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(30) Now Sarai was barren, she had

no child. 12112 TR TRY T m (7)

Aviva Gottleib Zornberg, The Beginning of Desire: Reflections on Genesis,
pp. 73-74

Against the flow of generations of chapter 11 - "This is the line of Shem..."
(11:10) - is set the central absence of Abraham's life: "Sarai was barren, she
had no child" (11:30). Toledot, the word translated here as "line" and more
commonly as "generations," is rich with a sense of the power of generation,
of the multiple birthings, the realized consequences of potentialities
inherent in each lifespan. And, ironically, it is the root of this word (v/ad)
that is used to refer to Sarai's childlessness: it is precisely this that she has
not: the vliad that is the barest notation for some expression of self that lives

on beyond self, an essence projected toward eternity.

"She had no child" - ein la vlad - the three pungent Hebrew words are
freighted with irony. For this significant pair are marked by an emptiness,
while all the "dying generations" (Yeats) effortlessly reproduce themselves.
This is essentially the business of all other lives, as each generation enacts
an identical ritual: the individual, generated by his father, lives a specified
number of years; he then generates, projects a version of self beyond self,
after which he lives a further tally of years and produces "sons and
daughters." In this scheme, a central act of self-propagation is flanked by a
period of biological fertility. The expectation built up by the repeated
formula is brought to a head in the almost feverish emphasis on Terah's

generativeness: clearly, the narrative is closing in on its focus.
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But here the rhythm changes: there is death (not the natural kind, but
before the shocked face of the father [11:28]), and there is sterility. The
resounding negation ein la vlad cruelly confirms: what was expected as part
of the natural thrust of existence is not. Here the language of the Torah
enacts what Bergson calls "the peculiar possibility of the negative." In
nature, Bergson argues, there are no negative conditions; only in the realm
of consciousness, of desire and expectation, disappointment and
frustration, does the knowledge of the negative exist. Memory and
imagination attach to a phantom object, in this case the viad, the offspring,
which bestrides positive reality and cries out ein - "no!" "Every human
action has its starting-point in a dissatisfaction, and thereby in a feeling of

absence."

The "human action" of Abram and Sarai begins in this absence. The midrash
expresses this paradox of generation as follows: "Whenever it is written 'Ein
la - there is not,' there essentially is.... What is suggested here in this first
human experience of ein is a new and difficult mode of being and having:
absence leads a man and a woman to travel far in search of a realization of

self that comes effortlessly to those who preceded and surrounded them.
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had: "Because God took note of
Hannah and she conceived and
gave birth." "That Zion whom

no one seeks out," she has: "He 1

shall come as redeemer to
Zion." "Shout, O barren one,
You who bore no child! Shout
aloud for joy."

Genesis 18:10-15

(10) Then one said, “I will return to
you next year, and your wife Sarah
shall have a son!” Sarah was
listening at the entrance of the
tent, which was behind him. (11)
Now Abraham and Sarah were old,
advanced in years; Sarah had
stopped having her periods. (12)
And Sarah laughed to herself,
saying, “Now that I've lost the
ability, am | to have enjoyment—
with my husband so old?” (13)
Then " said to Abraham, “Why did
Sarah laugh, saying, ‘Shall | in truth
bear a child, old as | am?’ (14) Is
anything too wondrous for " ? | will
return to you at the same season
next year, and Sarah shall have a
son.” (15) Sarah lied, saying, “I did
not laugh,” for she was frightened.
Came the reply, “You did laugh.”
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Aviva Gottlieb Zornberg, The Beginning of Desire, pp. 76-77

"Sarai was barren" - the barrenness of Sarai evokes the other meaning of
the word akara: the couple is uprooted, the ground cut from under their
feet. Voluntarily, they respond to a call to alienation from all that gives self a
placement in the world. By removing themselves from the normal
conditions of fruitfulness, they - at least on the face of things - cut off vital
sources of nourishment, doom themselves to sterile nomadic existence, in
which no organic fibers of connection and fertility can grow.... An act of
radical discontinuity is, it seems, depicted in the Torah as the essential basis
for all continuity: for that act of birth that will engender the body and the

soul of a new kind of nation...

However, the midrash allows us no facile resolution of the tension of their
lives: "He makes the akara, the woman is the essence of the house [lit., the
barren woman] to sit as the happy mother of children' [Psalms 113:9]: this

refers to Sarai, as it is said, 'And Sarai was akara - barren.'" Sarai is described
as both the barren one and the joyous mother; these are not simply
successive stages of a life, but both remain necessary functions of her
identity. Her later happiness never obviates the twin image of alienation:
the pun that the midrash sets in focus insists on alienation-sterility as the

very condition of Sarai's significant maternity.



