Sarah and Hagar
- based on an article by Rav Elchanan Samet

Source 1: Bereishit Ch. 16
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1 Now Sarai Abram's wife bore him no
children; and she had a handmaid, an
Egyptian, whose name was Hagar.

2 And Sarai said unto Abram: 'Behold
now, the LORD hath restrained me
from bearing; go in, I pray thee, unto
my handmaid; it may be that I shall be
builded up through her.' And Abram
hearkened to the voice of Sarai.

3 And Sarai Abram's wife took Hagar
the Egyptian, her handmaid, after
Abram had dwelt ten years in the land
of Canaan, and gave her to Abram her
husband to be his wife.

4 And he went in unto Hagar, and she
conceived; and when she saw that she
had conceived, her mistress was
despised in her eyes.

5 And Sarai said unto Abram: 'My
wrong be upon thee: I gave my
handmaid into thy bosom; and when
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she saw that she had conceived, I was
despised in her eyes: the LORD judge
between me and thee.'

6 But Abram said unto Sarai: 'Behold,
thy maid is in thy hand; do to her that
which is good in thine eyes.' And Sarai
dealt harshly with her, and she fled
from her face.

7 And the angel of the LORD found her
by a fountain of water in the
wilderness, by the fountain in the way
to Shur.

8 And he said: 'Hagar, Sarai's
handmaid, whence camest thou? and
whither goest thou?' And she said: 'l
flee from the face of my mistress
Sarai.'

9 And the angel of the LORD said unto
her: 'Return to thy mistress, and
submit thyself under her hands.’

10 And the angel of the LORD said
unto her: 'I will greatly multiply thy
seed, that it shall not be numbered for
multitude.

11 And the angel of the LORD said
unto her: 'Behold, thou art with child,
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and shalt bear a son; and thou shalt
call his name Ishmael, because the
LORD hath heard thy affliction.

12 And he shall be a wild ass of a man:
his hand shall be against every man,
and every man's hand against him;
and he shall dwell in the face of all his
brethren.’

13 And she called the name of the
LORD that spoke unto her, Thou art a
God of seeing; for she said: 'Have I
even here seen Him that seeth Me?'

14 Wherefore the well was called
'Beer-lahai-roi; behold, it is between
Kadesh and Bered.

15 And Hagar bore Abram a son; and
Abram called the name of his son,
whom Hagar bore, Ishmael.

16 And Abram was fourscore and six
years old, when Hagar bore Ishmael to
Abram. {S}



Source 2: Rashi
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Rav Elchanan Samet: ....Sarah's ruthlessness is still difficult to
accept. Despite our sympathy for her inability to conceive and the
humiliation she now suffers from her arrogant and abusive
maidservant, can we in any way justify the behavior describe in
the verse, "Sarah treated her harshly?" Although the Torah
doesn't specify the precise means of oppression, it was harsh
enough to warrant Hagar's "escape.” ....Our empathy with Hagar
is confirmed later in the drama, when the angel expresses his
identification with Hagar's plight: "For God has paid heed to your
suffering."

Source 3: Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, How Perfect Were the

Matriarchs and Patriarchs?

Lastly and most important, more than any other religious literature,
the Torah makes an absolute distinction between earth and heaven,
God and human beings. Because God is God, there is space for humans
to be human. In Judaism the line dividing them is never blurred. How
rare this is was pointed out by Walter Kaufmann:

In India, the Jina and the Buddha, founders of two new religions in the
sixth century BCE, came to be worshipped later by their followers. In
China, Confucius and Lao-tze came to be deified. To the non-
Christian, Jesus seems to represent a parallel case. In Greece, the
heroes of the past were held to have been sired by a god or to have
been born of goddesses, and the dividing line between gods and men
became fluid. In Egypt, the Pharaoh was considered divine.

In Israel, says Kaufmann, “no man was ever worshipped or accorded
even semi-divine status. This is one of the most extraordinary facts



about the religion of the Old Testament.” There never was a cult of
Moses or any other biblical figure. That is why “no man knows Moses’
burial place to this day,” so that it could never become a place of
pilgrimage.

