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THE WAY OF ABRAHAM
ROUTES AND LOCALITIES AS
NARRATIVE DATA IN GEN. 11:27-25:11*
Karel Deurloo

ABSTRACT

Within the thematic two-part Abraham-cycle ("land," chaps. 12-14 and
"progeny," chaps. 15-22), after the haphazard migration (11:31) and the accomplished migration (12:5) "to go to the land of Canaan," all attention is
directed to the marking of the land by the three altars in the North, center,
and South, with the provisional conclusions of the blessing in the place
which qualifies the land: "Salem" (Jerusalem). In this place, the second part
of the cycle concerning the son will also conclude: the mountain of YHWH
(Zion, 22:14). That this son, on the basis of God's "oath," receives his location in the land in Beersheba ("Well of the Oath," 22:16,19) is prepared by
the oath that gives its name to this place (21:31). In contrast to Isaac, the
other son of Abraham may live in the deadly desert because God hears
("Ishmael," 21:17). Lot, as contrasting figure to Abraham, receives via the
motif "Zoar" (13:10, 14:2,19:17,18) in "Moab" (me'ab, "by the father," 19:36)
his incestuous progeny.
In the two additional ancestral mothers' stories the first theme is
sounded in relation to Sarah's grave, as a sign of the gift of the land, in

This article was expressly written (in Dutch and translated) for this volume.
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Genesis 23; while Rebekah in Genesis 24, repeats Abraham's migration for
the sake of progeny.
Routes and locations in the Abraham cycle correspond completely with
the theme of the narrative.

"'Go, you (lek-leka)' is written twice (12:1, 22:2), and we do not know
which was the most precious [in the eyes of God], whether the first or the
second." This statement by Rabbi Levi in Gen. Rab. 39:9 indicates the
indissoluble connection of these two perspectives: the first concerns
Abram's journey on account of the land, the second—within a sentence
with the same rhythm and climax—his journey on account of the son.
The two texts form the framework for the series of the Abraham narratives and indicate the themes of the two parts of the cycle: 11:27-14:24,
which must be read under the heading of the phrase: laleket 'arsah
kenacan, "to go to the land of Canaan," and chaps. 15-22, which must be
read as an intensification of the first part: lezar* aka natati ^et ha'ares hazzo't
, "to your seed I give this land" (15:18). Thus, the Abraham cycle is a concretizing of the previous stories concerning humanity on earth in the
particularizing of the people in the land. One might say that Abram leaves
for this "particularizing" the world of nations, the "families" (mispahot,
see, e.g., 10:2, etc.) on the "earth" ('adamah), or: the "nations" (goyim) on
earth ('ares). The world of nations frames the real cycle with these two
terms: "with you will all families of the earth be blessed" (12:3) and, as a
parallel: "with your seed will all the nations on the. earth bless one
another" (22:18). The stories concerning this land and this son have the
world of nations as their horizon. Two narratives concerning the matriarchs Sarah and Rebekah repeat the two themes as in an epilogue. The
grave of Sarah is mentioned with an eye on the land (chap. 23), the journey of Rebekah—parallel to that of Abram—is mentioned in connection
with the progress of the "seed" via the son.
Twice "to go to the land of Canaan"
When we follow the toledot-division of Genesis, we note that the
Abraham cycle begins with: "These are the descendants of Terah"
(11:27).1 After the genealogical notations which, particularly through the
names of Nahor and Milcah, form a framing with 22:20-23, mention is
made of a first move from Ur of the Chaldees at the instigation of Terah.
The remarkable manner in which this migration is narrated corresponds
1 See K. A. Deurloo, "Narrative Geography in the Abraham Cycle," OTS 26 (1990)
48-62.
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with the summarizing address of YHWH to Abram in the opening chapter
of the second part, entirely along the lines of the exodus formula: "I am
YHWH who brought you out of Ur of the Chaldees to give you this land to
inherit it" (15:7).2 On the one hand, this is a prelude to the vaticinium ex
eventu concerning Israel's stay in Egypt (15:13); on the other hand, the
author indicates with this that the first exodus (ysj) at the initiative of
Terah was already the work of YHWH, though Abram's call took place at
Haran (12:1-3). Though Terah acted at first, it was Abram who went out.
That point becomes clear when one reads synoptically the two sentences
concerning the theme laleket ^arsah kenacan\h took Abram his son and Lot, the son of H
his son's son and Sarai his daughter-in-law, the wife of Abram his son.3
They set out with them from Ur of the Chaldeans, to go to the land
of Canaan.
They came
as far as Haran, they settled there (11:31).
He (Abram) took Sarai his wife and Lot his brother's son, all...and all...,
and they set out to go to the land of Canaan
and they came in the land of Canaan (12:5).

