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Ksus Eynayim  ַנֵיע תּו$ְסּכ  Oct 28 2018                                                           ִםי$
 

Abimelech’s rebuke and Pulling the Wool over the Eyes in Gen 20 
 

 
 

Abimelech rebuking Abraham by Wenceslas Hollar.  
(Abimelech asks Abraham, "What has thou done unto us?") 

 
The most widely accepted theory amongst anthropologists’ views clothing as a type of adornment 
and symbolization. It is a universal phenomenon; there is no culture which has no bodily 
adornment at all, whether in the skin itself, such as a tattoo, or by means of other ornamental 
items extraneous to the body. Adornment has many functions: it serves as a symbol of cultural 
identity and of location within the social hierarchy; it is sometimes associated with types of 
worship; and it can serve as a means of transmitting messages or generating attractions, 
amongst other things. Thus, the body serves as a slate upon which a person’s values and 
aspirations find expression through the accessories of clothing and ornamentation. 

Ariel Picard1 
                                                
1 Ariel Picard, “The Philosophy of Rabbi Ovadia Yosef in an Age of Transition” (Hebrew; Ph.D. Dissertation, Bar-Ilan University, 
2004), p. 229. 
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What did Abimelech give Sarah? GEN 20:20 and ַנֵיע תּו$ְסּכ ִםי$  
 
1.From there Abraham journeyed towards the region of the Negeb and settled 
between Kadesh and Shur. While residing in Gerar as an alien, 2Abraham said of 
his wife Sarah, ‘She is my sister.’ And King Abimelech of Gerar sent and took 
Sarah. 3But God came to Abimelech in a dream by night, and said to him, ‘You are 
about to die because of the woman whom you have taken; for she is a married 
woman.’ 4Now Abimelech had not approached her; so he said, ‘Lord, will you 
destroy an innocent people? 5Did he not himself say to me, “She is my sister”? And 
she herself said, “He is my brother.” I did this in the integrity of my heart and the 
innocence of my hands.’ 6Then God said to him in the dream, ‘Yes, I know that you 
did this in the integrity of your heart; furthermore, it was I who kept you from sinning 
against me. Therefore, I did not let you touch her. 7Now then, return the man’s wife; 
for he is a prophet, and he will pray for you and you shall live. But if you do not 
restore her, know that you shall surely die, you and all that are yours.’ 
 
So, Abimelech rose early in the morning, and called all his servants and told them 
all these things; and the men were very much afraid. 9Then Abimelech called 
Abraham, and said to him, ‘What have you done to us? How have I sinned against 
you, that you have brought such great guilt on me and my kingdom? You have done 
things to me that ought not to be done.’ 10And Abimelech said to Abraham, ‘What 
were you thinking of, that you did this thing?’ 11Abraham said, ‘I did it because I 
thought, There is no fear of God at all in this place, and they will kill me because of 
my wife.12Besides, she is indeed my sister, the daughter of my father but not the 
daughter of my mother; and she became my wife. 13And when God caused me to 
wander from my father’s house, I said to her, “This is the kindness you must do me: 
at every place to which we come, say of me, He is my brother.” ’ 14Then Abimelech 
took sheep and oxen, and male and female slaves, and gave them to Abraham, and 
restored his wife Sarah to him. 15Abimelech said, ‘My land is before you; settle 
where it pleases you.’ 16To Sarah he said, ‘Look, I have given your brother a 
thousand pieces of silver; it is your exoneration before all who are with you; you 
are completely vindicated.’ 17Then Abraham prayed to God; and God healed 
Abimelech, and also healed his wife and female slaves so that they bore 
children. 18For the Lord had closed fast all the wombs of the house of Abimelech 
because of Sarah, Abraham’s wife. 
 
The text suggests that Abimelech is the victim of a ruse. The Lord warns him but 
also knows he is guiltless. He then proposes land and cattle for Abraham. After 
giving him 1000 pieces of silver, he turns to Sarah in the moment of high drama 
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states “behold this (presumably the money) is for you a ַנֵיע תּו$ְסּכ ִםי$ ” this enigmatic 
term has tried many commentators over the centuries. We will explore this term 
as it has been interpreted and then suggest a meaning. 
 
Whereas the translation above suggests an exoneration, below is the Hebrew text 
alongside the English with a different more literal translation. 
 
12And also, indeed, she is my sister, the 
daughter of my father, but not the daughter of 
my mother, and she became my wife. 

  

ָנְמָא־ַםְגובי  ְך$ַא או$ִה $יִבָא־תַב י$ִתֹחֲא ה$
ֹל  :ה$ָּׁשְִאל י$ִל־יִהְַּתו י$ִּמִא־תַב א$

13And it came to pass, when God caused me 
to wander from my father's house, that I said 
to her: This is your kindness, which you shall 
do with me: whither we come, say about me, 
'He is my brother.'" 

