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Irene Pabst
The interpretation of the Sarah-Hagar-stories in rabbinic and patristic literature.

Sarah and Hagar as female representations of identity and difference

In der christlichen Auslegungstradition wurden die beiden Figuren Sarah und Hagar, diein
der Genesis Sammitter der Israelitinnen und Ismaeliterlnnen reprasentieren, zu Allegorien
fur die Kirche und die Synagoge. Se sind Teil eines Diskurses, der ein hierarchisches
Verhaltnis zwischen Christentum und Judentum tber Jahrhunderte hinweg festgeschrieben
und das Judentum als Negativfolie fur die Formulierung christlicher Identitat benutzt hat. An
der christlichen Auslegungsgeschichte zeigt sich darlber hinaus das aus genderkritischer
Scht problematische Phénomen weiblicher Allegorien als Reprasentantinnen kollektiver
|dentitaten. Der vorliegende Artikel verfolgt die Sarah-Hagar-Allegorie zu ihren Urspriingen
bei den Kirchenvatern und bei Paulus zurtick und bewertet sie mit Hilfe genderorientierter
Theorien.

Nicht nur in der christlichen Auslegungstradition, sondern auch in der rabbinischen Tradition
wurde der Diskurs tber Zugehorigkeit zur Gemeinschaft und Abgrenzung von den
Aussenstehenden mit den beiden Figuren Sarah und Hagar verbunden. Sarah wird als
judische Sammutter mit dem Motiv der Erlésung Israels verbunden, wahrend Hagar als
Proselytin charakterisiert wird. Der signifikante Unterschied in der Wahrnehmung der
Aussenstehenden und in der Definition der Beziehungen zu ihnen, der sich hier zeigt, kann die

antijudische christliche Interpretation korrigieren.

Introduction

In front of the Cathedra of Strasbourg stand two female scul ptures representing the Church
(Ecclesa) and the Synagogue (Synagoga), dating from 1230 CE (see picture 1 + 2). They are
stone witnesses to a claimed Chrigtian superiority about Judaism: Ecclesais portrayed asa
proud and victorious queen holding the Sgns of victory in her hands — the cross and the cup of
Communion — whereas Synagoga is shown with clear signs of defest, her head bowed down,
without crown, a broken lance and the tablets of the law pointing downwardsin her hands.
They are impossible to ignore at the entrance to the Church, and as most people were not able
to read in the 13" century, they must have had a significant influence on Christian seif-
understanding and on the Christian perception of Judaism and Jews.* The growing socidl
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suppression of Jews in the Middle Ages in Europe under a dominant Christian culture proves
that images like these were not merely symbolic, but were a powerful political instrument.?
They are part of a Chrigtian cultura identity shaped on a negative perception of Judaism
which has along tradition.

The two Statues point not only to the problem of Chrigtian anti-Judaism, but to the no less
problematic phenomenon of femae embodiments of collective identities within western
patriarchd societies. The ambivaent use of femde figuresin public for establishing and
maintaining the socia order has been subject to gender-critica research. | would like to use
these theories as a hermeneutic background for tracing the roots of this alegorica depiction
in the Chrigtian tradition, the figures of the mothers of 1saac and Ishmadl, Sarah and Hagar.
The Church Fathers were the fird to interpret Sarah and Hagar as dlegories for Chrigtianity
and Judaism, and made Hagar a symbol for the Jewish expelled “other”. But the discourse
about indders and outsiders was a so connected with Sarah and Hagar aso in the rabbinic
tradition. | would like to show the sgnificant differences between the interpretations and their
crucid meaning for aredefinition of Chrigtian identity within a Jewish Chrigtian dialogue.

The Chrigtian inter pretation

Paul

The line of Chridian interpretation sarts with the Pauline dlegorica-typologica

interpretation of the Genesis narratives of Sarah and Hagar (Genesis 16 and 21) in Gdatians
4:21-5:1. Paul identifies Sarah with the ,, Jerusdem above' (4:26): she isthe mother of the
free descendants of Abraham. On the other hand, he relates Hagar to the Sinai- covenant and
the present Jerusdlem (4:25): sheis the mother of the unfree descendants of Abraham. Paul is
speaking about identity and difference since the unfree descendants are to be expdled. But it
has to be stressed that Paul is not spesking of Chrigtianity and Judaism, as some
contemporary interpreters still dlaim, but of the Galatian community (consisting of Jewish
and pagan Chridtians, identified as the children of Sarah) and of his Jewish-Chrigtian
opponents’® (identified as the children of Hagar). His interpretation is based on the conflict in
Galatia about the extent of the Toral’ s vaidity for Gentile Christians. At first glance Paul
seemsto reject the Torah as endaving (4:25) but the context showsthat it is not the Torah as
such, that he opposes, but it is the exclusive interpretation of the Torah by his opponents. In
his view, that resultsin a plit within the Christian communities between Jewish Chrigtians