The difference between the coincidental initiative of Terah—if things
would look favorable in Haran, they would stay there—and the intentional initiative of Abram—"they came in the land of Canaan"—catch the
eye. In between stands Abram's call lek leka, "go, you." In the first case
the narrator relates that Terah takes the clan of Abram, whereby he omits
the other members of Terah's house (particularly Nahor and Milcah, see
22:2off.). Thus he makes it possible to say in the following sentence: They
(Abram and his people) went out (yf) with them ('ittam),* i.e., with Terah
and all of his house. Without knowing it, Abram has already gone out of
Ur according to the exodus formula of 15:7. Just as Haran dies at Ur,
"before the face,"5 in the presence of, his father Terah (13:28), thus
Abram will leave his father's house during Terah's life. Terah dies at 205
years old, Abraham takes the initiative for his exodus at the age of 75.
The most striking parallel is found in Lev 25:18, but see also Exod 20:2.
3 The repeated word "son" forms a thematic contrast with: "Now Sarai was
barren, she had no child" (13:30).
4 The special significance of 'ittam is generally not noted (see critical apparatus).
Translations incorrectly choose "together," or the word is simply omitted (e.g., NEB).
U. Cassuto interprets: "all the members of the family went forth with them—that is,
with Abram, Sarai and Lot"; A Commentary on the Book of Genesis (Jerusalem: Magnes,
1964) 2:280, 281.
5 See Gen. Rab. 38:13.
2
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The theme "to go to the land of Canaan/' the only land with boundaries that is already named in the list of nations (10:19), receives special
emphasis by this repetition. That land, however, is already inhabited by
the twelve "clans." When Abram arrives there he sounds alarmed: "The
Canaanite lived in the land then" (12:6). Abram will be ager, a sojourner,
there.

not reside in the land with Abram because he represents the peoples of
Moab and Ammon. Similarly, Ishmael (the southern desert peoples) and
Esau (Edom) must separate from Jacob (prd, hiphil 10:32; 13:9, 11, 14;
25:22). These contrasting figures represent the nations surrounding Israel
in the Genesis story, which describes Israel's development among the
goyim. "They could not 'settle' (ysb) together.. .the land could not support
them" (13:6; 37:7). In Lot's selection the narrator draws a contrast to
Abram: "Lot lifted up his eyes and saw the plain of the Jordan, how wellwatered it all was, before YHWH brought ruin upon Sodom and Gomorrah, like YHWH'S garden, like the land of Egypt (!), as far as you come
toward Zoar" (13:10).
After Lot's separation comes the moment promised to Abram: "the
land that I will show you" (12:1).9 "Lift up your eyes and see from the
place where you are (i.e., the 'place between Bethel and Ai!', the middle,
on the boundary between the northern kingdom and Judah) northward,
southward, eastward, and westward, indeed, all the land that you see, I
give it to you..." (13:14). Abram's going (hlk) to the land now becomes
"walking" (hlk, hitpacel). Now he may take his own place in the South to
build his third altar. Everything is told very briefly, because the narrator
will return to this place in connection with the theophany concerning the
son(i8:i).10
Abram has marked the land with three altars: the northern one at
Shechem/oflfc at Moreh; the southern one at Hebron/the oaks of Mamre.
In the "middle" he has created a "place" with his altar. Provisionally, the
narrative has concluded with seeing of the land from this place. But is it
indeed the place in the land? In any event, Abram will build yet another
altar in the story.
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The marking of the land by three altars
The author has Abram, like Jacob in his return from Paddan Aram
(33:18), arrive at the "cultic site" (maqom) Shechem, the oak of Moreh. The
land that YHWH will "show" him (12:1) is, first of all, the land where
YHWH appears, "lets himself be seen," with the promise that this land
will be given to his "offspring." The supreme moment of this series of
narratives, the seeing of the land, is still postponed. In this northerly part
of the land Abram erects an altar of the theophany (12:7).
In the following stage Abram, by the building of the altar, creates a
place, namely between Bethel to the west and Ai to the east. It is not so
much the exact geographical as the "historic" center of the land, the
boundary between the southern and the northern kingdom.6 In this new
location Abram proclaims the name of YHWH.? When the journey moves
further south, the reader naturally expects that there, too, an altar will be
built, but the shameful descent to Egypt, because of famine in the land,
thwarts that expectation. Partly for compositional reasons the author
inserts the scene of the matriarch in a royal harem. It is one of the
"doublets"8 of which the Abram-cycle makes conscious use: Sarai at the
court of the Pharaoh introduces, after the exodus from Egypt, the great
moment of seeing the land, just as Sarah in the harem of the king of Gerar
(chap. 20) introduces the birth of the son. Abram, who, just as his people
later, goes out with much property, returns to the location in the
"center," which now is called maqom (place), and he again proclaims the
name of YHWH. Before the provisional goal of the first series of narratives
is reached, Lot has to separate from him, to direct all attention to the first
patriarch and to him alone. Lot "who went with him" (12:4; 13:1, 5) can6 See Josh 18:13; 8:9.
7 With this the last sentence, which is full of perspective, is taken from the narrative anthropology of Genesis 2-4: "Then men began to call out the name of YHWH"
(not "call on"!). See H. A. Brongers, "Die Wendung besem jhwh im AT," ZAW 77
(1965) 12.
8 See J. Rosenberg, King and Kin (Bloomington/Indianapolis: Indiana University
Press, 1986) 73-75.
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Lot as contrast figure of Abraham
Though Lot does not appear in the pericope of the sojourn in Egypt,
his choice of the "plain of the Jordan" reminds us of this history: "like the
land of Egypt." His choice also presages what will take place, not only by
the remark "now the men of Sodom were exceedingly wicked and sinful
before YHWH" (13:3) but also by the notice that Lot saw "as far as Zoar"
(13:10). In that direction will he proceed. The name of this place returns
9 Translation: "To the land that I will let you see." Thus after Buber: E. Fox, In the
Beginning. A New English Rendition of the Book of Genesis (New York: Schocken, 1983)
48. Citations are accommodated to this translation.
10 See T. L. Thompson, "The Origin Tradition of Ancient Israel," /SOT 55 (1978) 85,
91, 92.
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in the story concerning "the war in the land"—the rescue of Lot, in
"doublet" with chaps. 18/19—where the kings of four empires war with
the five—and not, as one might expect, the four11—local kings. The
author lets the fifth city, obviously added to the traditional names, stand
out stylistically. The fifth king is nameless, and his city is glossed: "and
the king of Bela, that is Zoar." This city "Bela" ("devoured") will be the
only city that is not "devoured" in the catastrophe of chap. 19, because
the city receives the name of Zoar.
Lot, who is removed from the catastrophe by the divine messengers
by virtue of Abraham's intercession (19:29), is afraid to flee to the mountains and raises the question: "that town is near enough to, flee to and it
is so tiny (mifar)." The amazing answer is: "Make haste, escape there, for
I am not able to do anything until you arrive there." That is how great is
the power of Abraham's intercession! Thus peoples are blessed in him:
Moab and Ammon. Of that, the nearby city of Moab, near the Dead Sea
(see, e.g., Isa 15:5), is the remaining sign: "therefore the name of the town
was called Zoar/Tiny" (19:17-22).
Thus Lot finally approaches his own land ('ares). But will he also have
a son, will he have "seed"? From the names12 Moab and Bene Ammon
(thus is this people always indicated in the Old Testament) the author
develops a story dialectically opposed to the miraculous birth of Isaac
(2i:iff.), which truly evokes laughter (shcf). A different kind of humor is
found in 19:30-38. Lot's hesitating between Zoar and "mountains"—one
almost might add: "of Moab"—is decided in favor of the latter. There he
sits in a cave with his two daughters. The narrator has excluded his wife
in an original manner (19:26); the sons-in-law have disappeared in the
catastrophe (19:14). It seems as if Lot, like Abraham, will have "seed"
through a miracle—but it becomes an all too natural miracle. The firstborn (!) daughter says: "our father is old" (we need to hurry) "and there
is no man in the land." But it is a land of wine (see Isa 16:8; Jer 48:nff.,
32ff.) and with its help it is possible to revive "seed...from our father"
(me^abmu); 19:32, 34). The daughters get pregnant by their father. The
firstborn gives birth to Moab (mo^ab) by the father (me>ab). The youngest
bears a son, the father of Bene-Ammon, "Ben Ammi," "son of the blood

