CAN SARAH STILL HAVE PLEASURE?

A CULTURAL CRITIAL ANALYSIS OF GENESIS 18:12



INTRODUCTION



Overhearing a conversation in which one of her husband’s mysterious visitors predicts she would have a son, Sarah laughs to herself.  Not only has she been barren her whole life, but both she and Abraham are too old to have children.  As she reflects on the absurdity of conceiving a child, she also begins to wonder whether she could still have sexual pleasure.  Her musings are cut short when the visitors overhear her laughing.  YHWH, speaking for the group, quickly criticizes her; he� presumes that her laughter somehow indicates her lack of faith in his capabilities.  However, when Abraham had laughed earlier at the same prediction (Gen 17:17), he was not criticized by YHWH.  Why should Sarah’s laughter indicate any less faith than that of Abraham?  

We as readers are not told, but we might speculate.  Perhaps Sarah’s laughter is not primarily one of doubt, but one of delight.  The Hebrew text of Gen 18:12 reports,

}"qæz yénod)áw hæn:de( yiL-hftºyfh yitol:b y"rAxa) rom)"l HfB:riq:B hfrf& qax:ciTáw, (transliterated: watticxaq &frâ bEqirbfh l")mór )axArê bElótî hfyEtâ-llî (ednâ wa)dónî zfq"n) which I translate, “So Sarah laughed to herself saying, ‘After my wearing out, will I have pleasure?  And my master is old!’”  Sarah’s laughing thoughts focus not on the impossibility of conceiving a child in her old age, but rather on the possibility of having pleasure when trying to do so.  She realizes that nature is against her, i.e., she is worn out� and Abraham is old, but Sarah still ponders her ability to have and Abraham’s ability to provide her pleasure (hnd( /(ednâ).  Although the word hnd( ((ednâ) is a hapax legomenon that is most often translated as “pleasure” or enjoyment,”� Nahum Sarna writes that the “Hebrew ednah is now known to mean ‘abundant moisture’ and is an exact antonym of ‘withered.’” �  Lexical relationships aside, the physical notion of ‘abundant moisture,’ from a woman’s point of view, implies some level of sexual stimulation.  Sarah’s thoughts are of the pleasures of sex.

It is not Sarah’s lack of faith that is the problem for YHWH; it is her thoughts of experiencing sexual pleasure in her old age and withered state.  Such thoughts are hardly fitting or flattering for the earliest and most prominent matriarch of Israel.  Moreover, they could be understood as a denial, not of faith, but of YHWH’s primeval construction of appropriate gender roles.  Her focus on the pleasure associated with procreation, while being oblivious to the pain that YHWH built into childbearing, shows her subverting his prototypal punishment of women.  



THE DIVINELY CONSTRUCTED ROLE OF WOMEN

Many generations earlier, back in the primeval garden, YHWH realized that the first Woman Eve and her husband Adam had eaten from the one tree that he had declared off limits.  He needed to teach these now knowledgeable human beings a lesson.  But rather than following through with his earlier threat of death, YHWH punished them with a life of hardship, toil, and pain.  Adam, as the prototype for all men after him, would labor in hardship to produce food from the ground, while Eve, as the prototype for all women after her, would labor in pain to produce children.  To Eve, YHWH said (Gen 3:16), {yénfb yid:l"T bece(:B |¢nor"hºw |¢nOb:Ci( heB:ra) hfB:rah

 |fB-lf$:méy )Uhºw |"tfqU$:T |"$yi)-le)ºw, (harbbâ arbbeh (iccEbOn"k wEh"rón"k bE(eceb t"lEdî bfnîm wE)el-)î$"k tE$Uqft"k wEhU) yim$fl-bfk), which I translate, “I will greatly increase your pain and your conception, with hardship, you will bear sons.  While your desire will be to your husband, he will rule you.” 

So the desire the Woman would have for her husband was only to be part of the grand painful scheme of producing children; it was not something to be enjoyed in and of itself.  The Woman’s punishment is further intensified by YHWH’s final condition that her husband would rule her.  His unconditional authority would give the Man the ability to control their sexual relationship and thereby to control at least one aspect of her sexual pleasure. 

In the story of Sarah’s laughter, YHWH plays a leading role in another narrative that deals with eating, sex, and childbearing.  Missing from this story, however, is the pain.  After YHWH eats the lavish meal that Abraham has Sarah and his servant boy prepare, he announces that he will return the next year and that Sarah will have a son.  Instead of providing Abraham’s response, the narrator interrupts the conversation to remind the reader that Sarah and Abraham were getting old and that Sarah no longer has “the way of women,” i.e., menstruation.  Not only has she been barren her whole life, but it is now humanly impossible for her to bear children.  Knowing this, Sarah realizes that she will be spared the punishing pains of childbirth.  Why not enjoy herself, since Abraham would be sure to do what was necessary to beget his promised son, the son that was to be the covenantal heir.

Sarah’s laughing thoughts imply her desire, not only for her husband, but also for the pleasure that she might be able to experience.  The biggest problem, from Sarah’s perspective, is Abraham’s age.  YHWH, however, interprets the problem differently.  Overhearing Sarah’s laughter, YHWH asks Abraham why she laughed and (mis)reports her laughing thoughts as, yiTºnaqæz yénA)áw d"l") {æn:mu) va)ah,  (ha)ap )umnfm )"l"d wa)Anî zfqantî), “can it really be true that I will bear a child since I am old?”  His paraphrase shows that YHWH mistakenly attributes Sarah’s laughter to the impossibility of bearing children.  He further misrepresents her concerns as  being due not to Abraham’s old age, but to her old age.  YHWH refuses to acknowledge Sarah’s thoughts of pleasure, and also refocuses the issue and redefines the problem.  It is Sarah’s previous inability to bear children, rather than Abraham’s potential inability to provide Sarah pleasure, that becomes central.  YHWH relieves any performance anxiety on Abraham’s part by omitting Sarah’s concern about Abraham’s age.�  He likewise relieves what should be Sarah’s performance anxiety by announcing that this previously barren woman will conceive within the year.  Sarah’s concerns, however, were not on her performance, but on Abraham’s.

