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THE POST-AKEDA GENEALOGICAL REPORT:
WHY NOW, AFTER SO LONG?

A

t the end of Genesis 22, the Torah recounts that someone informed Abraham that his brother Nahor, through his wife Milka
and a concubine, Re’uma, had become the father of twelve and
grandfather of two, identifying each offspring by name (22:20–24). This
genealogical information is presented as news to Abraham. Yet, as implied
by the content of the report itself and additional features of the biblical
text, it also seems that, at the time of this incident, many years—decades
at least—had gone by since he and his brother were last in contact. If so,
one wonders: Why did Abraham receive this report just then?
Considering this story briefly from a broader perspective, to understand
when and why it took place, will help us clarify the scope of our question.
The report’s general timing seems fairly clear from our passage and
the adjacent texts. The Torah stresses in the first verse (“And it came to
pass after these things…”)1 that the story occurred immediately after the
episode of the Binding of Isaac (the Akeda; 22:1–19). In the absence of
an obvious reason to question the chronological order of the passages, it
also appears reasonable to presume that the episode took place before the
Bible’s next story, the death of Sarah (23:1–20).
The narrative’s purpose, however, is less obvious. At first glance, its
five verses appear to be rather unremarkable: A list of names, members of
Nahor’s family, all but two of whom are never mentioned again in the
Torah, and only one of whom (Rebecca) goes on to become a significant
biblical character. Why were these chronicles included in the Bible at all?
From the perspective of the Genesis plotline, and God’s plan for the
Patriarchs, the reason is commonly viewed as clear enough. The story is
significant because Abraham is notified that he could now potentially look
1
Unless otherwise noted, English Bible translations are taken from the Jewish
Publication Society, 1917 version, with adjustments as necessary.
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to his close family for a spouse for his son Isaac, in order to perpetuate the
chosen line which the latter was Divinely designated to lead.2
The search for that wife by Abraham’s servant in chapter 24 is the
very next passage following Sarah’s burial—a point which makes it more
likely that our story occurred prior to her death. Had the report actually
been delivered afterwards, it would have made not only chronological,
but also thematic, sense to record the story when it happened, following her
death, and right before the search, as a natural lead-in to that episode.3
The fact that the Bible inserted this Divinely desired genealogical report
earlier strongly implies that it was placed in chronological order, after the
Akeda and before Sarah’s death.
Why God wanted this message communicated to Abraham specifically at this point—a question taken up by the Sages4—is not, however,
our concern here. Rather, the issue at hand is at the human level. Assuming
that our anonymous informant was not prophetically told by God to convey
this message to Abraham, what were the circumstances under which he
went to inform the Patriarch of this news? In view of how long Abraham
and his brother would have been out of touch by this point, what triggered the reporter to go tell him about Nahor’s family, just at that time?
The notion that the report conveyed news to Abraham is supported
by several aspects of the text.
To begin with, notice that this genealogical list is conveyed in person.
The Torah contains a number of such lists, but they are almost always
presented in the voice of the “biblical narrator.”5 Uncharacteristically,
here the Torah finds it important to tell us not only the names of Nahor’s
descendants, but also the fact that someone reported them to Abraham.
Couple this with the Torah taking pains to stress the passage’s placement
2

