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HEBREW UNION COLLEGE - JEWISH INSTITUTE OF ~ELIGION 

NEW YORK SCHOOL 

Report on the Rabbinic Dissertation Submitted 

by 

Barry H. Block 

in Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements for Ordination 

Rebekkah: Portraits in Mid.rash 

This thesis is a collection and close analysis of the extensive 

midrashic tradition about Rebekkah , which f ocusses mainly on 

Genesis 22: 20 - 24, 2 4, 25 : 19-24, 27: 1-17, 41-4 6; 28 , 1-3 and 35: 

8- 9. The author's intent is to not only understand how the rabbis 

viewed Rebekhah as matriarch and I saac's wife, and the role she 

pl ayed in tne biblical narrative, but also to gain insight into the 

ways i n which they departed from the pshat of the biblical text. 

Since Rebakkah plays such a primary role in the narratives in which 

she is found, the author was interested in s eeing how the r abbinic 

interpretation deals with Re bbeJcah' s dominance vis - a-vis Isaac, her 

role in shaping the out come of the conflict between her s ons and 

her seemin g direct communication with God. This then might shed 

light upon how the rabbis deal with female biblical character s in 

g eneral and how their interpretative portraits may serve modern 

readers in th~ir ·search for models for their own l i ves. 

The first step in Mr. Block's investigation was a close textural 

examination of the key bibl ical passage,q involving Rebekkah. In so 

doing, he paid attention to the major thrust of the biblical 
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mater i al ; the key questi ons about Rebekkah's role and the pr oblems 

-.ath t he biblical materi al, i ncluding textual concerns. After 

examining the primary biblical material and highlighting the 

bibl i cal writer's char acter i zat ion of Re bekkah , the a uthor gathered 

all the rel evant rabbi n ic text s by utilizing t he available verse 

:ndi ces and topical ant hologies . The i ndices d ire c ted h im to the 

full range of aggadic c o mpi l at i ons , from proto-rabb inic t exts l i ke 

Philo's treatises, and the Book of J ubilees through the med ieval 

' midr ashic anthologies a nd the later biblical c ommentaries . After 

ga t hering and studying the midrash i c mat erial , it be c ame clear that 

many of the major midrashic themes regarding Rebekkah were repeated 

over and over again so t hat organiz i ng the material according to 

the midrashic compilations would no t be practical . Therefore, the 

author chose to trace the rabbi s' treatment of each o f the biblical 

pas sag-es in order. The ana l ysis o f t he biblica l material is 

summari zed at the outset of each chapter. 

In Chapter One, the mi drashic treatment of t he genea logy o r"Nahor 

in Genesis 22:20 - 24 is presented. The r abbi s emphasize :the 

connection between Rebekkah and I saac, since the geneal ogy foll ows 

di rectly on the Akedah. They are bound togethe r by past events 

which lay the basis for their future relati onship. Chapter Two 

deals with Genesis chapter 24 and in it, the author uncovers the 

rabbis • emphasis upon the reftsons why Rebekkah is chosen as Isaac 's 

wife and as matriarch of Israel. The early texts emphasizes God's 

role in Rebekkah's selection, which is p i cked up again in the later 

medieval compilations, while the classic rabbinic texts stress 



either Abraham' a ctions or Re;>e)c.kah's qualifications. By selecting 

Rebekkah, the proper person is in place to insure the cont inuity of 

the covenant after Abraham. I n interpreti ng the few v erses in 

Genesis 25:19-24 , t he rabbis reveal an ambivalence regarding 

Rebekkah, i . e. , whether or not s he received direct revelation from 

God, and the degree to which she plays a dominant r ole in the story 

of Jac o b a nd Esau. The same tension is found in their t rea.tment of 

Genesis 27, in which she plays the major r ole in the trickery of 

Isaac. Most of t he comments about her are very positive, 

emphasizing in di:ferent ways how Rebekkah carried out the 

intention of God. The f i nal chapter deals with Rebekkah 's death, 

which is not mentioned i n the Bible. Most of the rabbinic material 

on her death surrounds Genesis 35:8 which actually describes the 

death of Rebekkah' s verse. 