  

ַּכ י$ְִהַיוגי  $םיִֹהלֱא י$ִתֹא ּו$עְתִה ר$ֶׁשֲא$
ָו $יִבָא תי$ֵּבִמ ֶז ּה$ָל ר$ַמֹא$  ר$ֶׁשֲא ְך$ֵּדְסַח ה$
 ר$ֶׁשֲא $םֹוקָּמַה־ָלּכ ל$ֶא י$ִדִָּמע י$ֲִׂשע$ַּת
 :אּו$ה י$ִחָא י$ִל־יִרְמִא הָּמ$ָׁש אֹו$ָבנ

14And Abimelech took flocks and cattle and 
menservants and maidservants, and he gave 
[them] to Abraham, and he restored to him his 
wife Sarah. 

  

ַו ר$ָקָבּו ןא$ֹצ ְֶךל$ֶמיִבֲא ח$ִַּקַּיודי  $םיִדָבֲע$
ַָּיו ם$ָהָרְבְַאל ן$ִֵּתַּיו ת$ֹחָפְׁשּו  ת$ֵא ֹו$ל בֶׁש$
 :ֹו$ּתְׁשִא ה$ָרָׂש

15And Abimelech said, "Here is my land 
before you; wherever it pleases you, you may 
dwell." 

  
ֵּנִה ְֶךל$ֶמיִבֲא רֶמא$ַֹּיווט ִצְרַא ה$ ֶָנְפל י$  ָךי$
ֶנֵיעְּב בֹו$ּטַּב  :ב$ֵׁש ָךי$

16And to Sarah he said, "Behold I have given 
a thousand pieces of silver to your brother; 
behold it is to you a covering of the eyes for 
all who are with you, and with all you shall 
contend." 

  

ֵּנִה ר$ַמָא ה$ָרְָׂשלּוזט ֶּכ ֶףל$ֶא יִּת$ַָתנ ה$  $ףֶס$
ֵּנִה ְךי$ִָחְאל ַנֵיע תּו$ְסּכ $ְָךל־אּוה ה$  ל$ְֹכל ִםי$
ָֹכְנו ל$ֹּכ ת$ְֵאו ְך$ָּתִא ר$ֶׁשֲא  :תַח$

17And Abraham prayed to God, and God 
healed Abimelech and his wife and his 
handmaids, and they gave birth. 

  
 םי$ִֹהלֱא$ָה־לֶא ם$ָהָרְבַא ל$ֵּלַּפְִתַּיוזי
־תְֶאו ְֶךל$ֶמיִבֲא־תֶא םי$ִֹהלֱא א$ָּפְִרַּיו
ֵֵלַּיו וי$ָתֹהְמְַאו ֹו$ּתְׁשִא  :ּוד$

 
Rashi suggests the covering of the eyes refers to averting the gaze of others on the 
presumed shame of Sarah. His gift was to provide her money and honor which would 
offset the gossip of those who might speak of her night with Abimelech and his 
returning her to her husband after. 
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This interpretation is in line with the plain meaning, that the gift of money cattle land 
and the return of Sarah was all meant to appease them after the dream. 
 
Rashi: 
  
And to Sarah he said: Abimelech [said] in her 
honor in order to appease her, “Behold I have 
bestowed upon you this honor; I have given money 
to your brother, about whom you said, He is my 
brother. Behold this money and this honor are to 
you a covering of the eyes.” 

  

 ידכ הדובכל ,ךלמיבא :רמא הרשלו
 יתתנ ,הז דובכ ךל יתישע הנה הסייפל
 הנה ,אוה יחא וילע תרמאש ךיחאל ןוממ
 :םיניע תוסכ ךל הזה דובכהו ןוממה

for all who are with you: They will cover their 
eyes, so that they will not denigrate you, for had I 
returned you empty-handed, they could say, “After 
he violated her, he returned her.” Now that I had to 
spend much money and to appease you, they will 
know that against my will I returned you, and 
through a miracle. — 

  

 אלש םהיניע וסכי :ךתא רשא לכל
 םהל שי תינקיר ךיתובישה ולאש ,ךוליקי
 וישכע ,הריזחה הב ללעתנש רחאל רמול
 םיעדוי ,ךסייפלו ןוממ זבזבל יתכרצוהש
 :סנ ידי לעו ךיתובישה יחרכ לעש ויהי

and with all: And with all the people in the world. 
—  

  
 :םלועה יאב לכ םעו :לכ תאו

you shall contend: You shall have the opportunity 
to contend and to show these evident facts. 
Wherever the word הָחָכֹוה  appears, it refers to the 
clarification of matters, and in Old French, 
esprover, to prove, clarify. (That is aprover below 
31:37, to clarify, decide, define.) Onkelos 
translated it in a different manner, and the 
language of the verse fits in with the Targum in the 
following manner: “Behold it will be for you a 
covering of honor on account of my eyes, which 
gazed upon you and upon all who are with you.” 
Therefore, he translated it: “And I saw you and all 
who are with you.” There is a Midrashic 
interpretation, but I have explained what fits the 
language of the verse. 

