The mystery of Serach bat Asher

Annabel Ries, Limmud 2025

Serach's first appearance in Torah

1. Bereishit (Genesis) Chapter 46:8-27
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(8) These are the names of the Israelites,
Jacob and his descendants, who came to
Egypt. Jacob’s first-born Reuben; (9)
Reuben’s sons: Enoch, Pallu, Hezron, and
Carmi. ....

(17) Asher’s sons: Imnah, Ishvah, Ishvi,
and Beriah, and their sister Serach.
Beriah’s sons: Heber and Malchiel...

(27) And Joseph’s sons who were born to
him in Egypt were two in number. Thus the
total of Jacob’s household who came to
Egypt was seventy persons.

2. Nahum Sarna (London and USA, 1923-2006)

JPS Torah Commentary on Genesis

"Itis inconceivable that Jacob's 12 sons, who themselves had 53 sons in all, should have
had only one daughter. In light of the general tendency to omit women from the
genealogies, there must be some extraordinary reason for mentioning her in this particular

one, although no hint of it is given in the text."

Serach and Jacob

3. Midrash: Sefer Ha-Yashar (The Book of Righteousness) on Genesis, Vayigash 8-9

(Middle-Ages Spain, 1300 CE)
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And [Joseph] commanded [the brothers]
saying: When you come into the land of
Canaan do not bring that matter suddenly
upon my father, but act prudently....

And when [the brothers] came to the
boundaries of the land, they said to one
another: What shall we do in bringing this
matter before our father? For if we impart
it to him suddenly, and tell him all about it,
he will be greatly astounded at our words
and he will refuse to listen to us.
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And when they went on until they
approached their houses they met Serach
coming towards them, and the damsel
was exceedingly beautiful and wise, and a
skilled player on the harp; and they called
her and she came unto them and she
kissed them. And they took her and gave
her a harp saying unto her: Go, we pray
thee, before our father and sit down
before him and strike this harp and speak
unto him according to these words. And
they instructed her concerning what she
had to say, and she hastened unto Jacob
and she sat down before him. And she
sang and she played beautifully upon the
harp, and she sang in the sweetness of her
voice: Joseph my uncle is alive and he
reigns over all the land of Egypt; he is not
dead. And she often repeated these
words. And Jacob heard her words and it
pleased him greatly, and when he heard
her sing it twice and three times, the heart
of Jacob was possessed by joy, through
the sweetness of her voice, and the spirit
of God came over him, and he knew that
all her words were true. And Jacob
blessed Serach for singing these words
before him, and he said: My daughter, may
death never prevail against thee forever,
for thou hast revived my spirit, only repeat
thou this song once more before me, for
thou hast caused me gladness with thy
words. And she sang once more the same
words and Jacob listened, and he was
pleased and he rejoiced, and the spirit of
God came over him.



Identifying Moses and Aaron as the messengers of God

4. Shemot Rabbah (Midrash on the Book of Exodus) 5:13

(Talmudic Israel/Babylon, compiled 1200 CE)
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“Aaron spoke all the words that the Lord
had spoken to Moses, and performed the
signs before the eyes of the people”
(Exodus 4:30).“The people believed; they
heard that the Lord had remembered the
children of Israel, and that He had seen
their affliction, and they bowed their
heads and prostrated themselves”
(Exodus 4:31).

“The people believed” .... What led them
to believe? It was the sign of the
remembrance that he said to them, as
they had a tradition from Jacob that Jacob
passed the secret to Joseph, and Joseph
to his brothers, and Asher son of Jacob
passed the secret to his daughter
Serach, who was still alive. This is what
he said to her: Any deliverer who will come
and say to my descendants: “Pakod
pakadti etchem,” he is a genuine
deliverer. When Moses came and said:
have remembered you [pakod pakadti
etchem]” (Exodus 3:16), immediately,
“the people believed.”
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Serach's second appearance in Torah

5. Bemidbar (Numbers) Chapter 26:3-51
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So Moses and Eleazar the priest, on the
steppes of Moab, at the Jordan near
Jericho, gave instructions about them,
namely, those from twenty years up, as v’
had commanded Moses. The [eligible
male] descendants of the Israelites who
came out of the land of Egypt were:
Reuben, Israel’s first-born. Descendants
of Reuben: ...Descendants of Asher by
their clans: Of Imnah, the clan of the
Imnites; of Ishvi, the clan of the Ishvites;
of Beriah, the clan of the Beriites. Of the
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descendants of Beriah: Of Heber, the clan
of the Heberites; of Malchiel, the clan of
the Malchielites. The name of Asher’s
daughter was Serach.... This is the
enrollment of the Israelite men: 601,730.

6. Rashi (Rabbi Shlomo ben Yitzchak) on Numbers 26:46:1
Medieval Torah and Talmud commentator, Europe 1040 - 1105 CE
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AND THE NAME OF THE DAUGHTER OF
ASHER WAS SERACH — Because she still
remained alive after all these long years
(Sotah 13a) it exceptionally mentions her
here (Seder Olam 9).

