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1 The entry in the Encyclopedia Judaica for Abraham’s servant Eliezer1 is 

rather amusing. After recording that Eliezer was both the spitting image of 

Abraham 2 and also a giant,3 it states: “He is the prototype of the loyal and 

selfless servant, fulfilling his master’s wish even to his own 

disadvantage.” And then: “Despite his admirable qualities, Eliezer still 

remained a member of the cursed Canaanite nation.”4 So much for 

damning with faint praise! 

2 This Shabbat, we read Parashat Chayyei Sarah, which includes the story 

of Abraham sending Eliezer out across the desert to find a wife for Isaac. 

But Eliezer’s status as a ‘cursed Canaanite’ makes it rather difficult to 

understand why, when Abraham issued the instructions, he made Eliezer 

swear “by the Eternal One, the God of heaven and the God of earth”.5 

What would be the point of making Eliezer swear on the God of a different 

tribe? 

3 Come to that, what is the point of oaths at all? We use oaths > and their 

close cousin, vows > for all sorts of things these days. New British 

citizens are required to swear an oath of allegiance. MPs swear @with 

greater or lesser sincerityA loyalty to the Queen. In January, Joe Biden will 

be swearing an oath of office. And, perhaps most famously, there is the 

oath to tell the truth, the whole truth and nothing but the truth, sworn by 

witnesses in court. 
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4 All of these ceremonies are little pieces of mini�ritual, almost theatre, 

designed to impress upon the oath�taker and their audience how solemn 

the moment is. And not just the moment: the Presidential oath is intended 

to convey a solemnity that will last throughout the entire term of office, 

and the witness’s oath is there as a reminder that the truth must be told 

throughout their stint in the courtroom. 

5 Whether or not this theatre achieves its purpose is entirely dependent on 

the person involved. Some people will be awed by the sombreness of the 

ceremony. Others will find it meaningless and maybe even old�fashioned 

or insulting. 

6 Culture obviously plays a role here. And, indeed, oaths are often adapted 

for those with different backgrounds and traditions. Atheists aren’t 

required to ‘swear by Almighty God’,6 because that would obviously be 

meaningless for them. Jews aren’t required to swear on the New 

Testament7 for the same reason. A wonderful Victorian book called 

Stringer on Oaths and Affirmations8 describes all sorts of different options 

used by 19th�century courts: one for “Quakers and Moravians”,9 one for 

“Mahomedan witnesses”,10 “Portuguese witnesses”,11 “Lascar 

witnesses”…12 

7 Most of these are just different combinations of books and substituted 

words for ‘Almighty God’, but there are some wildly creative ones 

reported as well, particularly involving witnesses of Chinese origin: 

burning pieces of paper, snuffing out candles, decapitating a rooster. One 

trial, involving a Chinese gang feud, used an oath ceremony which 

involved “breaking a saucer with the warning ‘You shall tell the truth and 
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the whole truth; the saucer is cracked and if you do not tell the truth your 

soul will be cracked like the saucer.’ So many Chinese witnesses were 

called that by the time the last witness appeared he gave evidence 

standing ankle deep in smashed crockery.”13 

8 This seems quite enlightened! These all took place in British courts. 

Victorian judges, making allowances for different religious traditions and 

cultures? Perfect! They could have just imposed the Christian oath on 

everyone, but instead they were accommodating. That’s brilliant. 

9 But… no. It was all made up by the judges, who clearly got carried away 

with themselves inventing orientalist rituals for exotic witnesses. A 

contemporary reporter noted how “Chinese witnesses usually laughed or 

grinned” when asked to break a saucer ‘in accordance with their 

tradition’. “The Chinese have a strong sense of the ludicrous,” he added.14 

10 In 1974, a Hindu woman giving evidence in court was so offended when 

the judge insisted that she swear “by the Holy  Waters of the Ganges and 

by the Sacred Animal the Cow” that she complained to the authorities 

about how objectionable this imposed gibberish was.15 Worse still is the 

oath that was imposed on Aborigines appearing in Australian courts in the 

1930s: composed in horrible made�up pidgin English, it included, “You 

tellum true fella all the time; what you bin see yourself alonga your own 

eye.”16 

11 A somewhat similar cultural prejudice infects the whole story of Abraham 

sending Eliezer out in search of a wife for Isaac. Not only does he force 

his Canaanite servant to swear a Hebrew oath to the Hebrew God, what 

he made Eliezer swear to do was not to select a wife of Canaanite origin! 
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Abraham’s insistence on a non�Canaanite daughter�in�law can only be 

chalked up to a very particular form of xenophobia. It wasn’t that he was 

particularly keen on his son marrying a nice Jewish girl, because of course 

there were no Jewish girls at the time, nice or otherwise. It was just 

prejudice. 

12 Equally, the oath was not a normal sort of oath. It wasn’t a promise to tell 

the truth or to uphold the constitution or to serve the Queen, but a 

promise to do something that Abraham might have done himself. This is 

the real problem. Abraham treated Eliezer @The OtherA as a surrogate for 

the self. He used Eliezer to do what he, Abraham, could and perhaps 

should have done > what Abraham wanted to do > and treated Eliezer as 

a mere extension or avatar, swearing him as if he was Abraham and 

instructing him to act according to the same prejudices as Abraham. 

13 It is a delight, truly a delight, to welcome guests into our service tonight. 

@We can’t welcome you into our space, but we’re working on that!A To be 

joined by those from other faiths, and none, is so important. Learning 

about different people’s cultures and religions is how we avoid 

stereotyping, how we avoid horrible mock�Aboriginal patois, how we 

avoid instrumentalising The Other and just using them for our own 

benefit. How we avoid needless piles of broken crockery. These 

encounters help us to live together as equals. Kein y’hi ratzon; may this be 

God’s will.  

Check against delivery. 

 

GKW 13.11.20 
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