YHWH is only the first to take exception to Sarah’s laughter and to deny her thoughts of sexual pleasure.  The Genesis narrator� follows this divine precedent and makes no further mention of any woman’s sexual pleasure, despite the many stories that focus on conceiving children (e.g. 25:21; 29:32-35; 30:23).  The Septuagint (hereafter LXX) translator of the book of Genesis (hereafter Gen), continues the tradition of denial by omitting Eve’s desire and Sarah’s pleasure from his otherwise rather literal translation of the Hebrew text into the Greek language of the western diaspora Jews.  Like all translations, the LXX was culturally conditioned.  It reflected Gen’s social, religious, and geographic location, i.e., 3rd century BCE Alexandria, and it represented his (re)interpretation of the history and ethnic identity of the Jewish people.  Inasmuch as the LXX was also the translation of a foundational religious text to the Jewish community, its definition of Jewish identity became associated with, and in some cases equivalent to, the Word of God.�

Gen’s translation, however, showed differences between the Hebrew and Greek words of God.�  As a reflection of his theological presuppositions as well as his cultural ideologies and value, his LXX translation was not a passive, mechanical process of transferring the words of a text from one language to another.  Rather, it was an active ideological one of articulating the values that defined the Alexandrian diaspora Jews in relation to their non-Jewish neighbors.  The differences between the Hebrew and the Greek texts of Genesis represent a reconstruction of the ethnic identity of Hellenistic Jews, a reconstruction that, among other things, defined the gender roles appropriate for a new time and a different place.  The differences in the Greek version of the stories of Sarah’s laughter and Eve’s sentencing also represent a denial of these women’s sexuality.  This denial both reflected contemporary values and continued to shape attitudes about proper female roles and behavior.



THE HONOR/SHAME SOCIAL CODE 

In the Mediterranean area, one of the primary categories used to determine the appropriate gendered roles is the complementary notion of Honor/Shame.  Honor is most often an attribute of men, while shame is most often associated with women.  This social code of conduct had its origin in the pre-state Mediterranean rural areas among pastoral and agricultural societies that competed for common strategic resources required for production and reproduction, e.g., arable land, water rights, and women.  Violation of property rights was considered a challenge to the honor of the property holder.  In the absence of institutional controls, these communities developed a system that revolved around male honor, i.e., esteem, respect, and/or prestige, as a means of social control and group identity.�  Shame, the reciprocal of honor, was identified with women, especially when they were one of the contested resources.  

According to the Honor/Shame code, shame is an ethically neutral characteristic, with menstruation its symbol.  Shame, Carol Delaney maintains, “is an inevitable part of being female; a woman is honorable if she remains cognizant of this fact and its implications for her behavior, and she is shameless if she forgets it.”�  Contrary to current Western psychological concepts, shame is not a negative attribute.  A shameful woman is the status equivalent of a man of honor, while a shameless woman is the equivalent of a shamed or dishonored man.  Although women demonstrate their respect for male honor by recognizing their own moral code of shame and maintaining their virginity and chastity, men serve as the primary guardians of women’s virtue.�  To preserve their own honor, males must zealously defend the shame of their female kin.�  Failure to do so results in male dishonor; they are “shamed” in relation to other men.  Therefore, the social status of a man and his family depends on the behavior of its women.� 

A woman’s shame is explicitly connected to her sexuality and/or fertility so that her sexual and reproductive behavior becomes a factor in defining the honor, identity, and cohesion of social groups.�  David Gilmore characterizes Mediterranean honor as a “libidinized social reputation,” and goes on to say that “it is this eroticized aspect of honor - albeit unconscious or implicit - that seems to make the Mediterranean variant (of the Honor/Shame code) distinctive.”�  Delaney likewise considers sexuality a prominent and distinguishing feature of the Mediterranean honor-shame complex.  However, sexuality in this context does not refer primarily to sexual intercourse, but rather to culturally constructed sexual roles.  Within the system of honor-shame, sexuality cannot be detached from the entire process of procreation.  While reproduction, she argues, “may be a universal physiological process, understandings of it are neither naturally determined nor universal.”�  Thus, the connection of honor with men and shame with women is based on the socially constructed meanings associated with the roles of male and female in procreation.  Honor then becomes a moral and status-bearing attribute derived from the performance of certain, typically gender-related, roles.�

As a political phenomenon, the system of honor-shame developed and continues to function in conditions that make the concept of honor especially important: 

when a human group (which can range from small nuclear families to a nation) is threatened with competition from equivalent groups; 

when contested resources are subject to redivision along continually changing lines, and boundaries are subject to continual human intervention; and

when the definition of the group is problematic, social boundaries are difficult to maintain, and internal loyalties are in question.�



ETHNICAL WORLD OF 3RD CENTURY BCE ALEXANDRIA

The above conditions are accurate descriptions of the political situation in 3rd century BCE Alexandria.  As one of many immigrant groups, the Jews competed with others for social and economic status.�  Moreover, the socially self-constructed ethnic categories that the Jews chose as ethnic boundary markers between themselves and the other elements of the diverse Alexandrian population were subject to change in response to the volatile political situation in the Ptolemaic empire.�  To maintain their own group identity, while at the same time interacting with other ethnic groups, the Jews continually re-defined the specific criteria that differentiated them from others.  Religion, the most important distinguishing criterion between the Jews and their non-Jewish neighbors, was an ethnic boundary marker that was not permeable.  In such situations when ethnic boundaries remain intact, the counter tendency to dichotomize new forms of behavior prevails in order to insure that the distinctiveness of previously defined ethnic groups is reinforced.�  