“For in Isaac shall seed be called to thee” (21:12). At the literary level, the episode also serves a foreshadowing purpose, setting the stage for the search for Isaac’s
spouse by introducing the reader to his eventual wife in advance. As Rashi comments
on the verse which mentions Rebecca (22:23): “This entire genealogical account was
only written for the sake of this verse.” Perplexingly, Abraham did not send his servant
directly to Rebecca’s family to ask for her hand for Isaac; this point is addressed below.
3
For this insight, I am indebted to Professor Martin Lockshin, who provided valuable comments to an early draft of this essay.
4
See, for example, Genesis Rabba 57:3, quoted by Rashi to 22:20, imagining God
made sure Abraham found out about Rebecca to prevent him from marrying Isaac to
a daughter of one of his Emorite friends.
5
For example, 25:13–16 (Ishmael’s sons); 35:22–26 (Jacob’s sons); 46:8–27 (Jacob’s
family descending to Egypt); Exodus 6:14–25 (descendants of Reuben, Simeon, and
Levi); and Numbers 26:1–65 (sub-families of each Israelite tribe in the fortieth year
in the desert).
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within the sequence of surrounding stories, indicating to the reader that
the timing of Abraham’s hearing this information is also significant. It
would make more sense for the Torah to present it this way (and it would
be more compelling to the story) if, in fact, Abraham learned something new
from the report. But if he knew of all of Nahor’s offspring beforehand, it
would emerge that the whole report amounted to no more than a reminder of familiar, familial details. Why would the Torah find it important
to stress that Abraham was told this information, and when he heard it,
for a second time?
As such, it seems likely that he was unaware of at least some of what
he was told. Which leaves us to ponder: Just how much of the report was
news for Abraham? At a minimum, it is reasonable to say that this was the
first time he heard about Rebecca, both because she was likely the youngest
of Nahor’s offspring listed,6 and also since this would be consistent with
the Divine purpose behind the report: informing Abraham of a potential
spouse for Isaac within the family. But what about the rest of Nahor’s
descendants? Did Abraham know of them already, or might this report
have notified him of them as well?
While some disagree, there seem to be good reasons to side with the
many opinions in Hazal and the commentaries, such as Yalkut Shimoni
(766:3),7 as well as R. Saadya Gaon, Ramban, R. Shimshon Raphael Hirsch,
and Netziv to 22:20, who regard the entire report as news.
First, the Torah may hint at this by introducing the report with the
descriptive term va-yugad. To be sure, the basic meaning of this word is
simply and he was told. Nevertheless, the term also has a strong secondary
meaning, and he was informed.8 Indeed in the Bible, this grammatical
form almost invariably conveys the latter connotation with respect to the
entire report with which it is connected.9 In our case, since this term
6

Rebecca is one of only two grandchildren listed, and the last one mentioned.
The Midrash suggests Abraham, having been promised at the Akeda that “in thy
seed shall all the nations of the earth be blessed” (22:18), wondered why, if those
unrelated to him would be blessed on his account, his close relative Milka (his niece
via Haran; 11:29) hadn’t been blessed with children? Our passage provides the
immediate answer, when he learns she had already become a mother.
8
See, e.g., Abraham Even-Shoshan, Konkordantzya Hadasha (Kiryat-Sefer, 1988),
736, which notes that a secondary meaning of the hufal form of the Hebrew root
n.g.d., of which va-yugad is an example, is “the transmission of something not previously known (to the recipient).”
9
Among many other examples in which the entire biblically recorded report is presented as news to the recipient, see: 27:42 (Rebecca learns Esau wants to kill Jacob);
31:22–23 (Laban learns of Jacob’s “escape”); 38:13–14 (Tamar learns Judah is traveling); 38:24 (Judah learns Tamar is pregnant, apparently by adultery); Exodus 14:5–6
7
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introduces the informant’s entire statement, the implication could well
be that the full extent of Nahor’s family tree was as yet unknown to
Abraham.
Even more instructive in this respect, however, is the content of the
report itself. For starters, consider where in the list the informant puts
Rebecca. If her birth was the only new information he was going to tell
Abraham, we might expect him to mention her first, rather than burying
the lede. Furthermore, when news of Rebecca’s birth does come, it is
noted without fanfare—more than halfway into a lengthy recital of more
than a dozen other relatives about whom Abraham already knows.
Next, let’s look at some of the words the informant uses in the genealogical report. Perhaps most significant in this context are certain descriptive details included in addition to the names themselves. In particular, if
Abraham already knew of these relatives, why would the informant have
bothered to stress the fact both (a) that Nahor’s wife had become a parent (“Behold, Milka, she also has borne children…” [22:20]) and (b)
that Utz was Nahor’s firstborn? By extension, it seems fair to conclude
that if Abraham was unacquainted with the oldest child of Milka—who
initiated Nahor’s family tree—he was surely ignorant of the rest of his
brother’s offspring.
The informant’s opening word, “Behold!” also bolsters this assertion. As Rashbam comments elsewhere (25:24), “Scripture uses the term
‘behold’ whenever it speaks about something new.” By introducing his
statement about Milka giving birth with this expression, the reporter may
indicate that her having become a mother is something that Abraham
does not know. Ramban (22:20) similarly remarks “from the language of
the text, it seems that he [Abraham] wasn’t aware of any of them until
that day.”
For the informant’s entire report to have been news to him, Abraham
would no doubt have to have been out of touch with Nahor for quite a
long time. How lengthy a period might this have been? The biblical text
does not tell us directly, but the constellation of Nahor’s family revealed
to Abraham in our passage—with eight of his children and his two grandchildren issuing from Milka—can give us an initial indication. Given that
Abraham is learning here, simultaneously, of the birth of the oldest and
youngest of these descendants, sufficient time had to have passed, at a
minimum, for Milka to have had all of her children and for the last of
(Pharaoh learns of the Jews’ “escape”); Joshua 10:17–18 (Joshua learns where five
kings from Northern Canaan are hiding); and I Samuel 19:19–20 (Saul learns David
is hiding in Nayot).
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them, Betuel,10 to grow up to be old enough to father Rebecca. Assuming no multiple births, and even if one liberally presumed a very short
interval between each of Milka’s eight pregnancies and that Betuel became a parent at a relatively young age (e.g., early teens), it would be hard
to keep the total for this period much below twenty years.11 On the other
hand, the full expansion of Milka’s offspring as reported here could easily
have taken much longer.
For the sake of convenience, a table of key events and dates relevant
for this article, and Abraham’s age at each, is provided.
Event
1
2
3

