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The Courage of the Matriarchs Sarah, Rebecca, Rachel and Leah (or
should it be Leah and Rachel?)

The Jewish people continuing to exist even today is nothing less than a miracle. We have survived so
much, including many despots who have committed their lives to annihilating us (Pharaoh, Haman,
Antiochus, Herod, Hitler, etc.). And if we go back into the stories of our Matriarchs, three of them — Sarah,
Rebecca and Rachel — all might have signaled the end of the line for the Jewish people because at some

time in their lives each of them was barren and unable to have children.

Leah, on the other hand, was quite fertile. Our Torah reports that she was the mother of six sons and one
daughter. And yet we are left with an impression that perhaps she was not a content person, despite her

being what is called in modern Israeli Hebrew ‘D19 N2YY2’, ‘blessed with children.’

Please study the sections of the book of Breisheet (Genesis) which share with the reader/listener the
thoughts and feelings of the barren and blessed women. Have in mind as you read these sections the one
compelling question: Who of these women had the most courage or resilience? We will convene after

Hevruta time and have a discussion surrounding that question as well as a few more points to consider.

Genesis 16:1-6 (Sarah)
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1.Sarai, Abram’s wife, had borne him no
children. She had an Egyptian maidservant
whose name was Hagar. 2. And Sarai said to
Abram, “Look, the LORD has kept me from
bearing. Consort with my maid; perhaps |
shall have a son through her.” And Abram
heeded Sarai’s request. 3. So Sarai, Abram’s

wife, took her maid, Hagar the Egyptian—
after Abram had dwelt in the land of Canaan
ten years—and gave her to her husband
Abram as concubine. 4. He cohabited with
Hagar and she conceived; and when she saw
that she had conceived, her mistress was
lowered in her esteem. 5. And Sarai said to
Abram, “The wrong done me is your fault! |
myself put my maid in your bosom; now that

N@R ANNIY TPI¥HN NN DIIN
VM WD NIND DIIN NIYD DIV py
NI2Y T :YND 17 MYON DIND AN
ORM DD 02 NIM DM VYO
DN NP N N ppyR AR
PNNSY NN N PY OPHN DIIN
YY2 SRNY NDID 02 NIM TN




PardesioT11o ?

Institute of Jewish Studies

Pardes Learning Seminar // July 5, 2021/25 Tammuz 5781
HOWARD MARKOSE | howard@pardes.org.il

she sees that she is pregnant, | am lowered
in her esteem. The LORD decide between
you and me!” 6. Abram said to Sarai, “Your
maid is in your hands. Deal with her as you
think right.” Then Sarai treated her harshly,
and she ran away from her.
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Genesis 25: 19-28 (Rebecca)

19. This is the story of Isaac, son of Abraham.
Abraham begot Isaac. 20. Isaac was forty
years old when he took to wife Rebekah,
of Bethuel
Paddan-aram, sister of Laban the Aramean.
21. Isaac pleaded with the LORD on behalf of
his wife, because she was barren; and the

daughter the Aramean of

LORD responded to his plea, and his wife
Rebekah conceived. 22. But the children
struggled in her womb, and she said, “If so,
why do | exist?” She went to inquire of the
LORD, 23. and the LORD answered her, “Two
nations are in your womb, Two separate
peoples shall issue from your body; One
people shall be mightier than the other, And
the older shall serve the younger.” 24. When
her time to give birth was at hand, there
were twins in her womb. 25. The first one
emerged red, like a hairy mantle all over; so
they named him Esau. 26. Then his brother
emerged, holding on to the heel of Esau; so
they named him Jacob. Isaac was sixty years
old when they were born. 27. When the
boys grew up, Esau became a skillful hunter,
a man of the outdoors; but Jacob was a mild
man who stayed in camp. 28. Isaac favored
Esau because he had a taste for game; but
Rebekah favored Jacob.
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Genesis 29:31-35 (Leah and Rachel)

31.The LORD saw that Leah was unloved and
he opened her womb; but Rachel was
barren. 32. Leah conceived and bore a son,
and named him Reuben; for she declared, “It
means: ‘The LORD has seen my affliction’; it
also means: ‘Now my husband will love
me.”” 33. She conceived again and bore a
son, and declared, “This is because the LORD
heard that | was unloved and has given me
this one also”; so she named him Simeon.
34. Again she conceived and bore a son and
declared, “This time my husband will
become attached to me, for | have borne
him three sons.” Therefore he was named
Levi. 35. She conceived again and bore a son,
and declared, “This time | will praise the
LORD.” Therefore she named him Judah.

Then she stopped bearing.
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Genesis 30:1-5 (Rachel)

1. When Rachel saw that she had borne
Jacob no children, she became envious of
her sister; and Rachel said to Jacob, “Give
me children, or | shall die.” 2. Jacob was
incensed at Rachel, and said, “Can | take the
place of God, who has denied you fruit of the
womb?” 3. She said,

Bilhah. Consort with her, that she may bear

“Here is my maid

on my knees and that through her | too may
have children.” 4. So she gave him her maid
Bilhah as concubine, and Jacob cohabited
with her. 5. Bilhah conceived and bore Jacob
ason.
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Rachel and Leah are unable to put their competitive side away in favor of establishing peace in the home. As a
result, they continued to fight for the love and virility of their husband Jacob. The episode of the mandrakes is
an excellent case in point:
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Genesis 30:14-17;22-24 (Leah and Rachel)

14. Once, at the time of the wheat harvest,
Reuben came upon some mandrakes in the
field and brought them to his mother Leah.
Rachel said to Leah, “Please give me some of
your son’s mandrakes.” 15. But she said to
her, “Was it not enough for you to take away
my husband, that you would also take my
Rachel
promise, he shall lie with you tonight, in

son’s mandrakes?” replied, “I
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Jacob came home from the field in the
evening, Leah went out to meet him and
said, “You are to sleep with me, for | have
hired you with my son’s mandrakes.” And he
lay with her that night. 17. God heeded
Leah, and she conceived and bore him a fifth

son.

Genesis 30:22-24 (Rachel)
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22. Now God remembered Rachel; God
heeded her and opened her womb. 23. She
conceived and bore a son, and said, “God
has taken away my disgrace.” 24. So she
named him Joseph, which is to say, “May the
LORD add another son for me.”

Questions to Consider:

1. Returning to the introductory question: Which of the Matriarchs seems to you to have the most courage?
The most resilience? The least courage or resilience?

2. For whom does the text want its reader to have the greatest empathy? Leah, Rebecca, Rachel or Sarah?
Please bring scriptural proof if you can to support your answers.

3. Where are the Patriarchs in these stories? Can you find Abraham, Isaac and Jacob in the narrative and

share how you feel they handled these times of crisis that were being experienced by the women in their

lives?
a. Does the text wish to influence your feelings regarding these men in any particular way? Please

elaborate if you can.
Please rank the four women in terms of ‘who had it best’ — 1 being the best off and 4 being the worst off.



