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In one of the great ironic paradoxes in the Torah, this week’s portion, titled, ‘Chaye Sarah,’ literally, ‘the life of Sarah,’ begins with the announcement of her death.  This portion isn’t at all about Sarah’s life.  It starts out by telling the story of Sarah’s husband, Abraham, purchasing a burial plot for her.  


Sarah’s death occurs immediately after the story of the Binding of Isaac (the Akedah) and some commentaries say that Sarah literally dropped dead when she heard the news that Abraham had taken their only son, the son of their old age (Isaac) and journeyed with him to offer him as a sacrifice.  

The commentaries can imagine this because in fact, the Torah never records what Sarah actually thought or said.  Sadly, this is typical of the Torah, and more generally, the Biblical narrative.  Women’s voices are rarely heard.  Despite the fact that they must have made up 50% of the population of Israelites, women’s thoughts, actions and experiences are meagerly represented in the Bible.  

Even if we understand the historical and cultural reasons for this, no apologetics can erase this flaw in our religious tradition.  Fortunately, thanks to the women’s movement, and the work of feminist thinkers and writers, serious, noteworthy and important efforts have been made to claim (actually reclaim) women’s voices in Jewish tradition.  I suggest that contemporary Judaism has been greatly enriched and enlivened by this.  

There is a secondary benefit to the work of Jewish feminists and that is that each of us, female or male, is encouraged to find our own voice, to seek our own identity through the Torah and the sacred literature of Judaism.

I often begin my Torah study classes with the following observation.  Each year we read the Torah, portion by portion.  As soon as we complete the reading of the Torah, what do we do?  We start all over again.  Why do we do this?  
The words of the Torah don’t change.  The text is the same this year as it was last year and it will be the same next year.  The reason we engage in this curious behavior is that even though the Torah doesn't change, we do.  Our experiences are different year by year and we constantly grow and change.  We can understand the Torah in new and expanded ways because of who we are.  Every re-reading of the Torah stories is an opportunity for new awareness and insight.
I understood the family stories in the Book of Genesis much more fully after my own children were born.  The story of Abraham leaving his birthplace to discover who he was to become made much more sense to me after I left my parental home and began my own life’s journey.  No doubt, these are experiences shared by many.      
The reclamation of women’s experiences in the Torah, coupled with our own reading and re-reading, allows us to identify with the Torah’s stories and teachings.  We can discover who we are through the text itself.  We can learn about the integration of our ideal selves with our actual selves though knowing the stories of our ancestors who also grappled with this process of wholeness and holiness.
Even though this week’s Torah portion, ‘the life of Sarah,’ focuses on her death, it reminds us that in fact the Torah is alive and vibrant when we read it and allow our lives to be informed (even guided) by its teachings.
Shabbat Shalom.