Abraham born

Sarah born
Terah, Abraham, et al., leave
Ur for Haran
4 Abraham last sees Nahor
5 Abraham leaves Haran for
Canaan
6 Isaac born
7 The Akeda
8 Genealogical Report
9 Sarah dies (aged 127)
10 Abraham’s servant seeks
a wife for Isaac
11 Isaac (aged 40) marries
Rebecca

Year from Abraham’s Sources
Creation12 Age
194813

0

1958
?

10
?

?
2023

?
75

2048
?
?
2085
?

100
?
?
137
?

2088

140

Chapters 5
and 11
17:17
11:31

12:5
21:5
22:1–19
22:20–24
23:1
Chapter 24
25:20

Indeed, considering when the period in which Abraham and Nahor
were out of communication might have begun and ended reveals that
the interval was in fact much longer. In the biblical account, Abraham
10
Presuming that, after mentioning Milka’s eldest son Utz, first, the informant
named her remaining children in age order, then Betuel, last on the list, would have
been the youngest.
11
With nine pregnancies (Betuel’s wife with Rebecca, as well as Milka’s eight) taking at least six years. Additional time would be needed if Rebecca’s brother Laban,
not mentioned in our report, was older than her and from the same mother.
12
The years presented in this table and throughout this paper are years from Creation, as calculated using only the biblical text.
13
This date is easily calculated by adding the birth ages of Abraham’s 19 direct
ancestors back to Adam, as detailed in Chapters 5 and 11.
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never left Canaan after moving there at God’s instruction at age 75
(12:4),14 and Nahor is never seen going to Canaan. As such, the last
time the siblings would have seen each other was no later than 2023.
Potentially, their final meeting could have occurred even earlier if, when
Abraham and Terah left Ur Kasdim with Sarah and Lot (11:31), Nahor—
who is not mentioned in the verse as joining them—lived in Ur at the
time, and stayed behind.15
Abraham next heard about Nahor in our passage, which, as the first
verse underscores, occurred after the Akeda. At a minimum, this is more
than 30 years later (~2053): Isaac was born 25 years after Abraham came
to Canaan (when Abraham was 100; 21:5), and had to be old enough at
the time to carry sufficient wood for a burnt offering from the far-off
lookout spot to the mountain (22:4–6)—an unlikely feat for a toddler, as
pointed out by Ibn Ezra (22:5).
On the other hand, much more time might have passed between the
siblings’ last meeting and our genealogical report, either if the report was
not given immediately after the Akeda, or if Isaac was significantly older
when his father bound him—as assumed, for example, in the well-known
midrash positing that Isaac was 37 at the time.16 Since we know the report did precede Sarah death in 2085, when Abraham was 137, the period may potentially have been as long as 62 years (2023–2085) or more.
Moreover, for several reasons, it seems reasonable to assume our story took place much closer to Sarah’s death in 2085 than to the earliest
potential date for the Akeda (~2053). Among these reasons are:
(1) Be’er Sheva: To begin with, even before our passage leads off with
“after these things,” which perhaps implies a time interval between
the two stories,17 the Akeda concludes by stating that Abraham not
only went to, but also then settled in, Be’er Sheva (22:19). The
act of settling in this new hometown—which presumably included
building or acquiring a house, and then living in it as an act of
settlement—as opposed to merely showing up there, would have
taken some time.
(2) Divine Purpose: Dating the report closer to 2085 would be consistent with the story’s main purpose, namely informing Abraham
14
Other than an apparently brief trip to Egypt shortly after his arrival, due to a
famine in Canaan (12:10–13:1).
15
See, e.g., Radak to 24:10. Others such as Ramban (11:28) argue that Nahor was
born in and never left Haran.
16
Seder Olam Rabba, chapter 1.
17
Genesis Rabba 44:5.
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of a possible wife for Isaac. Given this Divine objective, it seems
reasonable to think that God would have arranged for the news of
Rebecca’s birth to reach Abraham relatively close to when he would
actually act on that information—which he did when he gave instructions to his servant in chapter 24, sometime after Sarah’s death.
Yet if our report was delivered to Abraham when Isaac was still a
child or a teenager, it would turn out that this critical genealogical
