“Sarah’s Choice” by Eleanor Wilner from Sarah’s Choice (1989)
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Alitdle late rain Th ing
the desert in the beauty of its winter of Seh
bloom, the cactus ablaze

with yellow flowers that glow

even at night in the reflected light

of moon and the shattered crystal of sand
when time was 50 new

that God seill walked

among the tents, leaving no prints

in the sand, but a brand burned into

the heart—on such a night

it must have been, although

itis not written in the Book

how God spoke to Sarah

what he demanded of her

how many questions came of it

how a certain faith was

fractured, as a stone is split

by its own fault, a climate of extremes
and one last drastic change

in the temperature.

“Gol” said the Voice. “Take your son,
your only son, whom you love,
take him to the mountain, bind him
and make of him a burnt offering.”
Now Isaac was the son of Sarah’s age,
a gift, so she thought, from God. And how
could he ask her even to imagine such a thing—
to take the knife
of the butcher and thrust it
into such a trusting heart, then
light the pyre on which tomorrow burns
What fear could be more holy
than the fear of that?
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And Sarah rose to her fect, stepped out
of the tent of Abraham to stand between
the desert and the distant sky, holding its stars
like tears it was too cold to shed.
Perhaps she was afraid the firmament
would shudder and give way, crushing her
like a line of ants who, watching
the ants ahead marching safe under the arch,
are suddenly smashed by the heel
they never suspected. For Sarah,
with her desert-dwelling mind, could
sce the grander scale in which the heel
might simply be the underside of some Divine
intention. On such a scale, what is
a human son? So there she stood, absurd
in the cosmic scene, an old woman bent
25 2 question mark, a mote in the eye
of God. And then it was that Sarah spoke
in a soft voice, a speech
the canon does not record.

No,” said Sarah to the Voice.

T will not be chosen. Nor shall my son—

if I can help it. You have promised Abraham,
through this boy, a great nation. So cither
this sacrifice is sham, or else it is a sin

Shame,” she said, for such is the presumption
of mothers, “for thinking me  fool,

for asking such a thing. You must have known
T would choose Isaac. What use have |

for History—an arrow already bent

when it s fired from the bow?”

Saying that, Sarah went into the tent
and found her restless son awake, as if
he'd grown aware of the narrow bed in which he lay.

The
eschings

of Sarah
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she had herself created, or that had been there
all along. *“Tomorrow you will be

2 man. Tonight, then, [ must tell you

the litele that T know. You can be chosen

or you can choose. Not both.

‘The voice of the prophet grows shrill

He will read even defeat as a sign

of distinction, until pain itself

becomes holy. In that day, how shall we tell
the vietims from the saints,

the torturers from the agents of God?"

“But mother,” said Isaac, “if we were not God's
chosen people, what then should we be? I am afraid
of being nothing.” And Sarah laughed.

Then she reached out her hand. “Isaac, he
Iam going now, before Abraham awakes, before  unbining
the sun, to find Hagar the Egyptian and her son  of huac
whom I cast out, drunk on pride,

God's promises, the seed of Abraham

in my own late-blooming loins.”

“But Ishmacl, " said Isaac, “how should I greet him?"
*As you greet yourself,” she said, “when you bend
over the well to draw water and see your image,
not knowing it reversed. You must know your brother
now, or you will see your own face looking back
the day you're at each other's throats.”

She wrapped herself in a chick dark cloak
against the desert’s enmity, and tying up

her stylus, bowl, some dates, a gourd

for water—she swung her bundle on her back,
reached out once more toward Isaac.
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“It's time,” she said. “Choose now.”

“But what will happen if we go?” the boy

Isaac asked. “I don't know,” Sarah said
“Butitis written  what will happen

if you stay.