Gender roles and female sexuality, I maintain, were two forms of behavior that became dichotomized in the early Ptolemaic period.  At that time, the Jews enjoyed social and economic privileges similar to those of the Greek immigrants.  Like the descendants of Alexander’s army, for example, Jews served in the Ptolemaic military and were rewarded with plots of cleruchic land that they could cultivate or lease out to others.  Moreover, like other immigrant groups, Jews were allowed to live according to their ancestral laws.  The native Egyptians, as the conquered people, had no such advantages.�  Therefore, the Alexandrian Jews would chose to highlight the ethnic criteria that would both blur the distinctions between them and the upper class Greeks and also differentiate them from the lower class native Egyptians.  Reconstructed gender roles and the corresponding attitudes towards the sexuality of Jewish women, as two newly dichotomized ethnic markers, are evident in the differences between the Hebrew and Greek texts of Genesis. The LXX Eve, as the prototype of all women, is denied the desire that was to be part of childbearing; the LXX Sarah, as the literary foremother of the Jews, is recast as the ideal Hellenistic woman who is more concerned with progeny than pleasure.  Both women are tamed and shamed, and as such, reflect the social values of the highly regarded and culturally favored Hellenized Greeks. 



THE ETHNICAL RECONSTRUCTION OF GENDER ROLES 

Gen’s denial of female sexuality is evident from the beginning of humanity.  His version of Eve’s punishment masks the aspect of female desire and further emphasizes the pain.  He reports YHWH’s sentence as: plhqu/nwn plhqunw= ta\j lu/paj sou kai\ to\n stenagmo/n sou e)n lu/paij te/cv te/kna kai\ pro\j to\n a)/ndra sou h( a)postrofh/ sou kai\ au)to/j sou kurieu/sei, (pl"thuonon pl"thuno tas lupas sou kai ton stenagmon sou en lupais teXs" tekna kai pros ton andra sou " apostroph") which I translate “And to the Woman he said, I will greatly increase your pains and your groanings.  With pains you will bear children.  And to your husband will be your turning, and he will lord over you.”       

As in the Hebrew text, the Woman’s punishment centers on an increase in the pain associated with childbirth.  But instead of being promised more conceptions, a result whose benefits of more children might, in some sense, ameliorate the added pain, the LXX Woman is sentenced to even more suffering (stenagmo/n/stenagmon).�  And rather than being granted some compensatory conjugal desire for her husband, the LXX Woman would experience only a turning (apostrofh/apostroph") for her husband, an action that could be understood as either a turning to or a turning away. �  If interpreted as a turning away, the experience of the LXX Woman would be the opposite of desire.  Even if interpreted as a turning to, the behavior on the part of the LXX Woman has no explicit sexual connotations. 

Likewise, the LXX version of the story of Sarah’s laughter represents a denial of female sexuality.  It tells essentially the same story about the visitors, YHWH’s announcement, and Sarah’s laughter.  However, the differences in the Greek version show Abraham’s and Sarah’s characters to be subtly enhanced, so that they are molded into more ideal ancestors of and for the diaspora Jews.  For example, Abraham’s social graces are upgraded; he is portrayed as more subservient and an even better host.�  Gen also upgrades Sarah’s character by clarifying some ambiguous features.�  Less subtle, however, are the differences in the part of the text that describes Sarah’s laughter.  Following YHWH’s lead in the Hebrew text, Gen either ignores or misunderstands Sarah’s musings about sexual pleasure and instead focuses her thoughts more appropriately on childbearing.�  The LXX of Gen 18:12 reads, e)ge/lasen de\ Sarra e)n e(autv= le/gousa ouÃpw me/n moi ge/gonen eÀwj tou= nu=n o( de\ ku/rio/j mou presbu/teroj (egelasen de sarra en eaut" legousa oupo men moi gegonen eos tou nun o de kurios mou presbuteros).  The first and last parts of his translation of v.12 are accurate and literal, i.e., “so Sarah laughed to herself saying,” and “my lord is old.”  However, Gen’s translation of the middle part of the verse is anything but literal or accurate.

John Wevers argues that Gen (mis)read ytlb (blti) not as “my being worn out,” but as the negative particle “not, except” and translated it as oupw (oupo), a translation permitted by the consonantal text.   This removes Sarah’s unflattering self-portrayal as a worn out old woman.  More problematic is hnd( (edna), the word denoting sexual pleasure.  Inasmuch as Gen might not have known this hapax legomenon, Wevers suggests that he read it as two Hebrew words, hnh (hnh) and d(, (d(), and translated it as ewj tou nun (eos tou nun), i.e., “until now.”  Thus, Gen’s translation of the middle part of v.12 might be rendered, “Never yet has it happened to me until now,”� with the referent of the pronoun “it” occurring in the previous verses, i.e., Sarah’s inability to have children.  Awkward as it is, the translation seems to reflect its immediate literary context.  While these differences improve Sarah’s physical image and moral character, they substantially censor her thoughts.  She is no longer regarded as a worn out woman, and her thoughts are no longer centered on her own sexual pleasure.  Instead, she focuses more appropriately on producing the required heir for Abraham.  Like her foremother Eve, Sarah is denied her desire and left only with the potential pains associated with bearing children. 



