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Chapter IV: Vayeira (Gen. 18:1–22:24) 
 
Essay 7. Sarah’s pregnancy 
 

כִּיר כָּאן שֶׁאַבְרָהָם "וְאַבְרָהָם וְשָׂרָה זְקֵנִים בָּאִים בַּיָּמִים חָדַל לִהְיוֹת" וְכוּ' "וַתִּצְחַק שָׂרָה" וְכוּ'. קָשֶׁה מָה עִנְיָן לְהַזְ   פָּסוּק
בַּיָּמִ  וּמַהוּ "בָּאִים  וְכוּ',  לִהְיוֹת"  חֲדַל  זְקֵנָה  הָיְתָה  הָיָה לוֹ לוֹמַר "וְשָׁרָה  זָקֵן,  זָקֵן" הָיָה  אָמְרָה "וַאדֹנִי  לָמָּה שָׂרָה  ים". וְעוֹד 

 וְהקב"ה אָמַר שֶׁשָּׁרָה אָמְרָה "וַאֲנִי זָקַנְתִּי".
  

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 old?” Then the L-rd 
said to Abraham, “Why did Sarah laugh, saying, ‘Shall I in truth bear a child, old 
as I 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.” 
  

,  רְשׁוּ בְּתוֹסָפוֹתיוּפֵ   .מָּא וְאֵינָהּ בּוּשָׁהימָּא אִ י) הֵיכִי דָמֵי סָמוּ˂ לְזִקְנָתָהּ וְכוּ' כָּל שֶׁקּוֹרִין לָהּ אִ (דַּף ט'  וגָרְסִינָן בִּגְמָרָא דְּנִדָּה
  .ן שְׁעָתָן, בְּתוּלָה וְכוּ' וּזְקֵנָהי שֶׁאַרְבַּע נָשִׁים דַּיָּ וּפְסַק הֲלָכָה הוּא כְּרַבִּי אֱלִיעֶזֶר  .  כָּהוּמָּא וְכוּ', וְהַסוּגְיָא אֲרישֶׁרְאוּיָה לִקְרוֹת אִ 

אֶלָּא אִם לאֹ הָיוּ זְקֵנוֹת אַף אִם    ן שְׁעָתָן,יוְאֵין הֲלָכָה כְּרַבִּי אֱלִיעֶזֶר בְּמָה שֶׁאָמַר שֶׁכָּל הַנָּשִׁים שֶׁעָבְרוּ עֲלֵיהֶן שָׁלוֹשׁ עוֹנוֹת דַּיָּ 
שׁ עוֹנוֹת סָמוּ˂ לְזִקְנָתָן אָז  עָבְרוּ עֲלֵיהֶן יוֹתֵר מִשְּׁלוֹשׁ עוֹנוֹת לְעוֹלָם מְטַמְּאוֹת מֵעֵת לְעֵת, אָמְנָם הַזְּקֵנוֹת אִם עָבְרוּ עֲלֵיהֶן שָׁלוֹ

  מָּא.יא הֵיכָא דְּמִי סָמוּ˂ לְזִקְנָתָהּ כָּל שֶׁרְאוּיָה לִקְרוֹת אִ יוּבִגְמָרָא מִבַּעְיָ  .ן שְׁעָתָןידַּיָּ 
 
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.1 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.2 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 sugya3 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.”4 

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]. 