information sat with him unused for a quarter of a century or more.
(3) Abraham’s Servant’s Report: It is worth considering how much time
might have passed after Abraham heard our passage’s report before
Nahor’s family correspondingly received the news about Abraham’s
expanded family. At the latest, this message was first given to them
by Abraham’s servant in chapter 24, when he came on his matchmaking mission in or soon after 2085. Like ours, this second report
also appears to impart news to its audience: “And he said: I am
Abraham’s servant… And Sarah my master’s wife bore a son to my
master when she was old; and unto him has he given all that he has”
(24:34–36).
At a minimum, the servant seemed to believe he was conveying news.
If it was clear to him that Rebecca’s family already knew about Isaac’s
miraculous birth in Sarah’s old age, it seems fairly unlikely that he would
have repeated those details here, and in this manner.
But if our genealogical report was actually delivered closer to the
earlier end of our range (2053), we should be surprised that the servant’s
report, delivered decades later, was the first time Nahor’s family learned
that Abraham had become a parent. For Abraham’s family information
was already in the hands of someone who knew Nahor’s family, even before
he received our report. How so? Because Abraham apparently disclosed it to
our informant himself. This is evident from how he starts off his report,
which indicates that the genealogical list comes in response to something
said by Abraham: “Behold, Milka, she also has borne children unto thy
brother Nahor.” The informant’s opening word “Behold!,” which would
be an unusual way to begin speaking with someone, may tip us off that a
conversation was already underway when he started talking. More significant here, however, is the word “also.” This term connects Milka’s having
children with another woman having done so. But if our passage leads off
with the first words verbalized between the informant and Abraham, in
relation to what other mother would the informant be speaking?
It seems that Abraham initially told the reporter, in an earlier piece of
the conversation not explicitly recorded in the biblical text, that he and
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Sarah had finally had a child in their old age: Isaac.18 To this unexpected
news, the informant responded with similar news about the flourishing
family of Abraham’s sibling: “Milka, she also has borne children unto thy
brother Nahor.”
With this information in hand, our informant himself could have
delivered the news about Abraham to his brother’s family, when he eventually headed back to Nahor’s area. Assuming he was more than just a
passing acquaintance of Nahor’s, it is not hard to picture that he would
have reconnected with him far less than three-plus decades later.
Yet despite this, it was instead Abraham’s servant, in or after 2085,
who was the one to inform Nahor’s family that their far-off relatives had,
at long last, become parents.
This would be most neatly explained if our story occurred much closer to 2085. The shorter the gap between the reports of chapters 22 and
24, the less time there would have been for the informant to have reconnected with his brother and the easier it would be to understand how
Nahor’s family first heard about Isaac when his father’s servant showed
up looking to find him a wife.
The result is that in all likelihood, Abraham first heard the news about
Nahor’s offspring—i.e., our report—shortly before Sarah’s death in 2085.
Potentially, the report was delivered before that date, but likely not that
much earlier.
It emerges that by the time Abraham received all this family news in
our genealogical report, he and Nahor had been apart, and out of contact,
for very many years. This period, based on the above, may quite possibly
have lasted six decades or more, from 2023 (or earlier) until 2085 (or very
close to it).19 This amounts to half their lives to this point! Consequently,
our original question becomes even more compelling: Granted that God
was keen to get this information to Abraham at this time, but how did
this transmission come about on the human level? What explains how
Abraham suddenly heard about his brother, after so many years of being
out of touch? Did God arrange for someone who “happened” to know
18