SOCIAL WORLD IMPLICATIONS

Gen’s translation recasts Sarah into a more fitting first matriarch of Israel for the LXX’s Alexandrian audience.�  Both she and Abraham become model ancestors whose thoughts and deeds are more compatible with the appropriate Hellenized gendered identities that diaspora Jews desired to adopt.  But while Gen merely upgrades Abraham’s character by enhancing his social graces, he redefines Sarah’s character by (1) denying her her sexuality and (2) refocusing her thoughts toward childbearing.  This apologetic representation of Sarah concurs with traditional Greek descriptions of a wife’s role.  Demosthenes, for example, describes Apollodorus’ legal testimony that men kept mistresses for the sake of pleasure, concubines for the daily care of their persons, but wives to bear legitimate children and to be faithful guardians of the household (Against Neaera, 122).  The LXX Sarah is likewise portrayed as a woman whose value and fate are determined by her reproductive capacities.  She, in turn, becomes a role model for her literary descendants.  Her namesake in the book of Tobit , for example, is a “dangerous woman,” tainted with causing the death of each of her seven previous husbands on their wedding nights.  This motif, as A. -J. Levine points out, prohibits this later Sarah from escaping the associations of childlessness.�  She and her family continue their search for a suitable husband so that she could marry and produce an heir. 

The LXX Sarah, moreover, is not tainted by impure thoughts of sex that are not appropriate for a Hellenistic woman.  Greek Hellenistic literature contains many proscriptions against women’s sexuality.  Gen’s Sarah, for example, comes close to the ideal Neopythagorean woman in Perictione’s treaty “who is well endowed with wisdom and temperance” and who, “by controlling her desire and passion, becomes devout and harmonious, resulting in her not becoming a prey to impious love affairs.”�  Sarah’s domesticated persona likens her to Semonides’ good wife who is “so chaste that she does not even like to listen to other women who talk about sex”.�  

The domesticated Sarah of the LXX would fit nicely into the honorable Hellenistic Jewish world created by Ben Sira in response to the profound cultural, political, and religious questions generated by the influence of Hellenism.  His inability to control his larger social realm was likely the catalyst for his obsession to control the smaller social sphere of house and home.  In his book of wisdom, Ben Sira set forth the patterns of moral and social behavior that would not only provide a stabilizing influence in the midst of social and religious turmoil, but would also define Jewish values and identity.  Thus, his extreme denunciation of and need to control a woman’s sexuality represented a way for Jewish men to maintain honor.�

The LXX translation of Genesis, while not explicitly denouncing women’s sexuality, nevertheless denies it in its redefinition of the gender roles and social values appropriate for its diaspora audience.  As in other times when national or ethnic identity was threatened by the external chaos of social and religious diversity, the LXX translation became a means of stabilizing the cultural values of a minority group.�  Gen not only reflected the values of his diaspora society, he also used the power of translation to show that Jewish women’s roles were similar to those of their Greek neighbors.  These women continued to be valued for their reproductive capabilities, and their sexuality continued to be controlled by their male guardians, the chief one being the translator himself.�  Eve’s conjugal desire for her husband was no longer a divinely sanctioned part of childbearing.  Sarah’s domestication showed her transformation into a model woman whose thoughts do not revolve around her own sexual pleasure, but are centered on her family-oriented responsibility of bearing an heir for Abraham.

Gen’s redefinition of the behavior appropriate for Jewish women blurred the distinctions between the social values of the diaspora Jews and the Alexandrian Greeks.  The gendered characteristics of these ethnically shamed foremothers became paradigmatic for women in later Jewish� and Christian literature.�  Thoughts of pleasure and the feelings of desire with which women were created gave way to motherhood as the defining characteristic of a woman who would provide her husband honor.  Whether Sarah can have pleasure is a question whose answer is a matter of translation and the culturally constructed interpretation of gender roles.
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� I use the masculine pronoun intentionally, since YHWH is a male deity.

� The word that Sarah uses to describe herself, yitol:b, (bElótî ) based on the root hlb ( blh) (“to become old and worn out”), is used most often in the Hebrew scriptures to describe old sandals and clothes (e.g., Deut 8:4; 29:4; Josh 9:13).  This description, put into Sarah’s mouth, is hardly a flattering self-image.  Yet it provides a stark and realistic basis for her following remark. 

� Academic translators most often translate the Hebrew hnd( ((ednâ ) as “pleasure” or “enjoyment;” yet, they often add commentary that explains, or explains away, the text.  For example, G. Von Rad (Genesis: A Commentary, rev. ed. OTL [Philadelphia: Westminster, 1972) translates, “After I have grown old, and my husband is old, shall I have pleasure?”  But, he adds a comment, “it has been considered a special nicety that Sarah’s reflection is unexpectedly stripped of its bluntness when repeated by God; the expressions bala, for the ‘decay’ of old clothes, and edna, ‘sensual pleasure,’ are not repeated” (204,207).  C. Westermann (Genesis 12-26: A Commentary, BKS, trans. J. Scullion [Minneapolis: Augsburg, 1985]) translates, “Now that I am used up, shall I have (sexual) pleasure? - and my husband is old,” indicating in parentheses that the type of pleasure Sarah is pondering is sexual (273-4).  Yet he also mentions that other translators rendered hnd( ((ednâ ) as ‘conception’ (281).

Modern translations produced by ecclesiastical groups are mixed.  The KJV, RSV, NRSV all translate hnd( as “pleasure,” and the NJPS renders it as “enjoyment.”  Others, however, are less forthright.  The CEV describes itself as a “user-friendly” and “mission-driven” translation that “takes into consideration the needs of the hearer, as well as those of the reader, who may not be familiar with the traditional biblical language.” Yet, it also claims that its text is faithful to the meaning of the original and whose accuracy is assured by its direct translation from the BHS (emphases mine).  Its translation, i.e., “Now that I am worn out and my husband is old, will I really know such happiness?” and its explanation are just as equivocal.  It allows the reader to choose between two meanings for the phrase “know such happiness,” i.e., either “the joy of making love” or “the joy of having children.”  Both the NEB and the REB are more circumspect.  The NEB, which purports to express no denominational or doctrinal viewpoint, claims it is not a revision of any previous translation, but a “fresh and authoritative translation.”  Yet, its translation, “Shall I indeed bear a child when I am out of my time, and my husband is old,” is far from literal.  Like the LXX and Onkelos, as I will discuss below, the NEB takes away Sarah’s “inappropriate” sexual thoughts.  Its updated successor, the REB, continues the censoring of Sarah’s thoughts in its rendering, “At my time of life, I am past bearing children, and my husband is old.”  