  

 חכותהל הפ ןוחתפ ךל אהי :תחכנו
 ןושלו .וללה םירכנ םירבד תוארהלו
 ז"עלבו ,םירבד רורב םוקמ לכב תחכות
 םגרת סולקנואו ]ןוחבל[ ר"יבורפשיא
 אוה ךכ ארקמה ןושלו ,םירחא םינפב
 לש תוסכ ךל אוה הנה םוגרתה לע לפונ
 לכבו ךב וטלשש ילש םיניעה לע דובכ
 תיו ךתי תיזחו ומוגרת ןכ לעו ,ךתא רשא
 בושי לבא הדגא שרדמ שיו .ךמעד לכ
  ארקמה ןושל

 
 
The commentators struggle to explain what is this “covering of the eyes” given to 
Sara as compensation. Below is the quote from Talmud suggesting that Abimelech 
was in fact not giving her a gift at all rather a curse. 
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Abimelech said to her “since you hid the fact (of your marriage) from me, and failed 
to divulge he was your husband, and caused me this great trouble, may it be His will 
that you will have children with a similar covering of their eyes, and may it be 
fulfilled in your children, as it states “and it was hen Isaac was old, his eyes became 
weak from seeing”. (Talmud Bava Kamma 93a.) 
 
The compensation turned out to be a curse….just like Sarah pulled the wool over 
Abimelech’s eyes, so too her beloved son (to be born in the very next chapter) would 
have the  wool pulled over his eyes, by Jacob pretending to be Esau. The word k’sus 
eynayim ַנֵיע תּו$ְסּכ  would then refer to covering as in weakness of the eyes, the  ִםי$
loss of visual perception or psychological perception. 
 
The legal theory that would subtend this is midda keneged midda, lex taliones. 
 
 
 
 
Reis analyses Abraham’s character through the lens of his interaction with 
Abimelech: 
“Ancient readers reveled in stories of victim turned victor and had an earthy 
appreciation of the comedic element in Abraham's shrewd gambles. The humor is 
stressed even more in the second wife/sister tale. We see Abimelech, King of the 
Philistines, make the same bad deal as Pharaoh; we observe him trying to claim a 
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little more innocence than God will allow (20:5-6), and we witness Abraham's 
embarrassed, untruthful, bumbling justifications for his deception. Inside of three 
sentences, he catches himself in a lie; in the first sentence he says that he feared the 
people in this place, and in the third sentence he admits that he had asked Sarah to 
lie about their relationship every place they should come. And he fields an excuse 
so beside the point that Abimelech's blood pressure must have sky-rocketed: 
Abraham says that Sarah is, indeed, his sister, his half-sister on his father's side 
(20:11-13). To Abimelech, whose entire household is barren because he has taken 
this man's wife, it does not matter if she is also his cousin, his aunt, and his 
grandmother. She is Abraham's wife, and God is wroth. Abimelech does not let the 
half-truth pass, but says sarcastically to Sarah, "Behold, I have given your brother a 
thousand pieces of silver" (20:16). Abraham's defensive fumbling in response 
to Abimelech's anger sounds like an adolescent making inept excuses for a careless 
accident with the family car: "It wasn't me driving. And, anyway, it's not your car; 
it's registered in Mom's name. Besides, I was really driving slow." 
 
Unpalatable as Abraham's tricks are to more modern tastes, they serve to illuminate 
his character. Some exegetes have said that Abraham showed little faith in God by 
going down to Egypt in the face of the famine; he should have stayed in Canaan and 
relied upon God to feed his family, servants, and flocks. But Abraham shows great 
faith in God. He risks his life and his wife's honor on his trust that God would fulfill 
His promises in Genesis 12:1-2, 7 and 17:19. Before the sojourn in Egypt, God had 
promised Abraham offspring. Surely, He will not permit Pharaoh to retain Sarah, 
for, if He did, whence would this offspring come? By the time of the second 
wife/sister story, Abraham has a son by Hagar, but God has promised him a son by 
Sarah as well: therefore, somehow, God will preserve Sarah from the lust of 
Abimelech”2 
 