Al~hough it is wry diff icult to ga i n a clear understanding o f any 

la rge themati c collecti o n of aggadic material, the autho r has 

handled the materia l on Rebekkah in a most competent and insightful 

manner. He has not only represented to th;- reader major c hu~ s of 

midrash in a very organized fashion, highlighting key the mes and 

tensions, but also has conclusively demonstrated that basic 

tensions exist vis-a- vis Rebekkah in the mind of the rabbis. The 

rabbis extend the biblical portrait of Rebekkah in order to show 

why - ~he is absolutely fit for her role, wherein she is responsible 

f o r the c~ntiri°cr'ity o f the Abrahemic covenant. They tell us of her 

birth, relationship with God, attitude towards her husband and 

sons, and -her death, thereby filling in the nuances of her 

-- .. t 



=~~:acter and the importance of her life. Nevertheless , t h ey also 

sc :-Jggle with her relationship wit h God, with her communication 

w1:1 God and the degree to wh ich she personally control s t he events 

in ~he life of her family. Through all the tensions, however, we 

sec a composite portrait of a strong, decisive personality who i s 

t o4ched by God's presence in her life . 

Mr. Block is to be highly commended for h is research, analysis and 

insi ghtful comments on the text material gathered. He demonstrates 

abi lity to both analy2e text and t o integrate diverse material. In 

add i tion, he writes with clar ity in a complete straightforward 

ma:1ner. To be sur e, more could have been done t o enhance the 

rabb,i,,,ic portrait of Rebakkah, e.g ., comparative material from 

other religious traditions on Rebekkah - Christian and Moslem -

might shed light o n the rabbis attitudes towards her character and 

. 
ac:1ons . Similarly, had the author raised questions about God 's 

re.ationship and communication with the other matriarchs as seen 

th:ough midrashic tradition, it might have set the conclusion he 

' 
draws regarding Rebekkah against a more extensive backdr~p. 

Nevertheless, this provides us with an excellent angle by which to 

viaw the rabbis treatment of an important female biblical figure 

and to gain insight into another part of their worldview. As a 

r esult, he has al~o whetted our appetites for a taste of how 

contemporary writers might deal with characters such as Rebekkah. 

March 24, 1991 

Respectfully submitted, 

Dr. No:noan J. Cohen 
Professor of Mi~rash 
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My rabbinic thesis began in the Fall of 1988....' at the 

B'not Mi~zvah of twin girls in the Congregation where I was 

working at the time as a rabbinic intern. After the girls 

had read from the Torah , chanted their Haftarah, and 

delivered persona 1 prayers based on the week •-s portion, the 

senior rabbi, a middle-aged man whom I know well and 

respect, and who is not entirely insensitive to feminist 

thinking, rose to deliver his sermon for the morn'ing . '.the 

rabbi began by talking about the extent to which biblical 

characters can serve as models for modern Jews who seek to 

live meaniqgful Jewish lives. He then turned to speak more 
: 

personally~ to the girls who had become B'not Mitzvah this 

moq,ing, and talked about biblical-personages after whom 

th~y might pattern their own livJs. The characters to whom 

he referred, drawing stirring examples from both biblical 

narrative and midrash, were the patriarchs of Israel: 

Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. 

The congregation, including tl\e B' not Mitzvah and their 

family, received the sermon well. It had indeed been a 

moving moral charge. But I was disturbed. I wondered to 

myself, and soon asked the rabbi directly, how he could call 

upon ' two yow:ig women t9 pattern their lives after three male 

biblical characters. The rabbi was dumbfoun~ed. 'ee had 

' 
ne~r considered the problem: but, at the same time, he knew 

that I was right. Be laughed at himself, noting the gap 

bet ween h is rabb i nic education and mine: he had attended a 
-') 

C 
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Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion that 

trained only men for the rabbinate and cantorate, and where 

be had never heard the word •feminism• uttered. My r"4bbinic 

school, despite its being the same institution, and despite 

its sometimes sluggish progress toward adding women to ·the 

faculty and women's issues to the curriculum, is a very 

different place. I have studied with more women than men in 

a place where feminist concerns are ofte.n di'scussed. 

Nevertheless, the senior rabbi and I shared one 

significant problem. Neither of us knew nearly as much 

about the women of the Bible as we knew about the men . 
., 

Neither he nor I felt that we could have delivered a sermon 

calling upon the BJnot Mitzva~ to pattern their Jewish lives .....__ 
after those of Sarah, Rebekah, Leah, and Rachel without __._ 

spending a significant amount of time studying both biblical I___,. 

narrative and midrash. Neither of us, nor, we suspected, 

the majority of the rabbi.s and student rabbis we knew, &ere 

sufficiently familiar with the characters of biblical women 

to say much about them. 

