him, i.e. convince him, 

with words. 
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"Why can't the donkey carry it all the way?" He certainly did not have to wait 

until the wood was actually on his back to become aware that a sacrificial animal 

was missing. However, if we assume that the three days were spent in indoctrina
tion, explanations and discussions between father and son, then the short dialogue 

(vs. 6-8) is of special dramatic import. 

And Abraham took the wood 
And placed on Isaac his son 

And he took the fire and knife 

They walked silently together, each 

;,?1~;, 'll~ ntc cn,~tc np'1 
1ll pnr ;~ C111'1 

n;=tcl.ln ntc1 wtcn mt 1"T'l np'1 
11n' C;J'lVI 1=7-1 

immersed in his own thoughts. The father's thoughts centered on his son and on 

what he was asked to do. Even the knife in his hand was not an ordinary J'=o but 

a n;=tcl.l - a flesh-eating destroyer. Isaac was brooding on the entire situation 
when finally he broke the silence. 

Isaac: 

And Isaac said to Abraham his father 

Father 

Abraham: Here I am, my son 

Isaac: 

{I am with you my son in all my thoughts) 

Here is fire and wood (and I understand what 

you told me,) but isn't there usually a sheep 

for a sacrifice? 

Abraham: God will decide on what is a sheep to Him 

(and then he added tenderly) my son. 

And they went on together, silently as before. 

I WILL BLESS THEE 

iHDil 1? i1N1" C"il?N 

'll 

.11n' C;J'lVI 1=;'1 

The frequent use of the words father-son throughout the narrative stresses the 

filial relationship and emphasizes the extent of their devotion to God. After this 
short, but emotion laden dialogue, the conclusion and the denouement follow. 

With the n;=NI.l in his raised hand, ready to do God's bidding, he is ordered to 
stop because it was only a test. This time the angel did not use the term "your 

son," but "the lad," implying that no one, whether he is your son or someone 

else's son, may be sacrificed. Relieved, Abraham looked around for what God 

had decided shall "be a sheep to Him." He beheld a wild,' ox caught in the 
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thicket and saw in it his answer. It is interesting to note that in the angel's second 

appearence there is no mention of animal sacrifice. Only his readiness to offer his 

son is commended and the now famous blessing is repeated: I will bless thee - I 

will multiply thy seed as the stars of the heavens and as the sands which is on the 

sea shore (22:17). ':>!7 ,VIII ':>1n~1 c•crzm ·~~"~ 1~1 nil ;,~,IC ;,~,:11 1~,~1C ,~ ·~ 
. D,i1 nEI'IU 

Once more the incidents mentioned immediately following the enunciation of 

the blessing seem to countravene its effect. Abraham, who is blessed, is left with 

one son, while his brother Nahor who remained behind has already twelve sons 

and at least one granddaughter. (22:20-24). Abraham, who was promised that 

the entire land will be his has to buy a plot of land in which to bury his wife 

(chapter 23). 

With Sarah dead and his son of marriageable age, he decided that he would 

like to renew contact with his family, at least through marriage. This is the first 

and only time when his hopes and plans did not meet with disappointment. He 

sent his servant to effect such a marriage, if possible, but under no circumstance 

was his son to leave him alone in the land that was promised to him. Now that 

half of God's promise had been fulfilled and he had a son, he was certain that the 

other half would also be kept. That could be possible only if Isaac remained in 

Canaan because "to your seed I will give this land" n~er:-r f,IC:-t niC JniC 1!7,!':>. 

Ten times did God test Abraham and we wonder why. Why was Abraham the 

only one to be tried so many times? Was God unsure of His choice? God did not 

select Abraham as He did Noah because he was a "righteous and perfect man." 

Since no reason was given, it was up to God to point out to us that the selection 

was not just a blind whim, but that He saw in him the man who could serve as an 

example to his offspring, to wit, that in all circumstances and in spite of all set

backs, faith in God must remain supreme. Once this faith was in evidence beyond 

all doubt, the Bible covers his last thirty five years in the most superficial manner. 

In addition to the first sentence in chapter 24: "And God blessed Abraham 

in all things" there are only eight sentences in the beginning of the next chapter 

to cover what seemed evenful in Abraham's life. It was unimportant as far as 

the central message in the story of Abraham is concerned. 0 

8. Israel ben Shen in K1j?D:l C"1pnc suggests that ,nK is really 1mK or 1p1K with the 1 omitted 
as p'CUC11 became pWD1. It is the avis orentalis arcar, one of the 3 or 4 species of wild oxen from 
which all domesticated cattle developed. 
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THE TORN ROBE 
A Study of I Samuel 15:26-28 

BY LAWRENCE M. SILVERMAN 

When Samuel announced that God rejected Saul from being king, the 

prophetic judgement was accompanied, if not corroborated, by a specific sign of 

that rejection. 

Samuel said to Saul: "I will not return with you. Just as you have rejected 

the word of the Lord, so has the Lord rejected you from being king over 

Israel." When Samuel turned about to go away, he laid hold upon the skirt 

of his robe, and it tore. Then Samuel said to him: "The Lord has torn the 

kingship of Israel from you today, and has given it to a neighbour of yours 

who is better than you" (I Samuel 15 :26-28). 

This passage is problematic, from the point of view of its dramatic interpretation. 

It is not clear whether the act of tearing "the skirt of his robe" was accidental or 

intentional. It is also uncertain whether it was Samuel or Saul who did the tearing, 

which was then interpreted by Samuel as signifying God's rejection of the dis

obedient king. 

The crux of the dramatic problem we have in mind may be found in the key

sentence (italicized above): Y,i''1 1?•yo-~lJJ j'Tn'1 nJ?? ?K1DIU JC'1. The commen

tators offer three substantially different explanations of the action described in 

this sentence. (Radak on I Samuel 15:27 contains a statement of the various 

views.) The three possible interpretations would seem to be: 

(i) Saul tore the robe of Samuel; 

(ii) Samuel tore the robe of Saul; 

(lii) Samuel tore his own robe. 
We shall now consider each of these three possible readings. While one of them is, 

perhaps, to be preferred, all of them contribute unique insights for understanding 

the ambiguous text in question. It is important to note that, regardless of the in

terpretation adopted, Samuel saw the tearing of the robe as signifying both the 

tearing of the kingship from Saul and the appointing of a royal successor. 