For Kelsey, the phrase ‘What is this you have done?’ and the similar ‘What have 
you done?’ appear in the Bible only around a dozen times. About half of these are 
in Genesis. “Either variation is a declaration of dismay and confrontation. This is 
apparent in the first two uses: the first in Genesis 3:13, when God speaks to Eve after 
she and Adam have eaten of the tree, and the second in Genesis 4:10, when God 
addresses Cain after his brother’s murder. There are five other appearances of the 
phrase in Genesis, and it is quickly apparent that three of them have similar contexts. 
The phrases appear in Genesis 12:18, 20:9 and 26:10 - in other words, in the three 

                                                
2 TAKE MY WIFE, PLEASE: ON THE UTILITY OF THE WIFE/SISTER MOTIF: Reis, Pamela Tamarkin. Judaism. Fall92, Vol. 41 Issue 4, 
p306. 10p. 
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wife-sister stories. In each case the question is addressed to a patriarch by a foreign 
king. The king asks the question on discovering that the patriarch has presented his 
wife as his sister. Moreover, a fourth appearance of the phrase in Genesis is in the 
mouth of Jacob when he finds out that he has been given the wrong sister as his wife 
(Gen. 29:25). That story involves a similar duplicity between sister and wife. The 
appearance of the same question in this story leads one to wonder whether there are 
other similarities between Jacob’s tale and the wife-sister stories of his forebears 
Isaac and Abraham. There are indeed parallels between the stories, and they are 
extensive enough to suggest that Jacob’s experience with his two wives is a 
deliberate inversion of the wife-sister pattern”.3 
 
The wife-sister stories all begin with the patriarch travelling to a foreign land. 
Abraham went down to Egypt to sojourn there (Gen. 12:10), Abraham later 
journeyed... to the region of the Negeb (Gen. 20:1), and Isaac went to Abimelech, 
king of the Philistines, in Gerar (Gen. 26:1). Jacob too travels away from home and 
family, although he travels north and east to Paddan-aram, quite the opposite 
direction from that taken by his fathers (Gen. 28:5). Movements to and from the 
promised land are a common theme in the patriarchal stories, and it is not surprising 
to find Jacob also fitting the mold. Even so, in addition to travelling in the opposite 
direction from normal, there are other indications that Jacob’s story has inverted the 
usual pattern from wife turned sister to sister turned wife. Abraham and Isaac are 
both sojourners in their new locations, and fear for their safety there (Gen. 12:10, 
20:1, 26:3).  
Abraham and Isaac claim that their wives are in fact their sisters because they fear 
for their own safety. In each case the deception, directly or indirectly, leads to the 
security and enrichment of the patriarch. In Genesis 12, Pharaoh takes Abraham’s 
so-called sister into his palace and Abraham is rewarded with sheep and cattle and 
slaves. Genesis 20 is a little different; when Sarah is returned to Abraham he is 
compensated with sheep, cattle, slaves, silver and the choice of settling wherever he 
pleases in Abimelech’s land.  
 
Gershon Hepner uses his unique semantic analysis to open the text to the Leviticus 
code of morality and incest taboo. 
“What is the purpose in inverting the wife-sister stories like this? One possibility 
may lie in the discomfiting nature of the wife-sister stories themselves. In these 
stories, the patriarchs of the nation behave dishonestly and in doing so endanger the 
people’s matriarchs. Zakovitch suggests that there are tendencies in biblical 
                                                
3 JACOB AND THE WIFE-SISTER STORIES MARIAN KELSEY: Jewish Bible Quarterly. Oct-Dec2018, Vol. 46 Issue 4 
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narrative to punish transgression and to mitigate guilt when it is an ancestor who has 
transgressed.4 He argues that these tendencies are evident in the wife-sister stories 
themselves. For example, the (re-)telling of the story in Genesis 20 lightens 
Abraham’s guilt by allowing him to explain his actions to Abimelech and by 
specifying that nothing untoward happened to Sarah.  
“In terms of punishment, Zakovitch describes the multiple connections between 
Genesis 12 and Israel’s enslavement in Egypt and suggests that the time in Egypt is 
implicitly presented as punishment for Abraham’s behavior. With this framework in 
mind, the inversion of the wife-sister stories in the Jacob narrative could serve 
similar purposes. It serves as a kind of 'ancestral poetic justice,’ as the wife presented 
as a sister becomes a sister presented as wife.2 When Jacob exclaims, as did the 
foreign kings, ‘What have you done?' the author perhaps reveals to the reader that 
here, in Jacob’s story, his fathers’ transgressions have been repaid. 
“The reason why Abimelech refers to Abraham as “your brother” rather than “your 
wife” as would have been expected, is because he wishes to highlight the fact that 
Abraham’s relationship with Sarah is Abraham’s marriage with Sarah is incestuous, 
linking it to the incestuous relationship between Judah and his daughter-in-law 
Tamar. This provides the rationale for the term kesus eynayim ַנֵיע תּו$ְסּכ ִםי$  is that it 
links Abimelech’s gift to Sarah to the clothes that Tamar wears before having sexual 
relations with her father-in-law Judah:  
 