�N. Sarna, Genesis: The Traditional Hebrew Text with the New JPS Translation, JPS Commentary (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 1989), 130.

� R. Alter (Genesis: Translation and Commentary [New York: W.W. Norton, 1996]) likewise recognizes the potential threat to Abraham’s masculinity in his comment on 18:12: 

The dangling third clause hangs on the verge of a conjugal complaint: how could she expect pleasure, or a child, when her husband is so old?  The Lord, having exercised the divine faculty of listening to Sarah’s unspoken words, her silent laughter of disbelief, reports them to Abraham, tactfully editing out (as Rashi saw) the reference to the patriarch’s old age and also suppressing both the narrator’s mention of the vanished menses and Sarah’s allusion to her withered flesh - after all, nothing anaphrodisiac is to be communicated to old Abraham at a moment when he is expected to cohabit with his wife in order at least to beget a son (79).

� I use the word “narrator” to refer to the underlying voice that tells the stories in Genesis.  Although the presumed identity of the original sources is not important for this essay, the traditional source divisions assign the specific texts that I am examining, i.e., Gen 3:17 and 18:12, to J.  See, for example, Von Rad, 73 and 204.

� J. Wevers (“An Apologia for Septuagint Studies,” BIOSCS 18 [1985], esp. 16-19), V. Tcherikover (“The Ideology of the Letter of Aristeas,” HTR 51 [1958]: 59-85), and others have argued that the details regarding the High Priest, the six learned men from each of the 12 tribes of Israel, and the unanimity of the LXX’s approval as reported in the Letter of Aristeas represented the attempt of its author to show that the Greek translation was as authoritative as its Hebrew Vorlage.  Orlinsky argues that this Letter was written by Jews for Jews, not as an apologetic document, but to attest the divinely inspired nature of the LXX.  As W. Schwarz notes in Principles and Problems of Biblical Translation: Some Reformation Controversies and Their Background  (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press), 1955, Philo (De Vita Mosis 2.5-7,25-40) goes even further in his account of the LXX translation.  Philo characterizes the translators as prophets and priests who, like Moses, were direct recipients of the divine word.  Thus, according to Philo, the LXX could contain no errors, because the LXX translation was a matter of inspiration done by means of God’s direct intervention (Schwarz, 20-25).

� Scholars acknowledge that the Greek translations of some biblical books were based on a Hebrew text different than the forerunner of the Masoretic Text (hereafter MT).  See, for example, F.M. Cross, “The Contribution of the Qumran Discoveries to the Study of the Biblical Text”, in Qumran and the History of the Biblical Text , eds. F.M. Cross and S. Talmon (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1975), 278-92.  This and other essays in the same volume discuss the discoveries at Qumran that confirmed that the translators of the books of Jeremiah and Samuel worked from a non-MT Hebrew Vorlage.  These discoveries have led scholars to detect a different Vorlage lurking behind many differences between the Hebrew and Greek texts in other biblical books. The pendulum seems to be shifting, however.  S. Oloffson, for example, recommends examining the content of the difference before assuming a different Vorlage.  He and others are now of the opinion that the differences between the Hebrew and Greek texts, in most biblical books, are primarily a matter of translation style and/or the theological presuppositions of the translators.  See, e.g., Oloffson, The LXX Version: A Guide to the Translation Technique of the Septuagint, CBOTS 30, ed. T. Mettinger and M. Ottosson (Stockholm: Almqvist & Wiksell, 1990), 65-70, and E. Tov, The Text Critical Use of the Septuagint in Biblical Research, Jerusalem Biblical Studies 3 (Jerusalem: Simor, Ltd., 1992), 81.  

Most agree that Gen based his translation of Genesis on an MT-like Vorlage.   See, for example, J. Wevers, Notes on the Greek Text of Genesis, SBLSCS 35 (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1993), viii, and idem, “The Earliest Witness of Jewish Exegesis,” in The Frank Talmage Memorial Volume 1, ed. B. Walfish (Haifa: Haifa University Press, 1993) where he states explicitly, “unless there is compelling evidence to conclude otherwise, it is substantially the consonantal text of our MT that constituted the parent text translated by the Alexandrians” (115).  His extensive work on the Göttingen Septuagint led Wevers to describe Gen as a careful translator who balanced the demands of both source and target languages, and who was exegetically reflective.  He tended to harmonize and clarify textual ambiguities and often avoided translations that might reflect negatively on God’s character or actions (“Apologia,” esp. 29-38).

� J. Schneider, “Of Vigilance and Virgins: Honor, Shame and Access to Resources in Mediterranean Societies,” Ethnology 10 (1971): 3.

� C. Delaney, “Seeds of Honor, Fields of Shame,” in Honor and Shame and the Unity of the Mediterranean, ed. D. Gilmore (Washington, D.C.: American Anthropological Association, 1987), 40.

� S. Cole, Women of the Praia: Work and Lives in a Portuguese Coastal Community (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1991), 77.   Ahmed Abou-Zeid (“Honour and Shame Among the Bedouins of Egypt,” in Honour and Shame: The Values of Mediterranean Society, ed. J. G. Peristiany [Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1966], 253) likewise maintains that women are active agents in guarding their own virtue and preserving the honor of their families.  However, since women are reputed to be emotionally and physically more vulnerable to dangerous external forces, men must be ultimately responsible for their virtue and chastity (M. Giovannini, “Female Chastity Codes in the Circum-Mediterranean: Comparative Perspectives,” in Unity of the Mediterranean, ed. D. Gilmore, 63.

