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Raising Children Unit 17 

Unterman,  Beraishit, I Shmuel Having children as a Divine Gift that not everyone receives. 

In his talk on raising children (http://etzion.org.il/en/raising-children ) R. Lichtenstein states:  

…Unfortunately, not everyone experiences this joy and privilege.  Nechama Leibowitz, one of the 
most prolific and influential educators of her generation, once said she would give up everything 
– all her studies, all her books, all her teaching – to have had a child.  The tragedy of childlessness 
is one which is mentioned in TaNaCh, ChaZaL are sensitive to it, and one should be cognizant of 
it. 

Many years ago, on Rosh HaShana night, I spoke, inter alia, about the question of childlessness, 
with reference the Tora reading and the Haftara for the first day of Rosh HaShana (regarding Sara 
and Chana, respectively).  Afterwards I felt badly, because I saw among those assembled one of 
our alumni who had been married for five or seven years and still did not have a child.  When he 
later stood in line to wish me a good year, and to be wished a good year, I asked him if I had gone 
too deep.  He said that he had no words to thank me for my understanding of his plight. 

ChaZaL ask why the matriarchs Sara, Rivka, and Rachel were childless, and conversely, why Leah 
did not experience this problem.  Regarding Leah, the Torah answers: “God saw that Leah was 
hated, and He opened her womb” (Bereishit 29:31).  She was rewarded, compensated for being 
hated.  Regarding the others, one remarkable opinion in the midrash states that their 
childlessness stemmed from God’s desire for the prayers of the righteous.  Whatever this difficult 
passage means, God yearns, thirsts, longs for the prayers of the righteous.  And what can be a 
better impetus to prayer than childlessness? 

So, those of us who are fortunate to have children have been blessed, and should be 
appreciative.  As such, we should construct our lives in accordance with the aforementioned 
principles... 

Yael Unterman, Nehama Leibowitz: Teacher and Bible Scholar, Urim, Jerusalem, 2009, pp. 34, 36. 
…Nehama had married her father’s brother, Yedidyah Lipman Leibowitz… Apparently the marriage was not 
without its obstacles—decades older than she, he already suffered from a condition causing deteriorating 
eyesight; and her choice was resisted by some of those close to her. Nevertheless she followed her heart 
and pushed ahead with it, waiting only, due to Lipman’s insistence, to finish her Ph.D. first. With this 
accomplished, the couple were married in 1930 in Berlin, and Nehama declared to (Professor Chana) 
Safrai, “This was the wisest decision I have ever made, and I have been extremely happy my entire life.” 
Nehama viewed the job of looking after her husband as a lover’s privilege rather than a duty… 
Nehama encouraged others to follow their hearts, too, even in the face of adversity. Her attitude towards 
love was similar to her attitude towards Tora—it should be completely intuitive with no room for doubt, 
and things like age difference shouldn’t matter. The only think she regretted was never having children. 

 

התחלת קריאת  )בראשית פרק כא 
 התורה ליום א' דראש השנה(

ה)א(  ָ֖ רָּ ד ֶאת־שָּ ַ֥ ק  ָ֛ק פָּ יֹקוָּ ַֽ ר  ו  ָ֑ מָּ ר אָּ ֲאֶשֶׁ֣ כ 
ר: ַֽ ב  ר דִּ ֲאֶשַ֥ ה כ  ָ֖ רָּ ָ֛ק ְלשָּ ש ְיֹקוָּ ַּ֧ע   ו י 

ָ֑יו  ְזֻקנָּ ן לִּ ָ֖ ם ב  ָ֛ הָּ ְברָּ ה ְלא  ַּ֧ רָּ ֶלד שָּ ֩ר ו ת ֵּ֨ ה  )ב( ו ת 
ֹו ֱאֹלקים: ר ֹאתָ֖ ֶבַ֥ ד ֲאֶשר־דִּ ּמֹוע ֵ֕  ל 

 

Beraishit 21:1-2 (The beginning of the Tora reading on the first day of Rosh 
HaShana) 

1 And the LORD Remembered Sara as He had Said (see 18:10 below), and 
the LORD Did unto Sara as He had Spoken. 2 And Sara conceived, and bore 
Avraham a son in his old age, at the set time of which God had Spoken to 
him. 
 