Lawrence M. Silverman, holder of a B.A. in Religious Studies, M.A. in Philosophy, and Doctor of 

Hebrew Letters, is Rabbi of Congregation Beth Jacob, in Plymouth, Massachusetts. 
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SAUL TORE THE ROBE OF SAMUEL 

The commentators - ancient, mediaeval, and modern - generally agree that, 

according to the plain meaning of the text, it was Saul who tore Samuel's robe. 

This reading produces a plausible interpretation of the dramatic course of events. 

After Samuel chastised Saul for his failure to fulfill God's command regarding 

Amalek, Saul acknowledged his sin, begged for pardon, and asked Samuel to 

return with him to worship (vv. 17-23). When the prophet rejected Saul's plea 

and turned to leave, Saul tried desperately to detain him; he caught hold of 

Samuel's robe which happened to tear. While the tearing of the robe, in this in

terpretation, was accidental, Samuel immediately discerned a divine intention in 

the incident. The torn robe assumed significance as a confirmation that God, in

deed, had rejected Saul as king. 

SAMUEL TORE THE ROBE OF SAUL 

Another reading is suggested by the verbal composition of our key-sentence: 

When Samuel turned about to go away, he laid hold upon the skirt of his 

robe, and it tore (v. 27). 

Samuel is the only subject explicitly mentioned here! Grammatical consistency 

would seem to require that the third-person verb "PTn'1" ("he laid hold") refer to 

Samuel, not to Saul, since Samuel is the last-named available subject for this verb. 

Hence, we have every right to assume that it was Samuel who took hold of the 

robe, tearing it deliberately. 

The passage in question may therefore be rendered as follows: 

When Samuel turned about to go away, he I Samuel] laid hold upon the 

skirt of his [Saul's] robe, and it tore. 

This reading is attractive, we submit, because it aligns well ·with both parts of 

Samuel's explanation of the sign: first, the tearing of the robe was understood by 

Samuel to signify Saul's rejection; second, the torn robe also signified the appoint

ment of Saul's successor. It was David, of course, who was to become Saul's suc

cessor; and Saul himself recognized David's royal destiny in circumstances which 
recalled the tearing of the robe at Gilgal. 

When Saul later pursued David in the wilderness of En-gedi, Saul happened to 
go into a cave, where David and some of his men were hiding (24 :2-4 ). The oar-
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rative relates further: "Then David arose and secretly cut otT the skirt of Saul's 

robe" (24 :5). After Saul left the cave, David followed him and exhibited the 

severed "skirt" as evidence of his honest intentions; for although he could have 

killed Saul in the cave, he did not do so. Saul then acknowledged David's 

righteousness, and said: 

Now I know that you shall certainly be king, and that the kingdom of Israel 

shall be established in your hand (24 :21 ). 

This statement marks the first time in the entire story that Saul openly admitted 

what he had for some time feared (18 :8) that David would succeed him as Israel's 

king. Saul may thus have recognized David's action as the fulfillement of the se

cond part of Samuel's earlier sign. Samuel had \orn the skirt of Saul's robe 

[''1?•yc-'1l~"], according to the present interpretation, in order to signify God's 

transfer of the kingship to another man; when David severed the skirt of Saul's 

robe ["?11C1ZI? 11ZIIC ?•yc~-'ll~"], Saul realized that this was the man. The torn robe 

at Gilgal may thus be associated with the robe cut by David at En-gedi. At 

Gilgal, Samuel gave Saul a sign by which he would recognize his successor. 

SAMUEL TORE HIS OWN ROBE 

A third possible reading takes the argument from grammatical consistency 

one step further than was the case in the previous interpretation. This rendering 

ascribes all third-person masculine references to the last-mentioned subject, 

namely, Samuel. Accordingly, the phrase "1?•yc-'1"" ("the skirt of his robe") is 

taken to refer to Samuel's own robe! Adopting this reading, the passage in ques· 

lion may be understood as follows: 

When Samuel turned about to go away, he [Samuell laid hold upon the 

skirt of his [own] robe, and it tore. 

This interpretation, incidentally, agrees with the preceding one in regarding the 

tearing of the robe as an intentional act. 

But if Samuel tore his own robe, then it is possible that his action had a specifi

cally ritual character j for the tearing of one's own garment is a well-known sign 

of mourning in the Bible. After Samuel announced Saul's rejection, he went on to 

grieve for Saul because of the latter's failure as Israel's first king. Samuel's 
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mourning for Saul is indicated explicitly at the conclusion of the narrative about 

Saul's rejection at Gilgal. 

Samuel mourned for Saul (15:35). Then the Lord said to Samuel: "How 

long will you mourn for Saul, because I have rejected him from being king 

over Israel?" (16:1). 

Samuel's tearing of his own robe may thus be understood as a threefold sign: 

signifying Saul's rejection; prefiguring the action by which Saul will recognize his 

successor; and giving expression to Samuel's own grief. 

CONCLUSION 

The ·three interpretations presented here converge in their explanation of the 

prophetic meaning of the torn robe. All agree that, regardless of the manner in 

which the robe was torn, this incident was understood correctly by Samuel to 

signify Saul's loss of kingship and the transfer of royalty to another. Yet, in its 

dramatic, as distinct from its prophetic, interpretation, the meaning of the inci

dent of the torn robe is unclear. Whose robe was torn, and by whom? This 

dramatic ambiguity is an advantage, we believe, since consideration of the several 
possible readings can only serve to heighten our appreciation for the symbolic 

character of the action involved. 

We must, however, conclude that there is good reason to regard the first 

reading, that Saul tore Samuel's robe, as the plain meaning of the text. Our pas

sage clearly relates that "Samuel turned about to go away" (v. 27). Samuel's in

tention thus seems to have been concerned with leaving, not with tearing either 

Saul's robe or his own, or with lingering with Saul to proclaim his rejection again. 

