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Chapter IV: Vayeira (Gen. 18:1-22:24)

Essay 7. Sarah’s pregnancy
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Verse|s] state:

[The angels] said to him, “Where is your wife, Sarah?” And he replied,
“There, in the tent.” Then one said, “I will surely 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. And Abraham and Sarah were old, advanced in age; Sarah had
stopped having the way of women. And Sarah laughed to herself, saying, “Now
that I’'m worn out, am I to have enjoyment—and my husband is 0old?” Then the L-rd
said to Abraham, “Why did Sarah laugh, saying, ‘Shall I in truth bear a child, old
as[am?’”

- Gen. 18:9-13
A question is what is the relevance to mention here that Abraham was old? It could
have simply said, “And Sarah was old; Sarah had stopped having the way of women.”
Also, what is the reason for adding “advanced in years”?
Also, why did Sarah say, “and my husband is old,” and the Holy One, Blessed be He,
said that Sarah said, “and I am old.”
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The Mishnah in Niddah explains that for women with a fixed menstrual cycle, they begin
transmitting ritual impurity from when they see blood. For most women who do not have a fixed
menstrual cycle, if they suddenly discover blood, they transmit ritual impurity retroactively for 24
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hours.! Rabbi Eliezer then teaches an exception, that there are four types of women whom would
not transmit ritual impurity retroactively: a virgin, a pregnant woman, a nursing mother, and an
elderly woman.? The Mishnah then asks:

Who is an elderly woman? One for whom three cycles passed [during which
she saw no menstrual blood, at a stage of her life] close to her old age.

Rabbi Eliezer says: A woman for whom three cycles passed [during which
she saw no menstrual blood, if she then experiences bleeding], her time is sufficient
[i.e., there is no retroactive transmission of ritual impurity].

- Niddah 1:5
This last statement of Rabbi Eliezer does not appear to be limited to elderly women, but as will be
discussed below, the Rabbis determine that this halacha applies only to an older woman or to a
woman after childbirth, for whom it is natural to stop menstruating, but not to a normal young
woman for whom three periods have passed without bleeding.
And it is taught in the Gemara of Niddah (page 9a):

[The Mishnah teaches:] Who is [the woman characterized as] an elderly
woman? [It is] any [woman for] whom three [typical menstrual] cycles [of thirty
days] passed [at a stage of her life] close to her old age, [during which she saw no
menstrual blood].

[The Gemara asks]: What is considered close to old age? Rav Yehuda says:
Any [woman] about whom her friends say that she is an elderly woman. And Rabbi
Shimon says: It is any woman who is old enough that people call her: Mother,
Mother, and she is not embarrassed.

- Niddah 9a-b
The Tosafot explain there that it is someone for whom it is proper to call her “Mother,” and
the sugya’ is long.

The ruling of law is like Rabbi Eliezer, who taught in the Mishnah cited above that, “Four
women [who discern menstrual blood and] their time is sufficient, [i.e., they transmit impurity
only from the moment that they saw the blood]: A virgin, a pregnant woman, a nursing woman,
and an elderly woman.”*

However, the law does not follow Rabbi Eliezer’s opinion that even for a young
“woman for whom three cycles passed [during which she saw no menstrual blood, if she then
experiences bleeding], her time is sufficient [i.e., there is no retroactive transmission of ritual
impurity].” Rather, if they are not elderly, even if they have passed more than three cycles,
they always transmit impurity retroactively for 24 hours. However, elderly women who
have passed three cycles close to old age, their time is sufficient [i.e., there is no retroactive
transmission of ritual impurity].

! Mishnah Niddah 1:2.