� J. Pitt-Rivers, The Fate of Shechem: Essays in the Anthropology of the Mediterranean (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1977), 78.  

� Ibid., 165.  See also, among others, Delaney, 40.

� Stanley Brandes (“Reflections on Honor and Shame in the Mediterranean,” in Unity of the Mediterranean), maintains that “Mediterranean honor appears to be related to control over scarce resources, including, of course, land and property, political power, and perhaps most notably, female sexuality with its procreative potential” (122, emphasis mine).

� D. Gilmore, “The Shame of Dishonor,” in Unity of the Mediterranean, 11.

� Delaney, 36.  J. Davis (People of the Mediterranean: An Essay in Comparative Social Anthropology [London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1977] similarly maintains that honor is not primarily concerned with sexual intercourse, but with the performance of sexual roles (77).

� Davis, 77.

� Schneider, 2.  Davis discusses the economic implications of the Honor/Shame code.  Of the three major socially constructed stratification systems, i.e., honor, class, and bureaucracy, he maintains that honor is the most important.  “It describes the distribution of wealth in a social idiom, and prescribes appropriate behaviour for people at the various points in the hierarchy” (89).  Davis goes on to point out that people struggle for honor because, if successful, they have access to wealth.  This type of struggle is most important in communities where resources are scarce or when standards of living are rising, as they were in 3rd century BCE Alexandria.

� Although immigrant groups in Alexandria tended to enjoy more privileges than the native population, status distinctions existed within the immigrant stratum, especially between the Hellenes, i.e., the descendants of the Greek military officers in Alexander’s army, and the xenoi  who descended from the other mercenaries employed in the Ptolemaic army.  As one of the xenoi, the Alexandrian Jews chose which criteria they would use to distinguish themselves from the others (see Note 20 following).  For a discussion of the different scholarly opinions on status distinctions, see Koen Goudriaan, Ethnicity in Ptolemaic Egypt, Dutch Monographs on Ancient History and Archaeology, ed. P. W. DeNeeve and H.W. Pleket [Amsterdam: J. C. Gieben, 1988], 1-4.

� Ethnicity, according to Goudriaan, is a type of social organization that is based on ascription to a particular category and that most often is related to a person’s origin and background.  He goes on to clarify six key elements of this approach to ethnicity: (1) it is an internal description, i.e., participants create the categories used to define themselves and “others;” (2) these categories are specific features of a particular culture that are singled out as ethnically significant markers that distinguish the boundaries between “we” and “they”; (3) ethnicity is an independent dimension of social life that is neither connected automatically with juridical status or with “nationality;” (4) the survival of an ethnic group does not depend on biological reproduction, but rather on the desire of the groups’ members to maintain the boundaries; (5) ethnicity is a normal feature of social life and only results in tension if the different groups cannot agree on what roles they each have in society; and (6) that this marking off of social boundaries is a universal trait of human experience (emphases mine).  Each ethnic group, in developing its own strategies for attaining and maintaining cultural and material resources, is influenced by the degree to which the government either officially takes ethnicity into account when distributing these resources or unofficially favors certain groups (“Ethnical Strategies in Graeco-Roman Egypt,” in Ethnicity in Hellenistic Egypt, ed. P. Bilde, et al., Studies in Hellenistic Civilization III [Aarhus: Aarhus University Press, 1992], 75-7.  Elsewhere, he distinguishes between “nationality,” i.e., a juridical status that denotes citizenship of a state or membership in a group with special privileges, and “ethnicity,” a socially constructed status that is applied in social interaction between groups in order to determine the “in group” and the “out group.”  The individual criteria that groups self-select to construct ethnic boundaries vary considerably from one situation to another (Ethnicity in Ptolemaic Egypt, 8-13). 

� Goudriaan, Ethnicity in Ptolemaic Egypt , 12.

� For a description of the sociopolitical and economic conditions in early Ptolemaic Egypt, see, for example, P. M. Fraser, Ptolemaic Alexandria (Oxford: Clarendon, 1972), esp. 54-9; M. Rostovtzeff, The Social and Economic History of the Hellenistic World, Vol. 1 (Oxford: Clarendon, 1941), esp. 261-420; and V. Tcherikover, Hellenistic Civilization and the Jews (Philadelphia: JPS, 1959), esp. 13-4, 334-6.  For discussions of Jewish military service, see, for example, J. Barclay, Jews in the Mediterranean Diaspora: From Alexander to Trajan (Edinburg: T&T Clark, 1996), 22-4; M. Hengel, “The Interpenetration of Judaism and Hellenism in the Pre-Maccabean Period,” in The Cambridge History of Judaism: Volume Two: The Hellenistic Age, ed. W. D. Davies and L. Finkelstein (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989), 192-3; and L. Feldman, Jew and Gentile in the Ancient World (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1993), 87.

� The Greek word stenagmon (stenagmon),“sighing, groaning, or moaning,” is not used again in the LXX of Genesis.  Outside Genesis, however, this same word is often used to describe the groaning experienced by the Israelites when they were enslaved to the Egyptians (e.g., Exo 2:24, 6:5), or when they suffered at the hands of other oppressors (e.g., Judg 2:18).

� The Greek word, apostrofh (apostroph"), is used both in the sense of “turn to, return” (e.g., lost oxen and sheep to their owner, Deut 22:1) and “turn away” (e.g., from God to other gods, Deut 31:18).  It is never used in the LXX with reference to any type of sexual desire.