As suggested by Radak to 22:20, among others.
Ramban (22:20) considers a lengthy disconnect improbable. This, despite acknowledging, incompatibly, that the entire report was news to Abraham (as noted above).
As Ran (quoted by Abravanel) critiques Ramban’s view, “If he was unaware of this
information for twenty years [see note 11], why couldn’t he have been unaware of it
for fifty or sixty?” Abravanel, Seforno, and R. D.Z. Hoffmann resolve this problem by
maintaining the report was not all news, a position which would avoid the question
we have raised. I prefer to adhere to the text’s plain sense, as noted above, and to
address the prolonged sibling separation which it implies.
19
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Nahor’s family to have what otherwise looked like a “chance” meeting
with Abraham? Did this anonymous informant “randomly” come to him
out of the blue? Or, did something else (Divinely arranged?) happen not
long before Sarah’s death in 2085—something connected to, and important to, Abraham—which directly led to this rendezvous?
To find out, we first need to examine Abraham’s interaction with the
informant more closely.
As mentioned above, while the biblical presentation of their exchange
is limited to the text of our report, the informant’s phrase “Behold, Milka, she also has borne children” implies that what he said, as quoted in
the Torah, came in response to a statement by Abraham about Sarah having become a mother. This establishes that a conversation was already
going on between them at that point.
Let’s take a look at how this conversation might have developed.
Notice that there is no information in the report itself about how the
informant knows Abraham’s extended family. Rather, this fact is taken for
granted at this stage of their discussion, as evidenced, for example, by the
informant’s reference to “Nahor your brother.” Consequentially, it is
clear that, at the moment when Abraham shared with the informant his
own family news—the unrecorded statement about Sarah and Isaac which
immediately preceded, and then triggered, our report—he knew that he
was speaking with someone familiar with his family. As such, the informant either was (a) someone whom Abraham knew personally from
the distant past, when he was still in touch with his brother, or at least
from before Nahor began having children, or (b) previously unknown to
Abraham, but who told him, when first introducing himself even earlier
in the conversation, that he knew his relatives.
Which was he: an old friend or a new contact? The reporter’s opening
word, “Behold!” may provide a hint, as it might imply that he is excited
to hear Abraham’s family news—an unlikely response from a stranger.
But perhaps even more telling is what the reporter chooses to stress when
he notifies Abraham that his brother’s family has, in parallel to his own,
also expanded: the mothers’ roles. By focusing on the fact that Milka gave
birth—rather than just on the fact that Nahor, like Abraham, also now
had offspring—the informant indicates that what he finds particularly remarkable about Abraham’s news is that Sarah gave birth to Isaac. As the
reader by now knows well, that news was indeed remarkable. But if this
was someone completely unknown to Abraham, with whom he was simply engaging in the first recorded game of “Jewish geography,” why
would he have mentioned the remarkable part—that, despite lifelong barrenness, his wife finally gave birth at age 90, following a post-menopausal
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pregnancy—to this complete stranger? And even if he did, why would the
informant consider that piece of information so remarkable?20 If, however,
the informant was an old friend (or relative) of Abraham’s, who also knew
Sarah and was likely aware of her longstanding infertility, it would neither
be surprising for Abraham to have stressed the extraordinary circumstances of Isaac’s birth nor for the informant to have reacted enthusiastically to
hearing about it. As such, it seems more likely that the informant was a
close family contact, who knew Abraham “back in the day.”
We now understand that, by the end of the conversation, visitor and
host have exchanged news about the parallel family expansions of Abraham and Nahor. But notice that, because of how the discussion developed, it is clear that giving our report was not the main piece of information
the reporter came to tell Abraham (at least in the reporter’s own mind).
If it was, it would have been the first thing he said, and it would not have
come as a mere afterthought, as an instinctive, triggered reaction to
something said by Abraham.
Again, assuming that this was not a “chance” encounter, we are left
wondering: If transmission of the genealogical list—apparently the Divine
and literary reason for his conversation with Abraham—was not the
“human” purpose of this close family contact’s visit, what was? Given that
he was a member, or a close friend, of Abraham’s extended family, one might
expect that his mission had something to do with kin. But what other
family news would be so critical for Abraham to know that it alone—
more than Nahor’s first becoming a father, grandfather, or patriarch of an
extensive clan, and more than anything else that had happened to his
brother in the interim—warranted re-establishing a connection with him
now, for the first time in decades? What event involving his family, which
carried considerable significance for Abraham, occurred in relatively close
proximity to Sarah’s death in 2085?
Let us refocus our look at Abraham’s genealogical chart towards his
ancestors, in particular his father. After Abraham left for Canaan, what
happened to Terah?
Here, we return to a piece of information which was reported much
earlier in the text—an event which, as the Bible has told the story, may be
long since forgotten by the time the reader reaches our passage in chapter
22. Halfway back to the beginning of Genesis, Scripture notes the passing
of Abraham’s father, in Haran, at the age of 205 (11:32).