and Gentile Christians, which becomes clear in the Antiochian incident (2:11-14).° This
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interpretation is supported by the fact that, € sewhere in Galatians, Paul emphasizes the

vaidity of the Torah (5:14.22f.) It has to be considered that Paul’ s was apparently the weaker
position in that argument, which explains his sharp polemics® Within this context his

offengve interpretation can be seen as somehow subversive.

Paul’s way of interpretation is quite close to Jewish tradition. By taking up the idea of
representing groups with femae figures from the Geness nardives, where Sarah and Hagar
ae undersood not only as individuads but as mothers of two different people’ and by
aoplying it to his own dgtuaion he is folowing the generd midrashic principle of
actudization. Nevertheess, Paul interprets the dories in a dudigtic and sdective way that
dresses the conflict between Sarah and Hagar: First, he emphasizes the socid function of the
two figures, by setting the dave versus the free woman, four times within a couple of verses
(4:22.25.26.30.31). Secondly he interprets the opposition between ther sons theologicaly, by
the terms flesh and promise/spirit (kata sarka —di epaggelia, 4:23; kata pneuma — kata sarka,
4:29) sressng the oppogtion even more. Thirdly he omits important features of the Geness-
dory: the promises given to Hagar, and her liberation (Genesis 16:11; 21:18.20f.). The result
is the image of an irreversble oppostion between Sarah and Hagar and thus between the
groups they represent.® By deepening the differences between them he makes Hagar a symbol
for otherness that has to be excluded. As he never identifies the protagonists directly he
provides an image that can easily be transferred to other contexts — as it happens with a lot of
interpreters, at first with the Church Fathers.

Tertullian

The earliest reference to the Pauline interpretation is found in Tertullian’s largest work
“Adversus Marcionem” (dating from ca. 200-211 CE) which amsto rgject Marcion's gnostic
understanding of Chrigtianity (V,4,8). He comments on Paul’ s interpretation in Gdatians:

“[...] for these are two testaments — or two reveations, as | see they have trandated it — the
one from Mount Sna referring to the synagogue of the Jews, which according to the law
gendereth to bondage: the other gendering above al principdity, power, and domination, and
every name that is named not only in this world but dso in that which is to come for she is
our mother, that holy church, in whom we have expressed our faith: and consequently he
adds, So then, brethren, we are not children of the bondwoman, but of the free. In dl thisthe
goosle has clearly shown that the noble dignity of Chrigtianity has its dlegoricd type and
figure in the son of Abraham born of a free woman, while the legd bondage of Judaism has
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its type in the son of the bondmaid.”®

Tertullian understands Paul to identify Sarah with ,,the holy Church that is above dll
principdity, power and domination” that ,,hasits alegorica typein the son of Abraham born
of the free woman". He understands Hagar to be identified with the Synagogue that
»gendereth to bondage and hasits type in the son of the bondmaid“. Even if thisreferenceis
marked as a quotation of Marcion, whose regjection of Judaism is known, and is therefore not
aurprising, it is remarkable that Tertullian does not criticize Marcion for the anti-Judaic
content of hisinterpretation but, on the contrary, seemsto shareit.*°

This suspicion is confirmed if one looks into hiswork ,, Adversus ludaeos’ (written around
200) which deds explicitly with Judaism and has become amode for awholeliterary
tradition.*! Tertullian expresses his view of the subordination of Judaism eg. with the
dlegorica interpretation of the biblica pairs Jacob and Esau and Cain and Abd: The
subordination of the older brother (Genesis 25,23)*? serves as an image for subjecting Judaism
to Christianity. Similarly, the acceptance of Abdl’s sacrifice and the rejection of Cain's™ are
seen as Sgns for the replacement of the Jewish cult by the Chrigtian service,

Tertullian’s negative view of Judaism hasto be seen in his historica context. In accordance
with mogt of the Church Fathers of histime Tertullian uses the dlegorica interpretation of
Scripture to prove the truth of the Chrigtian reveation. He has to face the well-founded
reglection of Jesus as Messiah by the Jawish side. The existence of athriving Judaism caled
the Chrigian universad truth into question. Allegoricd, or spiritud, interpretation provided an
effective wegpon in the Jewish- Christian debate about the correct interpretation of Scripture.*
But it hasto be said that it served not only gpologetical purposes in aweaker position but
helped to express the universal Christian demand that could not accept another religion as
equa. The interpretation of Judaism as a dave woman, as subordinated and rejected “ other”,
was away, retrospectively awrong way, to ded with these difficulties.