� In both accounts, when Abraham addresses his visitors, he refers to himself deferentially as a “servant,” a proper designation when addressing someone of superior status.  In the Hebrew text, Abraham’s self-designation is debe(, ((ebed), a word typically used with reference to one who serves either a human or a divine master.  When referring to Abraham’s servant, on the other hand, the writer uses ra(an (na(ar), a word meaning ‘boy’ or ‘lad’ that is used with reference to a household servant or slave.  Thus, the Hebrew makes a distinction between the type of servant Abraham calls himself vis-à-vis his visitors, and the type of servant who actually serves Abraham.  There seems to be a hierarchy implied.  Gen, however, makes no such distinction since he uses the same word (paij/pais) for both Abraham’s self-designation and that of his servant.  Thus, Abraham puts himself on the same level as his household help and shows even greater respect for his visitors.   In addition, Abraham’s level of hospitality is elevated in the LXX.  Whereas the MT Abraham offers his visitors a piece of bread ({exel-tap / pat-lexem) and a little water ({éyam-+a(:m /mE(a+-mayim), Gen omits the adjectives and puts no limit on Abraham’s generosity. 

� Gen upgrades Sarah’s character by removing the implication that she was intentionally eavesdropping on the men’s conversation.  The Hebrew text reports that Sarah is listening (ta(amo$ / $óma(at) at the opening of the tent.  The following clause, wyfrAxa) )Uhºw, (wEhU) )axArfyw) refers to the tent and the visitor, but the referents of the two masculine pronouns are not clear.  Either “he” (i.e., the visitor) was behind “it” (i.e., the tent) or “it” (i.e., the tent) was behind “him” (i.e., the visitor).  In either case, the MT focuses on the location of the visitor vis-à-vis the tent and implies that he was close enough for Sarah to be listening to the conversation.  Gen, on the other hand, uses the aorist to describe Sarah’s action (hkousen / "kousen), i.e., she heard.  This suggests a one-time completed action on her part, not the on-going state implied by the MT participle.  The reason she heard what the visitor said was her location in relation to him, ou=)sa o)/pisqen au)tou= (ousa opisthen autou), i.e., she was behind him.  Thus, Gen’s translation of this clause suggests that Sarah’s overhearing was inevitable, rather than intentional. 

� Although many feminist theorists warn about the dangers of false universalizing, such as the automatic connection of women and childbearing, they also allow for the particularity of specific historical contexts.  See, for example, N. Fraser and L. Nicolson, “Social Criticism with Philosophy: An Encounter between Feminism and Postmodernism, Feminism/Postmodernism, ed. L. Nicholson (New York: Routledge, 1990), esp. 34-5.  In the specific cultures represented by the social worlds of the Hebrew and Greek texts, childbearing was considered a woman’s right, as well as her duty.

� Wevers, Notes, 252.

� The question of authorial intent, or in this case, translational intent, is mute since it never can be answered definitively.  According to A. Aejmelaeus, the intention of the translator can only be read from his translation (“Translation Technique and the Intention of the Translator,” VII Congress of the IOSCS, SBLSCS 31, ed. C.E. Cox [Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1989], 30).  Gen’s domestication of Sarah, if not consciously intentional, at the very least reflected an unconscious denial of her sexuality.  Perhaps Gen was attempting, in D. Wigtil’s words, “to reproduce for the new audience the same vision of reality which the translator saw in the text.  The content  of the writing is merely secondary to the real truth as it might appear in the original text, or as it appeared to the translator from the original” (“The Independent Value of Ancient Religious Translations,” ANRW  16.3 [1986], 2054).  In this case, the “same vision of reality” in the LXX text would represent the “real truth” that Sarah, as the foremother of the diaspora Jews, should model the values deemed most appropriate for these Jews in their new environment.  Later biblical translations, paraphrases, and rewritings continued to disagree as to whether Sarah had thoughts of pleasure or progeny (see Notes 3-5 and 36-37). 

� A. -J. Levine, ”Diaspora as Metaphor: Bodies and Boundaries in the Book of Tobit,” in Diaspora Jews and Judaism: Essays in Honor of, and in Dialogue with, A. Thomas Krabbel, USF Studies in the History of Judaism 41, ed. J. Overman and R. MacLennan (Atlanta: Scholars, 1992), 110.  The other women in Tobit also have names associated with procreation.  Anna, Tobit’s wife, alludes to the biblical Hannah, who is barren until late in life.  Perhaps the most ironic name is Edna, Sarah’s mother.  Her name echoes the Hebrew word hnd( in Genesis 18:12, but her only pleasure comes in house and home.  See I. Nowell, “The Book of Tobit: Narrative Technique and Theology,” (Ph.D. Dissertation, Catholic University of America, 1983), 109-10. 

� As quoted in S. Pomeroy, Women in Hellenistic Egypt: From Alexander to Cleopatra (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1984), 68, from H. Thesleff, The Pythagorean Texts of the Hellenistic Period, Åbo, 1961, pp. 142-45 = Stob. 4.28.10, translated by Flora R. Levin.

� As quoted in Pomeroy, p. 98, from Semonides frag. 7 (Diehl).  

� For a lucid and enlightening discussion of the functioning of the code of Honor/Shame in the book of Sirach, see C. Camp, “Understanding a Patriarchy: Women in Second Century Jerusalem Through the Eyes of Ben Sira,” Women Like This: New Perspectives on Jewish Women in the Greco-Roman World, SBL Early Judaism and Its Literature 1, ed. Amy-Jill Levine (Atlanta: Scholars, 1991).

� See, for example, G. Steiner (After Babel: Aspects of Language and Translation [New York: Oxford University Press, 1975]), who discusses the impact of translation on secular as well as religious life.  In examining the Renaissance and Reformation translators, he comments, “At a time of explosive innovation, and amid a real threat of surfeit and disorder, translation absorbed, shaped, and oriented the necessary raw material.  It was, in a full sense of the term, the matiere premier of the imagination.  Moreover, it established a logic of relation between past and present, and between different tongues and traditions which were splitting apart under stress of nationalism and religious conflict” (247).