20
In particular given that, by this point, it had been many decades since Sarah gave
birth to Isaac.
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It is noteworthy that the Torah reports Terah’s death—and never
mentions him again—before even recording God’s instruction to Abraham
to leave Haran (12:1), giving the passive reader the impression that
Abraham’s life in Canaan followed afterwards. But as many, including
Rashi (to 11:32), have pointed out, it is easy to see that this impression is
false, by doing a little arithmetic. Since Terah was 70 years old when
Abraham was born (11:26), when his son left Haran for Canaan aged 75,
he was just 145, and—unbeknownst to them both, of course—had almost
a third of his life still ahead of him.
Was Abraham out of contact, not just with his brother, but also with
his father, during this sixty-year period? As with Nahor, after Abraham
headed for Canaan, he presumably never met up again with Terah, and
the text may even hint that the father never left town after his son’s departure, by stressing—in the very next verse after reporting that he arrived in
Haran (11:31)—that he died there too. Moreover, this seems to be a fair
assumption, given that in our passage Abraham takes as news the information that Nahor had children—something he almost certainly would
have learned earlier if he had any contact with his father.21 This is indeed
the position of the Genesis Rabba (39:7), which suggests that the Bible
deliberately gave this impression by presenting the events in this sequence,
in order to shield Abraham from potential criticism for failing to attend
to his father’s needs for the last decades of his life.
How does this connect with our story? By way of a little more arithmetic. Calculating the lifespans of the first twenty generations from Adam
to Abraham, using the chronological details provided in chapters 5 and 11
of Genesis, one discovers that Terah died in the year 2083, when Abraham
was 135, not long before Sarah’s death in 2085. This is around the time
that it seems likely, as noted above, that our genealogical report would
have been given.
In this respect, it should be noted that the birthdates and lifespans
presented in those chapters (and elsewhere in the Bible) are not dry, inconsequential statistics. Instead, they represent critical data which, among
other things, can give the reader a deeper understanding of the context of
biblical stories. Thus, Terah’s absence as an active character after chapter
11 need not negate his possible role in our passage—quite the opposite.
By recording when he was born and died, the Torah draws our attention

21

Nahor himself presumably maintained ties with Terah. Even for Radak (24:10),
who places Nahor far from Haran during this time, his family’s eventual move to
Haran (see 29:4) implies he maintained contact with his relatives.
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to Terah as a potentially relevant player on the biblical stage during that
entire time frame.22
Armed with this information, we can make a suggestion which could
at once identify the final, missing piece of Abraham’s conversation with
the informant—the opening statement—and also present a solution to
our original question: The informant came to tell Abraham that his father
Terah had died.
At some point after Terah’s life came to an end in 2083, six decades
after his son left Haran in 2023, a relative or longtime family friend of
Abraham went to tell him this sad news. Owing to the vast time interval,
it may have taken a while to locate him, especially given that the messenger’s only clue about Abraham’s whereabouts may have been that he had
originally headed for Canaan.23
When he finally found him, not long before Sarah’s death in 2085, it
was with this news—that Abraham’s father Terah had died—that the informant led off, since from his perspective, this was the very reason he
came to speak with him in the first place. But their talk did not end there.
When they finished discussing this unfortunate development, the conversation then naturally proceeded to “catching up” with each other, and the
informant, who himself had not seen or heard from Abraham in so long,
asked him about his life since they last crossed paths. Abraham informed
his counterpart that eventually he did have a child together with his wife
Sarah, and in her old age at that.
It is at this point in the discussion that the biblical narrative picks up the
dialogue. The acquaintance was thrilled to hear the wonderful news that
Sarah was no longer childless, and his instinctive and excited response was
to tell Abraham of the parallel, happy family news that Milka also had borne
children to his brother Nahor. The informant then proceeded to share with
Abraham the entire progeny of his sibling,24 children, grandchildren, as
well as offspring from his concubine, born to him over the course of many
decades. Somewhere in the middle of the list, the reporter—God’s
unknowing agent—also mentioned Rebecca, a potential spouse for Isaac.
In the immediate aftermath of our story, Abraham probably focused
more on the painful news of his father’s death—the information most
22