http://etzion.org.il/en/raising-children
http://www.sefaria.org/Genesis.29.31?lang=he-en
http://www.sefaria.org/Genesis.29.31?lang=he-en
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--> 
  יא פרק שם

י( ל) ַ֥ י ו ְתהִּ ָ֖ ר  ה שָּ ָ֑ רָּ ין ֲעקָּ ַ֥ ָּ֖ה א  ד לָּ ַֽ  :וָּלָּ
 

 פרק טז  שם
ּה  ָ֛ ֹו ְולָּ ה לָ֑ ָ֖ א יְָּלדָּ ַֹ֥ ם ל ָ֔ ְברָּ ֶשת א  ֶׁ֣ ֙י א  ר  )א( ְושָּ

ר: ַֽ גָּ ּה הָּ ַ֥ ית ּוְשמָּ ָ֖ ְצרִּ ה מִּ ַ֥ ְפחָּ  שִּ
ם  ָ֗ ְברָּ י ֶאל־א  ַ֜ ר  אֶמר שָּ ֵֹּ֨ י )ב( ו ת נִּ ַ֤ ר  א ֲעצָּ נ ה־נָָּ֞ הִּ

ֶדת ֶלָ֔ ֶנָ֖ה  ְיֹקוָּ֙ק מִּ בָּ י אִּ ַ֥ י אּול  תִָּ֔ ְפחָּ ֙א ֶאל־שִּ בֹא־נָּ
ם ְלקַ֥  ָ֖ ְברָּ ע א  ַ֥ ְשמ  נָּה ו יִּ ֶּמָ֑ י:מִּ ַֽ רָּ  ֹול שָּ

 
  יז פרק שם

אֶמר( טו) ַֹ֤ ם ֱאֹלקים֙  ו י הָָּ֔ ְברָּ י ֶאל־א  ֶׁ֣ ר   שָּ
ְשְתךָ֔  א אִּ ַ֥ ְקרָּ ּה לֹא־תִּ ָ֖ י ֶאת־ְשמָּ ָ֑ רָּ י שָּ ַ֥ ה כִּ ָ֖ רָּ  שָּ
ּה ַֽ  :ְשמָּ

י( טז) ֶׁ֣ ְכתִּ ר  ּה ּוב  ם ֹאתָָּ֔ י ְוג ֵּ֨ תִּ ַּ֧ נָּה נָּת  ֶּמָ֛ ן ְלךָ֖  מִּ ָ֑  ב 
יהָּ֙  ֙ ְכתִּ ר  ַֽ ה ּוב  ֶׁ֣ ְיתָּ ַֽ ם ְוהָּ י ְלגֹויִָּ֔ ַ֥ ְלכ  ים מ  ָ֖ ּמִּ נָּה ע  ֶּמַ֥  מִּ

ּו ְהיַֽ  :יִּ
 

  יח שם פרק
אֶמר( י) ָֹ֗ ֹוב ו י ּוב שֶׁ֣ שַ֤ יך֙  אָּ ֶלֵּ֨ ת א  ֶׁ֣ ע  ה כָּ יָָּ֔  ח 

ן ָ֖ נ ה־ב  ה ְוהִּ ֶׁ֣ רָּ ך ְלשָּ ְשֶתָ֑ ה אִּ ַ֥ רָּ ת ְושָּ ע  ָ֛ ח ֹשמ  ת   ֶפַ֥
ֶהל ֹאָ֖ ּוא הָּ יו ְוהַ֥ ַֽ ֲחרָּ  :א 

 

 
Ibid. 11:30 
And Sarai was barren; she had no child. 
 
Ibid. 16:1-2 
1 Now Sarai Avram's wife bore him no children; and she had a handmaid, 
an Egyptian, whose name was Hagar. 2 And Sarai said unto Avram: 
“Behold now, the LORD hath Restrained me from bearing; go in, I pray 
thee, unto my handmaid; it may be that I shall be builded up through her.' 
And Avram hearkened to the voice of Sarai. 
 
Ibid. 17:15-6 
15 And God Said unto Avraham: “As for Sarai thy wife, thou shalt not call 
her name Sarai, but Sara shall her name be. 16 And I will Bless her, and 
moreover I will Give thee a son of her; yea, I will Bless her, and she shall be 
a mother of nations; kings of peoples shall be of her.” 
 