 
1 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. 
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And in the Gemara, there is a question: “What is considered ‘close to old age’? It is 
anyone worthy of being called ‘Mother.’ ”  

 
תִי, אַחֲרֵי שֶׁזָּקַנְתִּי, יְחַזְּרוּ לִי הַזְּמַנִּים  וֹוְאָמַר הַכָּתוּב "וַתִּצְחַק שָׂרָה בְּקִרְבָּהּ לֵאמֹר אַחֲרֵי בְ˄תִי" וְכוּ' אֵי˂ אֶפְשָׁר שֶׁאַחֲרֵי בְל

מַאן דַּהֲוָה בָּעִי   ,בָּעוֹלָם כִּדְאָמְרִינַן בְּפֶרֶק ז' דִּמְצִיעָא זִקְנָהן בְּאוֹתוֹ הַזְּמַן לאֹ הָיְתָה יוְאֶהְיֶה כִּשְׁאַר הַנָּשִׁים. וְקָשֶׁה הוֹאִיל שֶׁעֲדַיִ 
וְאָז דַּוְקָא שָׁה ן בְּעוֹלָם הַדִּין שֶׁל שְׁ˄יהַזִקְנָה, מִמֵּילָא לָא הָיְתָה עֲדַיִ   נִתְחַדְּשָׁה  לְמִשְׁתָּעֵי בַּהֲדֵי אַבְרָהָם, מִשְׁתָּעִי בַּהֲדֵי יִצְחָק. 

ב שָׁנִים וֹדוַדַּאי הַזִקְנָה עַל שֵׁם ר  ,הָתָם  מַהַרְשָׁ"ארוּץ  יכְּתֵ   ]וֹמַר[ן הִיא כִּשְׁאַר הַנָּשִׁים. וְצָרִי˂ ליעוֹנוֹת סָמוּ˂ לְזִקְנָתָהּ, וַעֲדַיִ 
בְּלִיבּוּן   הַנִּכֶּרֶת  הַזִקְנָה  בָּעוֹלָם  הָיְתָה  שֶׁלּאֹ  אֶלָּא  בָּעוֹלָם,  כְּבָר  וְכוּ',    שֵׂעַרהָיְתָה  בְ˄תִי"  "אַחֲרֵי  שָׂרָה  קָאָמְרָה  וְשַׁפִּיר  וְכוּ', 

  שֶׁהַזִקְנָה הָיְתָה בָּעוֹלָם.
 
The Scripture states, “And Sarah laughed to herself, saying, ‘Now that I’m worn out,” 

how is it possible that after I’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 7th 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].”5 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 I’m worn out,” etc., as 
old age was present in the world.  

  
קִינִים כָּל כָּ˂ מַהֵר כְּמוֹ הַנָּשִׁים, וּכְדֵי שֶׁלּאֹ תּאֹמַר שֶׁאִם הִיא הַזְּקֵינָה דִּילְמָא אַבְרָהָם לאֹ הַזְּקֵין, שֶׁכֵּן דֶּרֶ˂ הָאֲנָשִׁים שֶׁאֵינָם מַזְ 

טוֹחֵן וְאֵינוֹ   וְאִמְרוּ בְּמִדְרָשׁ  וַאדֹנִי זָקֵן","הוֹלִיד, לָכֵן הוֹסִיפָה  וְאֵינוֹ כָּל כָּ˂ רָחוֹק מִן הַטֶּבַע שֶׁתּוֹלִיד הָאִשָּׁה כְּשֶׁבַּעֲלָהּ רָאוּי לְ 
זּוּי לְאַבְרָהָם. וּכְדֵי שֶׁאַבְרָהָם לאֹ יִטְעֶה בִּלְשׁוֹנָהּ, אָמְרָה לוֹ  ינָתָהּ לוֹמַר שֶׁאַבְרָהָם הָיָה זָקֵן בִּלְשׁוֹן בִּ ופּוֹלֵט, אַ˂ לאֹ הָיְתָה כַּוָּ 

הַהוֹלָדָה. טֶבַע  שֶׁאָבַדְתִּי  זָקַנְתִּי", כְּלוֹמַר  וַאֲנִי  אֵלֵד  אֻמְנָם  "הַאַף  בָּאִים    כִּפְשׁוּטוֹ,  זְקֵנִים  וְשָׂרָה  "וְאַבְרָהָם  אָמַר  הָכִי  וּמִשּׁוּם 
רְשׁוּ הַתּוֹסָפוֹת שֶׁרְאוּיָה יכְּמוֹ שֶׁפֵּ   בַּיָּמִים", אַף עַל פִּי שֶׁלּאֹ הָיְתָה הַזְּקֵנָה מַמָּשׁ, מִכָּל מָקוֹם שָׂרָה הָיְתָה זְקֵנָה לְפִי שֶׁבָּאָה בְּיָמִים,

