1T
it i

TIIE FIRST

MATRIARCII

OF GENESIS

SAVINA J. TEUBAL

A ')7'7-4'

S



SARAH THE PRIESTESS

The First Matriarch
of Genesis

SAVINA ]J. TEUBAL

SWALLOW PRESS

OHIO UNIVERSITY PRESS
ATHENS



© Copyright 1984, by Savina J. Teubal
Printed in the United States of America
All rights reserved

First Swallow Press / Ohio University Press
paperback edition published 1984

97 96 95 765

Ohio University Press
Athens, Ohio 45701

Swallow Press / Ohio University Press books
are printed on recycled acid-free paper e

Maps drawn by Don McPeak
Book design by Hal Stevens

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Teubal, Savina J., 1926—
Sarah the priestess

Bibliography: p.

Includes index.

1. Sarah (Biblical character). 2. Bible. O. T. Genesis — Criticism,
interpretation, etc. 3. Women and religion — Near East. 1. Title.
BS580.525T47 1984 222'.110924 84-96
ISBN 0-8040-0844-2 (pbk.)



FOREWORD

Savina Teubal has undertaken a difficult task in writing her study
Sarah the Priestess.

The only source in which Sarah is mentioned is the Book of Gene-
sis, which contains a very few highly selective and rather enigmatic
stories dealing with her. On the surface these stories tell very little
about Sarah, and what they do tell is complicated and confused by
the probability that it represents residue surviving from two different
written sources based on two independent oral traditions. We are told
that Sarah was the paternal half-sister of Abraham, her husband; that
she was childless and gave her handmaid Hagar to be Abraham’s con-
cubine so that the child Hagar would bear would be considered Sar-
ah’s own, but some thirteen years later, at an age at which procreation
had to be considered miraculous, Sarah did conceive and bear a son,
Isaac; that she instructed Abraham to expel Hagar and her son Ishma-
el; that her beauty had attracted the attention of both Pharoah and
Abimelech, the king of Gerar; and that she died at the age of 127 years
and was buried in the Cave of Machpelah. It is, in the main, on this
meager and fragmentary material that Dr. Teubal had to build her re-
construction of Sarah’s position as a priestess, as a carrier of an old
Mesopotamian religio-cultural tradition, and as a representative of a
cult in which female functionaries played the main role.

How does she go about it? For one thing, she utilized data from an-
cient Mesopotamian (Sumerian, Babylonian) inscriptions which have
a bearing on the role of women as priestesses in the religions of those
lands during the thousand or so years preceding the period to which
Abraham and Sarah are usually assigned. Then, in the light of what
she could glean from these sources, she subjects every word con-
tained in Genesis about Sarah — and about her successors in Abra-
ham’s family, namely Rebekah, Rachel, and Leah — to the most
painstaking scrutiny. She pays special attention to every indication
found in the Bible of a matriarchal or, as she most cautiously ex-
presses herself, non-patriarchal social order.
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Dr. Teubal’s conclusions are, to say the least, surprising. Sarah
emerges as a veritable matriarch, the heir of an old female priestly tra-
dition to which she clings with determination even after her husband
takes her to the Land of Canaan, with its patriarchal social tradition
and order. Dr. Teubal shows that the “Sarah tradition” represents a
non-patriarchal system struggling for survival in isolation, in the pa-
triarchal environment of what was for Sarah a foreign society. She in-
dicates that the insistence of Sarah and, of Rebekah that their sons
and heirs marry wives from the old homeland had to do, not so much
with preference for endogamy and cousin marriage, as with the inten-
tion of matriarchal priestesses to ensure the continuation of their old
kahina-tradition against the overwhelming odds represented by patri-
archal Canaan.

Has Dr. Teubal succeeded in presenting her thesis convincingly?
This question cannot easily be answered. Some critics will argue that,
for all her erudition and skillful marshalling of evidence, the case re-
mains circumstantial. The fact cannot be changed that nowhere in
Genesis, or in all Jewish tradition for that matter, is there a clear state-
ment as to Sarah’s priesthood. As Dr. Teubal states at the end of her
conclusion, the very word kohenet, the female form of kohan, “priest,”
has not survived in the Biblical Hebrew vocabulary.

On the other hand, her theory sheds new light on the puzzling,
highly energetic role Sarah and the other matriarchs play in the Gene-
sis narratives — a role so active that it repeatedly overshadows that of
their husbands. In a patriarchal environment such as that of the
Canaan of Genesis, this role seems discordant and problematic. The
difficulty, however, is eliminated if we understand, as Dr. Teubal sug-
gests, that Sarah and the other matriarchs acted within a traditional
Mesopotamian role-pattern of priestesses, of a class of women who
retained a highly privileged position vis-a-vis their husbands, and
who played a more decisive role than their husbands in directing the
lives of their children. In addition to this major issue there are many
other puzzling details in the Genesis narratives on which Dr. Teubal’s
investigations shed fresh light.

