Chayei Sarah

When Abraham calls his servant forth to send him out to look for a wife for his son Yitzhak, the Torah tells us that Avraham says to him swear to me (tahat yerechi) underneath my thigh.   Our rabbis teach us that tahat yereichi is biblical euphemism for the male procreative organ.

Why was it necessary for Avraham to demean his servant in that manner and make him place his hand underneath his thigh?
Rabbi Aryeh Kaplan suggests that idiomatically in the Torah children issue from the thigh of their father, (Kol ha-nefesh habah leyakov mitzraimah  yotsei yereicho).  Thus, Avraham wanted to impress upon his servant that he was sending him on a mission to be responsible for the future descendants of the Jewish people.

Another suggestion compares this phrase to the mitzvah of berit milah.  Some understand the purpose of a berit milah as being a sanctification of the procreative act, to teach man that in all of his acts he has the potential to act with great holiness.  Thus, Avraham places his servant’s hand under his thigh to show him that he is not just sending him out on a mission to pick up a wife for his son.  On the contrary, he is sending him out on the holiest of tasks: to find a wife that will share the spiritual destiny of his son and bring the light of God to the world. 

In order to emphasize the holiness, Avraham thus connects the two parts of the act: the physical and the spiritual.  In doing so, he teaches his servant that they are really one. 

One of the interesting things that happens in this story between Rivka’s family and Abraham’s servant is the disappearance of Rivka’s father, Betuel, from the picture.  It’s true that Betuel appears in pasuk 50, but other than that he is largely absent from the scene.  He is replaced by both Rivka’s mother and her brother, Lavan.

Why is Betuel absent?

Our commentators are also bothered by this.  Some suggest that Lavan was so wicked that at every point in the story he wished to displace his father.  Others contend that Betuel secretly wanted to foil the wedding plans, and thus, the angel of death came and smote him.

Perhaps there is also an historical/anthropological reason for Betuel’s absence.  Anthropologists tell us that the type of marriage which was dominant in that society was Bene marriage which was a matriarchal society, dominated by the mother and the oldest son.  The father on the other hand used to just wander from tribe to tribe, without staying too long.  It seems that Rivka came from such a tribe—a tribe that was dominated by her brother and mother.

 Avraham on the other hand came from a different type of tribe, a Baal tribe--a tribe which saw the family following the patriarchal father. This explains why Rivka had to leave her home to go join Isaac’s family.

The greatness of Rivka was that she was so impressed with Abraham’s family that she was willing to abandon her own exalted tribal status and accept a reduced material role, but enhanced spiritual role in the family of Abraham. 