My original hope for this thesis, therefore, was to 

rectify this situation in its entirety. I imagined that I 
, 

would _s~rvey the biblical and rabbinic material on all four 

m~triar~hs, a~ perhaps even write modern midrashi• about 

them. Almost froa the outset, however, I realized that such 

a project was too ambitious for a rabbinic thesis. For the 

present projec~, at least, I needed to concentrate on one 

, / 
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matriarch, delving deeply into as much midrasfiic material 

about her as I could find. 

I selected Rebekah, because her unique participation in 

the biblical narrative singularly fascinated me, Despite 
. 

the significance of Sarah, Leah, and Rachel to the stories 

of their respective generations, there can be no doubt that 

their husbands play greater roles in the Bible than they do. 

Contrastively, Rebekah is often the primary actor in the 

episodes in which she appears, especially when compared to 

the relatively minor role played by her husband, Isaac . 

Rebekah is actively involved in the action of Genesis 24, 

during which she becomes betrothed to Isaac: her husband is 

almost entirely absent from the scene. She is in contact 

with God in Gen.esis 25, receiving the Divine word that Jacob 

is to be doainant over his older twin, Esau. Moreover, 

Rebekah is the most potent character in Genesis 27, scheming 

to assure that her favo~ite son, Jacob, receives his ~ 

' 
father's blessing. I wondered bow the rabbis would react to 

this matriarch who so consistently overshadows her husband. 

I was curious about bow midrash would view her co11111unication 

with .God. 

~ f. d as much midrashic I .set out, therefore, to in 

material as possible on the second matriarch. TUrning to 

Hebrew topical indices, primarily O~ar Ra>agadah, 1 I found 

1foahe David Gross, Qfor Ra> aqadah (Jerusalem: kosad 

Harav ltUlt, 1955). 

-----
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that there frequently is not even a listing lor "Rebekah," 

and~ feared that there might not be sufficient midrashic 

material to warrant a thesis. Nevertheless, some references 

could be found there, with "Rebekah" listed as a subsections 

under entries for , "Isaac," "Jacobt~ and "Patriarchs." I was 

able to glean many more citations from the notes to Louis 

Ginzberg•s Legends of the Jews. 2 and from the notes to David 
~ 

E. Fass• s manuscript, "Unbinding Mother Re.bekah," which was 

generously provided to me by the author. 3 

The citations I gathered pointed me in several 

different directions, ranging from proto-midrashic works of 

the intertestamental period to medieval biblical commentary , 

and including exegetic, homiletic, and narrative midrashim, 

as well as the later midrashic anthologies . By the time I 

had researched these sources, I had learned of the existence 

of sufficient rabbinic material on Re.Qekah to justify a 

thesis, even if it could ' not be ea~ily accessed in one ~ 

place. I had also come to believe that certain ones of my 

hopes for my thesis would have to be deferred: there was 

now too much material to allow me to venture further, into 

examining modern aidrash on the matriarch or into writing my 

own. ~ ~id, however, consult modern commentary on the 

2Louis Ginzherg, Legends of the Jews. vol . v, tr. 
Henrietta szold (Philadelphia: The Jewish Publication Society 

of herica, 1968). 

3oavid E. fas■ , "Unbinding Mother Rebekah," unpublished 

11a11uscript, 1990. 

. . 
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biblical narratives themselves -- including R6bert Altar's 

The Art of Biblical Narrative, 4 J.P. Fokkelman•s Narrative 

Art in Genesis, 5 and E.A. Speiser•s Anchor Bible "Genesis"6 

-- i n order to gain a greater understanding of the biblical 

text before moving forward into close analysis of the 

midrash. 

I read practically all of the material in its original 

language, and translations of all Hebrew and. most Aramaic 

passages in this work are my own. I did, however, make use 

of English -- and, in one case, French -- translations where 

they are available, particularly to pinpoint particular 

passages that would merit examination. In addition, the 

English translations of the intertestamental literature and 

of the Zohar are quoted directly. The New Jewish Version 
0 

translation of the Bible is used t~roughout the thesis, 7 

unless otherwise noted. The exceptions are those scriptural 

quotations within midrashlc passages which would not be ~ 

comprehensible unless translated according to the midrashic 

understanding of them. 