   רַח כְּנָשִׁים לִהְיוֹת מְטַמְּאָה מֵעֵת לְעֵת וְכוּ' אֶלָּא הִיא כִּזְקֵנָה שַׁרְיַיהּ שַׁעֲתָה.וֹמָּא, וּבִשְׁבִיל כָּ˂ חָדַל לִהְיוֹת לְשָׂרָה אילִקְרוֹת אִ 
 
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.6 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 

 
5 Bava Metzia 87a. 
6 Gen. Rabbah 48:17. 
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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]. 

  
, וּפֶסַח הָיָה, וּלְפֶסַח הַבָּא  רֵשׁ רַשִׁ"י ע"ה עַל פָּסוּק "כְּעֵת חַיָּה"יוּבְזֶה יָצָא לָנוּ טַעַם לְשַׁבֵּחַ לָמָּה הִמְתִּין לָהּ שָׁנָה אַחַת, לְפִי שֶׁפֵּ 

מִפְּנֵי שֶׁסְּתָם הַוֶּסֶת הוּא מֵחֹדֶשׁ    .דָשִׁיםחֹ   שָׁהשְׁ˄צְרְכוּ שְׁאָר הַ וּלַהֵרָיוֹן וְלָמָּה הדָשִׁים  חֹ נוֹלַד יִצְחָק, וְהַלּאֹ הָיָה דַּי לָהּ תִּשְׁעָה  
שָׁה  נָּשִׁים רָצָה שֶׁתִּקְבַּע לָהּ וֶּסֶת שְׁ˄לְחֹדֶשׁ, וְהַזְּקֵנָה צְרִיכָה שֶׁתִּרְאֶה שָׁלוֹשׁ פְּעָמִים עַד שֶׁתִּקְבַּע לָהּ וֶּסֶת, וּכְדֵי שֶׁתִּהְיֶה כִּשְׁאַר הַ 

  פְּעָמִים וְאַחַר כָּ˂ תִּתְעַבֵּר. 
 
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.  

 
ה יוֹשֶׁבֶת  רְשׁוּ הַמְּפָרְשִׁים "וַיּאֹמֶר הִנֵּה בָאֹהֶל" וְכוּ' שֶׁהֵם הָיוּ נוֹהֲגִים שֶׁכָּל אִשָּׁה שֶׁהָיְתָה רוֹאָה נִדָּה הָיְתָ יוְיִצְדַּק לְפִי זֶה מַה שֶׁפֵּ 

וְאֶפְשָׁר נָמֵי שֶׁזֶּהוּ הַכֶּפֶל    חָד לָהּ לְנִדָּה, וְהֵשִׁיב לָהֶם "הִנֵּה בָאֹהֶל" כְּלוֹמַר פֵּירְסָה נִדָּה וְלָכֵן הִיא יוֹשֶׁבֶת בָּאֹהֶל עכ"ל.וּ בְּחֶדֶר מְי
לַחְז שֶׁעָתִיד  חַיָּה",  אֵלֶי˃ כָּעֵת  אֲחֵרוֹת כְּדוֹשֶׁל "וַיּאֹמֶר שׁוֹב אָשׁוּב  פְּעָמִים  שְׁתֵּי  כָּ˂  וּ ר לָהּ הַוֶּסֶת  וְאַחַר  הַנָּשִׁים,  גְמַת שְׁאַר 

  "וְהִנֵּה־בֵן לְשָׂרָה אִשְׁתֶּ˃".
 
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,” [שׁוֹב אָשׁוּב] 
[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!” 

 
* * * 