“And she removed her widowhood clothes from her, and covered herself, with a veil 
and wrapped herself and sat, at the entrance to Enaim, which is on the way to Timnah 
because she saw that Shelah had grown up and she had not been given to him as a 
wife. And Judah saw her and considered her to be a harlot because, she had covered, 
her face” (Gen. xxxviii 14-15). The words vatachas , and covered herself (Gen. 
xxxviii 14), and , keusah she had covered (Gen. xxxviii 15), resonate with , kesusah 
covering (Gen. xx 16).  
 
“The place name of  Eynayim (Gen. xxxviii 14, 21), which appears nowhere else in 
the bible resonates with the word , eynayim eyes (Gen. xx 16) and has three rationales 
in the narrative of Judah and Tamar. First, bepesach eynayim, the term can mean 
“entrance to the eyes,” ironically highlighting the fact that Judah’s eyes are not open 
when he sees Tamar. 
 
 “Secondly, the word may be an allusion to the word onah , conjugal right (Exod. 
xxi 10).14 The root anah means “open,” as Levine has pointed out,15 having this 

                                                
4 Yair Zakovitch, “Disgrace: The Lies of the Patriarch,” Social Research 75 (2008) pp. 1035-1058 
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connotation when it denotes verbal and sexual response, so that the phrase bepesach 
eynayim , at the entrance to Enayim, can mean “at the entrance of the sexual 
opening,” a blatantly sexual metaphor for the blatantly sexual way that Tamar 
approaches Judah.  
 
“Thirdly, the word eynayim links the sexual encounter between Judah and Tamar to 
Abimelech’s use of the word eynayim, eyes, after his failed sexual union with Sarah 
(Gen. xx 16). The gifts that Abimelech gives Sarah and the way that Tamar dresses 
herself before having sexual relations with Judah both allude to a law of the 
Covenant Code: 
 
“Since Abimelech had attempted to take Sarah as a supplementary wife the Covenant 
Code obliges him to provide her with , and her clothing and her conjugal right, which 
he does symbolically by giving her ַנֵיע תּו$ְסּכ  kesus eynayim , a covering of the  ִםי$
eyes, foreshadowing the way that Tamar implies that Judah must provide her with 
kesus and onah, and her clothing and her conjugal right, when the Torah describes 
her conduct with words that resonate with this phrase, vetachas, and covered herself, 
kesusa , she had covered (Gen. xxviii 14, 15), and the place name called , Eynayim 
(Gen. xxxviii 14). The link between the two narratives suggests that Abimelech 
implies to Sarah that her relationship with Abraham is as incestuous as the 
more flagrantly incestuous relationship between Judah and his daughter-in-
law.  
 
“When he uses the word to describe his own conduct towards Abraham (Gen. xxi 
23), he implies that he himself has had a relationship that was both loving and 
disgraceful with Sarah, anticipating the disgraceful relationship that another 
Abimelech, presumably his son, will consider having with Rebekkah who would be 
his daughter-in-law if Isaac were his son.5 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
5 ABRAHAM’S INCESTUOUS MARRIAGE WITH SARAH A VIOLATION OF THE HOLINESS CODE by GERSHON HEPNER Los Angeles, 
Vetus Testamentum. Apr2003, Vol. 53 Issue 2, p143-155. 13p.  
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The Midrash suggests different interpretations of ַנֵיע תּו$ְסּכ  in the form of  ִםי$
compensation or as a metaphor of rebuke as follows: 
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Another interpretation, however, sees this as a gift from Abimelech in line with the 
monetary gift he gives to Abraham.  
 

 
 

 



 12 

 
(note 103) 
Abimelech is rebuking Abraham not to make use of Sarah for business purposes. He 
gives Abraham the money then hopes that the money might act as a “covering of the 
eyes” ַנֵיע תּו$ְסּכ  .of others who might use her and his profit from their use of her  ִםי$
The covering then is either of “your eyes to the profit or other people’s eyes from 
abusing her and your gain from that abuse.” 
 