2 Mishnah Niddah 1:3.

3 A series of questions and hypotheses that elaborate on the Mishnah.
4 Mishnah Niddah 1:3; Niddah 7a.



And in the Gemara, there is a question: “What is considered ‘close to old age’? It is
anyone worthy of being called ‘Mother.” ”
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The Scripture states, “And Sarah laughed to herself, saying, ‘Now that I’m worn out,”
how is it possible that after ’'m worn out, now that I have grown old, that the periods will
return to me and I will be like the other women? This is difficult, since at that time there was
no old age in the world, as it is said in the 7" chapter of tractate Bava Metzia, “Until Abraham,
there was no aging [i.e., old age was not physically recognizable]. One who wanted to speak to
Abraham [would mistakenly] speak to Isaac [and vice versa]. ... Abraham came and prayed
for mercy, and aging was [at last noticeable].”® Then aging was created, and therefore the rule
of “three [typical menstrual] cycles [of thirty days] passed [at a stage of her life] close to her
old age” did not yet exist in the world, and she was still like other women. It’s necessary to
say according to the solution of the Maharsha there, that indeed, old age in terms of someone
having lived many years existed in the world, but old age wasn’t recognizable, such as
whitening of the hair, etc. Therefore, it’s fine that Sarah said, “After ’m worn out,” etc., as
old age was present in the world.

,DOW3T 02 700 72 22 DOPPIR DPRY DOWINT 777 19¥ TR0 X2 072K R02°T APRID K7 OXY KA Koy 1)
R 0 W2 MY L R IR 19017 107, 7107 R Ay AwRD TYIRY vapd 1w pind 12 22 N
2 R MR Ayyy X 077aRY 0791 .0072KY 2 T2 2T M 5RY nT Anm2 ang XY AR e
DX DIR] 7YY D71RY" 0N 27 DWW .A77170 vIR CnTIRY i3 ,"0pT "IN 798 oK AxT" iuw?
MINY NOPINT WRY 23,0003 TNIY °97 MRT AT 7Y DIPR P90 W MaRTd AT N7 09 0 AN ona

SDYY AW NIRTD ROT RPN 1) DY nyn axnun NI 0w niR 77w nivgh 970 92 22w XK ninph

So that one might not say that perhaps only she had aged, while Abraham had not
aged—for it is common for men not to age as quickly as women, and it is not so far from
nature for a woman to conceive if her husband is capable of fathering—she added, “and my
master is old.” The Midrash interprets this as meaning that he was “grinding but not
emitting,” i.e., trying to impregnate her, without success.® However, her intention was not to
refer to Abraham as old in a derogatory manner. To prevent Abraham from
misunderstanding her words, she expressed it plainly to him, saying, “Shall I in truth bear a

> Bava Metzia 87a.
® Gen. Rabbah 48:17.



child, old as I am,” as if to say that “I have lost the natural ability to conceive.” That is why
it is written, “And Abraham and Sarah were old, advanced in age.” Even though old age did
not fully exist yet, nevertheless, Sarah was considered old because she was advanced in years,
as Tosafot explained, she was worthy of being called “Mother.” Because of this, Sarah no
longer had a woman’s cycle and was therefore not subject to the usual state of impurity
retroactively for 24 hours. Instead, she was as an elderly woman, and her time was sufficient
[i.e., in the event of seeing blood, there was no retroactive transmission of ritual impurity].

N7 109,70 Mo, "m0 ny3" P09 Y A"y "W WsY 07 ,NON MY A7 AT MR 0aW? oyv A7 XY A1
W XA NDIT DNQY 9 DWIN AYIYT WY R w21 ThE2 DWIN ayya A7 07 mi Xom) Py 770

12UNA 73 0N DY

With this, we find a praiseworthy reason why [the angel] waited a full year for her
before he returned, for Rashi, of blessed memory, explained on the verse, “Then one said, ‘I
will surely return to you next year, and your wife Sarah shall have a son,” that it was Passover,
and the following Passover, Isaac was born. Weren’t nine months enough for pregnancy?
Why were the remaining three months required? Because a typical menstrual cycle is from
month to month, and an elderly woman must experience her cycle three times for it to be
established as regular. In order for her to be like other women, [G-d] wished her cycle to be
established three times before she would conceive.
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This supports what the commentators explained about the phrase, “And he replied,
‘There, in the tent,” ” that it was customary for any woman who became menstruating to sit
in a separate room designated for a menstruating woman. Thus, he answered them, “There,
in the tent,” meaning that she had her period and therefore was sitting in the tent.

It’s also possible that this is the reason for the duplication of the root “return,” [23W 2iw]
[shov ashuv], rendered in translation as “I will surely return,” in the text, “Then one said, “I will
surely return to you next year.” That is, that in the future her period would return two more
times, similar to other women, and then “and your wife Sarah shall have a son!”