All in all, this study is a valuable piece of original research, which
makes a considerable contribution to our understanding of the ob-
scure origins of the role women play in the Genesis narratives.

RAPHAEL PATAI



PREFACE

My ideal, when I was young, was Abraham. I had visions of myself
walking through the dusty land, talking with God as he had done. It
never occurred to me that I should have looked for a heroine, not a
hero. It never occurred to me that I should have chosen to emulate
Sarah, not Abraham.

Why? Who were the women in Genesis, and in what way are they
significant to us?

Many generations have delved into the biblical records in an effort
to understand what men have achieved in the historical past, who
men are and what they can become. It is against this historical per-
spective that men can measure themselves and their dreams in the
present and in so doing validate their aspirations and achievements.

No such perspective is granted to women. Women are denied the
ancient pillars of wisdom on which to structure their own aspirations
and future achievements. This is not, so to speak, for want of ancient
pillars. The pillars are there, waiting to be unearthed from the dust of
patriarchal centuries.

For millenia, Western society has been based on codes of behavior
affirmed or implied in our sacred scriptures. The stated codes, fairly
straightforward, can be found in the books of Leviticus and Deuteron-
omy. “You shall not copy the practice of the land of Canaan to which I
am taking you; nor shall you follow their customs,” is an example
from Leviticus; Deuteronomy states, ““Cursed be he who lies with his
sister, whether the daughter of his father or mother.”

The implied codes, on the other hand, are more difficult to deal
with because their meaning depends on interpretation. Abraham, for
instance, received a command to sacrifice his son, and without hesita-
tion he attempted to do so. Abraham’s blind faith in and obedience to
the command of his God, however extreme it might be, became an ex-
ample to be followed by those who held the scriptures to be sacred. To

xi



them the story implies that we should all obey the word of God with-
out question.

The Bible is the word of God. As I reread the Genesis narratives
with a newly open mind, setting aside accepted interpretation and at-
tending only to what is actually there, I realized that it is the interpre-
tations of the commentators, not the texts themselves, which place
the stories in patriarchal focus. I suggest that some of these narratives
were originally tales from an oral tradition about women, and that
these stories were later adapted and then modified to suit an evolving
patriarchal situation clearly described in the narratives themselves.

Although my concern here is with women, it is not my intent to
minimize the role of the patriarchs. Untold volumes have been writ-
ten about them; but I have found in those volumes hardly any men-
tion of the women, and what little there is, is often derisive. The patri-
archs were essential in the establishment of a patriarchal system in
their community. This was, however, against the better judgment of
their wives. The struggle of the matriarchs against this cultural intru-
sion is impressively described in these stories, as we shall see.

A study of the ancients reveals that they were not as unsophistica-
ted as we have been led to believe. In particular, women have tradi-
tionally been depicted as primitive and childish in their aspirations
and generally lacking in vision. Fresh study of our female forebears,
however, invalidates this view and shows us that the matriarchs were
learned, wise women who were highly developed spiritually.

In my opinion, no group has been more maligned in the story of
human progress than women. Our history books and religious texts
are filled with the aspirations and dreams of men, rarely of women.
But women too have entertained hopes and visions of a better world,
although these have been distorted or frustrated by those of men.

The matriarchs of Genesis, seen in this new light, provide a positive
image for Western women. Like young men, young women need a
model to emulate, an ideal to strive for. The narratives show that re-
spected, mature women, with spiritual influence and worldly posi-
tion, are part of biblical history. It is only a matter of interpretation
whether these women are seen in a negative or positive light. It is my
hope that this study will contribute a positive light to the image of the
ancient matriarchs.

xii
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INTRODUCTION

According to tradition, the Jewish Bible is made up of twenty-four
books, the first five of which are referred to as Torah, Pentateuch, or
“The Five Books of Moses.” The first book is known by its Greek
name, Genesis, or by its Hebrew name, Bereshith, which roughly
mean “beginning,” or “‘coming into being.”

In the first eleven of its fifty chapters, the book of Genesis recounts
the creation of the world and history of humanity, from the creation
of Adam and Eve to the birth of the patriarch Abraham. The re-
maining chapters narrate the lives of four generations of descendants
of the family of Terah:

1. Abraham and Sarah

2. Isaac and Rebekah

3. Jacob and Leah and Rachel
4. The Twelve Tribes of Israel

The protagonists of the Genesis narratives have always been under-
stood to be Early Hebrews who left Mesopotamia, their homeland,
with a new religion and culture that they brought to Canaan as the
foundation of a new cultus. The narratives relate the stories of females
and males equally, from the initial migration into Canaan, that of Sa-
rah and Abraham, to the subsequent one, two generations later, by
Rachel, Leah, and Jacob.