 
 
In the next midrash the term kesus eynayim ַנֵיע תּו$ְסּכ  .refers to a literal garment  ִםי$
He gave her a garment of nobility so that those who might gaze at her with gossip 
will be diverted from gossip by her wearing the gift of these noble robes.  
 
Even more dark a midrash is Reish Lakish’s claim that the gift was made with mal-
intent, to sow enmity between husband and wife. By honoring her with the תּו$ְסּכ 
robes Abimelech had given in one night (gifts) more than Abraham had done in 
years. 
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 14 

Art Scroll sanitizes the possible rebuke of the patriarch with the moral imperative 
for all husbands to provide their wives with clothing. 
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We have thus interpreted the term kesus eynayim ַנֵיע תּו$ְסּכ  as a variety of ִםי$
interpretations mirroring more the interpreter in the absence of hard semantic proof 
that reflects at times both criticism of Abraham and Sarah as well as a more benign 
notion of a gift to protect her from the gossip of others following the inappropriate 
seclusion with Abimelech. The immediate chapter following that announces the 
birth of Isaac does nothing but add gossip as to the proximity of Abimelech’s 
seclusion and the conception. (see later when Sarah watches Ishmael ‘playing with 
Isaac prompting her demand for his banishment, Sarah realized Ishmael has grown 
up to be able to play some challenging games, and she did not want him to compete 
with Isaac for the inheritance.) Abarbanel (1437-1508) considers קחצמ  as “enjoying” 
the prerogatives of a firstborn in the household ( עשעתשמ תיבב ןבכ דיחי תיבב ותשורי  
.(Sarah felt that this status should belong to Isaac, and if continued would firm 
Ishmael’s claim on the inheritance. Sforno (1475-1550) says, הרבעתנש ךלמיבאמ גיעלמ  

לע התשמה השענש תיבב םהרבא, ורמואב ) he mocked the feast that was made in Abraham’s 
house, saying that she [Sarah] became pregnant from Abimelech).  
  
 
 
In deepening the characters of the drama as we project these figures as archetypes 
of divine potencies, the Zohar will use the term in its thematic interpretation of 
covering the eyes ַנֵיע תּו$ְסּכ  as a metaphor for the need to protect the eyes from  ִםי$
demonic forces. 
 
The Zohar sees this gift of ַנֵיע תּו$ְסּכ  as a holographic representation of the way  ִםי$
the divine is drawn down into the world. And the way the demonic must be dealt 
with so as to not influence the holy side. 
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If the rabbinic marital law requires 3 methods of support every man must supply his 
wife (she’er ksus תּו$ְסּכ  and ona- food, clothing and conjugal rights) these three items 
represent three channels of divine efflux into the world, the right side (open 
unbounded love) is food, the left (restrictive stern justice) is clothing, and the balance 
between the two is the middle path of conjugal rights.  
 
This is represented by the sefirotic tree of influx which divides into three vertical 
lines. The right side is the line of chesed or kindness, the left sinister side is strict 
stern justice and the center pillar represents the balance between the two, a 
paradoxical inter-inclusion of both. 
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The left side or sinister descent requires protection from the demonic denizens of the 
underworld who suckle from the holy side so ksus eynayim ַנֵיע תּו$ְסּכ  is the  ִםי$
protection of the adept from seeing or being affected by them as he works through 
the left side and is exposed to this divine efflux and simultaneous demonic force. 
 
The gift represents the very protection Isaac receives since his very being represents 
gevurah or strict justice. It is as if he needs protection from his own spiritual self that 
might destroy him. 
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Then the Zohar suggests that this very covering of the eyes, this protection from self 
was noted when Moses stares at the burning bush… EX 3:2-5 
 

-תַּבַלְּב ,ויָלֵא הָוְהי ְךַאְלַמ אֵָרּיַו  
 ֵהּנִהְו ,אְַרּיַו ;ֶהנְּסַה ְךֹוּתִמ--ׁשֵא
 ּוֶּנניֵא ,ֶהנְּסַהְו ,ׁשֵאָּב רֵֹעּב ֶהנְּסַה

.לָּכֻא  

2 And the angel of the LORD appeared unto him in 
a flame of fire out of the midst of a bush; and he 
looked, and, behold, the bush burned with fire, and 
the bush was not consumed. 

 ָאּנ-הָרֻסָא--הֶֹׁשמ רֶמֹאּיַו  ג
 ֹלדָּגַה הֶאְרַּמַה-תֶא ,הֶאְרֶאְו

.ֶהנְּסַה רַעְִבי-אֹל ,ַעּוּדַמ  :ֶהּזַה  

3 And Moses said: 'I will turn aside now, and see this 
great sight, why the bush is not burnt.' 

 ;תֹואְרִל רָס יִּכ ,הָוְהי אְַרּיַו  ד
 ,ֶהנְּסַה ְךֹוּתִמ םיִהֹלֱא ויָלֵא אָרְִקּיַו
.ִיֵנּנִה רֶמֹאּיַו--הֶֹׁשמ הֶֹׁשמ רֶמֹאּיַו  

4 And when the LORD saw that he turned aside to 
see, God called unto him out of the midst of the bush, 
and said: 'Moses, Moses.' And he said: 'Here am I.' 