Our passage also indicates that the robe in question "was torn" ["»1p't'\"]. Ac

cording to the Masoretic text, this verb is in the passive form; and it makes sense 

only as a passive, since it is followed by no direct object. If Samuel had torn the 

robe deliberately, as argued in connection with the second and third interpreta

tions, then an active form with direct object would be more natural than the pas

sive. (If the verb were in the active form, we might expect to read "mnc »1P'1," 

"and he tore it.") The occurrence of a passive form in our text, then, would seem 

to imply that the tearing of the robe was accidental. While the robe was grasped 

intentionally, it was torn incidentally. This situation makes sense only on the as

sumption that it was Saul who laid hold upon the robe of Samuel, seeking to de-

tain him. 0 
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TORAH DIALOGUES 

BY HAROLD D. HALPERN 

LEVITICUS 

These "Dialogues" are based on questions actually presented to a congregation before 
the Torah reading services. Many people were thus motivated to study the text and com
mentaries closely in order to find answers. Their responses were given after the conclusion 
of the Sidrah or during breaks in the reading. The questions are ideal for home discussion 
as well, but most of them assume a careful study of the text. We recommend that these 
dialogues be kept for future reference. 

QUESTIONS 

VaYIKRA 

1. How is Sefer VaYikra (Leviticus) connected with Sefer Shmot (Exodus)? 
2. There is an old Jewish tradition that youngsters begin their study of Torah 

with this volume. What rationale is there for such a practice? 
3. According to this Sidrah, what types of situations require an individual offer

ing at the Sanctuary? 
4. What logic is there in the order of the sacrifices presented in this Sidrah? 
5. How is the sacrificial ritual recalled in various ways in our day? 

TZAV 

1. What practical problems are involved in carrying out the commandment for 
an eternal flame on the altar in the tabernacle (6:6)? 

2. Which phrase in Chapter 7 is cited by our sages to show that fish does not 
need "kashering" in order to be eaten, while meat and poultry do require 
salting and soaking to remove excess blood? 

3. How could "all the congregation" assemble at the relatively small entrance of 
the Tent of Assembly (8:3)? 

4. The prescribed Haftarah for Tzav begins with one of many prophetic denun
ciations of the Israelite sacrificial system. Jeremiah echoes Samuel, Amos, 
Hosea and isaiah before him in condemning sacrifice without righteous 
behavior. How can we be certain that the prophets were not opposed to 
sacrifices per se (as many Bible critics have maintained)? 

5. Many Jewish and non-Jewish Bible scholars discuss the meaning of the laws 
of sacrifice. Can you offer a rationale for the institution of sacrifices? 

Rabbi Harold (Chaim) Halpern is president of the Bergen County, New Jersey, Board of Rabbis. 
He has prepared a number of Bible quizzes for Dor le-Dor. These ''Torah Dialogues" grew out of 
discussions between the Rabbi and his congregants in Beth Tikvah Synagogue in New Milford, 
New Jersey. 
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RESPONSES 
VaYIKRA 
I. The latter half of Shmot dealt almost entirely with the construction of the 

Tabernacle. Now the rituals in that structure are delineated. 
2. The Talmud explains: "Let the pure occupy themselves with the study of 

purity." It should be noted that despite the denunciation of insincere 
sacrifices by the prophets (see next Sidrah, question #4), our sages placed 
great importance on these rituals. They did not regard these ritual passages 
as inferior to the narrative and ethical sections of the Torah. This attitude 
was demonstrated by starting a child's education with Va Yikra. 

3. Generally, unintentional transgressions of prohibitory (negative) mitzvot. 
Also, 5: I mentions a sin of inaction and 5 :2 I ff. speaks of dishonest dealings 
with one's fellow. 

4. Nahmanides sees a logical sequence beginning with free-will offerings and 
concluding with obligatory ones. 

5. Worship has replaced sacrifices. We also review the ancient offerings in 
special festival Torah-readings and in the Musaf services. Charity is con
sidered a substitute for the sanctuary offerings. Various rituals such as the 
salting of bread and Pesah symbols also remind us of the sacrifices. 

TZAV 

I. The commandment was given to Israel at a time when they kept moving their 
encampment. Also, how is the flame protected from rain and wind? At least 
one Talmudic sage feels that the Harne was extinguished tor travels. Others 
suggest that a special copper container covered the altar during movement, 
protecting the flame from the elements. 

2. See Verse 26. 
3. Rashi cites the Midrash which says that, miraculously, a small space con

tained a massive crowd. Other commentators prefer to say that here the 
reference to congregation means the chieftains and elders, just as in later 
periods only the leaders were required to witness the inauguration of the 
priests. Hertz suggests that the people could have stood on slopes facing the 
entrance. 

4. It is not possible that the prophets opposed explicit commandments and an
cient practices of the patriarchs in the Torah. Some Biblical critics answer 
this objection by post-dating the Torah laws of sacrifices. Also the prophets 
always associate their condemnation of the sacrifices with a denunciation of 
the people's or leaders' unethical behavior (Amos 5 :2). They taught that the 
rituals did not have protective powers against God's retribution (Jer. 6:20!). 
Isaiah speaks of the Sabbath in the same context with burnt offerings (I: 13). 
Certainly he was not against Sabbath observance. Their lesson is that 
righteous behavior must accompany the sacrifice, as in Lev. 5:23. 

5. For the ancient Israelites it was obviously a natural expression of com-

continued on next page 
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QUESTIONS 

SHMINI 

1. Where in this Sidrah do we learn that a Kohen raises his hands when he 
blesses the people? 

2. Which Jewish mourning practices can be deduced from Chapter 10? 
3. There are many explanations given in Talmud and Midrashfor the sudden 

death of Nadav and Avihu, the sons of Aaron. One suggestion is that they 
had pe7;j"ormed their duties while intoxicated. What basis is there for this 
opinion? 