Hazal’s commentary frequently employs this principle. See, e.g., Yalkut Shimoni
110:31, suggesting Abraham had just died when Jacob made lentil soup (25:29),
although Abraham’s death is recorded (25:8) even before Jacob’s birth (25:26)—since
calculating the relevant biblical dates easily proves he died when his grandson was 15.
23
Other potential difficulties were that Abraham’s name had changed somewhat,
and he had relocated multiple times within Canaan.
24
Except, possibly, Laban (see note 11).
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directly affecting him (and the informant’s primary statement)—rather than
the genealogical report, which was presented as secondary information,
the details conveyed in passing. When he subsequently turned his attention to finding a bride for Isaac, however, the lineage list could become
more relevant.
God’s promise to Abraham that he would inherit the entire territory
of the local Canaanite nations—Divinely rejected idolaters who would be
banished from the land on his account—had presumably eliminated them
from matrimonial consideration. Clearly, the woman God intended his
son to marry lived elsewhere. Unexpectedly, he had recently learned that
Nahor’s family, located outside Canaan, now included an eligible woman.
Might Rebecca be a possible candidate? Abraham may have suspected so,
but with one significant doubt: Terah and Nahor were idolaters just like
the rejected Canaanites and, crucially, he had explicitly been sent away
from his relatives to Canaan (12:1), where he had successfully re-centered
his life away from them. Since God originally communicated that instruction by direct prophecy, he may have wondered: Was an explicit Divine
directive needed to overturn this one?
Perhaps not. Recall that he was told in 12:1 to “Go forth from your
land and your birthplace and your father’s house.”25 Replaying God’s
words in his mind decades later, the last phrase—commanding him to
disconnect from family—stood out. Of all possible ways to express “family,”
God chose to say “your father’s house,” This term was surely apt when the
decree was given, when Terah was still alive. But with his father now dead,
was this description, and its associated restriction, still applicable? Might
the requirement to separate from his relatives have expired together with
Terah, automatically, without the need for God’s further say so?
That was Abraham’s instinct. Furthermore, this interpretation was
reinforced by his having been told of Terah’s death—after sixty-plus years
out of contact with family—alongside the news about Rebecca. If it was
correct, Abraham would have learned that reconnecting with his relatives
was now permitted at precisely the same time as hearing they included a
possible match for Isaac, which could potentially reunite the two branches
of the family on a long-term basis. Was this report an “indirect” Divine
message in this respect?
25
Translation by Robert Alter, The Five Books of Moses: A Translation with Commentary, rendering moledet as “birthplace” in 12:1 and 24:3, 7, consistent with Ibn
Ezra, Radak, Hizkuni, and others. Cf. JPS, rendering “kindred,” following Rashbam.
The latter view is challenged by Shadal: If Abraham explicitly sent the servant to his
relatives, why didn’t he go straight to Nahor’s house and knock on the door? See next
note and accompanying text.
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From a careful look at Abraham’s instructions to his servant in chapter
24, it seems that he favored this interpretation, but could not be entirely
sure of it.
Abraham initially tells his servant “to my land and to my birthplace
you shall go” (24:4), echoing part of the directive in 12:1, but curiously
leaving out any reference to his family or his “father’s house.” Yet in seeking to assure the servant that God would help his mission succeed, just a
few verses later Abraham refers to God as the One “Who took me from
my father’s house and from the land of my birthplace” (24:7).
Why would Abraham omit “my father’s house” (beit avi) at first,
when already borrowing God’s 12:1 terminology to give his instructions,
but use it explicitly right afterwards, when recalling the specifics of that
original decree? Because things had changed. When talking in 24:7 about
God’s decades-old command, delivered while Terah was alive, Abraham
references his “father’s house,” much as God did at the time. When instructing his servant (24:4), however, he avoids using this formulation,
since he believes that now, after Terah’s death, it may no longer be applicable and his family, consequently, was no longer off limits.
But if Abraham was convinced about this point, we are left wondering:
Why didn’t he send the servant directly to his relatives to ask for Rebecca’s
hand for Isaac?26 The answer is his uncertainty. Abraham hoped his understanding matched God’s intention but, lacking the benefit of hindsight afforded the student of the Bible, he could not be sure his interpretation was
right. Given this doubt, he stopped short of telling the servant outright to go
to his family. Still, Abraham’s carefully chosen description of the servant’s
destination all but assured that he would go to where his relatives lived,
giving his theory the best chance to succeed. The rest was up to God, and
Abraham blessed the servant’s search with a plea for Heavenly assistance.
Indeed, the servant headed straight for “the city of Nahor” (24:10)—
appropriately named for the then-surviving patriarch of that branch of the
family—and himself prayed for Divine assistance, as he set up a test to identify
Isaac’s intended (24:12–14). His prayers, and Abraham’s, were answered
when Rebecca passed the test, in a manner which, as her relatives later acknowledged (24:50), it seems could only have come about with God’s help.27
26

