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SOURCES 



 “Everything can be taken from man but one thing: the last of the human freedoms – to 
     choose one’s attitude in any given set of circumstances, to choose one’s own way.”   
         (Viktor Frankel) 
 

I. The Pain of Infertility 

1. Breishit, Ch. 30, v. 1-2 

 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 I shall die.”  Jacob was 
 incensed at Rachel, and said, “Can I take the place of God, who has denied you fruit  
 of the womb?” 
 
II. Sarah's Response – “Ulai ebaneh me’menah” 
 
2. Breishit, Ch 16, v. 1-3 

Sarai, Abram’s wife, had borne him no children. She had an Egyptian maidservant 
whose name was Hagar. And Sarai said to Abram, “Look, the LORD has kept me from 
bearing. Consort with my maid; perhaps I shall have a son (ebaneh) through her.” 
And Abram  heeded Sarai’s request.  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.   

 
3. Radak (commenting on “ebaneh”)-Rabbi David Kimhi, b.1160, d.1235, France 
 

The son is called “ben” because he is built from the father and mother.  If you have a 
son from my servant, I will think of him as my son, and he will be for me a son.   

 
4. Ralbag - Levi Ben Gershon, a/k/a Gersonides, b. 1288, d. 1344, France 
 
 And it is known that excess fat can lessen the seed, and if the was the reason for the 
 barrenness of Sarah and Rochel, it is possible that this was to be beneficial.  And that 
 is because two women who are married to one man are by definition rivals, causing 
 much strife... and this action might result in a lessening of the fat which is the cause 
 of the infertility.     
 



III. Chana's Response 
 
5. Shmuel Aleph, Ch. 1, v. 1-8 
 
 There was a man from Ramathaim of the Zuphites, in the hill country of Ephraim, 

 whose name was Elkanah son of Jeroham son of Elihu son of Tohu  son of Zuph, an 

 Ephraimite.  He had two wives, one named Hannah and the other Peninnah; 

 Peninnah had children, but Hannah was childless. This man used to go up from his 

 town every year to worship and to offer sacrifice to the LORD of Hosts at Shiloh.

 Hophni and Phinehas, the two sons of Eli, were priests of the LORD there. One such 

 day, Elkanah offered a sacrifice. He used to give portions to his wife Peninnah and to 

 all her sons and daughters; but to Hannah he would give one portion only though 

 Hannah was his favorite for the LORD had closed her womb. Moreover, her rival, 

 to make her miserable, would taunt her that the LORD had closed her womb. This 

 happened year after year: Every time she went up to the House of the LORD, the 

 other would taunt her, so that she wept and would not eat. Her husband Elkanah 

 said to her, “Hannah, why are you crying and why aren’t you eating? Why are you so 

 sad? Am I not more devoted to you than ten sons?” 

 6. Shmuel Aleph, Ch. 1, v. 9-11 
 
 After they had eaten and drunk at Shiloh, Hannah rose. The priest Eli was sitting 

 on the seat near the doorpost of the temple of the LORD. In her wretchedness, she 

 prayed unto the LORD, weeping all the while. And she made this vow: “O LORD 

 of Hosts, if You will look upon the suffering of Your maidservant and will 

 remember  me and not forget Your maidservant, and if You will grant Your 

 maidservant a male child, I will dedicate him to the LORD for all the days of his life; 

 and no razor shall ever touch his head.”  

7. Gemara Brachot, 31(B) (boldface is literal translation of Gemara) 

 Rabbi Elazar said in the name of Rabbi Yosei ben Zimra: Hannah spoke to God 

 concerning matters of her heart.  She said before Him: Master of the Universe, 

 of all the organs You created in a woman, You have not created one in vain. 

 Every organ fulfills its purpose; eyes to see, ears to hear, a nose to smell, a mouth 

 to speak, hands with which to perform labor, feet with which to walk, breasts 

 with which to nurse. If so, these breasts that  You placed upon my heart, to 

 what purpose did You place them? Was it not in order to nurse with them? Grant 

 me a son and I will nurse with them.  