relation/father." The daughters' will to survive takes care of the natural
miracle: Lot begets, without "knowing" (yd'), his land, his seed, his
descendants. Thanks to Abraham's effort on his behalf, Lot, too, has also
"land and progeny." The sign of this is Zoar.
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11 See the four names at the boundaries of Canaan (10:19; Deut 29:23). On the basis
of 14:2, Wis 10:6 speaks of "Pentapolis."
12 See J. Van Seters, Abraham in History and Tradition (New Haven/London: Yale
University Press, 1975) 219, 220. The motif the post-deluge situation at best filters
through in this story; see C. Westermann, Genesis (BKAT 1/2; Neukirchen/Vluyn:
Neukirchener Verlag, 1981) 379, 380.
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Royal-priestly blessing at Salem
Contra EmertonI3 and with Van Seters/4 the chapter that has been
typified as "independent and secondary in the development of Genesis"1? may be seen as a late narrative in which psalmic motives have been
incorporated. Nevertheless, the chapter is firmly anchored in context.
Lot's sojourn in Sodom is presupposed, while the word mgn, the
delivering of enemies in Abram's hand (14:20), occurs again in an
ambiguous sense in 15:1.l6 The chapter plays with names. The king of
Sodom is called "Bera," "in anger" (berac), the king of Gomorrah
"Birsha," "in evil" (berasac) in line with 13:13. Reference has already been
made to "the king of Bela, that is Zoar" (14:2, 8). The formula "that is
(now)" is repeated a number of times: the valley of Siddim, which is
(now) the Dead Sea (see chap. 19). The journey of the four great kings
forms, in the first instance, the reverse of the people's route in the
wilderness to the land, that is to say, to "En Mishpat, which is Kadesh"
(cf. Num 13:36, 20:1). Abram as a "Hebrew"—the name of someone from
Israel in international context, see Jon 1:9 et al.—is initially involved in
battle when he is told that Lot has been taken captive. The rescue of Lot,
which is a major motif in chaps. 18 and 19, appears to be an ancillary
motif here. Kingship is central. The narrator makes this clear with the
sentence: "The king of Sodom went out to meet him (Abram) upon his
return from the strike against...the kings...to the valley of Shaveh, that is
the king's valley (see i Sam 18:18). Now Ma//c/-Tsedek, the king of
Salem..." (14:17,18). Salem does not need to, and cannot be, explained
as: that is, Jerusalem,^ for that name and Zz'on are avoided in the Torah.
Who is Malki-Tsedek? This name and Salem occur in the Zion psalms
a 3 J. A. Emerton, "Some False Clues in the Study of Genesis XIV," VT 21 (1971) 2437, and "The Riddle of Genesis XIV," VT 21 (1971) 403-39.
J 4 Van Seters, Abraham: "Its dating points at the close of the fourth century B.C. as
the time when biblical tradition of Abraham received its final chapter" (308).
J5 Thompson, "Origin Tradition" 87.
1" "Shield," but 15.2: "what will you give me." Martin Kessler suggests in "The
'Shield' of Abraham?" (VT 14 [1964] 494-97) that mgn be vocalized mogen, "to give,"
translating: "I am about to give you your very great reward."
17 See iQapGen 20:13.
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with the defeat of the kings who threaten the divine city (Psalms 76 and
no). This king and priest represent the good among kings—one might
be tempted to say, that is, Davidic kingship. The words he speaks cannot
be: "YHWH, the maker of heaven and earth, bless you from Zion," as in
the Psalms. With a sense of the "historic" situation, the author lets him
use his own language: "Blessed be Abram by God Elyon, Founder (qoneh)
of heaven and earth," a saying that Abram can take over with the addition of the divine name (14:19, 22).
The blessing of the one who was blessed at the beginning of this
series of narratives (chaps. 12-14) is a fitting conclusion. Moreover, what
does the name Salem mean at the end of the treatment of the theme
"going to the land of Canaan?" Is the land that is marked by three altars
not particularly characterized by this place? Here Abram already brings
his tithes, here he will bring the substitute sacrifice for his firstborn son,
in chap. 22, as Israel will do later (e.g., Deut 12:6). Then Abram, who in
chaps. 15,18, and 20 has a prophetic function, will himself act as priest.
The compendium character of the Abraham cycle—many central themes
that typify the essence of Israel are present here—does not only concern,
but in chaps. 12-14 the land especially and its central place. Here Abram
will build the altar par excellence (22:9) in connection with the second
main theme, the son.