Extensive thought was given to the organization of the 

4Robert Alter, The Art of Biblical Narrative (New York: 

~sic ~?ks; Inc., 1981). 

5J.P. Fokkelman, Narrative Art in Genesis (Amsterdam: 

Van Corcum, Assum, 1975). 

6E.A. Speiser, Anchor Bible. "Genesis" (Garden City, NY: 

Doubleday, 1964). .I) 

7The Holy scriptures (Philadelphia: 
Publication Society of America, 1985). 

The Jewish 
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midrashic material. Some consideration was given--to 

ordering the material chronologically, focusing first on the 

intertestamental period, then on ylassical ~abbinic 

literature, and finally on the ■edieval material. The 

extensive repetition of midrashic strains over time, 

however, made such an organization impractical. I therefore 

decided to arrange the material according to the order of 

the biblical narrative, examining issues as they ' arise in 

the biblical text . This organization has the added 

advantage of allowing the midrashic material to be examined ' 

i~ largely the same order in which it is found in most of 

I 

the individual midrashic works. 

The thesis begins, therefore, ~ith a look at the 

mi«;trash on the Nabor genealogy in Genesis 22:20-24, where 

Rebekah's na.e f ·irst occurs. Here, the rabbis attempt to 

establish deep connections between the future matriarch and 

her husband-to-be from the veey first reference mention of 

her name. The midrashim, as we shall see, view the 

genealogy primarily as an announcement of Rebekah's birth, 

which they believe to be intimately connected to the binding 

of Isaac, the account of which immediately precedes the 

•J 
genealogy. 

Chapt~r II focuses on Genesis 24, the long narrative 

beginning with the search for a bride for Isaac and ending 

with the couple's union. The principal concern of the 

aidrashists, as they confront Genesis 24, is Rebekah's 

I 

C 
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fitneaa for her new position as Isaac's wife arld as a 

aatri1trch of Israel. In the process, the rabbis weigh the 

relative importance-of the roles played by God, Abraham, and 

Rebekah herself i~ assuring that the proper match is made. 

Next, we turn to examination of the few short verses, 

Genesis 25:19-24, in which the fact that Isaac and Rebekah 

can not conceive is announced, there is a prayer for 

progeny, Rebekah's difficult pregnancy is described, and the 

11atriarch has an encounter with God in which Jacob ' s future 

do■inance over Esau is revealed to her. It is here that the 

a.bivalence which characterizes the midrashic attitude 

' 
toward Repekah becomes most clear . -The rabbis are willing 

neither to see the matriarch as;oentirely dominant in a 

, situation, nor as totally absent from it. Moreover, the 

aidrasbists are both reluctant to vielir Rebekah as being in 

direct conversation with God, while being at the same time 

unwilling to accept that she would be absent when Isaac ~ 

prays to God on her behalf. 

...... 

The sue aidrasbic Ulbivalence characterizes the 

rabbis' reactions to the extensive portions of Genesis 27 in 

which Rebe.kab appears to be dominant. Here, she secures 

isaac •s blessing to~ her favorite aon, Jacob, and arranges 
,, 

Jacob'& e~cape ftom Esau's wrath. Again, the midrashists 

portray her as being in contact with God even when the Bible 

doea not, ' but still do not allow for a direct conversation 

betv .. n the aatriarch and God. Again, the rabbis betray 

' I 
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aabivalence toward Rebekah's doainance, refraining from 

extensive COIIIJll~nt on the portions of the chapter in which 

her commanding role can not be ignored. 

Finally, we turn in Chapter V to exploration of the 

questio~ of Rebekah's death, which is not mentioned in the .,. 
biblical text itself. Unlike the biblical authors, the 

rabbis are not willing to leave the matter of her death 

unresolved. There is considerable rabbinic -m'aterial which 

explains for Rebekah's death, mostly by building on a 

difficult verpe, Genesis 35:8, which describes the death of 

Rebekah's nu.rse. Much effort is expended to assure readers 

that we can be secure in the knowledge that the matriarch 

has indeed died, been buried, and been mourned. 