� According to Tcherikover, “the life of the Jewish woman in Hellenistic and Roman Egypt bore a closer resemblance to that of the Greek woman than to that of the Jewish woman of Palestine; for, while by Jewish law a woman’s sole guardian was her father, and then only till she attained the age of twelve, the Jewish woman in Egypt was subject to guardians throughout her life in accordance with the custom prevalent in Greece” (350).  Since Jews were permitted to adhere to their own laws in Egypt (Pomeroy, 121), their obedience of the stricter Greek law implies their conscious choice to adopt Greek social customs.

� Later LXX translators and revisors did not have the same lexical and/or ideological problems with Sarah’s  hnd( ("dna).  For example, Aquila, the 2nd century CE translator known for his precise (and often excessive) literalism, revised the Greek of Gen 18:12 to read truferia (trupheria), i.e., ‘softness’ or ‘tenderness.’  According to Wevers, Aquila’s re-translation of this verse is literally, “after my being worn out, has there been sexual tenderness to me?” (Notes, 252).  In a somewhat less literal revision, Symmachus used the Greek word akmh (akm"), thus producing a translation by which, according to Wevers, Sarah questions her stamina or vigor (Ibid.).  However, akmh (akm") can also refer to the highest or culminating point of any condition or act.  See, for example, Philostratus’ report (Vitae Sophistarum 1.25.7) that Polemo was raised to a pitch of excitement over the conclusions to his argument (peri\ ta/j a)kma\j tw=n u(poqe/sewn / peri tas akmas ton upotheseon).  Thus, Sarah could be pondering whether she might reach a climax.  Neither of these Palestinian revisors seemed particularly embarrassed about the physical aspects of Sarah’s (a)musing thoughts.  Their objective of producing an accurate, literal translation took precedence over any ideological or theological desire to domesticate Sarah. For an excellent discussion of the objectives and characteristics of these and other translators, see, S. Brock, “To Revise or Not to Revise: Attitudes to Jewish Biblical Translation, in Septuagint, Scrolls, and Cognate Writings, SBLSCS 33, ed. G.J. Brooke (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1992), 301-38.   He considers Aquila a literalist translator (interpres) who “makes no attempt to resolve theological difficulties in his source text” and Symmachus as one who combined a desire for literalness (interpres) with the ability to use the Greek word that made the most sense in the context (expositor), 319-20.  See also, Oloffson, 61-62 and J. Barr, The Typology of Biblical Literalism , MSU 40 (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1979), 36-38.

	The Targumim, like the LXX, are circumspect in their translations.  Michael Maher notes that they do not translate the biblical phrase ‘shall I still have pleasure?’ literally, because “they felt that this phrase had sexual connotations and that it was unworthy of Sarah” (Targum Pseudo-Jonathan: Genesis, The Aramaic Bible, Vol. 1B [Collegeville, Minnesota: The Liturgical Press, 1992], 67).  Like the LXX, Pseudo-Jonathan’s ‘shall I become pregnant?’ and Neofitti 1’s, ‘is it possible for me to return to the days of my youth and to have pregnancies?’ eliminate the element of Sarah’s sexual pleasure.  The Babylonian Onkelos, however, removes not only the sexual connotations, but also the physical condition of pregnancy in its translation, ‘shall I have youth again?’  Moses Aberbach and Bernard Grossfeld suggest that this translation might represent “an attempt to avoid the sexual implications of hnd( ("dna), which may have been felt to be somewhat indelicate for Sarah to mention” (Targum Onkelos to Genesis: A Critical Analysis Together with an English Translation of the Text [New York: KTAV Publishing House, 1982], 106-7.  

Josephus, likewise, removes any reference to Sarah’s thoughts of sex and improves her character.  In his retelling, he reports that Sarah merely smiles (meidiasa/shj/ meidiasas"s), rather than laughs, at the men’s prediction.  More importantly, like Gen and the Targumim translators, he reports that her smile was motivated not by thoughts of pleasure, but because childbearing was impossible (a)du/naton ei)=nai th\n teknopoii/an / adunaton einai t"n te knopoiian) for a 99-year old woman with a 100-year old husband (Jewish Antiquities 1.198).  Jubilees, another retelling of the biblical story, also reports that Sarah’s laughter is prompted by the prediction that she will bear Abraham a son (16:2).  Pseudo-Philo makes no mention at all of Sarah’s thoughts.  His three references to Sarah all deal with her inability to conceive (Biblical Antiquities 8:1; 23:5-7; 32:1).  As Betsy Halpern-Amaru notes, Sarah’s only significance for Pseudo Philo is her role as a vehicle for the miraculous birth of a son to Abraham (“Women in Pseudo-Philo’s Biblical Antiquities,’ in Women Like This, 87-8.

�By the time Sarah makes her appearance in the New Testament, she is quite tame and is remembered only for her miraculous motherhood.  For Paul, she symbolizes the mother of the "children of the promise" who are the true descendants of Abraham (Rom 9:8-9).  The author of Hebrews mentions Sarah in his hero list only as a way to demonstrate one aspect of Abraham's faith, i.e., that he believed in God's power of procreation despite her barrenness (Heb 11:11-12).  For Peter, Sarah models appropriate submissive spousal behavior.  Like the other holy women "who used to adorn themselves by accepting the authority of their husbands," Sarah “obeyed Abraham and called him lord” (1 Pet 3:5-6, NRSV).  Peter conveniently overlooks Abraham’s obedience to Sarah (16:3), and although he correctly writes that Sarah did refer to Abraham as “lord,” she did so in the context of his possible failure to provide her pleasure (18:12).  The domestication of Sarah, begun by Gen with his denial of her sexuality, is extended by the New Testament writers for whom Sarah serves as a model of female obedience and motherhood.