argument one notes the local color of semi-nomadic life.21 The other
motif stems from the political sphere: the Philistine king recognizes (in
Abraham) Israel as the superior power in the land. One does not need to
deny the correctness of these observations to deem another, namely, the
compositional question, of greater significance for exegesis.
The question arises, however, why it was not sufficient to raise this
theme in the story of Isaac, where it is staged so much more clearly?22
Why is the narrative (also) situated here, and why does it contain such an
obvious double motif? The answer to the first question might be that an
interlude between the birth of Isaac/the sending away of Ishmael and
Abraham's sacrificial journey is in place from a literary point of view.23
Van Seters has pointed out that with respect to content, Abraham's admonition concerning the stolen well connects better with Gen 20:17 or ^
"to counterbalance the previous charge that Abimelech made against
Abraham." 2 4 That is an apt observation which, however, makes the
question concerning the present composition the more pressing. In the
first place, one might say that if the narrative concerning the well had
been situated there, the direct connection of the sterility in Gerar with
Sarah's infertility would be broken: the plague of Abimelech's impotence
and the infertility of his wives are healed after the intercession of Abraham the prophet (20:18), as an introduction to Sarah's pregnancy (21:1,
2).25 Moreover, it would not have been appropriate to burden the pericope, in which Abraham's low point is described, with a countermove by
Abraham of a settlement: an admonition concerning the stealing of a well
by Abimelech's servants. All emphasis must fall on Abraham's degenerate behavior in Genesis 20. Because the prophet did not see (20:10) that he
was in Gerar in the midst of a godfearing people, he wanted to secure his
own life through his "sister" excuse, and that while Sarah had just been
promised fertility (18:10). The entire goal of his life placed Abraham in
the balance, and, after God intervened by making Abimelech impotent,

The preparation of Isaac's location, Beersheba
In addition to the place of Abraham's sacrificial journey,18 which is
indirectly emphasized through the purposeful omission of a name, the
location Beersheba plays a most important role in the chapters concerning the son (chaps. 12-22). The pericope 21:22-34 does not receive the
attention it deserves exegetically and homiletically, however. Discussion
deals mainly with source analysis1? or the literary prehistory.20 It is
generally concluded that we have here a weaving together of two motifs:
Abraham shrewdly makes use of a previously given etiological explanation of the name "Beersheba": "seven-well," to get this well into his
possession by the gift of seven lambs. In this settling of a shepherds'
18 See K. A. Deurloo, "Abraham, profeet (Gen 15 en 20)," Amsterdamse Cahiers g
(1988) 35-46 and chap. 8 below.
19 Westermann, Genesis 424-26.
20 Van Seters, Abraham 183-91. Concerning the episode, vv. 25-26, 28-313, he says
that we are dealing with a folkloristic motif rather than a tradition. Etiologies like
these concerning the place Beersheba "were very common as literary devices in the
ancient world" (185).
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V. H. Mattheus, "The Wells of Gerar," BA 49 (1986) 118-26.
Westermann, Genesis 425 strongly emphasizes the parallelism with Genesis 26.
In spite of identical expressions, differences attract attention in this chapter, which is
so full of the repetition of Abraham motifs. Abimelech, for example, looks up Isaac
after he sent him away from his sphere of influence. Beersheba had already become
the place of Isaac.
23 See T. L. Thompson, "Origin Tradition" 96, 97, and Fox, In the Beginning: "This
interlude, which usefully separates the life threats to Abraham's two sons..." (79).
24 Van Seters, Abraham 185.
25 K. A. Deurloo, "Die Gefahrdung der Ahnfrau (Gen 20)," Dielheimer Blatter zum
Alten Testament 25 (1988) 17-27.
21
22