No religion has held a higher view of humanity than the book that
tells us we are each in the image and likeness of God. Yet none has
been more honest about the failings of even the greatest. God does not
ask us to be perfect. He asks us, instead, to take risks in pursuit of the
right and the good, and to acknowledge the mistakes we will
inevitably make.

Source 4: Rav David Kimchi, Radak: Provence: (1160-1235),
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She worked her unduly, and made her overburdened. She
may have even beaten and cursed her. [Hagar] could not
tolerate [the abuse] and she fled.
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Sarah failed in this instance to live up to appropriate standards of
ethics or piety. This was unethical, for although Avraham was
willing to forgo his honor... she should nevertheless have
restrained herself for his honor and not oppress her. This also
violated standards of piety and good-natured conduct, for it is
improper for one to do everything which is within his power. And
the wise man said, 'How pleasant it is when one forgoes, even
though he has the ability to enforce his will."

Source 5: Ramban (1194-1270)
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Our mother [Sarah] transgressed by this affliction, as did
Abraham by allowing her to do so. So God heard her
[Hagar’s] affliction and gave her a son who would be a wild
ass of a man to afflict the seed of Abraham and Sarah with
all kinds of affliction.

Given the above, Rav Samet notes that to understand the
pshat of the story, we have to evaluate it on a number of
levels:




I) The background and setting of the story: Given the thousands of
years that separate us from our Biblical forefathers, anachronism
may distort our understanding of Chumash.

II) The literary level: In our context, we must carefully examine
the words, "Sarah treated her harshly," as it is this phrase that
calls our matriarch's conduct into question.

III) Viewing the story in its entirety: Can we necessarily conclude
that the story's intent is to censure Sarah, or is there perhaps
some other objective?

IV) The story's broader textual context: Very often, isolating a
story from its general context can hinder the reader from
understanding it properly. This incident must be studied as part
of the assemblage of stories involving the patriarchs in Sefer
Bereishit, particularly Avraham and Sarah, who are torn between
the divine promise of offspring and the ongoing delay of its
fulfillment.

Source 6: Bereishit Ch. 30
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knees, and I also may be builded up
through her.'

4 And she gave him Bilhah her handmaid
to wife; and Jacob went in unto her.

5 And Bilhah conceived, and bore Jacob a
son.

6 And Rachel said: 'God hath judged me,
and hath also heard my voice, and hath
given me a son.' Therefore called she his
name Dan.

7 And Bilhah Rachel's handmaid
conceived again, and bore Jacob a second
son.

8 And Rachel said: 'With mighty

and have prevailed.' And she called his
name Naphtali.

Source 7: Background: Code of Hammurabi: (History.com)

The Code of Hammurabi was one of the earliest and most complete
written legal codes and was proclaimed by the Babylonian king
Hammurabi, who reigned from 1792 to 1750 B.C. Hammurabi
expanded the city-state of Babylon along the Euphrates River to
unite all of southern Mesopotamia. The Hammurabi code of laws, a
collection of 282 rules, established standards for commercial
interactions and set fines and punishments to meet the
requirements of justice..In 1901 Jacques de Morgan, a French mining
engineer, led an archaeological expedition to Persia to excavate the
Elamite capital of Susa, more than 250 miles from the center of
Hammurabi's kingdom. There they uncovered the stele of
Hammurabi—broken into three pieces—that had been brought to



Susa as spoils of war, likely by the Elamite king Shutruk-Nahhunte
in the mid-12th century B.C.

Chapters 146-147: Should a man marry an infertile woman
and she gives her maidservant to her husband, if the
maidservant bears children and then equates herself with
her mistress, the mistress may not sell her, since she has
given birth to children [and it would constitute cruelty to
separate the maidservant from her children]. Rather, she
shall place upon her a sign of servitude and assign her as
one of the maids. If she does not bear children, she may be
sold.

Rav Samet explains:

The system apparently worked as follows: when a woman gave
her maidservant to her husband, she retained her authority over
the maidservant. In actuality, however, the maidservant's status
has changed by very virtue of her being married to the master of
the house, and she thus lived in the home as a free woman. This
arrangement is maintained so long as she and the mistress of the
house enjoy a warm relationship. If, however, the maidservant
"equates herself with her mistress" - that is, her new status as
mother of the husband's children leads her to forget her strict,
legal standing of inferiority - then the law allows the mistress to
return the maidservant to her previous condition of servitude.
She may even affix upon the maid an external sign of subjugation.