Each chapter begins with a brief overview of the 

biblical text itself, providing a background for studying 

the midrashic material. For the most part, the rabbis 

strived to tie their coJIIJll'ents to the text itself, ~ 

emphasizing bases in the Bible itself even for theories that 

seem to stray far from the text's simple meaning. It is 

lik~ly that ~he rabbis did not view themselves as creating 

portraits of Rebekah that were distinct from that of the 

. . 
Bible. _ ~ather, they prqbably saw themselves as building on 

wh~t they believed to be hints in the text in order to 

supply details and subtleties, and to correct potential 

misunderstandings that one might have after reading toe 

biblical narrat;,ive. 

I 
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Not all of the midrashic portrayals of Rebi kah 

described in thi~ thesis are positive. occasionally, they 

even betray misogyny. Nevertheless, my hope is that this 

thesis will provide the opportunity for others to avoid 

being in the position in which the senior rabbi I aescribed 

at the beginning of this introduction found himself. 

Examining Rebekah through the portraits of her painted by 

' 
the rabbis allows us the opportunity to create our own 

stories, listening both to the tradition and to our own 

exper~ences, ju~t as the rabbis read the biblical text and, 

. inevitably, responded to the world in which they lived. 
I 

, I 
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CHAPTER I 
,.. 

GENESIS 22:20- 24: THE NAHOR GENEALOGY 
. , I 

J C 

\ 
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20 22 Some time later, Abraham was told 
"Milcah too has ~orne children to yo~r 
.brother Nabor: 1oz the first born, and Buz 
~is b,rpther, and Kemuel the father of Aram; 

and Chesed, Hazo, Pildash, Jidlaph, and 
Bethuel" -- 23Bethuel being the father of 
Rebekah. These eight Milcah bore to Nahor, 
Abraham' s brother. ~And his concubine, 
whose name was Reumah, also bore chirdren: 
Tebah, Gaham, Tahash, and Maacah. 

2 

The reader of Bible first encounters the matriarch 

Rebekah immediately following the story of the Q~nding of 

Isaac, in this genealogy at the end of Genesis 22. 

Interestingly, though, the information provided in this 

genealogy does not at first glance seem to be primarily 

about Reb9kah. Rather, Abraham is informed that his brother 

has sired sons through his wife, Milcah: Only in the 
, ~ 

parenthetical comment that follows the r~velation to AbrcDfam 

are we told that one of the sons of Nabor and Milcah, 

Bethuel, 'is the father of Rebekah. 

The rabbinic literature proyides an exploration of 

' ~hree questions about this text. Notably, these three 
\ 

questions mig~t al~o present themselves as problems to the 

biblical reader who is unaware of the rabbinic literature. 

First, one might ask, ~Why do we have this genealogy at 

all?" Nothing ~at immediately follows or precedes the 

genealogy 5e~ms to, have anything to do with it. ~e do not 

again meet Rebekah or any of the others mentioneci in the 

genealpgy until chapter 24, and no explanation is provid~d 

within the selection itself. To be sure, these verses do• 

not contain the only genealogical couent provided iQ the 

.,; 
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Bible -- and especially in Genesis -- without~ particular 

co~text. While the biblical reader might be satisfied with 

an explanation that genealogical concerns were central to 

the biblical authors, the rabbis were not. 

Next ," the reader will find the opening words of the 

text, "some time later," to be rather curious, particularly 

if one is reading in Hebrew, vayehi a~arei haddevarim 

ha>elleh. which might be more literally trans lated, "And it 

came to ,pass" after these things." One might ask, "after 
7 

what particular words or events?" The simple answer to this 

question would seem to be, "after the events of the binding 

of Is"aac." That response, however, poses more questions 

than it answers, since it raises the problem of what the 

genealogy has to do with the binding of Isaac. Indeed, this 

problem is ·a central concern of the ·rabb1s who confront this 

text. 

Finally, the reader, of. Bible must be struck by the word 

"too" (Hebrew gu) in verse 28. "If Milcah too has borne 

children;" one might wonder, "who has done so in the first 

place?" Perhaps the simplest answer is that the information 

provided in verse 24, that Nahor•s concubine has borne 

· children, is somehow assumed to be already known. Now, 

then, _.Al)raham ·would be told that, in addition to the 

concubine, "Milcah too has borne children. " However, 

Reumah•s giving birth has not been previously recounted, and 
. 

no other cbil.d-bearing is mentioned in verses closely 

, / 
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preceding this selection. Concern over the ~aning of the 

word .go, then, does present itself both to the biblical 

reader and to the rabbis • 

• 

A. ·Why the Genealogy at All? 

4 

As we begin to investigate the rabbinic responses to 

the three questions defined above, we should not be 

surprised to find only the medieval commentators troubled by 

the fact that the genealogy appears at all. While they 

invariably find justifications, "Why is this here at all?" 

is a question characteristic of the more c ritical medieval 

.; 

commentators, while the earlier rabbis are content to accept 

and only then to comment and expand on -- the text that 

is before them. 

