Wayyera, Genesis XVIII-XXII

Postures of Abnegation and Negation before the Sublime

Readings of the haftorah have often been seen as straightforward, uncomplicated commentaries on the parshah, with some kind of corrective function—restoring some measure of god’s mercy when the parshah is too harsh, or echoing the themes of the parshah in some related story.

I want to suggest that the haftorah is always sufficiently different in tone and style as to generate a dialogical relationship: one in which two different voices exchange and comment on each other, not simply a one-way commentary. The dialogism is open, not a straightforward explanation or corrective; each shapes the way the  other is seen.

In Wayyera we have the story of the Shunemite woman who is described as one “of the wives of the sons of the prophets unto Elisha” (1) who is indebted and risks losing her two children to bondsmen. Elisha effects a miracle with oil, and saves her. Elisha is then the prophet with powers, and he occupies the position of the sublime, that is, the aweful, awesome site of that power that transcends the power of words to describe.

He decides to reward a woman simply called the Shunammite who befriends him by granting her a child despite the fact that she is old and has not been able to bear. He stands in for god; she for sarah, if we read this story only one way. Shortly thereafter the child dies, and the woman sends for an ass to go to Elisha for help. When she reaches him, she abnegates herself and grabs his feet. “And when she came to the man of God to the hill, she caught hold of his feet.”

This is the first posture I want to point out: the relationship between power and suppliant, where the suppliant must display her helplessness by her position.

Elisha immediately understands the situation and sends his servant Gehazi, who had previously wanted to thrust her away from Elisha, not understanding her actions, to assist her. Gehazi goes with her and lays Elisha’s staff on the child who doesn’t respond. It takes Elisha to save the child. Elisha comes and prays. Then “he went up, and lay upon the child, and put his mouth upon his mouth, and his eyes upon his eyes, and his hands upon his hands; and he stretched himself upon him; and the flesh of the child waxed warm.” This is the second posture, that of the dead child. The child’s death, unresponsiveness, is a rejection of the gift of life given by Elisha; it is negation, a turning away. It could be read as a rejection under some circumstances, or a subversion of the prophet’s power. It is a quietude, not a self-abasement. And it requires the full engagement of the prophet to be reversed.

The question I have for our parshah is what are the postures adopted by the key figures in wayyera in relation to the sublime, to that which is too miraculous to be accessible to ordinary language or normal understandings. Is it abnegation or negation. If you were to create a scene in a movie, or a painting, how would you stage the scene.

This is important for me because Wayyera contains the most important scenes in the bible, and the question of how we understand the representation of these scenes is basic to our understanding of the relationship between god and the people of the bible. In making my interpretation, I want to reject the footnotes that normalize the sublime: if god comes to abraham, and then takes the form of three men, I want to restore the incomprehensibility of this scene, not turn the men into something the text doesn’t say they are, that is, angels. And I want to use the term angels when they are called that, men when they are called that, and adonai when he is called that. You can call them whatever you’d like.

All I want to do now is point to the key scenes of the encounter between the sublime and the human, and ask what is the relationship we envision at those moments, moments that are the key ones for all of judaism. What do you make of these moments, how do you picture them.

1.Chapter XVIII begins: “And the Lord appeared unto him by the terebinths of Mamre, as he sat in the tent door in the heat of the day; and he lifted uphis eyes and looked,and, lo, three men stood over against him; and when he saw them, he ran to meet them from the tent door, and bowed down to the earth, and said: ‘My lord, if now I have found favour in thy sight, pass not away, I pray thee, from thy servant. Let now a little water be fetched, and wash your feet and recline yourself under the tree. Aand I will fetch a morsel of bread, and stay ye your heart; after that ye shall pass on; forasmuch as ye are come to your servant.’” (1-4)

then he gets the victuals.

2.God tells Abraham that sarah will bear a child, and when she hears, she laughs. God then hears and says to abraham, “Wherefore did sarah laugh, saying: Shall I of a surety bear a child, who amold? Is any thing too hard for the lord?….” and sarah says, “’I laughed not’”; for she was afraid. (14-15), and god responds, “Nay, but thou didst laugh.”

3. Starting on line 16: “And the men rose up from thence, and looked out toward Sodom; and abraham went with them to bring them on the way. And the lord said, ‘Shall I hide from abraham that which I am doing; seeing that abraham shall surely become a great and mighty nation, etc.” and god then tells abraham he will expunge sodom and gomorrah. 22: “And the men turned from thence, and went toward sodom; but abraham stood yet before the lord. And abrham drew near, and said, “Wilt thou indeed sweep away the righteous with the wicked?” abraham continues on until his last venture, line 32 “And he said: ‘oh, let not the lord be angry, and I will speak yet but this once. Peradventure ten shall be found there.’ And he said: I will not destroy it for the ten’s sake.’ And the lord went his way, as soon as he had left of speaking to abraham, and abraham returned unto his place.”

4.If I had time, I would do the angels and men who come to lot, and I would do the scene between lot and his daughters, all of which suggest moments of power and transgression. And I would do the moment in which lot’s wife looks back and is turned into a pillar of salt. And I would ask what does that have to do with the shunammite woman. Another woman who lost her son.

Well, here is just that one line, XIX 26: “But his wife looked back from behind him, and she became a pillar of salt. And abraham got up early in the morning to the place where he had stood before the lord. And he looked out toward sodom and gomorrah, and toward all the land of the plain, and beheld, and, lo, the smoke of the land went up as smoke of a furnace.”

One could say there are comparable moments when abimelech is brought to the realization that he is about to touch a prophet’s wife and be vaporized; when his wives and all the women in his entourage are touched because abimelech came to close to sarah, now herself the carrier of the dreadful, aweful sublimity.

But we all know the key moment is about to occur. The stage for the akidah is set by the encounter between hagar and god and an angel in the desert. 

5.Here is the key moment. What is abraham’s posture before god at this moment; what will isaac’s be: XXII, 1: “And it came to pass after these things, that god did prove abraham, and said untohim: ‘Abraham’; and he said: ‘Here am I.’ And he said, ‘Take now thy son, thine only son, whom thou lovest, even Isaac, and get thee into the land of moriah; and offer him there for a burnt offering.”

Abraham does as god says, comes to the place, builds an alter and lays isaac on it 10: “And abraham stretched forth his hand, and took the knife to slay his son. And the angel of the lord called unto him out of heaven, and said, ‘abraham, abraham.’ And he said: ‘here am I.’ And he said: ‘Lay not thy hand upon the lad, neither do thou any thing unto him; nor now I know that thou are a god-fearing man, seeing thou has not withhelf thy son, thine only son, from me.”

We come full circle from the shunammite woman. My own view is that every one of these scenes is marked by negation, as in isaac’s silence and passivity, to abnegation, with sarah’s fear. With abraham’s temerity in speaking out to god, to his abnegation in offering his son. God is above, which is why abraham has to lift his eyes to see the ram. Abraham is below, as isaac is below the knife, as the shunammite’s son is below the prophet. 

This is the price for life; this is the price for all these women to bear their children, bear their sons: abnegation, negation, the postures of silence, the pillar of salt.