 

 יֵהֹלֱא ,ָךיִבָא יֵהֹלֱא יִֹכנָא ,רֶמֹאּיַו  ו
 ;ֹבקֲַעי יֵהֹלאֵו ,קָחְִצי יֵהֹלֱא םָהָרְבַא
 טיִּבַהֵמ ,אֵָרי יִּכ ,וָינָּפ ,הֶֹׁשמ רֵּתְַסּיַו

.םיִהֹלֱאָה-לֶא  

6 Moreover He said: 'I am the God of thy father, 
the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God 
of Jacob.' And Moses hid his face; for he was afraid 
to look upon God. 

 
The gift was the aversion of the gaze at ELOHIM, the forces of strict justice he saw 
in the bush. Averting the gaze from ELOHIM, (even though it was YKVK who 
noticed Moses turn to stare at the bush) Moses tried to protect himself from the 
horrific vision of the flames in the bush, the exiles that would befall the future nation.  
The Zohar then adds an admonition addressed to the reader… “and this a person too 
merits through the mitzva of Tzitzit and T’fillin”. Apparently, we are all subject to 
the demonic side of ELOHIM and require this gift of the Mitzva as a protective 
shield from the demonic. 
 
The Zohar moves from the episode with Abimelech to the burning bush story and 
then connecting with the mystery of the Tzizzit and T’fillin in protecting one from 
the demonic aspects of spirituality.  
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This aspect of protection from the demonic takes a psychological turn on the writings 
of the Hassidic masters. The kesus eynayim ַנֵיע תּו$ְסּכ  becomes the aversion of  ִםי$
gaze into the demonic side of the divine or when the Israelite nation suffers so much 
that the mere gaze might affect the faith of the Tzaddik, the adept. 
 
The Tiferes Shlomo adds a shocking dimension to this narrative. Moses turned away 
because of what he saw…ELOHIM, the midda of strict justice, the exiles of his 
people in the future, the flames of the Holocaust. He turned precisely because he did 
not want to lose faith. His turning away was troped with the ksus eynayim ַנֵיע תּו$ְסּכ   ִםי$
of Sarah. Sometimes the Zaddik must avert his gaze from the strict justice of the 
divine or else he will lose his faith. He is so attuned to the suffering of his flock he 
must turn away from their very suffering in order not to lose his faith. 
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Even more radical is the Degel Machaneh Ephraim’s citation of the Great Maggid 
of Mezritch on the spiritual nature of platonic love and its inability to produce 
offspring in the flesh.  
 
 

 
 
 
He suggests that Abimelech is the very catalyst to reduce the holy platonic love 
Abraham had for Sarah into the fleshy desire that is a prerequisite for carnal love, 
and only then would Isaac be conceived. Abimelech the pagan king opens up the 
lower carnal desire in the holy patriarch and matriarch to experience that while 
carnal, is an absolute need if the conception is not to be immaculate. Until this 
moment their love was “ruchnius tavius elyonim” the desire was a spiritual supernal 
desire, and thus unable to birth in the flesh. The “1000 pieces of silver” mean carnal 
desire (kesef as in kisufim) and the 1000, eleph means peleh (rearranging the letters) 
meaning paradox, wonder, hidden, covered up until now. Abimelech gives them a 
gift of carnal desire which was hidden within them until now. And that is the 
meaning of ַנֵיע תּו$ְסּכ 	from	hidden	was	that	desire	a	and	eyes	the	of	covering	a  ִםי$
their	perception	until	now.	
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The	aversion	of	gaze	until	now	was	the	refusal	to	descend	into	the	carnality	of	
the	flesh	the	“levush”	the	covering	the	incarnation	of	desire.	Abimelech	opens	
them	to	what	was	hitherto	hidden	and	unconscious	due	to	their	humility	and	
purity	 of	 spirit.	 He	 is	 the	 teacher	who	 reveals	 to	 them	 the	 hidden	 nature	 of	
desire,	its	carnality	and	absolute	ingredient	to	produce	the	next	generation.	
 
From Reb Hershey: 
 
Actually, the Degel aims this at Abraham not Sarah. "I've given Abraham the תוואת 

תומלענ ." 
 
