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Chapter IV: Vayeira (Gen. 18:1-22:24)

Essay 5. Why would the angels ask Sarah where Abraham was?
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Abraham beheld three men who were near him. He greeted them, instructed Sarah to make
cakes for them, then ran to the herd to select a calf to serve them. Pirkei d’Rabbi Eliezer 36:16
tells us that the calf ran into the Cave of Machpelah, and that Abraham entered the cave in pursuit
of it.! There is a debate in the Zohar at what point Abraham realized that the men were angels, with
one opinion being that he did not realize until he returned to his tent, when the men asked about
his wife.?

The verse says: “They said to him, ‘Where is your wife Sarah?’ and he replied, ‘There,
in the tent” ” (Gen. 18:9). It’s brought in the midrash Gen. Rabbah 48:15, and also Rashi brings
it in his commentary on the Pentateuch, “There is a nikkud [dot] placed above the letters alef,
yod, and vav of the word elav [1°9%] [“to him”’] in the Masoretic text. Those three emphasized letters
form the word ayeh [72%] [“where is he™], as if to say that [the angels] also asked Sarah, ‘Where
is Abraham?’ ” That is, according to the midrash, they asked her where he was when he had gone
to find a calf, and upon his return and after the meal, they asked him where she was, as she had
retired into the tent.
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A difficulty in understanding this midrash is why did the angels ask about Abraham?
Granted, regarding Sarah, it’s fine that they asked Abraham where she was, as [the rabbis] of
blessed memory said in Bava Metzia, that they wanted to acknowledge that she was modest,
having a retiring disposition, or in order to send to her the wine cup of blessing.’

* English translation: Copyright © 2021 by Charles S. Stein. More essays are at https://www.zstorah.com

I The midrash continues that while in the cave, Abraham saw the burial of Adam and Eve, and thus desired to
acquire the cave for himself.

2 Zohar I: 100a-102b.

3 Bava Metzia 87a: “Rav Yehuda says that Rav says, and some say it is Rabbi Yitzchak [who says]: The ministering
angels [who visited Abraham in the guise of travelers], knew that Sarah, our foremother, was inside the tent. Rather,
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Indeed, regarding the location of Abraham, what need was there for them to ask about
him, and especially to ask Sarah about him. The Zera Shimshon raises three reasons why
perhaps they shouldn’t have asked Sarah about Abraham’s location.

(1) One shouldn’t inquire about the welfare of a woman except to ask her husband.*
In this case, they weren’t asking Sarah about herself, but about her husband. Still, it would seem
that a person should not enter into such discussions with a woman.

(2) In any case, there was no need for them to have many words with her
unnecessarily, since they were angels and they knew where Abraham was.

(3) Moreover, it wasn’t proper etiquette to ask, as his hospitality was famous, so it was
known that those who come to him are guests and that he would be preoccupied with
preparing the needs of the meal for them.
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Regarding the first concern, that it’s not proper to speak with a woman, even to ask how
she is doing, it can be said that the angels have no evil inclination, and therefore unlike humans,
they have no prohibition against speaking with the woman when she is alone, as we find they
spoke with Hagar (Gen. 16:7). We also find that they spoke with the wife of Manoach (Judges
13:3) alone; even though the angel would have been able to wait for her husband to be with
her, he didn’t do so. Even the second time the angel appeared to Manoach’s wife, he returned to
the woman when she was in the field, while her husband was not with her, until she went to get
him. Similarly, this question for Sarah was put to her while Abraham was far away, running
after the cattle at the Cave of Machpelah, in Hebron.

what [was the purpose of their eliciting Abraham’s response]: In the tent? In order to endear her to her husband [by
accentuating Sarah’s modesty]. Rabbi Yossi, son of Rabbi Chanina, says: [They inquired about her] in order to send
her the cup of blessing. [It is customary to recite Grace after Meals over a cup of wine, which is then distributed to
those present.]” This is also summarized by Rashi at Gen. 18:9.

4 Shulchan Aruch, Even haEzer 21:6, “One may not inquire after a woman's welfare at all, even through an
intermediary, and it is forbidden to send regards to her even through her husband. But it is permissible to ask her
husband about her welfare.”
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The second concern raised was that they were angels and knew where Abraham was, and
therefore it was pointless for them to ask the question. Now we understand that it was not so that
proper etiquette made it improper for them to have asked about him, since [Abraham]|
lingered more than was proper, as the calf had temporarily escaped from him. Even more so,
for if they had not asked, perhaps Sarah would think to herself that they were angels who
knew where he was, and that this was why they didn’t ask about him. But this was still before
they revealed themselves to be angels, and they didn’t yet want her to know that. Because of this,
they asked her where Abraham had gone.

The third concern was that it wasn’t proper etiquette to ask about Abraham’s whereabouts,
as any guest would understand that he would be preoccupied with preparing a feast for them.
Certainly, while they didn’t yet want Sarah to know that they were angels, and that they didn’t
need any food or drink, they would at least have told [Sarah] that there was no need to bother
so much to prepare for them the needs of the meal, that they would be satisfied with a small
amount.

So now the Zera Shimshon has resolved the three concerns he raised, about whether it was
proper for the angels to have spoken with Sarah, asking her about Abraham.

Indeed, even regarding their questioning of Abraham, they had no compelling reason
to ask about Sarah, if not to acknowledge that she was modest, or in order to send to her the
wine cup of blessing, as the rabbis explained in Bava Metzia.
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