On one gde Tertullian found himsdlf in asmilar Stuation to Paul’s 100 years exlier,
sruggling with amore powerful opponent and searching for identity, and taking up Paul’s
dudism of the two female figures. But wheress Paul leaves some possibilities for
interpretation open, Tertullian explicitly does not. He develops Chrigtian identity at the
expense of adenigrating view of Judaism,*® — atradition that would become very influentia

in Chrigian higtory.
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Origen

Origen is but one example for the further developed idea of the Church replacing Isradl to be
God' s chosen people by using the Saraht Hagar-allegory. In asermon on Genesis 21 he takes
up the identification of Sarah with Chridtianity and Hagar with Judaism by frequently citing
from Paul’ s letter to the Galaians. This understanding of Paul must have been dready quite
common & that time. At the beginning of his sermon he points out the importance of
dlegoricd interpretation which can be learned from Galatians 4:24. His purpose is that
Christians should learn to trest other passages in Scripture accordingly, '® e.g. some éements
in Geness 21 which Paul left out.

One dement is the bottle of water which Abraham gave to Hagar when he expelled her

(Genesis 21:14) and which didn’t provide enough water to survive.

“But he ‘who is born according to the flesv' drinks water from a bottle and the water itsdlf
fals him and he lacks in many things. The bottle of the Law is the letter, from which that
cand people drinks, and thence receives underganding. This letter frequently fails them. It
cahnot extricate itsdf; for the higoricd underdanding is defective in many ways. But the
Church drinks from the evangdic and gpogtolic fountains which never fal, but ‘run in its
dreets (Proverbs 5:16), because they dways aound and flow in the breadth of spiritua
interpretation. The Church drinks dso ‘from wels when it draws and examines certan

deeper things from the Law."*

The purpose of this alegory isto show the “defective’ litera understanding of Scripture by
the Jews. This understanding does not only differ from the Chrigtian one but there is afight
going on for the right understanding, as Origen interprets the persecution of Isaac by
Ishmed.*® This could be a hint to a competitive situation between Jews and Christians
regarding the attractiveness of their religions and to a quite successful stand of Judaism. It
a0 connects the dudistic ways of interpretation with the idea of the Jewish people asa
“carnd” people which is overcome by the “ spiritud” people of the Chrigtians.

Another dement isthe inability of Hagar to find awell in the desert.

“After this[...] theangd of the Lord opened Agar’s eyes, and she saw awell of living weter.

How can these words be related to history? For when do we find that Agar has closed eyes
and they are later opened? Is not the spiritual and mysticd meaning in these words clearer
than light, that that people which is ‘according to the flesh' is abandoned and lies in hunger
and thirgt, suffering ‘not a famine of bread nor a thirst of water, but a thirst for the word of
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God' (Amos 8:11), until the eyes of the synagogue are opened? This is what the Apostle says
is a ‘mydery’: that ‘blindness in part has hgppened in Israd until the fulness of the Gentiles
should come in, and then dl lsrad should be saved (Romans 11:5). That, therefore, is the
blindness in Agar who gave birth ‘according to the flesh’, who remains blind until ‘the vel of
the letter be removed’ by the angel of God and she see the ‘living water’. For now the Jews lie
around the well itsdf, but their eyes are closed and they cannot drink from the well of the Law

and the prophets.” 1°

In this passage the motif of Jewish blindness occurs, being very common among the Church
Fathers and recurring in Chrigtian art as the sculptures of Ecclesiaand Synagoga show. Hagar
isaso asymbol for God having deserted his people who are now starving in the desert.
Origen leaves the possihility for the converson and redemption of the Jews open at the end of
time, but different from Paul (Romans 11:25ff.) he rgects the remaining election of Isradl asa
matter of fact. For Origen, Isragl can only be saved by being converted to Chridtianity, thereis
no option for an equaly accepted Judaism. Consequently he sees the Church as true people of
God, represented by Sarah, the mother of the Christians and virtue.