And it doesn’t make a whole lot of sense, because by this time Abraham has fathered 
Ishmael; it's only Sarah who is still barren. 
 
The Degel sees sexuality as a whole-body experience. Real sex requires real 
participation - down at the soul level, for anything good and whole to come of it. 
Abraham and Sarah could do it, but Isaac could not have been born from it. 
Abraham could not LOOK at Sarah during sex, he was her םיניע תוסכ . And that had 
to stop. He had to see her even with his eyes closed, tight shut, Abraham had to be 
intoxicated with Sarah, I think the Degel is saying. 
 
Abraham had to go beyond all the barriers to sex that he and she had erected. He 
had to become חכונב שממ  in order for Isaac to be conceived. 
 
In a further meditation the Degel suggests another trope on the term ַנֵיע תּו$ְסּכ    ִםי$
Through the deeds or ordinary men something is aroused in the Zaddik. He becomes 
the reflection of his day and age not the other way around. Using Moses as the 
example, who attributed the sin of the golden calf on himself! Even king David’s 
desire for Bathsheba arose from outside himself: 
 
Reb Hershey: 
 
David wasn't worthy, was not sufficiently virtuous or endowed to deserve having the 
mitzvah of private/individual Teshuva modeled through him. But it had to come to 
the world, it had to come through someone, so he was it because no one else fitted 
the bill as well. As the Degel says to wrap things up - יואר ןושל ריפש ךייש הז יפל אצמנו 

הלודג הלעמו היכז והז יכ  
 
Underneath it, though, is the implication or explicitly spoken notion that desires, 
especially sexual desires come to us from elsewhere... (Izbicy talks about it quite a 
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lot, too; that living among Goyim causes Israel to have Hirhurim) Degel doesn't say 
it outright. But the fact that here he credits the Baal Shem Tov with the idea while in 
our Torah in Vayera he does not seems to suggest he knows how radical he's being. 
Attributing David's libido to God, as a gift, to which he was not really יואר , right? 
 
 

אל ה"ד םיטוקיל - םירפא הנחמ לגד רפס  
  

 יואר ןושלה הרואכלו .):'ד הרז הדובע( םידיחיל הבושת תורוהל אלא השעמ ותואל יואר דוד היה אל
 היכז והזש יואר ןושל ךייש םש השמ ידי לע בתכהל תולחנ תשרפ היה יוארש בותכש המ יכ ןבומ וניא
 םשב יתעמשש ךרד לע רמול שי ךא ,יואר ןושל ךייש תויהל אכיא הלעמ יאמ אכה לבא הלודג הלעמו
 ול ךשמנ םהמש ול בישה ה"בקהש ונייה 'וגו יל אטח רשא ימ )ג"ל ,ב"ל תומש( קוספ לע ה"הללז ז"אא
 ףא הלילח הלק הריבע הזיאל קידצה אב םימעפלש ךשמנ הזמו ומצעב לוקלקה הלת השמ יכ רוהרהה
 לע הבושתב םלועה לכל ררועיו הבושתב רוזחיש ידכ ךא )א"כ ,ב"י ילשמ( ןוא לכ קידצל הנואי אלש
 לכל הבושת ררועמו ללכו ללכ אטח אלש ףא הבושתב ומצעמ רזוחש קידצ שיש ךא תורומח תוריבע
 ורמאש ומכ עבש תבב ללכ אטח אל דוד תמאב יכ יואר דוד היה אל והזו ,ולצא הלודג היכז והזו םלועה
 הבושת תורוהל ידכ הבושת דוד השע ןכ יפ לע ףאו העוט אלא וניא אטח דוד רמואה לכ ).ו"נ תבש( ל"זח
 אטח אלב ףא הבושת ןכ םג תושעל ונממ םה ודמליש םימכח ידימלת ונייה הלוגס ידיחיל ונייה דיחיל

ןבהו הלודג הלעמו היכז והז יכ יואר ןושל ריפש ךייש הז יפל אצמנו ללכ : 
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He ends up with the most enigmatic statement of all: 
 

ןבהו תוימשגב דלונה תא האורה םכח והזיא והז : 
 
Is he suggesting Abimelech wise man who foresaw the birth of Isaac? 
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Is he suggesting that he was a Chacham, a wise man, because (like in the Ethics of 
the Fathers citation) foreknowledge requires a kind of wisdom, yet here the wisdom 
is of the flesh, carnal wisdom. 
 
Is the Degel teaching us the radical notion that true wisdom ONLY comes from the 
incarnated fleshiness of body knowledge, that the only way to “know” another is 
experientially in the most intimate manner possible, literally, carnally, within them? 
 
The only Chacham is one who sees the future in the flesh? 