In contrast to what the servant later told her relatives, that he had sent him to
his master’s family (24:38–41).
27
In this context, it is worth considering the suggestion made by Andrew Schein,
“The Test of Rebecca,” TRADITION 31:4 (1997), 28–33, that the servant identified
Rebecca in advance, and deliberately set up the test so that she would be the one to pass
it. If our analysis holds true, perhaps the servant sensed that Abraham had something
like that in mind?
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As we saw, our story opens with the phrase “after these things.” According to a general principle advanced by Rashbam, this hints at a substantive
link between this episode and the immediately preceding passage, the
Akeda.28 Indeed, by mentioning Rebecca, the genealogical report as recorded next in chapter 22 potentially gave Abraham additional optimism
for the chosen line’s future, after all hope was nearly lost, but was then
restored, at the Akeda. But if my suggestion is correct, and the informant
led off the conversation by telling Abraham that Terah had died, these
juxtaposed episodes may have an even deeper thematic connection.
When God appeared to Abraham in 22:1, the content of the Akeda
directive would have been as baffling to him as it was deeply disturbing.
God had already promised him that Isaac, then childless, would carry
forward the covenantal heritage (21:12). How could this pledge be fulfilled if his son died now? Possibly worse yet, however, was God’s introductory phrase, lekh lekha, language which would have struck a hauntingly
familiar chord for Abraham. God had instructed him using this term just
one other time, dozens of years earlier, in 12:1—the apparent upshot of
which was to sever ties with family, including his father and the other
branches of his line,29 forever.30 Now Abraham—who at God’s insistence
had already banished his firstborn son Ishmael (21:14)—was apparently
being commanded to cut himself off from his only other son. Pondering
this eerie similarity, at or on the way to Mount Moria, Abraham could
understandably have felt terribly isolated. Two lekh lekha commands; two
instructions to cut ties with family, ancestors and descendants alike.31
Fortunately, the Akeda story ended with Isaac being spared, and the
hope for the Abrahamic line being restored. It turned out that this second
lekh lekha imperative was only temporary. But what of the first? By the
time he received the genealogical report, Abraham had been guided, and
28
In 22:1, he posits that, in the Bible, the phrase va-yehi ahar (or aharei) hadevarim ha’eleh always serves this dual function—and specifically points to our verse,
22:20, as an example. See also Yonatan Grossman, Esther: Megilat Setarim (Maggid,
2013), 82.
29
Regarding his nephew Lot, who left Haran with Abraham, 12:4 implies he initially accompanied him as an afterthought: “So Abram went, as the Lord had spoken
unto him; and Lot went with him…” See, e.g., Alshikh and Or Hahayyim to 12:4.
30
A task which potentially carried even more far-reaching familial consequences,
given that he was departing with a wife he knew was barren.
31
Yoma (3b) ascribes significance to lekha here (apparently because “go” could be
conveyed by just lekh). Rashi (12:1) and others concur, while Ramban (12:1) among
others, disagrees. Following the former view, one might suggest that as Abraham first
considered the matching separate-from-family lekh lekha commands then governing
him, he sensed an undercurrent of “go to yourself,” or perhaps, “go to be by yourself.”
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restricted, by the imperative for more than sixty years. As R. Hirsch puts
it (22:20): “It seems that Abraham took the ‘lekh lekha u-mibet avikha’ so
seriously that he had meticulously kept himself so much away from his
relations” for all those years.32
Would it ever end?
As he began to contemplate the search for a potential daughter-inlaw, Abraham looked back on the informant’s visit. Might the answer to
this question have come in their conversation, which notified him both of
his father’s death and Rebecca’s birth? Was God subtly telling him something? Abraham speculated as much and hoped so—and he took action
consistent with his instincts, but in a manner which still took into account
his remaining doubt.
When his suspicion was borne out and his servant returned from
abroad with Rebecca, who had passed his test with God’s help, Abraham
had his answer. Much like the second one, the first lekh lekha command
relating to his family turned out to be only temporary,33 and had finally
come to a close.34

32
See also Netziv (22:20), stating that 12:1’s lekh lekha instructed Abraham to
disconnect himself from even thinking about his family!
33
See Netziv to 22:20.
34
The tight connection between God’s twin lekh lekha instructions to Abraham is
even further stressed for the biblical reader, given that, in all of Scripture, the phrase
appears only in these two stories.
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