Specifically, the question of why the genealogy is 

provided at all is addressed by Rashi, Ramban, and Ibn 

Ezra, 8 all of whom answer , the question in essentially tht 

same manner. The commentators 'turn- our attention to the 

parenthetical remark which begins verse 23, uyetu>e1 yalad 

>et-riygah, "Bethuel being the father of Rebekah," or 

literally, "Bethuel sired Rebekah. " These words, the 

commentators tell us, are the key· to understanding the 

entire_ genealogy. Rashi co-ents, "All this g'enealogy is 

8Raahi to Genesis 22: 23; Rallban to Genesis 22: 23; Ibn 

Ezra to Genesis 22:23, all in Miqra>ot Gedolot (Jerusalem: 

Eshkol, 1976). All 'reference• to the biblical cOJD1entaries of 

Rashi, R•■JMn, Ibn Bzra, and Sforno are froa· t.his ~ext. 
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told only for the sake of this verse,"9 and the otiler 

cooentatora remark _similarly. In other words, since 

, Rebekah is ~e only personnage mentioned in the genealogy 

who gains prominence later, the commentators argue that this 

text appears to provide us with a familial framework in 

which to place the matriarch, Rebekah. 

Moreover, the coamentators might be arguing quite 

specifically that the purpose of this genealogical ' passage 

is to announce the~ of Rebekah . It may well be that 

they are. reading the Hebrew words literally, "And Bethuel 

sif ed Rebe~h." This reading would announce that Rebekah 

has been born, rather than simply providing parenthetical 

inforaation to identify Bethuel, as-the New Jewish Version 

renCSers, "Bethuel being the father of Rebekah." If the 

co1111Dentato~s are indeed reading verse 23a as informing us of 

R~•s verse, their argument about the entire genealogy 

would not merely be that it ap~ears to provide us with a ~ 

familial framework in which to place Rebekah, but 

specifically that the entire genealogy appears as an 

opportun~ty to an~ounce Rebe.kah' s birth, which is not 

otherwise. recounted, and therefore intimates her future 

importance. 

In _any case, the aedieval co-entator's explanation of 

the genealogy of Genesis 22 is incoaplete. While they do 
,._,; 

9Tranalations of rabbinic texts, unless otherwise noted, 

are those of the present author. ....... 

C 
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tell us why this text exists: they do not pro~ ide us with an 

understanding of why it appears where it does, immediately 

following the story of the binding of Issac and preceding 

the account of Sarah's death and burial, a full chapter 

prior to our first real encounter with Rebekah herself . 

s. vavehi oborei haddevarim ha>e11eh . 
The placement of the genealogy is a sign1.ficant aspect 

of the second concern, the meaning of the words vayehi 

aba7ei haddeyarim ha>e11eh. Indeed, the immediate reaction 

of the biblical reader who asks, "After~ things?~ must 
, 

be to wonder what connection might exist between this 

genealogy and the story of the-binding of Isaac, which even 

begins with the same words . For the rabbis, the words 

yayeh~ Aborei haddeyarim ha>elleh necessarily connect a 

passage to that which precedes it. Therefore, they do not 

ask, "Does this have anyt~ing to do with the binding of ~ 

Isaac?" but rather, ":!!illil does this have to do with the 

binding of Isaac?" 

Two answers to this question are found in Genesis 

Rabbah. Firat, we a.re told ·that Abraham received the news 

of Rebekah's birth as comforting words after the distressing 

events of the Caqaidah: "While he was yet on Kr. Moriah, he 

received the good tidings that his son's partner was 
~ 

born. ",o subsequently, we are told that Abraham is told the 

I I 
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news of Rebekah's birth in order to prevent him frofu 

marrying Isaac to•a Canaanite wo•an, an action he had 

,resolved to take after realizing that Isaac would have died 

childless had he indeed been sacrificed when he was bound. 11 

While the two explanations are quit~ different from one 

another, I would argue that the differences between them are 

not central to our purpose, for the divergence centers 

around differing interpretations of the binding of Isaac, 

not on different understandings of the revelation related t o 

Rebekah. In the fi,rst explanation, the < ageidah is viewed 

he is to be as an event that primarily affects Abraham: 
a .,# 

comforted in its aftermath. In the second explanation, it 

is I~aac who is central to the <ageidah: he would have died 

cbi~dless had he indeed been sacrificed. 