Source 8: Mishlei/Proverbs Ch. 30
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A loathsome woman who gets married; A slave-girl who
supplants her mistress.

Source 9: Metzudat David
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Source 10: Radak
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She thought that whereas Avraham's offspring will be
from her, she will become the mistress; she thus
disregarded the commandments of her mistress, Sarah.

See the change of terminology regarding Hagar in verse 4 (above)



What then, should we make of Avraham’s reaction?
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Now, to a discussion of the literal meaning of the pasuk:
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See the earlier explanation of Radak, both in terms of
what this term means and also his evaluation of Sarah’s
overall behavior

Rethinking the meaning of the pasuk

Source 11: Haketav V’hakabala on Ramban:
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Source 12: Bamidbar 30:14
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Every vow and every sworn obligation of self-denial may be
upheld by her husband or annulled by her husband.

Source 13: Shemot 1:3
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So Moses and Aaron went to Pharaoh and said to him, “Thus says
the LORD, the God of the Hebrews, ‘How long will you refuse to
humble yourself before Me? Let My people go that they may
worship Me.

Source 14: Rabbeinu Chananel on the story
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7"7Y 101M 0NAK DX MW 1NANKNY, the meaning of the words
7"y onn is revealed when the angel tells Hagar to go back to
Sarai her mistress and to submit to her oppression (16,9). The



Torah, at this stage, had covered up the change in Sarah's attitude
toward Hagar. Sarai had become completely dependent on Hagar
as a result of her having become pregnant. Previously, in the
mistress-maid relationship it was the maid who had been
dependent on her mistress. Avram had accused her of committing
a criminal act by oppressing Hagar. By refusing her services as a
maid, Hagar was further encouraged to treat her mistress as her
inferior. As a result, Sarai now challenged Avram, blaming him
for her reduction in status. She therefore demanded that G'd
Himself intervene to show that it was really His will that she now
be subordinate to Hagar. This is the reason for the dot on the
word 97721, The point is that Sarai did not want such Divine
judgment to cause Avram harm.
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Source 15: Rav Samet
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"Hagar, Sarah's maidservant - this is your proper, legal status, and
therefore, "where have you come from, and where are you going?"
Consistent with his general approach to questions like these from
God and His angels, Rashi explains that the angel clearly knew
the answers, but "gave her an opening to begin speaking with
her." To this, we may add that this type of question invariably
introduces some rebuke on the part of God to the questioned
party. (God asks Adam, "Where are you?" and challenges Kayin,
"Where is your brother Hevel?") Here, too, the angel accuses
Hagar: Why are you here? Why are you not serving your master?
"Look from what kind of place you left - you were in a sacred
location, in the home of the righteous!" (Seforno). Where are you
going - to the desert, a barren wilderness?
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Hagar answers, "From my mistress Sarah,” who has once again
enslaved me, after I had already achieved my freedom, "I am
running away,” as I cannot tolerate my indentured status any
longer. Significantly, Hagar doesn't relate to the angel any
incident of mistreatment; she bases her decision to flee on the
very fact that Sarah has again become her mistress.
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The angel then orders, "Go back to your mistress, and submit to
her harsh treatment." This verse calls into question the approach
of the Ramban and Radak, who understand this "harsh treatment"”
as actual torment and thus conclude that Sarah sinned in this
regard. If she indeed burdened her maid with slave labor, beat her
and tormented her, then how and why does God's angel order
Hagar's restoration to this state of unethical maltreatment?
Would God's angel sanction or legitimize such cruelty?
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According to our approach, however, this "harsh treatment”
refers merely to the perfectly legal lifestyle of servitude to which
Hagar is to be subjected. The angel here endorses Sarah's decision
to restore Hagar to her previous condition of subjugation and
demands Hagar's compliance.

The angel's concluding remarks, which promise the emergence of
a great nation from Hagar's son, help Hagar come to terms with
the demand that she return to Sarah. The reinstating of her status
as maidservant understandably involves intense frustration and
emotional torment. The angel therefore stresses the bright future
that will result from her marriage to Avraham.