4. Kashrut is a constant and vital element in the life of the observant Jew, 
reminding him thrice daily of his ties to God, Torah and Israel. What 
rationale can you give for these laws and what general explanation does the 
Torah attach to them? 

5. Moses is our esteemed teacher (Rabenu). Yet his human weaknesses are not 
omitted in the Torah. Comment on his traits as revealed in the incident 
related in 10:16-20. 

TAZRIA 

1. After the birth of a daughter the period of impurity for the mother is twice as 
long as after the birth of a son. The Torah offers no explanation for this. Can 
you suggest a rationale for the difference? 

2. The Torah mentions two people who had short-lived skin-leprosy. Who are 
they? 

3. Name at least two people in the Bible who are described as lepers. 
4. Chapter 13 prescribes that Aaron or his sons diagnose skin rashes. Find the 

one instance in the Torah when a priest appears to actually perform this 
function. 

5. Why do you think, that of all diseases, the Torah devotes so much space to 
skin leprosy, its diagnosis and treatment? 

Answer continued from previous page 

munication with God and the Torah assumes their familiarity with it from 
time immemorial. The types of animals, the fire and blood, the feasting and 
sharing with the priests all had obvious dramatic symbolic impact. Maimonides, 
however, regards the sacrificial cult as a concession to an Israel which only knew 
this form of divine worship. He believed that by regulating and limiting sacrifices, 
Israel would eventually come to a higher form of worship. This, Maimonides in
dicates, is also the goal of the prophetic criticism of the rituals. Many other an
cient, medieval and modern interpretations differ from Maimonides' approach. 
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RESPONSES 
SHMINI 

I. From 9:22. Later in Numbers 6:23-26 the wording of the blessings is 
prescribed. 

2. The hair is not to be cut and clothing should be torn as symbols of grief. We 
learn these by negative deduction from 10:6 where these are specifically 
prohibited to the bereaved priestly family in this instance. 

3. The passage is immediately followed by a prohibition of priestly intoxication 
(10:8-9). 

4. Nehama Leibowitz cites some of the opinions of Jewish commentaries on 
Kashrut: 
a. Following Maimonides, some emphasized the hygienic basis. 
b. Others like Abravanel, Akedat Yitzhak, Sefer HaHinuch and 

Nahmanides reject or de-emphasize the health theory in favor of spiritual 
motivations. These include avoidance of carnivora and blood, discipline 
and abstinence in obedience to Torah (zehirut u'perishut), and the separa
tion of Israel from the other peoples. The Torah itself simply reiterates the 
declaration "You shall be holy ... " (11 :44f, 20:24f.). 

c. Some see it as a teaching of "Reverence for Life". 
5. a. Anger (v. 16)- A sage in the Midrash lists this as one of three instances 

of anger that led Moses to error. (Another calls it strictness- hakpadah.) 
b. Respect - According to Rashi, he turned on the sons out of respect for 

Aaron. 
c. Generosity and flexibility (v. 20) - the Talmud comments: He admitted 

his error and was not embarrassed to say, "I heard and forgot." 

TAZRIA 

I. Some of the theories: 
a. During the pains of delivery the mother makes rash vows but the joy at 

having a son and the brith mitigates the sinfulness of her behavior 
(Talmud Niddah 31b). 

b. There is more afterbirth with a female (Nahmanides). 
c. An atypical explanation: the mother's impurity of seven days is connected 

with Eve's sinfulness and since she has given birth to another female the 
period is doubled (Klee Yakar). 

d. A woman gives of her life's essence when she gives birth. A female child 
must in turn give of her essence. Therefore the period for recouping 
energies is doubled (N. Lamm). 

None of the explanations given here, ancient or modern, are entirely satisfac
tory. 

2. Moses is given skin leprosy as a sign (Exodus 4:6). Miriam is afflicted- see 
question #4. According to the Midrash, Pharaoh had skin leprosy. 

continued on page 156 

143 



THE RAPE OF DINAH AND THE CONQUEST OF 
SHECHEM 

BY STUART A. WEST 

To the modern reader of the Bible, perhaps one of the most disturbing 
narratives is the account in Genesis 34 of the rape of Jacob's daughter, Dinah, 

and the subsequent massacre of the Shechemites by her brothers, Simeon and 

Levi. Chief Rabbi Dr. J.H. Hertz describes the chapter as "an exception to the 

series of peaceful scenes from patriarchal life and character - a tale of dishonour, 

wild revenge, and indiscriminate slaughter."' 
The facts of the rape are described briefly and to the point: 

And Dinah the daughter of Leah, whom she had borne unto Jacob, went 

out to see the daughters of the land. And Shechem the son of Hamor the 

Hivite, the prince of the land, saw her; and he took her, and lay with her, 

and humbled her. 

Genesis 34:1-2 

Bearing in mind that the Patriarchs lived in Canaan as sojourners/ isolated in 

their way of life from the local inhabitants, it is somewhat surprising to find Jacob 

allowing his daughter to go out alone. What happened to her was in part the con

sequence of his permissive attitude. 

More often than not in cases of rape, the deed itself is the end of the matter, so 

far as the perpetrator is concerned. Having achieved his purpose, he usually 
shows no further interest in his victim. Here, in Genesis 34, the reaction of 

Shechem is quite the contrary: 

And his soul did cleave unto Dinah the daughter of Jacob, and he loved 

the damsel, and spoke comfortingly unto the damsel. And Shechem spoke 

unto his father Hamor, saying: 'Get me this damsel to wife.' 