8. Shmuel Aleph, Ch. 1, v. 12-18 

 As she kept on praying before the LORD, Eli watched her mouth. Now Hannah was 

 praying in her heart; only her lips moved, but her voice could not be heard. So Eli 

 thought she was drunk. Eli said to her, “How long will you make a drunken spectacle 

 of yourself? Sober up!” And Hannah replied, “Oh no, my lord! I am a very unhappy 

 woman. I have drunk no wine or other strong drink, but I have been pouring out 

 my heart to the LORD. Do not take your maidservant for a worthless woman; I 

 have only been speaking all this time out of my great anguish and distress.” “Then go 

 in peace,” said Eli, “and may the God of Israel grant you what you have asked of 

 Him.” She answered, “You are most kind to your handmaid.” So the woman left, and 

 she ate, and was no longer downcast. 

9. Gemara Brachot 31(B) 

 And Rabbi Elazar said: Hannah spoke impertinently toward God on High. As it 
 is stated: “And she prayed onto the Lord,” as opposed to the common phrase: To 
 the Lord. This teaches that she spoke impertinently toward on High.   
 

10. Gemara Brachot    

In her prayer, Hannah said: “And she swore an oath and said, Lord of Hosts 

[Hashem Tzeva’ot] if You will indeed look upon the affliction of Your maidservant 

and remember me, and not forget Your maidservant and will give Your maidservant 

a male child, I will give him to the Lord all the days of his life, and there shall be no 

razor come upon his head” (I Samuel 1:11).  Rabbi Elazar said: From the day that 

the Holy One, Blessed be He, created His world, there was no person who 

called the Holy One, Blessed be He, Lord of Hosts until Hannah came and called  

Him Lord of Hosts. This is the first time in the Bible that God is referred to by this 

name. Rabbi Elazar explains that Hannah said before the Holy One, Blessed be 

He: Master of the Universe, are You not the Lord of the Hosts, and of all of the 

hosts and hosts of creations that You created in Your world, is it difficult in 

Your eyes to grant me one son?  



11. Gemara Brachot 31(B) 

 The Gemara suggests a parable: To what is this similar? It is similar to a flesh and 

 blood king who made a feast for his servants. A poor person came and stood at 

 the door. He said to them: Give me one slice of bread! And they paid him no 

 attention. He pushed and entered before the king. He said to him: My lord, the 

 King, from this entire feast that you have prepared, is it so difficult in your 

 eyes to give me a single slice of bread? 

12. Gemara Brachot 31(B) 

 As for the double language in the verse, “if you will look upon [im ra’o tireh],” 

 Rabbi Elazar said: Hannah said before the Holy One, Blessed be He: Master of 

 the Universe, if You will look upon [ra’o] me now, fine, and if not, in any case 

 You will see [tireh]. 

13. Gemara Brachot 31 (B) 

 What was Hannah threatening? She said: I will go and seclude myself with another 
 man before Elkana, my husband. Since I secluded myself, they will force me to 
 drink the sota water to determine whether or not I have committed adultery. I will 
 be found innocent, and since You will not make Your Torah false [pelaster], I will 
 bear children. With regards to a woman who is falsely suspected of adultery and 
 drank the sota water, the Torah says: “And if the woman was not defiled, but was 
 pure, then she shall be acquitted and she shall conceive.” 

14. Gemara Brachot 31(B) 

 In the oath/prayer uttered by Hannah, she refers to herself as “Your (maid)servant” 
 [amatekha] three times (see Source 10, above): “The affliction of Your 
 maidservant…and not forget Your maidservant and will give Your 
 maidservant”.  Rabbi Yosei, son of Rabbi Ḥanina, said: Why are these three 
 maidservants [amatot] cited in the verse? They are cited to teach that Hannah 
 said before the Holy One, Blessed be He: Master of the Universe, You have 
 created three crucibles potentially leading to death in a woman, where she is 
 particularly vulnerable. Alternatively, some say: Master of the Universe, You have 
 created three accelerants of death in a woman. They are mitzvot that, as a rule, 
 pertain to women: Observing the halakhot of a menstruating woman, separating 
 ḥalla from dough, and lighting Shabbat candles. Have I ever violated one of 
 them? Hannah attests to her status as God’s maidservant [ama]. The reference to 
 these three mitzvot is drawn from the etymological similarity between amatekha, 
 your maidservant, and mita, death.  