Wouldn't the new immigrants into Canaan have brought with them
some part of the faith of their Mesopotamian background?

As I studied the history and literature of the ancient Near East of
the period between the 25th and 15th centuries B.C.E. (Before the
Common Era), and then reread the biblical material to try to fit it into
a historical or literary perspective, I looked for religious elements in
the Genesis stories that did not conform to Jewish thought or tradi-
tion.
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INTRODUCTION

In the story of Abraham the narratives begin with an account con-
cerning Sarah and Pharoah and continue with this woman'’s trials in
securing progeny. Finally, a whole chapter is dedicated to her place of
burial. Of the forty-eight years of Abraham'’s life after Sarah’s death
there is no detail whatever. In other words, it is Sarah’s role that fur-
thers the story. Abraham is presented primarily as the strong warrior-
consort who guards her rights and those of her offspring. That his
progeny (Ishmael) by a concubine (Hagar) is also graced by the celes-
tial authorities indicates that Abraham was worthy of his exceptional
wife (Sarah), and therefore all his descendants were of princely stock.

If the narration of events following the death and burial of Sarah
were truly patriarchal, it would deal with the life and exploits of the
male heir, Isaac. Instead, once again the accent is on the role of a
woman: Rebekah. About Isaac, her husband, we are told little relating
to the establishment of the religious faith. He is a placid, sedentary
man whose life is colored and influenced by the presence of his out-
standing wife. Apart from the incident of the Akedah (The Binding of
Isaac in which Abraham is commanded to sacrifice his son), we know
nothing of the boyhood or youth of the supposed hero. ““His” story
begins with a detailed account of Rebekah'’s betrothal. Rebekah’s sto-
ry, like that of Sarah before her, records the trials before and after the
birth of her sons. It is Rebekah who influences and directs Jacob, the
son of her choice, who later becomes Israel, leader of the Hebrew Pa-
triarchy proper.

My interest in the women deepened when I recognized that Sarah’s
actions in banishing Hagar and Ishmael need not be seen as those of a
spiteful, jealous woman but could be explained on the basis of Meso-
potamian law codes and, in certain instances, on regulations that ap-
plied only to women in the ranks of religious orders. It became clear
to me that the issues between Sarah, Rebekah, and Rachel and their
menfolk, as related in the Genesis narratives, are not individual per-
sonal disagreements but the result of the women'’s struggle to main-
tain certain principles over a period of three generations.

In the following investigations I give evidence to show that Sarah
was a “priestess” whose intimate relationship with the supernatural
made her privy to the mysteries of religions and endowed her with
the power of the office that went with it. I also suggest that the partic-
ular office held by Sarah was the most elevated in rank and status, the
most sacred and most revered — a position comparable to that of
women known as en and naditu who belonged to religious orders in
the ancient Mesopotamian region of Sumer.

In ancient times the moon represented the power of creativity and
most frequently was personified by a Goddess. Social change that
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SARAH THE PRIESTESS

made property personal rather than communal brought the rise of
male power and the patriarchal society, symbolized by the sun and
the God. Sun worship and male priests superseded the earlier moon
cults presided over by priestesses, though remnants of these re-
mained at such shrines as Delphi and Paphos.

One function of ancient religious office was oracle-giving. Priest-
esses at this time acted as oracular prophets, providing military and
political advice to rulers, and thus had a powerful if indirect influence
on the affairs of state. It was the priestess, too — versed in astronomy
— who advised the community of seasonal changes and astronomical
conjunctions that affected the cycle of agriculture, and who pre-
scribed the appropriate rituals for each occasion.

I have chosen as a model for Sarah the en and naditu women for two
reasons: (1) the most extensive information on these particular
“‘priestesses” comes from cuneiform tablets discovered in
Mesopotamia; and (2) the naditu were associated both with Ur, the
southern Sumerian city where Sarah’s family originated, and Haran,
the northern Mesopotamian city to which they moved. I would like to
stress, however, that my use as a model of a priestess role of the peri-
od 3000-1500 B.C.E. does not mean that the Genesis stories concerned
with women could not have originated in a different ethnic milieu be-
fore recorded times; they probably did.