“I think therefore [because of dlegoricd interpretation, |.P.], that Sara, which means prince or

one who governs empires, represents arete, which is the virtue of the soul.”°

“But let us see what Paul understood in this play and what angered Sara. Already above in our
giritual expogtion we set Sara in the place of virtue If, therefore, the flesh which Ismed,
who was born according to the flesh, represents, attracts the spirit, which is Isaac, and deds
with him with enticding decatfulness, if it dlures him with ddights if it mitigates him with
pleasures, this kind of play of the flesh with the spirit offends Sara especidly, who is virtue,
and Paul judges alurements of this kind to be the most bitter persecution.”®*

With Origen, the idea of the Church taking the place of God' s €lected people becomes more
and more shaped, and influences the perception of Judaism serioudy.?? Origen’s enmity is the
more striking as he lived in Caesarea, afamous center for Jewish studiesin the 3 century
CE, and as he very likely had contacts to and exchange with Jewish scholars.?® Hisworks
show good knowledge of halakhic and aggadic traditions. In his anti-Heretic work “Contra
Cedsum” he even defends Judaism dong with Chrigianity againg pagan offenses. Polemics
like those in the cited examples are mostly found in his sermons. This makesit very likey

that Origen tried to prevent Chrigtians from mixing with Jews and from becoming too much
attracted by Judaism.
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His polemic has to be seen within the complex process of separation between Judaism and
Chridtianity during the firgt centuries CE, when Chrigtian identity had just begun to develop.
Judaism was a“rdligio licita’ with arich tradition that provided the mgority in the Roman
Empire, compared with the number of Chrigtians. Judaism was apparently very attractive dso
for Chrigians and was not seen as atotdly distinct religion, asthere is evidence that in alot
of cases Christians took part in Jewish services and festivals®* It is even likely that Judaism
and Chrigtianity competed with each other in converting Gentiles. Living next to aflourishing
Jewish community Origen must have been aware of this Stuation. These circumstances make
his polemic understandable, but it remains problematic.

Nevertheess Origen’ s negative statements about Judaism became part of the theological
doctrine of Chrigtian superiority that prevailed even after Chrigtianity had become the
dominant religion in the Roman Empire. Later Church Fethers continue this line of
interpretation by using the Sarah-Hagar-alegory, e.g. Ambrosius and Augustin.?® The
growing legd and sodid restrictionsin the 5 century CE for Jews, like the exclusion from
public positions and the prohibition of mixed marriages between Jews and Chrigtians, make
clear that anti-Judaism remained not a theoretical doctrine only.2® The negative perception of
Jews as “others’ of which the SarahHagar-alegory is but one e ement, has become one of the
fundamenta teachings of the Church and has had lethad consegquences for Jews throughout

history.

Allegorical interpretation and representation of the feminine

The examples of the Sarah+ Hagar-alegory aso show how the discourse about Chrigtian
identity and Jewish difference isintertwined with the representation of the feminine within a
patriarcha symbolic system. It has an ambivaent effect. On the one hand it is their quality as
mothers that make them powerful figures for identification.?” As mothers they embody
positive aspects like protection, care, fertility and order, smilarly to female depicted cities?®
But on the other hand the dlegorization of women is based on a displacement of real women
in favor of illugrating an aodtract idea. Only if asplit is made between red women and the
idea of woman, if the depicted woman does not refer to ared woman, she can become asgn
for something else. The alegorized woman then represents an idea and neither pointsto a
subject nor to a history behind it.2° This disembodiment is possible because women have no
place as subjects in the symbolic order dominated and generated by men, as e.g. Kristeva and
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Irigaray observed.®® Within that order woman is defined as “the other”. This alows the
application of nearly any idea to the female body.*

Thisway of representation operates as well with another common androcentric split of the
femde into dudigtic images, e.g. in the case of femae city-images into woman as nature
versus domesticated woman, which is a variation of splitting women into good women and
bad women. Hagar takes over the symbolism of the negative “other”, the outsde which is
perceived as dangerous and has to be subjected. She becomes the “dlegory of foreign

territory” 32

. Sarah takes over the symbolism of the positive ingde which is perceived as
dabilizing order.

Solitting the female away's serves male dominating interests. Thisis the case with Sarah and
Hagar, too. Theirreversible split between Sarah and Hagar servesto enforce Chrigtian

dominating interests and to develop a Chritian identity at the expense of Judaism.

