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Sources and Resources for Rabbis 

The issues that infertility raise for individuals and couples in the Jewish community are 
numerous. For better and for worse, so too are the stories in our textual tradition. From 
Sarah to Hannah, stories of human limitation in the face of infertilitiy and the symbolism of 
God’s ultimate power to overcome fertility challenges fill the Torah. The texts provide 
examples of women – it’s usually women – with varying experiences and responses to 
infertility. Below are a few ideas from some of the well known stories. Also included are a 
few texts to introduce themes that bring depth to the Jewish perspective on infertility. 
 
Sarah  -  Not beleiving becoming a parent could ever happen. 
 - Trying alternatives to becoming a parent (and that they can be complicated) 
 
Rebecca  - Working to stay together as a couple through fertiltiy challenges  
 
Rachel  - The connection between motherhood and identity 
 - Relationship strain (spouse, friends, family) and isolation 
 - Losing boundaries when trying anything to have a child 
 
Hannah  -  Prayer and the audacity to stand up in the face of the obstacles infertilty 

creates. 
 
Fertility is not a women’s issue. It’s a Jewish issue and it effects men and women.  
 
A tradition claims that both Rebekah and Isaac were incapable of procreation. Gen. 25:21 
says: “Isaac pleaded with the Lord on behalf of [le-nokhah—opposite, corresponding to] 
his wife.” Instead of “for his wife,” he prayed “le-nokhah”—opposite, corresponding to his 
wife: he prayed for them both, because both were infertile (BT Yevamot 64a.). 
 
Even with modern medicine, the creation of life is a divine power and a holy experience.  
 
BT Ta’anit 2a–b quotes R. Johanan as follows: Three keys the Holy One, blessed be He, 
has retained in His own hands and not entrusted to the hand of any messenger: these are 
the key of rain, the key of childbirth, and the key of the revival of the dead ...  
The key [mafteah] of childbirth, for it is written, “Now God remembered Rachel; God 
heeded her and opened her womb” (Gen. 30:22).  
 
Having children is a part of our humanity and for many the desire is extremely strong.  
God of all creation, You have made the angels above and humans below.  Angels do not 
eat, do not sleep, do not bear children, and do not die.  Women eat, sleep, bear children, 
and die.  If I am an angel, then let me live forever.  But if I am a woman, let me bear a 
child. (Pesikta Rabbti 43:5) 