In our extant biblical text, tales of female and male protagonists
have been woven into a homogeneous pattern, revealing quite pre-
cisely customs and traditions of Mesopotamia and Canaan known to
us from their laws and literature. While the tales may reflect actual
migrations in some instances, in others they may be ancient stories of
traditional folklore that were later applied to historic situations. For
example, the story of Sarah’s emigration from Mesopotamia to Ca-
naan may well represent the migration from Haran to Hebron of a
group or tribe led by a priestess. But the personal story of Sarah and
Hagar, which follows in detail the codes of Hammurapi and Lipit Ish-
tar, could have been part of a legend of actual heroines who may or
may not have been Hebrew matriarchs.

No reason is given in the texts for the choice of Canaan over Meso-
potamia as the setting for the development of a new faith. Abraham is
told ““Go forth from your native land and from your father’s house to
a land that I will show you,” with the promise that he will acquire a
great name and blessings and will father a great nation. No mention
is made of founding a new religion. Abraham took Sarah, his priest-
ess wife, with him. As will become evident in the following chapters,
it was Abraham who was influenced by the social and religious cus-
toms of Canaan against the better judgment of Sarah. Had Sarah and
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INTRODUCTION

her matriarch successors not been isolated in a foreign land, they
would have commanded more authority over their husbands, who in-
stead absorbed the patriarchal values of the Canaanites.

In the chapters that follow, the name Abram will be used for the pa-
triarch rather than Abraham because the latter name conjures up a
wealth of characteristics with which the patriarch has been endowed.
In using the lesser known version of the patriarch’s name, I think it
will be easier for the reader to visualize Sarah’s husband, Abram,
without preconceived ideas.
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Likewise ye wives, be in subjection to your own husbands . . .
Even as Sarah obeyed Abraham, calling him lord. . ..

1 Peter 3:1,6



CONTENTS

List of Illustrations viii
Foreword, by Raphael Patai ix
Preface xi
Acknowledgements xiii
Introduction xiv

PART ONE: SOCIAL IMPLICATIONS

““Whatever Sarah Tells You, Do As She Says” 3

L Sarah as Sister and Wife 6

II. From Ur to Hebron, City of Sarah 19

III. The Matriarchs” Authority 31
IV. Examining the Non-Patriarchal Social System and

Genealogy in Genesis 53

PART TWO: RELIGIOUS IMPLICATIONS

““Everyone Who Hears Will Laugh With Me.” 71

V.  Religion in the Ancient Near East 77

VI. Oracular Shrines and Trading Centers 89

VII. Sarah As Priestess 96

VIII. The Hieros Gamos 110

IX.  Supernatural Conception 123
PART THREE: CONCLUSIONS

X. The Meaning of the Life of Sarah 135

APPENDIX A. The Genesis Texts 143

B. Traditional Genealogical Table of the Patriarchs 162

Glossary 163

Notes 167

Bibliography 179

Index 187

Chronology end leaf



ILLUSTRATIONS

GENEALOGICAL TABLES

Table 1. Genealogy of Characters in Chapter I 7
Table 2. Genealogy According to the Mothers 56-57
Appendix B. Traditional Genealogy of the Patriarchs 162
MAPS
I. Ancient Trade Routes 10-11
II. Canaan: Sites Relevant to the Matriarchs 22
III. Northern Mesopotamia 23
IV. Ancient Mesopotamia 23
PLATES
1. Sculpture of an unknown woman (Ur) title page
2. Astarte plaque (Beth Shemesh, Israel ) 26
3. Goddess figurine, (Beth Shemesh, Israel) 27
4. Stela of Hammurapi (1800 B.C.E.) 34
5. Detail of cuneiform inscription, stela of Hammurapi 35
6. Teraphim of Goddess Ishtar (Nuzi) 47
7. Terracotta Goddess figurines 48-49
8. Cuneiform inscriptions on clay tablet (Ur) 76
9. Enheduanna and retinue, relief on limestone disc
(Ur, ca. 2300 B.C.E.) 79
10. Goddess receiving gifts, relief on Uruk vase 80
11. Female attendants within the sanctuary, Uruk vase) 81
12. Model of a Sumerian shrine (Nippur) 86
13. Terebinth tree 89
14. Teraphim of Goddess Asherah (Lachish,
seventeenth century B.C.E.) 92
15. Alabaster trough, with symbols of
Goddess Inanna (Uruk) 101
16. Top detail of Hammurapi stela 105
17. White marble head of a woman, early Sumerian, fourth
millenium B.C.E. (Uruk) 108
18. Inanna receiving gifts, detail from Uruk vase 112
19. Terracotta bed on four legs, third millenium B.C.E. 117
20. Clay figure kneading dough (ez-Zib) 124

viii



PART ONE
SOCIAL IMPLICATIONS




A, T 5E #EPDFIE U7 1A] : www. ertongbook. com