The Jewish Interpretation

Sarah as symbol of redemption

In the rabbinic tradition the dualism between Sarah and Hagar plays aminor role. Therabbis
clearly have their main interest in Sarah, as sheis the Jewish Matriarch; and they especialy
emphasize the redemption of her barrenness. One of the most powerful imagesis her
connection with Jerusdem in the Midrash Lamentation Rabbah 1:2, §26 (5th century) and
padles>?

“26. SHE HATH NONE TO COMFORT HER. R. Levi said: Wherever it says ‘hath none, it
indicates that there would be in the future. [For instance], And Sra was barren; she had no
child (Genesis 11:30); but she did have one later, as it is sad, And the Lord remembered
Saah (ib. 21:1). Smilaly, But Hannah had no children (I Samud 1:2); she did have them
later, as it is said, So the Lord remembered Hamnah (ib. 2:21). Smilarly, She is Zion, there is
none that careth for her (Jeremiah 30:17); but she will have one laer, as it is sad, And a
redeemer will come to Zion (Isaiah 59:20). In like manner you say, SHE HATH NONE TO
COMFORT HER; but she will have later, as it is sad, |, even I, am He that comforteth you
(ib. 51:12).”

The midrash explains Lamentations 1:17: “ Zion spreads out her hands, and none is there to
comfort her, the Lord has commanded againgt Jacob adversaries around him; Jerusdem islike
amengtruating woman among them.” The verse describes very movingly the desperation after
the destruction of Jerusalem in 586 BCE. In Lamentations Rabbah it isamodd for the
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interpretation of the second destruction of Jerusalem. The rabbis regect the imagination of the
desolation of Zion as aremaining Situation with the examples of Sarah and Hannah. Asthe
two of them have been redeemed of their barrenness, o, “ga wa-chomer”,** of course, Zion
will be redeemed in the future by God himsdif.

The figure of Sarah works as a representative for Jerusdem, smilarly to Paul’ sinterpretation,
but here Sarah isidentica with Isradl. Paul and the rabbis continue a tradition aready found

in the Prophets, where Jerusdlem is frequently depicted as afemde figure. Especidly in
Second Isaiah 54:1, the connection with Sarah is made: “ Sing adoud, o barren woman who
never boreachild, [...]”.3° The rabbis strengthen this interpretation and make Sarah a
powerful symbaol for the redemption of Isragl. For them she embodies not only a glorious past
but hope for the future, too. Asin Paul’s and the Church Father’' s interpretation Sarah
symbolizes belonging to a specific group, but the confrontation with an alegoricd outsder is
missing. The rabbis leave no doubt that Sarah belongs to the Jewish side and the midrash
spesks only about Isradl, not about other people. Asit points out the remaining sympathy of
God for his chosen peopleit is probably atheologica reaction to the Chrigtian claim to Sarah
as matriarch, because the destruction of Jerusdem was interpreted asrgection of Isradl by the
Church Fathers. But the midrash has the perspective on the inclusion of others, found in
another reference on the barren Sarah. Her redemption isa sgn for the redemption of the
whole world: many other barren women and sick people have been remembered together with

her:

“8. AND SARAH SAID: GOD HATH MADE JOY FOR ME; EVERY ONE THAT
HEARETH WILL REJOICE WITH ME (21:6). R. Berekiah, R. Judah b. R. Smon, and R.
Hanan in the name of R. Samud b. R. Issac said: If Reuben has cause to rejoice, what does it
metter to Simeon? Similarly, if Sarah was remembered, what did it matter to others? But
when the matriarch Sarah was remembered [gave birth], many other barren women were
remembered with her; many deaf gained ther hearing; many blind had their eyes opened,
many insane became sane. For ‘making [HATH MADE] is mentioned here, and dso
dsawhere, vizz. And he made a relesse to the provinces (Esther 2:18). As the making
mentioned there means that a gift was granted to the world, so the making mentioned here
means that a gift was granted to the world. R. Levi sad: She increased the light of the
luminaries ‘making’ is mentioned here, viz. GOD HATH MADE FOR ME, while esewhere
it says, And God made the two lights (Genesis 1:16).3°
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In the rabbinicd interpretation of Sarah the overlgpping of the two discourses about identity
and the feminine can aso be observed. On one hand, the comparison between barrenness and
adgtuation of political destruction takes up female experience. The Hebrew word “* aqarah”,
barren, which is only used for femde infertility means literaly “uprooted” or “without roots’.
It recdlls the image of destruction, of no future, and mirrors the low socia standing of barren
women in ancient societies. The comparison of redeeming awhole people with redemption of
awoman of her barrenness shows compassion for this severe femae experience and makes
hope possible.