Four striking similarities between the two 
I -

explanations, on the other hand, do provide us with 

si.,gnificant insights. First, both. ~lanations are built on ~ 

' the assumption that the function of Genesis 22:20-24 is to 

announce the birth of Rebekah, which is evident fEom the . 
phrase re~eated in both explanations, "that his son's 

partner [not "his brother's children"!] was born." Indeed, 

i"t would seem that it is .. this assumption which prevents . . 
ear}ier ~abbjs ' from asking the question posed by the 

medieval comaentators that is discussed above, namely, "Why 

11Genesis Rabbah 57. 2 . see also Rashi to Genesis 22: 20 
and Mid.rash Aggadah to Genesis 22:20 in this regard. 

J, 
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does thi• genealogy appear at all?" second, boib 

explanations assert -- or announce an assW1ption by using 

the words "his son's partner" to refer to Rebekah -- that 

the selection of Rebekah as Isaac's wife is part of the 

revelation to Abraham at th~ end of Genesis 22. This is 

re111arkable in light of the fact that the biblical text of 

Ge.nesis 24, which will be explored in the next chapter, does 

not begin with Abraham's sending his servant out to find 

Rebekah. but merely with bis sending the servant to find a 

wife for Isaac from among his kin. · Third, both explanations 

view Isaac ' s marriage to Rebekah as significant primarily 

; 

for Abraham, rather than for Isaac (or, for that matter, for 

~ebekah). According to the first text, it is Abraham, not 

,Isaac, who is comforted after the cageidah by the knowledge 

that Isaac's mate, namely Rebekah, bas been born. According 

to the second, it is Abraha•, not Isaac, who is concerned 

that Isaac might have · died,chiidless. Finally, we turn t ~ 

the most basic similarity between ·the two explanations: 

both focus on the connection of Genesis 22:20-24 to the 

cagei~ah. One bas the sense that the rabbis, in the face of 

near d~ath, ar~ emphasizing the continuity of life in the 

Abrabaa f~ily by unani.llously viewing the revelation of 

Rebekah •.s bii;;tll as a response to the binding of •Isaac • 

~ 

( 
... 
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c, Milcah too J 

~erhaps the most obvious textual problem in Genesis 

22:20-24 is the appe~rance of the word SAil, "too," without 

an apparent antecedent. Two women -are offered by the rabbis 

as implied antecedants: R~umah~ Nahor •s eoncubine, and the 

matriarch Sarah. One other explanation does not provide a 

woman as the antecedent, but rather assumes that the word 

gam refers to Nabor and is meant to compare Him to Abraham. 

The response that Reumah is referred to by the word gam 

is unique to Sforno, 12 who asserts his theory without 

explanation or purported moral and appears to be simply 

providing what he
1

believes to be the simple meaning of the 

text. Indeed, SforJ!o's explanation may well be the only 

reasonable one for the simple meaning, especially if one 

assumes that. the word "too" applies t-0 the entire sentence 

in which it appears : "Milcah too has borne children to your 

brother Nabor." The only, otlier woman who is said to bear 
~ 

children to Nabor is, after ·. all,, Reumah. The problem 

remains, o~ course, that Reumah is not mentioned until verse 

24, which r~nders the word "too" unclear in verse 20. · 

Much mo~e interesting for our purposes are the 

parallels that are drawn between Milcah and Sarah or, 

altern~ti'vely, 'between Nabor and Abraham. The· earliest text 

that proposes such a parallel is Genesis Rabbah, which 

explains: 

12storno· to -Genesis 22: 20. -........ _ _,,. 

• 
, I 

j 
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Just as this one had eight children byJhis 
wives and four by his concubines, so did this 
gine have eight chhldren by his wife and four 
by his concubine. 