 
Ibid. 18:10 
And He Said: “I will certainly return unto thee when the season cometh 
round; and, lo, Sara thy wife shall have a son.” And Sara  heard in the tent 
door, which was behind him. 

 

)מהתחלת ההפטרה  א פרק א שמואל
 ליום א' דראש השנה(

י ְולֹו֙ ( ב) ֶׁ֣ ים ְשת  ם נָּשִָּ֔ ַ֤ ת֙  ש  ח  ה א  נָָּ֔ ם ח  ַ֥  ְוש 
ית ָ֖ נִּ ש  ָ֑ה ה  נָּ י ְפנִּ ַ֤ נָּה֙  ו ְיהִּ ְפנִּ ים לִּ ָ֔ דִּ ָ֖ה ְילָּ נָּ ין ּוְלח  ַ֥  א 
ים ַֽ דִּ  ...:ְילָּ

 
ה( ו) תָּ ַ֤ ֲעס  ַֽ ּה֙  ְוכִּ תָּ רָּ ַֽ ס צָּ ע  ם־כ ָ֔ ּור ג  ֲעבָ֖  ב 

ּה ָ֑ מָּ ְרעִּ ַ֥ר ה  ג  י־סָּ ַֽ ָ֖ק כִּ ד ְיֹקוָּ ַ֥ ּה ְבע  ַֽ ְחמָּ  :ר 
ן( ז) ה ְוכ ֵּ֨ ֶׁ֣ה י ֲעֶשַ֜ נָּ ה שָּ נָָּ֗ י ְבשָּ ַ֤ ד  ּה֙  מִּ  ֲעֹלתָּ

ית ֶׁ֣ ק ְבב  ן ְיֹקוָָּ֔ ָ֖ נָּה כ  ֶסָ֑ ְכעִּ ְבֶכָ֖ה ת  א ו תִּ ַֹ֥  ְול
ל ַֽ  ...:תֹאכ 

 
יא( י) ָ֖ ת ְוהִּ ר  ֶׁ֣ ֶָ֑פש מָּ ל נָּ ַ֥ ל  ְתפ  ָ֖ק ו תִּ ל־ְיֹקוָּ  ע 

ה ֹכַ֥ ה ּובָּ ְבֶכַֽ  :תִּ
ר( יא) ֹדֵּ֨ ֶדר ו תִּ ר ֶנַ֜ ק ו תֹאמ ָ֗ קֹות ְיֹקוֵָּּ֨ ם־ ְצבָּ אִּ

ה ֹאַ֥ ה׀ רָּ ְרֶאֶׁ֣ י תִּ ֶׁ֣ ֳענִּ ך בָּ ֶתָ֗ י֙  ֲאמָּ נִּ ֙ ְרת  א־ ּוְזכ  ַֹֽ ְול
ֶׁ֣ח ְשכ  ך תִּ ֶתָ֔ ה ֶאת־ֲאמָּ ַ֥ תָּ ְתךָ֖  ְונָּת  ֲאמָּ ע ל  ֶ֣ר   ֶזֶׁ֣
ים ָ֑ יו ֲאנָּשִּ ַ֤ תִּ יֹקוָּק֙  ּוְנת  ַֽ י ל  ֶׁ֣ יו כָּל־ְימ  יָָּ֔ ה ח  ָ֖  ּומֹורָּ

ה ֹו לֹא־י ֲעֶלַ֥ ל־רֹאשַֽ  ...:ע 
 
ר( כז) ַ֥ע  נ  ה ֶאל־ה  ֶזָ֖ י ה  ְלתִּ ָ֑ לָּ ְתפ  ן הִּ ת ֵּ֨ ַ֥ק ו יִּ  ְיֹקוָּ
י֙  י לִּ תִָּ֔ לָּ ֶׁ֣ ר ֶאת־ְשא  י ֲאֶשַ֥ ְלתִּ ָ֖ א  ֹו שָּ ּמַֽ עִּ  :מ 
ֶׁ֣ם( כח) י ְוג  ֹנכִָּ֗ הּו֙  אָּ ֙ ְלתִּ ְשאִּ ק הִּ יֹקוָָּ֔ ַֽ ל־ ל  כָּ

ים֙  יָּמִּ ר ה  ה ֲאֶשֶׁ֣ יָָּ֔ ּוא הָּ ּול הַ֥ אָ֖ ָ֑ק שָּ יֹקוָּ ַֽ  ל 
חּו ַ֥ ְשת  ם ו יִּ ָ֖ ַֽק שָּ יֹקוָּ  :ל 

I Shmuel 1:2, 6-7, 10-11, 27-8 (Excerpts from the Haftora read on 
the first day of Rosh HaShana) 
2 And he had two wives: the name of the one was Chana, and the name of 
the other Penina; and Penina had children, but Chana had no children... 
 