Genesis 34:3-4 

I. Hertz, J.H., The Pentateuch and Haflorahs, 2nd ed., 1961, p. 127. 
2. See Gn. 17:8; 23:4; 37:1. 

Mr. Stuart A. West is a graduate_of the Law Faculty of Universitv Colle2e. London. with an LL.B 
degree from London University. For several years until he left England for Israel, he also lectured 

to a Bible Study group which he had helped found. He now lives in Rehovot, Israel. 
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It would seem that Shechem was both captivated by Dinah's beauty and troubled 

by his conscience. For him, marriage to her was the goal on which he now set his 

heart. However, before his father had the opportunity to discuss the matter with 

Jacob, the latter had already heard that his daughter had been defiled', although 

the narrative gives no indication as to the source of such information. Dinah 

could have said nothing, because she was a virtual prisoner in Shechem's house4 ; 

and it is unlikely that either Shechem or his father would have told anyone about 

what had happened, especially as Shechem wished to marry her. To boast of such 

an act would hardly enhance his chances of marrying Dinah. More likely some 

other person or persons witnessed what had happened, which is possibly implied 

by the fact that the text specifically states that Shechem humbled her'. Indeed, 

what could have been more humbling for the unfortunate Dinah, alone in a 

strange city, than to be accosted and sexually assaulted by no less a person than 

the son of the prince of the land' - openly, and without a modicum of privacy. 

Even without conclusive proof of witnesses to the act of rape, we do know that 

the occurrence soon became public knowledge, which in itself must have been 

humiliating for Dinah. When the news reached Jacob, he held his peace until his 

sons, who were tending his cattle, returned from the field'. As brothers of Dinah, 

they must have a say in the matter of what should be done. Their reaction to the 

news was one of grief and anger: 

And the sons of Jacob came in from the field when they heard it; and the 

men were grieved, and they were very wroth, because he had wrought a vile 

deed in Israel in lying with Jacob's daughter; which thing ought not to be 

done. 

Genesis 34:7 

Again the narrative makes no mention of the source of information but, as has 

been said, "Ill news hath wings, and with the wind doth go ... 8" It is interesting to 

note that, after informing the reader that Jacob's sons came in from the field when 

they heard the news, the text immediately thereafter refers to them as "the men", 

3. Gn. 34,5. 
4. This is evident from Gn. 34:26. 
5: Gn. 34,2. 
6. Gn. 34,2. 
7. Gn. 34,5. 
8. Drayton, M., The Barrons' Wars. 
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which Benno Jacob regards as an indication that their honour had been affected'. 

Furthermore, the reference to "Israel" would infer that the deed was only vile so 

far as Jacob and his family were concerned; high standards of morality could not 

be expected of the inhabitants of Canaan. This implied criticism of the moral 

standards of the indigenous inhabitants is subsequently confirmed in Leviticus 

18: 

And the Lord spoke unto Moses, saying: Speak unto the children of 

Israel, and say unto them: I am the Lord your God. After the doings of the 

land of Egypt, wherein ye dwelt, shall ye not do; and after the doings of the 

land of Canaan, whither I bring you, shall ye not do ... 

Leviticus 18:1-3 

There follows a list of prohibited sexual abominations, and the text then con

tinues: 

Defile not ye yourselves in any of these things; for in all these the nations 

are defiled, which I cast out from before you. 

Leviticus 18 :24 

The use of the word "defile" is significant, for this is the word used in Genesis 34: 

Now Jacob heard that he had defiled Dinah his daughter . .. 

Genesis 34:5 

Nachmanides, in his Commentary on the Torah, describes the sexual mores of 

the Canaanites as opposed to the high standard of sexual morality which was the 

norm amongst the Patriarchs and the children of Israel: 

. . . the Canaanites were addicted to sins of the flesh, bestiality and 

homosexuality, as it is written, "for all these abominations have the men of the 

land done, that were before you ... 10"; but they did not begin them in the same 

generation - rather in the days of Abraham and Isaac, who were afraid that they 

would be killed in order to take their wives 11
• However, the words "which thing 

9. Jacob, B., The First Book of the Bible - Genesis, 1974, p. 231. 
10. Lv. 18:27. The full verse states: "for all these abominations have the men of the land done, 

that were before you, and the land is defiled." 
II. See Gn. 12:11-IJ; 20:11; 26:7. 
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ought not to be done 12
" are connected with the words "iJ! lsrael' 3", " ••• because 

he had wrought a vile deed in Israel ... which thing ought not to be done14 " among 

them. Therefore it says "in Israel" because it was not a vile deed among the 

Canaanites H. 

At the very outset of Scripture's account of the negotiations, for which Hamor 

had in the meanwhile come to see Jacob 16, the text makes it abundantly clear that 

the idea of marriage between Dinah and Shechem was out of the question. Not 
only the distinctive way of life led by Jacob and his family, but above all, the 

totally incompatible sexual mores of the two families ruled out the possibility of 

such a marriage. Further, if, as we have observed from Leviticus 18, it was due to 

sexual abominations that the inhabitants of Canaan were even tally to be driven 

out and dispossessed by the Children of Israel, then the conduct of Dinah's 

brethren, and in particular of her full brothers, Simeon and Levi, as subsequently 

described in Genesis 34, is more readily understandable. In order to grasp the full 

significance of the narrative, it is therefore essential to realise that this chapter is 

part of a general theme in the Pentateuch emphasizing the iniquitous behaviour of 

the Canaanites, on account of which they were to forfeit any right to remain in 

the land. 

On the face of it the proposals made by Hamor and Shechem seem fair and 

reasonable: 

And Hamor spoke with them, saying: 'The soul of my son Shechem 

longeth for your daughter. I pray you give her unto to him to wife. And 

make ye marriages with us; give your daughters unto us, and take our 

daughters unto you. And ye shall dwell with us; and the land shall be 

before you; dwell and trade ye therein, and get you possessions therein.' 

And Shechem said unto her father and unto her brethren: 'Let me find 

favour in your eyes, and what ye shall say unto me I will give. Ask me never 

so much dowry and gift, and I will give according as ye shall say unto me; 

but give me the damsel to wife.' 
Genesis 34:8-12 

12. Gn. 34:7. 
13. Gn. 34:7. 
14. On. 34:7. 
15. Nachmanides' Commentary on Gn. 34:7. 
16. Gn. 34:6. 
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Here we would appear to have a father speaking on behalf of his lovesick son 

and pleading with Jacob for the hand of his daughter in marriage. Not only that, 

he also suggests a general intermarriage between their respective offspring, as a 

result of which he promises that Jacob would enjoy a status equivalent to what 

we would today call citizenship. To all this the son adds such dowry and gift as 

Jacob and his sons wish - so long as he could marry Dinah. True, Shechem had 

defiled Dinah, but, having done the deed, at least he was man enough to do the 

"right" thing by offering to marry her, and he could hardly have been more 

generous in his offer of a dowry. 
A careful analysis of Genesis 34 reveals that in point of fact the offer by 

Hamor and Shechem was made for their own selfish gain and that the sentiments 
expressed were probably rooted in sexual lust, rather than true love for Dinah. 