VOICES FROM AMSTERDAM

THE WAY OF ABRAHAM

he fabricated a tale about his family relationships (20:12), using abject
terminology about his call: "when gods made me wander...." Abimelech
listened to him and made no comment, or is there an ironic note in his
statement to Sarah: "I am giving a thousand pieces of silver to your
brother...." Abraham's "counter-balance" needed to be postponed a
while, as well as Abimelech's conscious reaction to Abraham's lie.
Just as the story of Sarai in Pharaoh's harem (i2:io-2o)26 directly
precedes, via an exodus from Egypt, the great moment of seeing of the
land—connected with the separation of Lot (Moab and Ammon), Genesis
13—thus the story of Sarah in the harem of Abimelech directly precedes
the decisive moment of the birth of the son, which is coupled to the separation of Ishmael (the southern desert peoples). To Abraham, the
questionable prophet and intercessor from Abimelech's viewpoint, a son
is born through Sarah. He has a future in the land that Abimelech hospitably offered him: "See, my land lies before you..." (20:16). Connected
to the episode 20:1-21:21 is the temporal clause, "it happened at that
time..." (21:22).27 At the beginning of it Abraham placed himself in the
direction of what would appear to be Isaac's own location. The description has intentionally been kept vague: the Negev between Kadesh and
Shur, also with a view toward Ishmael (16:7, 14). The name of the
location, "desert of Beersheba" (21:14), is named proleptically in a casual
manner. That name will soon be accented emphatically, however, but not
without connecting to it a second motif. The deceit of Abraham calls for
redress. That redress leads to a pact and to a boundary settlement with
the Philistines, one of the surrounding peoples beside the southern nomads (Ishmael) and the peoples of Moab and Ammon (Lot) and Edom
(Esau)—and like the Chaldeans, an anachronism in these stories. Though
the Philistines are not brothers, Abraham and Isaac (26:28) have a
covenantal relationship with them.
At the conclusion of the first part of the cycle the reader has already
met references to the north of the land (Dan, Damascus, I4:i4ff.); here in
the south, at the conclusion of the second part of the cycle, the names of
Beersheba and the Philistines are heard. In this part of the land, too, which
is not called the land of Canaan but still the land of the Philistines, Abraham is a guest and a stranger (wayyagor bigrarl) 20:1; see also "the land in

which you have sojourned [lived as guest and stranger]," 21:23. No matter how stringently it is indicated that the well was dug by Abraham and
in spite of the fact that Abimelech and Phicol return to "the land of the
Philistines" (21:34), the marking of Beersheba is still provisional for
"Abraham sojourned in the land of the Philistines" (21:34). Nevertheless,
now that his son is growing up, Abraham is presented as a powerful figure from the perspective of the future. This is made clear in the story by
having Abimelech accompanied by his army commander when he "at
that time" addressed himself to Abraham with words that, for the reader
who knows what the patriarch had actually done (Genesis 20), have a
somewhat ironic sound. It is indisputably true, however, that Abraham is
blessed:
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26 See K. A. D. Smelik, "Verhaal en context" [Story and Context] in: B. Becking &
K. A. D. Smelik, (eds.), Een patriarchate leugen. Het verhaal in Genesis 12 verschillend
belicht [A Patriarchal Lie. Different Approaches to the Story of Genesis 12] (Baarn:
Ten Have, 1989) 54-5727 For this redactional connection see 31:10; 38:1.
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God is with you in everything you do.
Now then,
swear to me by God:
See, do not deceive me, nor my kith, nor my kin!
According to the "loyalty" (hesed) which I have done to you,
do thus to me also
and to my land where you have sojourned (21:23).

The language Abimelech uses (nini-nekdi, "progeny-posterity") is
well chosen for Abraham, who had become the father of a son. Deceit
reminds one of Abraham's deed, the hesed of Abimelech's straightforward conduct in Genesis 20, where he had to speak the words: "Deeds
that one does not do, you have done to me" (20:9).
The Well of the Oath
After Abraham has thus sworn (sbc) at Abimelech's request, the author connects to this moment the "counterbalance" to Abraham's
reproach concerning the stolen well (be^er), so that the theme Beersheba
(be'ersebcf) is sounded. In his answer Abimelech appears to be the same
upright figure the reader met with in his defense before God (20:5, 6 gamgam!):
I do not know who has done this.
Neither have you informed me,
neither have I heard about it before today! (21:26).