15. Gemara Brachot  31(B) 

 The Gemara asks: What is the meaning of “an offspring of men”? Rav said: 
 Hannah prayed for a man among men, a son who would be outstanding and 
 exceptional. And Shmuel said: This expression means an offspring who will 
 anoint two men to royalty. And who were they? Saul and David. And Rabbi 
 Yoḥanan said: Hannah prayed that she would bear an offspring who would be the 
 equivalent of two of the world’s greatest men. And who were they? Moses  and 
 Aaron. As it is stated: “Moses and Aaron among His priests, and Samuel among 
 those who call His name” (Psalms 99:6). In this verse, Hannah’s son, Samuel, is 
 equated to Moses and Aaron. And the Rabbis say: “An offspring of men”: Hannah 
 prayed for an offspring who would be inconspicuous among men, that he would 
 not stand out in any way. The Gemara relates: When Rav Dimi came from Eretz 
 Yisrael to Babylonia, he said in explanation: Hannah prayed that her son would not 
 be conspicuous among men; neither too tall nor too short; neither too small nor 
 too fat; neither too white nor too red; neither too smart nor too stupid.   
 
IV. The Shunamite Woman 
 
16. II Kings, Ch. 4, v. 8-14 

 One day Elisha visited Shunem. A great woman (Ishah Gedolah) lived there, and she 
 urged him to have a meal; and whenever he passed by, he would stop there for a 
 meal. Once she said to her husband, “I am sure it is a holy man of God who comes 
 this way regularly.  Let us make a small enclosed upper chamber and place a bed, a 
 table, a chair, and a lampstand there for him, so that he can stop there whenever he 
 comes to us.” One day he came there; he retired to the upper chamber and lay down 
 there. He said to his servant Gehazi, “Call that Shunamite woman.” He called her, and 
 she stood before him. He said to him, “Tell her, ‘You have gone to all this trouble for 
 us.  What can we do for you? Can we speak in your behalf to the king or to the army 
 commander?’” She replied, “I live among my own people.” What then can be done for 
 her?” he asked. “The fact is,” said Gehazi, “she has no son, and her husband is old.” 

17. Rabbi Eliyahu Samet, Yeshivat Har Etzion, VBM Shiur 

 Our starting point is the question we raised earlier, why does this story hide the fact 
 of the Shunamite's barrenness, introducing her as a great woman? It seems that the 
 Shunamite is presented before us as one who, despite her infertility, does not suffer 
 greatly from this. She is not presented as barren, because this was not central to her 
 life or how she presented herself to the outside.  She is presented as a "great 
 woman" ... she fills her life with acts of chesed and hospitality, with learning ... all 
 this she served to substitute for the loss of motherhood and having a child ... 



18. Bereishit Rabbah 45:4 (Medrash) 

 Why were the Matriarchs barren? Rabbi Levi said in Rabbi Shila's name and Rabbi 
 Chelbo in R. Yochanan's name: Because the Holy One of Blessing  yearns for their 
 prayers and supplications , as it is written, "O my dove, you on the clefts of the rock 
 let Me see your face, let Me hear your voice' ... Rabbi Huna in the name of Rabbi 
 Chiya bar Abba said: So that they may pass the greater part of their life without hard 
 work.   

19. Rabbi Zalman Sorotzkin, Oznaim LaTorah- the Lutzker Rav, b. 1881 Lithuania, was  
  rabbi of Lutz, Ukraine, led Moetzes Gedolei HaTorah, d. 1966, Israel; 

 The Patriarchs were barren so that they would be free to bring new people under  
 the wings of the Shechina. They had children only in their old age, when they had 
 fulfilled this obligation.  

20. Tana Davi Eliyahu, 18 (collection of braitot referenced in medrash)  

 One time, I was traveling from place to place, and I came across an old man who 
 said, "Rabbi, why do the women of Yisrae-l suffer by not having children? I said to 
 him: my son, it is because the Holy One, Blessed be He, loves them totally and is 
 happy about them and wants to refine them, so that they will be favored with mercy. 