We know from Genesis 30 that, as a result of Jacob's long stay with his uncle 

Laban, he acquired large flocks, camels and asses and had maid-servants and 

men-servants 17. When, eventually, Jacob and his family set out on his return 

journey to Canaan, Scripture relates: 

Then Jacob rose up, and set his sons and his wives upon the camels; and 

he carried away all his cattle, and all his substance which he had gathered, 

the cattle of his getting, which he had gathered in Paddan-aram, to go to 

Isaac his father unto the land of Canaan. 

Genesis 31:17-18 

Neither Hamor nor Shechem made any reference to Jacob's great material wealth 

during their discussions with him, but without a doubt this was an important fac

tor in their efforts to arrange the marriage with Dinah and in making the proposal 
of intermarriage generally. This is revealed when Hamor and Shechem report 

back to the men of the city and rhetorically ask them: 

'Shall not their cattle and their substance and all their beasts be 

ours? . . .' 

Genesis 34:23 

Moreover, against the sincerity of Shechem's protestations of love for Dinah, it 

must be remembered that during all this time she was, to all intents and purposes, 

17. Gn. 30:43. 
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being held a prisoner in the house of the very man who wished to marry her. 

Although there is no statement to such effect in the text, the fact that she was sub

sequently released from Shechem's house only after the use of armed force by her 

full brothers, Simeon and Levi, proves the point conclusively. It is therefore hard 

to believe that Shechem really loved the girl, for had that been the case, he would 

surely have allowed her to return home and would not have had the audacity to 

have asked for her hand in marriage, whilst keeping her prisoner in his house. 

Such designs as he had on the girl could only have been to fulfill his sexual lust for 

her. Indeed, his request to marry her could be understood as tantamount to a 

threat - as if to say, "I am holding the girl hostage and intend to defile her again 

unless you agree to our suggestion regarding marriage generally, and to her in 

particular". Seen in this light, the reaction of Dinah's brothers is quite understan

dable: 

And the sons of Jacob answered Shechem and Hamor his father with 

guile, and spoke, because he had defiled Dinah their sister. 

Genesis 34: 13 

Whilst the text itself informs us of the reason for the brother's guile, the real 

importance of this information is that it prefaces their reply: 
' 

'We cannot do this thing, to give our sister to one that is uncircumcised; 

for that were a reproach unto us. Only on this condition will we consent 

unto you: if ye will be as we are, that every male of you be circumcised; 

then will we give our daughters unto you, and we will take your daughters 

to us, and we will dwell with you, and we will become one people. But ifye 

will not hearken unto us, to be circumcised; then we will Lake our daughter, 

and we will be gone'. 

Genesis 34: 14-17 

This was an understandable proposition, for only by circumcision could the 

Shechemites become part of the people of IsraeJI 8
• More important, however, is 

the fact that, with this proposition, the initiative passed to Jacob's sons. Because 

they had spoken with guile, the reader is already forewarned that the brothers had 

no intention of becoming one people with those who had defiled their sister. 

18. See Gn. 17:10-14. 
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Nevertheless, Shechem and his father, being unaware of the trap into which they 

were falling, were only too willing to accept the condition precedent of circumci

sion", perhaps due to the scarcely veiled threat by the brothers to take back 
Dinah, if they did not agree to the conditions. By losing Dinah, their chances of 

intermarriage with Jacob's family and of obtaining thereby some of his wealth 

would be lost. For Hamor and Shechem the material benefits, which they believed 

would be theirs if the marriage took place, far outweighed the temporary pain 
from circumcision, as they were quick to point out to the men of the city: 

'T.'~ese men are peaceable with us; therefore let them dwell in the land, 

and trade therein;for, behold, the land is large enough for them; let us take 

their daughters to us for wives, and let us give them our daughters. Only on 

this condition will the men consent unto us 10 dwell with us, to become one 

people, if every male among us be circumcised, as they are circumcised. 

Shall not their cattle and their substance and all their beasts be ours? only 

let us consent unto them, and they will dwell with us'. 

Genesis 34:21-23 

Having consented, all the males of the city were then circumcised 20, and three 

days later the blow fell: 

And it came to pass on the third day, when they were in pain, that two of 

the sons of Jacob, Simeon and Levi, Dinah's brethren, took each man his 

sword, and came upon the city unawares, and slew all the males. And they 

slew Hamor and Shechem his son with the edge of the sword, and took 

Dinah out of Shechem's house, and went forth. The sons of Jacob came 

upon the slain, and spoiled the city, because they had defiled their sister. 

They took their flocks and their herds and their asses, and that which was 
in the city and that which was in the .field; and all their wealth, and all their 

little ones and their wives, took they captive and spoiled, even all that was 

in the house. 

Genesis 34:25-29 

Were Simeon and Levi justified in meting out such cruel retribution in response 

to the defilement of their sister? 

19. Gn. 34:18-19. 
20. Gn. 34:24. 
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Certainly, it would appear from the fact that only Dinah's full brothers, Simeon 

and Levi, were involved in the slaughter, that the original plan was not to kill the 

Shechemites, but rather to trick them into powerlessness through the pain of cir

cumcision, so that the brothers could free their sister without opposition. 

However, Simeon and Levi, on their own initiative, went further and took the law 

into their own hands, resulting in the ensuing massacre21 . Jacob's immediate re

action, if not outright condemnation, was to worry about the after-effects of their 
action: 

And Jacob said to Simeon and Levi: 'Ye have troubled me, to make me 

odious unto the inhabitants of the land, even unto the Canaanites and the 

Perizzites; and, I being few in number, they will gather themselves together 

against me and smite me; and I shall be destroyed, I and my house.' 