 
6 And her rival vexed her sore, to make her fret, because the LORD had Shut 
up her womb. 7 And as he did so year by year, when she went up to the 
House of the LORD, so she vexed her; therefore she wept, and would not 
eat… 
 
10 And she was in bitterness of soul--and prayed unto the LORD, and wept 
sore. 11 And she vowed a vow, and said: “O LORD of Hosts, if Thou wilt 
indeed Look on the affliction of Thy Handmaid, and Remember me, and not 
Forget Thy Handmaid, but wilt Give unto Thy Handmaid a man-child, then I 
will give him unto the LORD all the days of his life, and there shall no razor 
come upon his head”… 
 
 
27 For this child I prayed; and the LORD hath Granted me my petition which 
I asked of Him; 28 Therefore I also have lent him to the LORD; as long as he 
liveth he is lent to the LORD.” And he worshipped the LORD there. 
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  כט פרק בראשית
ְֶ֣רא( לא) ַ֤ ה ְיֹקוָּק֙  ו י  ֶׁ֣ י־ְשנּואָּ ַֽ ה כִּ אָָּ֔ ח ל  ָ֖ ְפת   ו יִּ

ּה ָ֑ ְחמָּ ל ֶאת־ר  ָ֖ ח  ה ְורָּ ַֽ רָּ  :ֲעקָּ

Beraishit 29:31 
And the LORD Saw that Leah was hated, and He Opened her womb; 
but Rachel was barren. 

 

  א עמוד סד דף יבמות
? עקורים אבותינו היו מה מפני: יצחק ר"א

 של לתפלתן מתאוה ה"שהקב מפני
 .צדיקים

 )יעקב ריישר( עיון יעקב
הטעם... שהצדיקים בתפלתן מהפכין 
מדותיו של הקב"ה על זה: יהי רצון 

שיכבשו רחמי על כעסי. לכך מתאוה 
לתפלתן של צדיקים שעל ידי תפלתן 

 נעשה רצונו. 

Yevamot 64a 
R. Yitzchak stated: Why were our ancestors barren? — Because the Holy 
One, Blessed Be He, Longs to hear the prayer of the righteous. 
 

Iyun Yaakov 
The explanation… that the righteous by means of their prayers reverse 
the Attributes of the Holy One, Blessed Be He, regarding this: “Let it be 
My Will that My Attribute of Mercy overcome My Anger.” Therefore He 
Desires the prayers of the righteous, because by means of their prayers, 
His Will Is carried out. 

 

Questions for thought and discussion: 

1. Although there are sources in ChaZaL that claim that one’s true children might be your 

spiritual rather than biological descendants, how does Nechama Leibowitz’ example 

provide a counter-argument? How might this be explained?  

  ב פרק א שמואל
ל( א) ַ֤ ל  ְתפ  נָּה֙  ו תִּ ר ח  ץ ו תֹאמ ָ֔ ַ֤ ל  י֙  עָּ בִּ ק לִּ יֹקוָָּ֔ ַֽ  ב 

ה מָּ ַ֥ י רָּ ָ֖ ְרנִּ ָ֑ק ק  יֹקוָּ ַֽ ב ב  ח  ַ֤ י֙  רָּ י פִּ ֹוְיב ָ֔ ל־אֶׁ֣ י ע  ַ֥  כִּ
י ְחתִּ ָ֖ מ  ך שָּ ֶתַֽ ישּועָּ  :בִּ

ֹוש( ב) דַ֥ ין־קָּ ָ֖ק א  יֹקוָּ י כ  ֶׁ֣ ין כִּ ֶׁ֣ ך א  ְלֶתָ֑ ין בִּ ַ֥ ּור ְוא   צָ֖
 :ינּוקכ אֹל