On the other hand, the interest in redemption of barrennessisthe reverse of amde interest in
femae fertility within the frame of the patriarchal order.®” Sarah and the other barren
matriarchs represent the male idea that women want to have children at any cost. They are
portrayed as pious women who are redeemed from their barrenness because of their
exemplary belief and provide empowering role models for read women, but the images remain
within the patriarchal system since barrennessis not accepted as such.® It is evident that the
rabbis operate with patriarcha imaginations of women, too, epecialy concerning female
sexudity.

Hagar as symbol of proselytism

Although Hagar is not mentioned as often as Sarah, she bears remarkable features in the
interpretation of the rabbis. She is depicted as a stranger, as Egyptian, but of noble descent, as
sheisthe daughter of Pharaoh (cf. Bereshit Rabbah 45:1), and as a bondmaid, but not as
excdusvely asin the Chridtian tradition. In Bereshit Rabbah 53:13 one can find theimage of a
praying Hagar in the desert. It follows the description of her expulsion from Sarah's and
Abraham’s home (cf. Genesis 21:10ff.) which leads her into the desert, a desperate Situation
where the water runs out and sheis crying. The midrash explains.

“Thus it is written, Thou hast counted nudi (Psdm 56:9): which means, Thou hast counted
my wanderings. Put Thou my tears into Thy bottle (ib.). [Edtimate them by] that woman of
the bottle fod). Are they not in Thy book (ib.)? as it is written in the Book of Psams, Hear
my prayer, O Lord, and give ear unto my soy; keep not slence a my tears (39:13): Thou didst
not keep dlence a Hagar's tears, wilt Thou keep dlence a ming And shouldst Thou reply,
‘Because she was a stranger (gijoret) she was more beloved, then | too am thus, For | am a

sranger with Thee, asojourner, asdl my fathers were (ib.).
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The verses from Psaims 56:9 and 39:13 are related to Hagar through the word “ bottl €’

according to the hermeneutic rule “gezera schawa ”: Sheis the woman with the bottle, the

bottle that Abraham gave her when he expelled her. The midrash interprets her crying as

prayer to God and paralels her with the speakers of the psalms. Like them she addresses God

in her distress and asksto be saved. The conclusion is: If God listened to Hagar, who was a
stranger, then, “qal wa-chomer”, he will listen of course to the problems of people now.

Regarding the prayer, sheis pardlded with important Jewish femde figures like Rebecca,

Rachel and Sarah, who are aso portrayed as praying women in desperate Situations. As one
purpose of the midrash isto provide role-modes for their readers and listeners, Hagar

becomes like them amodel for the persond prayer to which women, according to the

Mishnah (Berakhot 3:3), were obliged. Sheis not only an example that God does not remain

dlent towards the suffering and thus a symbol of hope for being saved; the midrash dso

stresses her active struggle for redemption.

This becomes even more clear in the following part, commenting on Genesis 21:16 (and she
went and st her down over agang him, a good way off, as it were a bowshot [ki-

metahawe keshet]):

“R. Isaac observed: The phrase As THE SHOTS OF A BOW [shows the distance, for] two
bowshots cover a mile. R. Berekiah said: The phrase connotes, as a woman who impugned
God's justice, saying, ‘Yesterday Thou didst promise me, | will greatly multiply thy seed, etc.
(Genesis 16:10), and now heis dying of thirst!’”>°

By interpreting “ki-metahawe ” as “ke-mateheth”, like one who doubts in God' s reliability,
the rabbis portray Hagar as a strong character who is not afraid to judge God, as the biblical
character |job does.

The motif of Hagar' s piety is even more pointed in the name “gijoret ”, trandated as
“sranger”, which means literadlly “proselyte”. *° Even if the interest behind this interpretation
might have been that Abraham’s wife should not be a Gentile woman (like the wives of
Moses and Samson in the midrash), this attribute stresses Hagar' s faith and strengthens her
positiveimage** Remarkably the midrash narrows the difference between Hagar as non-
Isradlite and Sarah as Igradlite, contrasting Paul’ s and the later Chrigtian interpretations. In the
rabbinic interpretation Hagar becomes a symbol for outsiders (not only Christians, but in
generd) who can have access to the community. This interpretation reflects the openness of

Judaism towards prosdlytes and o itsinterest in attracting them.*? It completes theimage
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we got when examining some of the Church Fathers and indicates the competition between
them and the rabbis regarding attraction of Gentiles.