Genesis 34:30 

Simeon and Levi's reply, with which the Chapter ends, perhaps embodies Scrip

ture's own justification of their act: 

'Should one deal with our sister as with a harlot?' 

Genesis 34:31 

Nevertheless, Jacob neither forgot the incident nor forgave them, and on his 

deathbed spoke thus to them: 

'Simeon and Levi are brethren; 

Weapons of violence their kinship. 

Let my soul not come into their council; 

Unto their assembly let my glory not be united; 

For in their anger they slew men, 

And in their self-will they houghed oxen. 

Cursed be their anger, for it was fierce, 

And their wrath, for it was cruel; 
I will divide them in Jacob, 
And scatter them in Israel.' 

Genesis 49:5-7 
Jacob's was the humanitarian's judgment of their cruel action, but in the context 

of history, the conquest of Shechem was a symbol for the future conquest of the 

21. See Nachmanides' discussion of the subject in his Commentary on Gn. 34:13. 
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land of Canaan in the time of Joshua. More than that - it was also the first stage 

in the process of conquering the land as a whole. 

After the conquest of Canaan by Joshua, the city of Shechem was one of the 

cities allotted to the Levites, yet archaeologists have failed to find there any trace 

of destruction dating from that time. The lack of archaeological evidence of any 

warfare dating from the period is all the more surprising because the city became 

an important Israelite center. It is, of course, possible that the city surrendered 

without a fight to the conquering Israelites, thus allowing its peaceable absorption 

into the Israelite nation. Another possibility is that the city was inhabited by a 

populace who were friendly towards the invading Israelites and openly welcomed 

them. Evidence supporting the latter possibility is to be found in the Tel-el

Amarna tablets, dating from the 14th century B.C.E., which indicate the presence 

of Habiru in Shechem, and reveal that at that time the city was ruled by a king 

called Labayu, who if not a Habiru himself, was apparently an ally of the Habiru 

in their rebellion against the Pharaoh in Egypt. Some scholars in fact believe that 

the Hebrews were themselves Habiru, although the latter comprised a far wider 

group of peoples than the descendants of the Patriarchs". Certainly, the 

vengeance which Jacob's sons wrought on the Shechemites, following the rape of 

their sister Dinah, as described in Genesis 34, was an attack typical of marauding 

raiders, such as belonged to the Habiru social class. 

A number of scholars are of the opinion that indeed Hebrews were living in 

Shechem, even before the time of Joshua23• Undoubtedly, if this was so, it would 

account for the absence of evidence that the city was conquered at that time. Ac

cording to this opinion, Hebrews, who had never been in Egypt, or left that 

country prior to the enslavement of the children of Israel, controlled Shechem. 

If the Hebrew presence in Shechem does pre-date the Israelite Conquest, and 

can be traced back to the time of Jacob, then it would appear to follow that the 
conquest of the city by his sons initiated the process of subjugating the land of 

22. See the author's article, The Habiru and the Hebrews - From a Social Class to an Ethnic 
Group, Dor Le Dor, (Spring 1979). 

23. See for example, Wright, G.E., and Filson, F.V., The Westminster Historical Atlas to the 
Bible, 1946, p. 39; Ben-Gurion, D., The Jews in their Land, 1966, p. 37Z; Aharoni, Y., and Avi
Yonah, M., The Macmillan Bible Atlas, 1968, p. 54; Ben-Gurion, D., Ben-Gurion Looks at the Bi
ble, 1972, pp. 65-6; Mazar, B., The World History of the Je1vish People- Judges, 1971, p. 110; 
Orlinsky, H.M., Understanding the Bible Through History a11d Archaeology, 1972, pp. 88-90; 
Daiches, D., Moses - Man in the Wilderness, 1975, pp. 27-8. 
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Canaan as a whole. On this basis, we could say that the Conquest of Canaan ac

tually started in the time of Jacob and was completed in the time of Joshua and 
the Judges. 

Whilst there is evidence in Scripture itself indicating the probability of a 

continued Hebrew presence in Canaan between the time of Jacob's going down 

to Egypt and the Israelite Conquest under Joshua, it has also been suggested that 

the Hebrew presence even preceded Abraham. According to David Ben
Gurion24, Abraham's reason for ·originally going to Canaan was the existence 

there of a people called the Hebrews, who shared his monotheistic beliefs. This 

suggestion is based on Abraham's meeting in Canaan with Melchizedek, king of 

Salem, who was a "priest of God the Most High"". Following Abraham's suc

cessful battle against Chedorlaomer, king of Elam, and his confederates26, 

Melchizedek greeted him with the words: 

'Blessed be Abram of God Most High. Maker of heaven and earth; and 

blessed be God the Most High, who hath delivered thine enemies into thy 

hand.' Genesis 14: 19-20 

Later on, in the time of Jacob, his son Joseph, while in prison in Egypt, referred to 

himself as having been kidnapped from "the land of the Hebrews"" - an 

enigmatic remark, unless one accepts Ben-Gurion's thesis. Although sojourners 

in Canaan, the term "Hebrews" in this context could hardly apply to Jacob and 

his family alone, and must therefore refer to some larger group of people as

sociated with the area. If we accept the term "'Hebrew" as a social designation, 

rather !han understanding it as an ethnic connotation", and regard the Hebrews 

here as synonymous with the Habiru, we realise that we are in fact discussing a 

broad class of people, not necessarily of the same ethnic origin. Thus, when 

Abraham and Sarah left Haran for Canaan, they took with them "the souls 
which they had gotten in Haran" 29• According to the Midrash Rabbah, this refers 
to the proselytes which they had made. We also know that Abraham had 318 