ּו( ג) ְרבַ֤ ל־ת  ְברּו֙  א  ה ְתד  ֶׁ֣ ה ְגֹבהָּ א ְגֹבהָָּ֔ ַ֥  י צ 
ק ָ֖ תָּ יֶכָ֑ם עָּ פִּ י מִּ ֶׁ֣ עֹות֙  לק כִּ ק ד  ֹו ולא ְיֹקוָָּ֔  ְולַ֥
ּו ְתְכנָ֖ ֹות נִּ לַֽ  :ֲעלִּ

ֶשת( ד) ים ֶקַ֥ ָ֖ ֹברִּ ים גִּ ָ֑ תִּ ים ח  ָ֖ לִּ ְכשָּ ְזרּו ְונִּ ַ֥  אָּ
ל יִּ ַֽ  :חָּ

ים( ה) ַ֤ עִּ ֶחם֙  ְשב  ֶלֵּ֨ רּו ב  ְשכָָּ֔ ים נִּ ָ֖ בִּ לּו ּוְרע  ָ֑ ד   חָּ
ה֙  רָּ ד־ֲעקָּ ה ע  ֶׁ֣ ה יְָּלדָּ ְבעָָּ֔ ת שִּ ַ֥ ב  ים ְור  ָ֖ נִּ  בָּ
ה לָּ ַֽ  :ֻאְמלָּ

ָ֖ק( ו) ית ְיֹקוָּ ֶׁ֣ מִּ ֶיָ֑ה מ  יד ּוְמח  ַ֥ ֹול מֹורִּ ל ְשאָ֖ ע  ַֽ  :ו יָּ
ָ֖ק( ז) יש ְיֹקוָּ ֶׁ֣ יר מֹורִּ ָ֑ ֲעשִּ יל ּומ  ָ֖ ְשפִּ ף־ מ  א 

ם ַֽ  :ְמרֹומ 
ים( ח) קִֵּּ֨ ר מ  פַָּ֜ עָּ ל מ  ְשֹפת֙  דָָּ֗ א  ַֽ ים מ  ֶׁ֣ ֹון יָּרִּ  ֶאְביָ֔

יב֙  ים ְלהֹושִּ יבִָּ֔ ם־ְנדִּ א עִּ ַ֥ ס  ֹוד ְוכִּ בָ֖ ם כָּ ָ֑ ל  י י ְנחִּ ַ֤  כִּ
יֹקוָּק֙  ַֽ י ל  ֶרץ ְמֻצֶׁ֣ק  ֶַ֥שת ֶאָ֔ ם ו יָּ יֶהָ֖ ל ֲעל  ַֽ ב   :ת 

י( ט) ַ֤ ְגל  יו֙  חסידו ר  ידָּ ר ֲחסִּ ְשֹמָ֔ ים יִּ ָ֖ עִּ  ּוְרשָּ
ֶשְך ֹחֶׁ֣ ּמּו ב  ָ֑ דָּ א יִּ ַֹ֥ י־ל ַֽ ח   כִּ יש ְבֹכָ֖ ַֽ ר־אִּ ְגב   :יִּ

ק( י) תּו ְיֹקוָָּ֞ ֶׁ֣ יו מריבו י ח  יבָָּ֗ יו֙  עלו ְמרִּ לָּ  עָּ
ם יִּ ֶׁ֣ מ  שָּ ם ב  ָ֖  י ְרע ָ֔ ין קְיֹקוָּ ֶׁ֣ ֶרץ יָּדִּ ָ֑ י־אָּ ְפס  ז א  ֶתן־ֹעֶׁ֣  ְויִּ
ֹו ְלכָ֔ ם ְלמ  ָ֖ ֶרן ְויָּר  ֹו ֶקַ֥ יחַֽ  :ְמשִּ