Abimelech approached Abraham in his deceit with a present of small
livestock and cattle (20:14). Abraham now does the same in this case of
the theft of a well (21:27). The covenant may be concluded, but it needs to
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be underlined with the etymological motif of seven (sebac) lambs. In vv.
26-31 this results in the series: be>er-sebac-sebac-&ebac-be>er, after which the
name Beersheba appears in the etiological formula. This name, like be^er
and sebac, is sounded three times in the story. The sworn covenant and
marking the place in the south of the land stand in the sign of the already
and the not yet. That is the case not only on account of the ambiguity of
the two sentences: Abimelech and Phicol, "they returned to the land of
the Philistines" (21:34), and "Abraham remained as sojourner in the land
of the Philistines" (21:34) but also because of the fact that Abraham does
not build an altar in Beersheba. That is left to Isaac to do (26:25).
Abraham had already built three altars that indicate the northern and
southern divisions in the land of Canaan: Shechem as the central northern (cultic) place (12:7), Mamre/Hebron in the Judean south (13:18), and
between Bethel and Ai (12:8; 13:4) in the middle, the point from which he
can see the land in all directions (13:14). The only altar that he builds not
in connection with the land, but with the son on the mountain of YHWH,
has its central place in the following chapter. The fact that Abraham here
in Beersheba, just as in the middle of the land, proclaims the name of
YHWH 28 (13:14), calls the more attention to his failure to build an altar.
And it is precisely here, in his special locale, that the name of his son is
lacking. What the reader misses is compensated for in the story of Genesis 22, which forms the climax of the cycle. The pericope 21:22-34 is not
only an interlude that makes a division between narratives concerning a
threat to the life of the two sons Ishmael and Isaac, but also forms a
preparation to the sacrificial journey of Abraham2? and the only altar on
the mountain of YHWH.
At the beginning of Genesis 22, the place of the night call—"Take
your son..."—remains in the dark. Everything turns on the secret of that
other place that God mentions to Abraham (22:2, 4, 9). When, however,
the tension concerning that riddle is dissolved (22:14), *ne starting point
of the sacrificial journey may be mentioned for the sake of the son, and
repeated for emphasis: "They went together to Beersheba, and Abraham
lived in Beersheba" (22:19). It is the Well of the Oath. Does it connect with
the sworn covenant that Abraham concluded with Abimelech? Indeed,
thus Isaac's own location, the extreme south of the land, opposite the

Philistines, is spelled out in plain sight, after his birth and after his separation from Ishmael. With this son Abraham's seed is called by name
(21:12). But the fact that he can make his place there rests still more on
that other oath: "By myself I swear, saying of YHWH..." (22:16-18). That
oath YHWH will confirm (26:3^!) when Isaac settles in the land of which
YHWH would tell him (26:2; see 22:2ff.). Beersheba will be the place where
Isaac builds an altar and where he, following Abraham, proclaims the
name of YHWH.
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2° Identification of YHWH with El Olam, which is unique in the Old Testament, as
with El Elyon in 14:22.
29 The inner necessity of Abraham's temptation relating to the son whose birth is
also prepared by his lie to Abimelech (Genesis 20), and the explicit mention of that lie
(21:23), as framing of Isaac's birth.
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Ishmael as contrasting figure to Isaac
The well Lahai Roi is the geographical point connecting Ishmael
(16:14) and Isaac (24:62; 15:11), the two sons of Abraham. None of the
figures who form a contrast to the patriarchs and those who represent
the peoples among whom Israel is said to originate—Abraham versus
Lot (Moab/Ammon), Isaac versus Ishmael (the southern desert peoples),
and Jacob versus Esau (Edom)—is characterized so similarly to his
brother as Ishmael. The stories concerning Hagar and Ishmael, as
"doublet,"3° form the framework of the announcement and birth of Isaac,
and/or the command to give a name (17:19), and their execution (13:3);
of the command to circumcise on the eighth day (17:12) and its execution
(21:4): in chap. 16 Ishmael is born and in 21:9-13 Hagar is sent away with
him.
The prophetically colored "call" chapter (chap. 15) introduces the
second part of the Abraham cycle concerning the theme "son." The
going-to-the-land of Canaan has not yet been developed after ten years
(16:3) because of Sarai's infertility. Abram's answer to YHWH'S call echoes
his call lek-leka, "go, you!": wPanoki holek cftnri, "I go childless" (15:2).31
After the proposal that Abram's major domol2 be his heir is rejected, a
3° G. W. Coats, Genesis with an Introduction to Narrative Literature (FOTL i; Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1983) 135, rightly remarks: "The crisis in the narrative, introduced
in Genesis 16, is rejoined in 21:8-13, a continuation of the counterpart rather than a
doublet."
31 Participle with the connotation "to die," see Gen 25:32. In addition, 'ann is a
counterpart to caqarah that is only used of men (Lev 20:20, 21; see ler 22:30).
32 Eliezer, ingematria [numerology] 318, see 14:14, is mysteriously called ben meseq,
son of the house (see F. Pomponio, "ben meseq di Gen 15,2 e un termine ammistrativo
di Ebla," BzbO 25/136 [1983] 107-9). A. van Selms, Genesis (Nijkerk: Callenbach,
1967) i: 214 translates "son of the legal claim" and sees an allusion to the legal claims
of Aram to Israelite territory; with reference to the name Hadad-ezer in connection
with "Damascene Eliezer." The explanatory "gloss" that is Damascus recalls the formula in Genesis 14, however. One might think of the progress of the "blessing" in
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new emergency solution comes into view: "Abram hearkened to the
voice of Sarai" (16:23, see 21:12; 2:18; 3:17). Hagar must first furnish a
mirror image of Israel's slavery in Egypt where the people are oppressed
(15:16). Hagar must have herself oppressed as an Egyptian slave (16:9) by
Israel's matriarch. But with this fate she also shares in blessing in the
same manner as Abraham. Her seed, too, cannot be counted (16:10, see
15:5). Her son, too, will be a "great nation" (21:18), like Isaac (21:3, see
12:2; 17:20; 18:18). Though Abraham's "seed" will receive a name in Isaac
(21:12), and though YHWH will make his covenant with Isaac (17:21),
Ishmael is no less a son of Abraham,33 and according to chap. 17 he is the
prototype of the circumcised proselyte. When Hagar, the Egyptian
mother of this son of Abraham, seeks an Egyptian wife for him (21:21),
this is partially suggested by the fact that in Ishmael the people located
between Israel's land and Egypt is defined. In this land the two Hagar
stories take place. As to the latter, both the contrast and the parallel with
chap. 22 have been pointed out correctly.34 The son, threatened by death,
is kept alive at the last moment by the call from heaven by the messenger
of God (with Hagar), by the messenger of God (with Abraham). In
addition to the parallel promises to Israel and to Abraham's "seed"
already mentioned, there are corresponding motif words of which see is
the most striking. As far as Abraham is concerned, the "seeing of the
land" has its counterpart in the role the word see plays in Genesis 22. In
the first Hagar story the reader is struck by the crucial words: "Have I
even here seen after him who sees me?" (16:13 in reference to the name
of the boundary between Ishmael and Isaac: Lahai Roi). In 21:19 her eyes
are opened so that she sees the well, which means life in the desert for
her son. Because "God hears" ("Ishmael"), Hagar sees. Abraham, who
confesses that "God sees" (22:8, cf. the name "YHWH sees," 22:14),is tne
one who by his "going" hears God's voice (22:18).
How does Ishmael reach his location? His people's secret lies precisely in that and is explained by his name. His name explicitly resounds
in connection with Hagar: "God-hears," for "YHWH has heeded your
affliction" (16:11). But the name resounds more impressively in an
implicit manner, with the child—his name is intentionally withheld in
chap. 21—dying under a desert shrub. When Hagar then raises her voice