Nevertheless the positive image of Hagar is dso redtricted. Hagar filling the bottle with water
(explanation of Genesis 21:19) isinterpreted as unbelief, because it shows that she does not
trust in God's care for her.

“[...] AND GOD OPENED HER EYES, etc. (21:18f.). R. Benjamin b. Levi and R. Jonathan
b. Amram both sad: All may be presumed to be blind, until the Holy One, blessed be He,
enlightens their eyes. That follows from this verset AND GOD OPENED HER EYES AND
SHE SAW, etc. AND SHE WENT AND FILLED THE BOTTLE WITH WATER. This

proves that she was lacking in faith.”*®

Similarly in Bereshit Rabbah 53:15 the fact that Hagar gives an Egyptian wife to her son
means that she returns to her origin and to her former gods.

“[...] AND BECAME AN ARCHER — ROBEH KASHOT (ib.). Even as he grew (rabbah), so
did his crudty (kashiuth) grow with him. [Another verson]: while a lad (robeh), he trained
himsdf in the use of the bow. [Another interpretation]: Master (rabbah) of all archers. AND
HE DWELT IN THE WILDERNESS OF PARAN, etc. (ib.). R. Isaac said: Throw a stick into
the ar, and it will fal back to its place of origin [the ground]. Thus, because it is written, And
she had a handmaid, an Egyptian, whose name was Hagar (ib. 16:1), therefore it is written,
AND HISMOTHER TOOK HIM A WIFE OUT OF EGY PT."#

Her image is thus ambivaent, but sheis not only asymboal for rgection asin the Chrigtian

tradition.*®

Conclusion

These few examples show that the question of identity and difference, of who beongs in the
community and what happens to the outsders, was differently answered by the Jewish and the
Chridian tradition. This is not only the result of the given dtuation where Jews and Chridians
competed for followers, but reveds a basic difference. Chridtian tradition kept its exclusve
dudism even dter having become the dominant rdigion, and increased its anti-Judaism
throughout the centuries. The Jewish tradition held on to a perception of outsders that does
not depend so much on an exclusve dudism as does the Christian perception. It shows that
difference can adso be perceived as a postive and enriching phenomenon, and that identity is

not necessxily congructed by usng the other as negative image. In this regard, the

12



© Pabst, Sarah-Hagar-stories lectio difficilior http: //www.lectio.unibe.ch/03_1/pabst.htm

interpretations of the rabbis are closer to the biblicd texts than the patristic interpretations.
Sarah and Hagar have been misused by the Chrigian tradition and have been forced into
symbols of separation and exclusve difference. Reading the rabbinic interpretation can
provide anecessary counter-reading. If we decide to see difference as enriching, and not as a
threat to identity, Sarah and Hagar can become powerful figures within an interrrdigious
diaogue today.
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© Thomas Kratz

Picture 1 + 2:
In front of the Cathedral of Strasbourg stand two femae sculptures representing the Church
(Ecclesia) and the Synagogue (Synagoga), dating from 1230 CE.

1 The representation of Church and Synagogue as female sculptures is a widespread phenomenon and mirrors
the complex relation between Christians and Jews at that time. Similar sculptures are found at the entrance of
significant ecclesiastical buildings like the Cathedral of Reims in France, at the Cathedrals of Bamberg,
Magdeburg, Worms and Freiburg and at the “Liebfrauenkirche” at Trier, all dating from the 13" and early 14™
century CE, cf. the picturesin Schreckenberg, Juden, 48ff; cf. Sciurie, Ecclesia, 243-250.

Depictions of Ecclesia and Synagogue appear in the Christian iconography since the 9" century CE. They are
frequently set within the scene of the crucifixion and express more or |less sharpely the triumph of Ecclesia over
Synagoga, cf. Schreckenberg, Juden, 31-34. This happens at a time when Passionplays started to appear. They
portray the idea of avictory of the Church over Judaism in avery visual way and convey it to a wider audience,
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ritual murder and desecration of hosts came up mirroring a spreading anti-Judaism, even if good contacts still
existed between Jews and Christians in some fields, cf. Poliakov, Geschichte, 49-70.
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Theologie, Bd. 2, 94. They understand Galatians 4:30 as disinheritance of Judaism and criticize Paul for his
extreme view. But this interpretation is not convincing at all, because it ignores the historical and literary context
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development, that continued until the 4" century, and it seems clear to me that the modern commentators project
their ideas on the ancient context. Secondly, the argument between Paul and his opponents mirrored in the letter
to the Galatians is an argument among Jewish Christians who have different ideas about the extent of validity of
the Torah, cf. note 5.