Joseph's bones

7. Bereishit (Genesis) Chapter 50:24-26
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8. Shemot (Exodus) Chapter 13:19

yawn >3 ipy r]ov Nipsy NN nwn npe (v7)
va’m TP T wmzb bmwv ’J: nN Y awn
:020K 1177 "NNYY-NX cm”vy-n DINN

(24) At length, Joseph said to his brothers, “I
am about to die. God will surely take notice of
you and bring you up from this land to the land
that He promised on oath to Abraham, to
Isaac, and to Jacob.” (25) So Joseph made the
sons of Israel swear, saying, “When God has
taken notice of you, you shall carry up my
bones from here.” (26) Joseph died at the age
of one hundred and ten years; and he was
embalmed and placed in a coffin in Egypt.

(19) And Moses took with him the bones of
Joseph, who had exacted an oath from the
children of Israel, saying, “God will be sure to
take notice of you: then you shall carry up my
bones from here with you.”

9. Talmud Sotah (Babylon, ¢.450-550 CE) 13a:14
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The Gemara asks: And from where did Moses
our teacher know where Joseph was buried?
The Sages said: Serach, the daughter of Asher,
remained from that generation that initially
descended to Egypt with Jacob. Moses went
to her and said to her: Do you know anything
about where Joseph is buried? She said to
him: The Egyptians fashioned a metal casket
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for him and set it in the Nile River as an augury
so that its water would be blessed. Moses
went and stood on the bank of the Nile. He
said to Joseph: Joseph, Joseph, the time has
arrived about which the Holy One, Blessed be
He, took an oath saying that |, i.e., God, will
redeem you. And the time for fulfilment of the
oath that you administered to the Jewish
people that they will bury you in Eretz Yisrael
has arrived. If you show yourself, it is good,
but if not, we are clear from your oath.
Immediately, the casket of Joseph floated to
the top of the water.

10. Midrash Tanchuma (Talmudic Babylon/Italy/Israel, c.500-800 CE)
on the Torah portion of Beshalach, Shemot (Exodus) Chapter 13:19
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11. Midrash: Genesis Rabbah 94:9

Midrash Tanchuma, Beshalach 2:1

And Moses took the bones of Joseph (Exod.
13:19). How did Moses know where Joseph’s
grave was to be found? They say that only
Serach the daughter of Asher had survived
from that generation, and that she revealed to
Moses where Joseph’s grave was located. The
Egyptians had made a metal coffin for him and
then sunk it into the Nile. Moses went to the
bank of the Nile with a pebble upon which
were engraved the words “Ox, arise,” and
called out: “Joseph, Joseph, the time has
come for the Holy One, blessed be He, to
redeem his children. The Shechinah and Israel
and the clouds of glory await you. If you will
reveal yourself, good, but if not, we shall be
free of your vow.” Whereupon Joseph’s coffin
floated to the surface.

Talmudic-era midrash on the book of Genesis (Israel, 400 CE)
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| am the one who delivered the loyal to the loyal - Joseph to Moses.
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Serach in the Yeshiva

12. Shemot (Exodus) Chapter 14:21-23
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Then Moses held out his arm over the sea and
7 drove back the sea with a strong east wind
all that night, and turned the sea into dry
ground. The waters were split, and the
Israelites went into the sea on dry ground, the
waters forming a wall for them on their right
and on their left. The Egyptians came in
pursuit after them into the sea, all of
Pharaoh’s horses, chariots, and riders.

13. Midrash: Pesikta DeRav Kahana (Sections of Rabbi Kahana) 11:13

(Talmudic Israel, ¢.400-700 CE)
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R. Yohanan [a third-century Talmudic
sage] was sitting in the bet midrash (study
house) and expounding the verse (Ex.
14:22): “[and the Israelites went into the
sea on dry ground], the waters forming a
wall for them on their right and on their
left.” How could the water become as a
wall? R. Yohanan expounded thatitwas a
sort of [impervious] net. Serach appeared
and said: “l was there, and the water
was not as a net, but as transparent
windows.”

Living forever?

14. Tractate Derekh Eretz Zuta (c.100 BCE - 900 CE)
(from the minor tractates [masechtot ketanot], essays from the Tannaitic period or later
that deal with topics about which no formal tractate exists in the Mishnah)
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Tractate Derekh Eretz Zuta 1:18

Nine people entered Gan Eden alive,
namely: Enoch son of Jared, Elijah, the
Messiah, Eliezer the servant of Abraham,
Hiram king of Tyre and Eved-Melech the
Ethiopian, Jabez the [grand]son of Judah,
Batya the daughter of Pharaoh, and
Serach bat Asher, and some say also
Rabbi Joshua ben Levi.
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