to weep, it is not said as in 16:11 that God hearkens to her voice, but:
"God hears—wayyismac >elohim and (k)ysmc ^(hym): "Ishmael!"—the voice
of the boy where he is" (21:17), namely, in the desert where one cannot
live but dies of thirst. These "Ishmael-people" must have been observed
with amazement: they live in a place where Israel could only live by
God's providence, in the exodus from Egypt. How else could this people
live except because "God hears"? No matter how dangerous these desert
nomads (16:12) might be with a bow (21:16, 20), they are nevertheless, in
the shadow of the wonder of Israel's origin and existence, a sign of life in
the midst of a land of death: "Ishmael," "where he is," in the desert.

Damascus-Aram in place of Salem-Israel. The second solution of the progress of the
"blessing" refers to "Ishmael"—the southern desert nomads.
33 Fox, In the beginning 79: "The same exalted status as his brother."
34 In a rather stubborn manner by, e.g., H. C. White, "The Initiation Legend of
Isaac," ZAW 91 (1979) 1-30.
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Machpelah, the grave of Sarah: Sign of the gift of the land
After the story in which the Abraham cycles reaches its climax, the
sacrificial journey to "the place," the "body" of this series is closed by a
genealogical notice: 22:20-24. Among the twelve(!) sons of Nahor, surprisingly, a daughter is featured: "And Bethuel begot Rebekah." The
reader will learn later that he is also the father of Laban. The name
Rebekah introduces two epilogical stories concerning the matriarchs,
which once more raise the two great themes of the cycle: land and son.
Meanwhile Rebekah is introduced as the new matriarch before Sarah
dies. Clearly it is not her death and burial that is the central theme of
chap. 23, but her grave, or more specifically: the field with the cave of
Machpelah.35 The inclusio puts the reader on the right track: "Arba, that
is Hebron, in the land of Canaan" (23:2), "Mamre, that is Hebron, in the
land of Canaan" (23:19). This statement the narrator lets the owner of the
cave, Ephron, say accidentally, as it were. Ephron hopes to take clever
advantage of the situation by also selling the adjoining field (sadeh, 23:9)
at a high price. First, Ephron says, among the cam ha^ares, the "people of
the land," the legal dignitaries who were competent to act: "That field I
give you, with the cave on it I give you, before the eyes of the sons of my
people I give it to you; bury your dead!" (23:11). Upon naming the price
he says, however: "land Cares), of 400 shekels, what is that between you
and me!" (23:15). The reader detects a double bottom (the buying of the
field, but with the words: giving of the land), and he is reminded of the
theme of Genesis 12-14. After the purchase Abraham, who no longer
"faces" his wife Sarah—see the play on the word pamm, 23:3, 4, 8—is
now "facing" her burial plot from his place Mamre (23:17,19) as the first

