
“Transgender Remembrance Day, 100% in God's Image”
Occupy K Street Judaism – Chayei Sarah [the Life of Sarah] – Notes from Virginia Spatz

This week, Jews around the world read the Torah portion Chayei Sarah (Genesis 23:1 – 25:18), beginning:
 וַי ִּהְיו חַיֵּי שָׂר ה, מֵא ָה שָׁנ ָה וְעֶשְׂרים שָׁנ ָה וְשֶׁבַע שָׁנִים--שְׁנֵי, חַיֵּי שָׂר ה
And the life of Sarah was a hundred years and twenty years and seven years; these were the years of the life of 
Sarah. 

We have not heard from Sarah since Chapter 21, when she asked Abraham to send out the maid-servant Hagar and 
her child, Ishmael, born to Abraham. Midrash [narrative commentary on the Torah] offers many suggestions for 
what happened to Sarah between that moment and her death, reported here.

Later in the portion, we meet Rebecca who becomes the wife of Isaac (son of Abraham and Sarah):
; וַיִּנָּחֵם יִצְחָק אַחֲרי אִמווַיְבִא ֶהָ יִצְחָק,  הָא ֹהֱל ָה שָׂר ה אִמו, וַיִּקּח אֶת-רבְק ה וַת ְּהִי-לו לְאִש ָּׁה, וַיֶּא ֱהָב ֶהָ ,

And Isaac brought her into his mother Sarah's tent, and took Rebekah, and she became his wife; and he loved 
her. And Isaac was comforted [after] his mother. (Gen. 24:67)

Throughout Chapter 24, Rebecca is referenced by the Hebrew letters nun-ayin-reish: “na'ar” [“youth,” masc.]. 
For centuries, the text has been accompanied by little notes telling us that we should pronounce the word as 
though it read nun-ayin-reish-hey: “na'arah” [“youth,” fem.]. For example:

, וַתַּגֵּד, לְבֵית אִמָּה--כַּדּבָרים  הָאֵל ֶּה  הַנַּעֲרוַתָּר,ץ, , 
And [the youth, corrected to “young woman,” “maiden” or “damsel”] ran, and told her mother's house 
according to these words. (Gen. 24:28)

Read more about this – and Jewish understandings of public presentation versus hidden identity – in “When 
Gender Varies: A Curious Case of K'ree and K'tiv [read and written]” by Rachel Brodie, in Keshet's A Jewish 
Guide to Marking Transgender Day of Remembrance. (KeshetOnline.org)

In addition, we are told that Rebecca is “born of Bethuel,” a male (Gen. 24:24). Elsewhere in the Bible, the 
expression “asher yaldah” [“who she bore”] is used only of women: women “bear”; men “beget” or “plant seed.” 
The passive “yuldah” (Gen. 24:15, below) is more unusual and the source of much commentary. Some verses 
later, as Rebecca is leaving home, she is blessed for her “seed,” an expression ordinarily used with men.

  לִבְתואֵל בֶּן-מִלְכ ָּה, אֵשֶׁת נָחור אֲחִי אַבְר הָם; אֲשֶׁר יֻלְּד הוַי ְהִי- הוא, טֶרם כִּל ָּה לְדבֵּר, ו ְהִנ ֵּה רבְק ה יֹצֵאת
 .וְכַדּה, עַל-שִׁכְמָה
And it came to pass, before he [Abraham's servant] had done speaking, that, behold, Rebekah came out, who 
was born to Bethuel the son of Milcah, the wife of Nahor, Abraham's brother, with her pitcher upon her 
shoulder. (Gen. 24:15)

, אֵת שַׁעַר שֹׂנְאָיו זַרעֵךוַיְבָרכו אֶת-רבְק ה, וַיֹּאמְרו לָה--אֲחֹתֵנו, אַתְּ  הֲיִי לְאַלְפֵי רבָב ָה; וְיִירׁש . 
And they blessed Rebekah, and said unto her: 'Our sister, be thou the mother of thousands of ten thousands, 
and let thy seed possess the gate of those that hate them.' (Gen. 24:60)

זַבוַיֹּאמֶר, בָּרוך י ְהו ָה אֱל הֵי אֲדנִי אַבְר הָם, אֲשֶׁר    חַסְדו וַאֲמִתו, מֵעִם אֲדנִי; אָנֹכִי, בַּדּרך נָחַנִי י ְהו ָה, בֵּית,לא-עָ
 .אֲחֵי אֲדנִי
[The servant] said: Blessed be the Lord God of my master, Abraham, who has not abandoned His hesed 
[loving-kindness] and His truth from my master.  – Zornberg's translation

Seeds have been scattered, all seemed fallen apart; but in the disintegration, the servant now recognizes not 
only the denegation of the lo azav (He has not abandoned), but the harmonic of affirmation, the promise of a 
new equilibrium, a new emet [truth] to be initiated by Rebecca's entry into Abraham's world. It is as though the 
metabolic balance of the family is now to be readjusted. 
– Avivah Gottlieb Zornberg, Genesis: The Beginning of Desire, (JPS, 1995) p. 141