24. See Ben-Gurion, D., Ben-Gurion Looks at the Bible, 1972, pp. 67-70, 131-2. 
25. Gn. 14:18. 
26. Gn. 14,17-18. 
27. Gn. 40,15. 
28. See Note 22 above. 
29. Gn. 12,5. 
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men at his disposal, when he took up arms against Chedorlaomer30, all of whom 

were later circumcised"; undoubtedly, they were counted as Hebrews. No men

tion is made of any of the descendants of these "converts" accompanying Jacob 

and his sons to Egypt. It is quite possible that they remained behind with the 

descendants of Melchizedck's followers in that part of Canaan, centering on 

Shechem and known as the "land of the Hebrews" - the area from which Joseph 

was kidnapped 32• 

Evidence supporting a Hebrew presence in Canaan pre-dating the Israelite con

quest under Joshua is to be found in the Book of Joshua itself, which concludes 

with two addresses made by Joshua prior to his death, both pertaining to the sub

ject. The first address, contained in Joshua 23, is directed exclusively to those 

who had been in the Wilderness of Sinai under Moses' leadership and had subse

quently participated in the Conquest of Canaan. They had been witness to what 

had occurred: 

' ... ye have seen all that the Lord your God hath done unto all these na

tions because of you .. .' Joshua 23:3 

He promises that the Almighty would drive out these nations and that the 

Israelites would possess the land. Having received the Torah from Moses, he ex

horts them: 

' ... Therefore be ye very courageous to keep and to do all that is written in 

the book of the law of Moses, that ye turn not aside there:from to the right 

hand or to the left .. .' Joshua 23:6 

He also warns them about the dangers of their settlement: 

' ... that ye come not among these nations, these that remain among you; 

neither make mention of the name of their gods, nor cause to swear by 

them, neither serve them, nor worship them; but cleave unto the Lord your 

God, as ye have done unto this day .. .' Joshua 23:7-8 

30. Gn. 14,14. 
31. Gn. I U7. 
32. We know from Gn. 37:12-13, that Jacob sent Joseph to Shechem, where his brothers had 

been feeding their father's flock. 
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Joshua's address concludes with the dire warning that if they in any way go back 

on their past conduct and intermarry with those of the indigenous inhabitants 

who remain, or engage in idol worship, they in turn will perish33• Without a doubt 

this was an address to people who were new to the land, who had hitherto 

observed the Mosaic law in Sinai, and who were now being prepared for their new 
life in Canaan. 

Joshua 24 contains the last address of Joshua, which was made in Shechem, 

but this time was intended for all the people - including those who had remained 

in Canaan whilst the children of Israel were in Egypt and Sinai". He opens his 

address with a history of their ancestors in precise form, from Abraham's father 

Terah to the Conquest of Canaan in thc:ir own time" - a history which would 
have been unnecessary to explain had he been addressing only those who had 

themselves, or whose fathers had, experienced most of the events he described 

since the time of their slavery in Egypt. Anyway, they had already heard this 

history from Moses himself in the wilderness, shortly before his death". True 

Joshua spoke to them in the second person, as though they had all experienced 

the events, but the words which he spoke are in fact the very words which form 

the basis of the Passover Haggadah, in which we read: 

In every generation, one is obliged to regard himself as though he himself 

had actually gone out from Egypt .. . 37 

Addressing specifically these who had remained in Canaan, Joshua tells them: 

'Now therefore fear the Lord, and serve Him in sincerity and in truth; 

and put away the gods which your fathers served beyond the River, and in 

Egypt; and serve ye the Lord. And if it seem evil unto you to serve the Lord, 

choose you this day whom ye will serve; whether the gods which your 

fathers served that were beyond the River, or the gods of the Amorites, in 

whose land ye dwell; but as for me and my house, we will serve the Lord.' 
Joshua 24:14-15 

33. los. 23:9-16. 
34. los. 24:1-2. 
35. los. 24:2-13. 
36. See for example, Dt. 11:2 IT. 
37. See the Passover Haggadah -the penultimate paragraph before the recitation of the first 

part of the Halle!. 
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In no way could these be the same people to whom Joshua had said: 

'. . . but cleave unto the Lord your God, 

day .. .' 

as ye have done unto this 

Joshua 23:8 

After the people voiced their willingness to serve God", Joshua concluded his 

final address: 

'Now therefore put away the strange gods which are among you, and in· 

cline your heart unto the Lord, the God of Israel.' Joshua 24:23 

It is quite apparent from the Biblical text that Joshua here could only have been 

intending his remarks for those who were already living in the land and who had 

therefore absorbed the pagan culture of the indigenous peoples during the long 

period that they were without any spiritual leadership, before the Israelite Con

quest". 

Thus, what would appear to be a tenuous link between the Conquest of 

Shechem by Jacob's sons and the Israelite Conquest of Canaan under Joshua, 

viz., that the earlier conquest of the city was a portent of the future conquest of 

the land, emerges as the foundation on which the Conquest of Canaan was laid. 

38. Jos. 24:21. 
39. See further Ben-Gurion, D .• Ben-Gurion Looks at the Bible, 1972, Ch. 10. 

Final answers from Torah Dialogues 

3. Naaman, the Aramean general and Gehazi, Elisha's servant (II Kings 5), 
(Haftorah of Tazria). Also Uzziah, King of Judah, as described in II Chroni
cles 26:20 ff. and the "four leprous men" (II Kings 7), (Haftorah of Mezora). 

4. Numbers 12:10 seems to allude to Aaron diagnosing his sister Miriam as suf
fering from skin leprosy just after she gossips about her brother Moses. 

5. It appears that this affliction was looked upon as more than simply a physical 
one. In almost every instance in the Bible, leprosy is divinely inflicted and/or 
miraculously healed (cf. Moses, Miriam, Naaman, Gehazi and Uzziah). This 
may have stemmed from its dread appearance. 
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Nehiuna Leibowitz argues for a strictly spiritual interpretation for the cause 
of skin leprosy which appeals to our sense of what is appropriate for the 
Torah. She cites Maimonides, Nahmanides and Sforno who stress that these 
afflictions were divine signs; and S. R. Hirsch and D. Hoffman who dismiss a 
medical and hygienic basis for the procedures. For the Talmudic sages 
leprosy was retribution for evil gossip, dishonesty and other sins. A few com
mentators, however, do prefer natural explanations. 
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