35 Translation by Th. Booij, "Hagar's Words in Genesis XVI ijb," VT 30 (1980) 1-7
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piece of land belonging to him. Abraham said:36 "I wish to bury my dead
from before my face (millepanay)"; the legal contract mentions the field that
stands (wayyaqom) in name of Abraham facing (cal pene) Mamre,
Abraham's place. "After that Abraham buried his wife Sarah in the cave
of Machpelah, (situated) before the face (cal pene) of Mamre, that is
Hebron, in the land of Canaan." The grave is a sign of the future fulfillment of the promise of YHWH: to your "seed" I will give this land.37
Rebekah's journey from Haran as sign of the future for the son
On the "seed" turns the last great narrative of the cycle. Therefore,
Abraham has the servant whom he sends to fetch a wife for his son,
swear an oath "on his testicles" (24:2). The big question is whether that
woman from Haran might be willing to follow the servant "to go to this
land" (24:5). This phrase calls to mind again laleket >arsah kenacan, "to go
to the land of Canaan," and thereby the great move of Abraham himself.
This effect is strengthened, moreover, by the use of the characteristic
terms of 12:1, namely land, family (moledet), and father's house (see 24:28):
mother's house.!8 Abraham's journey is irreversible. Thus, in his oath the
servant must swear he will not let the son return to the land that
Abraham had left. In the grave of Sarah the promise of the gift of the
land lies, as it were, anchored sacramentally. With a new exodus from
the mother's house the woman must go the way that Abraham went to
guarantee the offspring of Isaac. It is up to her whether what began as so
exciting and marvelous in chaps. 15-22 will have a future. The narrator
arranges the story so that with every patriarchal negotiation the decision
is made by the woman herself. Through the figures in the story the
reader hears the fact of her willingness "from her own mouth:" "I will
go" (24:57^). The continuation of the double lek-leka, "you go," of Abraham is thereby guaranteed: the story will continue in the toledot of Isaac.

36 Therefore, Thompson says wrongly that Genesis 23 must be read as a "self-sufficient tale that has no integral connection with the preceding Abraham narratives"
("Origin Tradition" 99). For an opposing view see F. W. Golka, "Die theologischen
Erzahlungen im Abrahamskreis," ZAWgo (1978) 193-95.
37 Thus, the life of Abraham and Sarah was one "from face to face."
38 About the patriarchs and their burial site G. Von Rad strikingly remarks: "In
death they were sojourners no longer"; Old Testament Theology (New York: Harper &
Row, 1962) i: 169.

The blessing Rebekah receives thus corresponds with the statement
concerning Isaac: "your 'seed' shall inherit the gate of their enemies"
(22:17). To her is said:39
Our sister, may you become thousandfold myriads!
May your "seed" inherit the gate of those who hate him! (24:60).

In going to the land of Canaan Rebekah becomes the new matriarch. In
the land that bears as a sign the grave of Sarah, Rebekah assumes her
function: "Thus was Isaac comforted...after his mother" (24:67).
Epilogue
In the course of investigating routes and locations above, comments
of a genetic and traditio-historical nature were made very sparsely; the
given composition was our starting point. The question of the texts'
origins40 is (also in connection with new concepts concerning the history
of Israel)41 much discussed. Old Testament scholars of the Amsterdam
School have, since the 'sixties, carefully worked with the hypothesis that
the exile was the period when literary production flourished, and that it
came to fruition especially after the exile. It is assumed that pre-exilic
material was often worked with. However, the emphasis has always
been on rhetoric and criticism. Yet, historical questions cannot be
ignored. In the diversity of style and word usage, the texture of, e.g., the
Abraham cycle is more and more evident. We must agree with Diebner
when he speaks of Genesis as a book of the "ancient Jewish Bible" that
speaks so fully about fundamental data concerning Israel that it might be
characterized cum grano salis as a sort of "dogmatics."42 The completely
hypothetical, very old dating of J segments of Genesis is aptly called a
scientific relic of historicism. Theologically speaking, dating in the ninth
or eigth century, or even after the sixth century, cannot have any decisive
significance. But the difficult question concerning the when and how of
the liturgical use of this text is of theological interest. Must we not imag39 A. van Selms, Genesis (Nijkerk: Callenbach, 1967) 2: 45, correctly points to the
(here democratized) royal blessing (see 22:18; Ps 72:17). For a Ugaritic parallel see
CTA 10, II, 20-21.
40 See R. N. Whybray, "The Making of the Pentateuch. A Methodological Study."
]SOTSup 53 (Sheffield: Academic Press,i987).
41 See N. P. Lemche, Ancient Israel. A New History of Israelite Society (Sheffield: JSOT
Press, 1988).
42 B. J. Diebner, "Genesis als Buch der Antik-jiidischen Bibel." Dielheimer Blatter
zum Alien Testament 17 (1983) 81-98.
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ine this in connection with the origin of the synagogue? Is not everything
that is brought up here focused on the identity of Israel and its God?
As long as external evidence is lacking, all attention will have to be
directed to compositional data. In this the exegete needs to be conscious
that "single authorship" is not a matter of course. The diversity of
Genesis points to a process lasting generations. Narrators, accordingly,
had to reckon with ancient traditional data such as the locations of Abraham at Mamre and Isaac at Beersheba. But such names could become the
nuclei of new stories, as is the case in the Midrash. The true binding
factor is concentration on the name of Israel's God and in connection
with that: the existence of God's people in the midst of other peoples; this
is the factor that must have guided the process of Genesis' origins.
Therefore, in spite of the wide diversity of this book, a fundamental
coherence—even in small details—may be discovered.
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