4 Cf. Bachmann, Frau, 134f.; Boyarin, Paul, 156; Martyn, Covenants, 179; Dunn, Epistle, 250; MuRner,
Galaterbrief, 325.

® There is a big discussion still going on about the meaning of the Torah for Paul that can not be described in
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notion that Paul abolished the Law because it does not have the power to redeem, following the Lutheran
interpretation, e.g. Bultmann in his famous article: Christus des Gesetzes Ende; Huebner, Theologie, Bd. 1, 84f.,
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268; Sonntag, Nomos, 300. This view is criticized by scholars who try to see Paul in his Jewish context and
attribute a more positive view to him, e.g. Sanders, Paulus, 503-518; Dunn, Paul; von der Osten-Sacken, Paulus,
116-157.

Following these latter scholars, especially Dunn, the position of Paul in the Galatian conflict can be shortly
outlined as follows: his Christological understanding, that a radical new era has begun with the death and the
resurrection of Jesus, leads him to the idea of the inclusion of the Gentiles into the nation of Israel. The patriarch
Abraham serves as his proof for this idea (Galatians 3:8-14.28f.; cf. Romans 4). This does not mean that the
Torah, the core of Judaism, has lost it's validity. But it poses a problem if it is still functioning as a sign of

difference between Jews and Gentiles. This is what Paul is opposing concerning the socalled “Antiochia-
incident”: Insisting on the dietary laws prevents the community between Jewish Christians and Gentile
Christians. Paul is directing the same critique against his opponents in Galatia, apparently Jewish Christian
Teachers, who seemed to ask, if not the fulfilling of the whole Torah at least of the dietary laws, of the

circumcision (Galatians 5:2) and of the Jewish festivals (4:8).

® There is no archaelogical evidence of any Galatian Christian communities before the 2" century CE, so it is
very likely that Paul lost hisinfluence in these communities which heisadressing in his|letter.

" Cf. Blum, Komposition, 69ff. HHe established the term ,volkergeschichtliche Atiologien* for the Genesis
narratives about Abraham’sfamily.

8 Cf. Castelli, Allegories, 233f.; Callaway, Mistress, 94.

® Tertullian, Adversus Marcionem V,4,8.

10 cf. Martyn, Covenants, 164-167.

1 For an overview of the genre of the “Adversus-Judaeos’-literature cf. Williams, Judaeos. The claimed

missionary character of these works was rejected by A. v. Harnack, Texte, 75ff. who considered them to be a
literary fiction, for an apologetic purpose, without any real background. On the contrary, K. Hruby, Juden, 417-
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Adversus-Judaeos-Texte, 217.

12 Cf. Adversus ludaeos 1,3ff. and Adversus Marcionem 11,24, 8f.

13 Cf. Adversus ludaeos 5,1-3.

14 Cf. Hruby, Exegese, 321-325.

15 Tertullian also supports the common Christian view that the Jews are rejected by God because of their

misdeeds and their unbelief. The destruction of Jerusalem in the year 70 and the dispersion of the Jewish people
are interpreted as clear evidence for that, cf. Adversus ludaeos 10,19; 11,11 u.a.; Adversus Marcionem 3,23,3ff.;
Apologeticus 21,393; 26,3.
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sexuality. Cf. Baskin, Reflections, 103f.
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Bereshit Rabbah 45:4; Taimud Bavli, Yebamot 64b; Talmud Bavli, Taanit 2a and Eliyahu Rabbah, 18. Cf. also
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42 The common view that Jewish missionary activities ceased after the Bar-Kochba-Revolt 132-135 CE is
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fact that a complete prohibition on Jewish missionary activities was proclaimed by Roman Emperors five times
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44 Ebd. Even more sharp are the later Midrashim Pirge de Rabbi Eliezer 30; Midrash ha-Gadol, I, 309; Midrash
Aggadah ad loc., I, 48: Hagar worships a stone which is apparently an allusion to the Kaaba, cf. Ginzberg,
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