II Shmuel Chapter 2 
1 And Channa prayed, and said: My heart exulteth in the LORD, my 
horn is exalted in the LORD; my mouth is enlarged over mine 
enemies; because I rejoice in Thy Salvation. 2 There is none holy as 
the LORD, for there is none beside Thee; neither is there any rock 
like our God. 3 Multiply not exceeding proud talk; let not arrogancy 
come out of your mouth; for the LORD Is a God of Knowledge, and 
by Him actions are weighed. 4 The bows of the mighty men are 
broken, and they that stumbled are girded with strength. 5 They 
that were full have hired out themselves for bread; and they that 
were hungry have ceased; while the barren hath borne seven, she 
that had many children hath languished. 6 The LORD Killeth, and 
Maketh alive; He Bringeth down to the grave, and Bringeth up. 7 
The LORD Maketh poor, and Maketh rich; He Bringeth low, He also 
Lifteth up. 8 He Raiseth up the poor out of the dust, He Lifteth up 
the needy from the dung-hill, to Make them sit with princes, and 
inherit the throne of glory; for the pillars of the earth are the 
LORD'S, and He hath Set the world upon them. 9 He will Keep the 
feet of His holy Ones, but the wicked shall be Put to silence in 
darkness; for not by strength shall man prevail. 10 They that strive 
with the LORD shall be broken to pieces; against them will He 
Thunder in heaven; the LORD will Judge the ends of the earth; and 
He will Give strength unto His king, and Exalt the horn of His 
Anointed. 
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2. In the examples of Sara, Leah and Chana, HaShem Is Portrayed as Controlling whether or 

not someone conceives and delivers a child. Is this a unique idea vis-à-vis having children, or 

is this only another aspect of human affairs where we believe that not only sickness and 

health, but also life and death are, at least to some extent (a person must take some 

responsibility for how he goes about trying to maintain his health and living his life) in God’s 

Hands? 

3. Sara’s eventual conception of Yitzchak helps her to deflect Hagar’s teasing just as Chana’s 

giving birth to Shmuel helps her overcome the aggravation that Penina caused her. 

However, her thanksgiving prayer in I Shmuel 2, seems to extrapolate much greater lessons 

from her experience. Do you think she takes things “too far” or can you understand how 

she sees what has happened to her as justifying her more global perceptions about God’s 

Involvement in the world?  

4. How do you feel about R. Yitzchak’s interpretation in the Gemora about why specifically 

some people have more difficulty than others when trying to conceive a child? Why can’t 

this be considered insensitive on God’s Part to make people suffer in order to get them to 

articulate their great need, as exemplified by Chana in her original prayer to have a child, a 

prayer from which the Gemora derives important rules about prayer and interpersonal 

conduct:  

Berachot 31a-b 

R. Hamnuna said: How many most important laws can be learnt from these verses 

relating to Chana!  “Now Chana, she spoke in her heart”: from this we learn 1) that 

one who prays must direct his heart. “Only her lips moved”: from this we learn 2) 

that he who prays must frame the words distinctly with his lips. “But her voice could 

not be heard”: from this, 3) it is forbidden to raise one's voice in the Tefilla. 

“Therefore Eli thought she had been drunken”: from this, 4) that a drunken person 

is forbidden to say the Tefilla. “And Eli said unto her, ‘How long wilt thou be 

drunken, etc.’” R. Eleazar said: From this we learn 5) that one who sees in his 

neighbor something unseemly must reprove him. “And Chana answered and said, 

‘No, my lord.’”  Ulla, or as some say R. Yose b. Chanina, said: 6) She said to him: 

Thou art no lord in this matter, nor does the holy spirit rest on thee, that thou 

suspectest me of this thing. Some say: 6a) She said to him: Thou art no lord, 

(meaning) the Shechina and the Holy Spirit is not with you in that you take the 

harsher and not the more lenient view of my conduct. Dost thou not know that I am 

a woman of sorrowful spirit: “I have drunk neither wine nor strong drink.” R. Eleazar 

said: From this we learn 7) that one who is suspected wrongfully must clear himself. 

“Count not thy handmaid for a daughter of Belial.” 8) a man who says the Tefilla 

when drunk is like one who serves idols... “Then Eli answered and said, ‘Go in 

Peace.’”  R. Eleazar said: From this we learn 9) that one who suspects his neighbor 

of a fault which he has not committed must beg his pardon; nay more, he must 

bless him, as it says, “And the God of Israel grant thy petition.”  

God’s “Maneuvering” of Chana into such a position resulted in a tremendously heartfelt 

prayer. Perhaps all of us should focus upon something that we dearly desire and channel 

that emotion into our prayers? Discuss.  

Practical applications of the sources:    
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1. To what extent do you see your children gifts from God?  

2. How should the attitude that children are gifts from God manifest itself—in general? In your 

family? 

   