Psalms 139

(1) For the leader. Of David. A psalm.

O LORD, You have examined me and
know me. (2) When I sit down or stand up
You know it;

You discern my thoughts from afar. (3)
You observe™ my walking and reclining,
and are familiar with all my ways. (4)
There is not a word on my tongue

but that You, O LORD, know it well. (5)
You hedge me before and behind;

You lay Your hand upon me. (6) It is
beyond my knowledge;

it is a mystery; | cannot fathomit. (7)
Where can | escape from Your spirit?
Where can | flee from Your presence? (8)
If | ascend to heaven, You are there;

if | descend to Sheol, You are there too.
(9) If I take wing with the dawn

to come to rest on the western horizon,
(10) even there Your hand will be guiding
me,

Your right hand will be holding me fast.
(11) If I say, “Surely darkness will conceal
me,

night will provide me with cover,”® (12)
darkness is not dark for You;

night is as light as day;

darkness and light are the same. (13) It
was You who created my conscience;

You fashioned me in my mother’s womb.

(14) | praise You,
for | am awesomely, wondrously made;
Your work is wonderful;
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| know it very well. (15) My frame was
not concealed from You
when | was shaped in a hidden place,

knit together in the recesses of the earth.

(16) Your eyes saw my unformed limbs;
they were all recorded in Your book;

in due time they were formed,

to the very last one of them.™ (17) How
weighty Your thoughts seem to me, O
God,

how great their number! (18) | count
them—they exceed the grains of sand;

| end—but am still with You.

(19) O God, if You would only slay the
wicked—

you murderers, away from me!— (20)
who invoke You for intrigue,

Your enemies who swear by You falsely.™
(21) O LORD, You know | hate those who
hate You,

and loathe Your adversaries. (22) | feel a
perfect hatred toward them;

| count them my enemies.

(23) Examine me, O God, and know my
mind;

probe me and know my thoughts. (24)
See if | have vexatious ways,

and guide me in ways everlasting.
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Isaiah 66:7-11

(7) Before she labored, she was
delivered;

Before her pangs came, she bore a son.
(8) Who ever heard the like?

Who ever witnessed such events?

Can a land pass through travail

In a single day?

Or is a nation born

All at once?

Yet Zion travailed

And at once bore her children! (9) Shall |
who bring on labor not bring about birth?
—says the LORD.

Shall I who cause birth shut the womb?
—said your God. (10) Rejoice with
Jerusalem and be glad for her,

All you who love her!

Join in her jubilation,

All you who mourned over her— (11)
That you may suck from her breast
Consolation to the full,

That you may draw from her bosom
Glory to your delight. 12) For thus said
the LORD:

| will extend to her

Prosperity like a stream,

The wealth of nations

Like a wadi in flood;

And you shall drink of it.

You shall be carried on shoulders

And dandled upon knees. (13) As a
mother comforts her son

So | will comfort you;
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You shall find comfort in Jerusalem...
(18) For I [know] their deeds and
purposes.

[The time] has come to gather all the
nations and tongues; they shall come and
behold My glory...

(22) For as the new heaven and the new
earth

Which | will make

Shall endure by My will

—declares the LORD—

So shall your seed and your name
endure. (23) And new moon after new
moon,

And sabbath after sabbath,

All flesh shall come to worship Me
—said the LORD.

BY YEHUDA AMICHAI
TRANSLATED BY CHANA BLOCH
from The Poetry of Yehuda Amichai.
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A Child is Something Else Again

A child is something else again. Wakes
up

in the afternoon and in an instant he's
full of words,

in an instant he's humming, in an
instant warm,

instant light, instant darkness.
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A child is Job. They've already placed
their bets on him

but he doesn't know it. He scratches
his body

for pleasure. Nothing hurts yet.
They're training him to be a polite Job,
to say "Thank you" when the Lord has
given,

to say "You're welcome" when the

Lord has taken away.

A child is vengeance.
A child is a missile into the coming
generations.

| launched him: I'm still trembling.

A child is something else again: on a
rainy spring day

glimpsing the Garden of Eden through
the fence,

kissing him in his sleep,

hearing footsteps in the wet pine
needles.

A child delivers you from death.

Child, Garden, Rain, Fate.
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