Two medieval texts , however~ draw the parallel between the 

mothers, as~erting that Milcah, like Sarah, was a barren 

woman who conceived in old age·. 14 Midrash Haggadol goes 

<l'.....-
even further, arguing that "when Sarah our mother was 

visit~d, all the barren women were visited, ~nd even 

[Milcah] was visited with them." 

The most striking aspect of these parallels, that of 

Abraham and Nabor taken together with that of Sarah and 

Milcah~ is the imP,lied equation of Isaac and Rebekah. Not 

only are future husband and wife first cousins once removed, 

Isaac ' s parents and Rebekah ' s grandparents share similar 
I 

' circumstance~ beyond family relationship. Furthermore, 

according to the two medieval texts cited above, Rebekah's 

father and Isaac were conceived under similar 

circwnstances. 15 Moreover ~ a further implication is that ~ 

the barrenness that is later to touch Isaac and Rebekah 

themselves is a legacy from the families of origin of both. 

A specific implication of the Midrash Haggadol pas~age is 

that Isaac and Rebekah are linked from the very beginning: 

R~•s: very existence i~ dependant on God's .favor toward 

13Genesis Rabb~ 57. 2. 

1'xidrash Haggadol to Genesis 22:20 and Ramban to Genesis 

22:20. 

. / 
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Abraham and Sarah, since Bethuel was born, an~ therefore 

Rebekah was made possible, as a result of the act of grace 

that produced Isaac. 

o. summ~rv 

11 

.. Rebekah's birth is not mentioned in the Bible . Indeed, 

we do not meet the second matriarch in person until we 

encounter her at the well in Genesis 24 . We do, however, 

hear her name when we learn about her family in the 

genealogy found in Genesis 22:20-24. In fact, Rebekah is 

only mentioned there in a parenthetical note. The rabbis, 

however, make much of this first utterance of the 

matriarch's name, f~nding this to be the announcement of her 

birth, unanimously positing connections of the revelation of 

her birth to the binding of Isaac even while differing as to 

the exact nature of those connections, and linking Isaac 's 

parents to Rebekah's grandparents through a varie!:y of ~ 

similarities that go beyond the already compelling fact that 

Abraham and Nabor are brothers. 

Despite a few dissenting opinions and divergences that 

center around ancillary matters, there is little variety and 

certainl,Y no sharp disagreements among the portraits painted 

by rabbinic responses to dinesis 22:20-24. There is, 

rather, a clear theme. Isaac and Rebekah are bound to one 

another not only in their future, but also in their pa·st. 

The events of their own lives, and even the events of their 

• ,I' 

I 
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parents' and grandparents• lives, are linked in any number 

of ways. The rabbis seem to be t-!!_ling us that we have 

moved from the bi_nding of Isaac at the altar to the bindlng 

of Isaac to Rebekah. And they are indeed bound, at this 

present moment immediately following the <ageidah. in the 

past through the linkage of their families, and in the 

future through the impending marriage which has now been 

announced. 

... 
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2 4 Abraham was now old, advanced in yeais, 
and the LORD had blessed Abraham in all 
things. 2And Abraham said to the senior 
servant Of his household, who had charge of 
all that he owned, "Put your ha.nd under my 
thigh 3and I will make you swear by the LORD, 
the God of heaven and the God of the ·earth 
that .you will not t~ke a wife for my son f~om 
the dau2hters of the Canaanites among whom' I 
dwell, but will go to the land 9f ,y birth 
and get a wife for my son Isaac." . And the . 
servant said to him, What if the woman does 
not consent to follow me to this land, shall 
I then take your son back to the land from 
which you came? 6Abraham answered him:, ' "On 
r,o account must you take my son back th~re! 
The LORD, the God of heaven, who took me 

from my father's house and from my native 
land, ~ho promised me on oath, saying, 'I 
will assign this land to your offspring ' 
He will send His angel before you, and you 

;Will get a .wife for my sort from there. 8And 
if the womah does not consent to follow you, 
you shall then be clear. of this oath to me; 
but do not take my ·son back -there." 9so the 
servant put his hand under the thigh of his 
master Abraham and swore to him as bidden. 

1°Then the servant took ten of his master's 
camels and set out, taking with him all the 
bounty of his master; and he made his way to 
Aram-naharaim, to the city of Nabor. 11He 
made ' the cam~ls kneel pown by the well 

._Eutside the city, at evening time , ~e time 
when women come out to draw water. 1 And be 
said, 110 LORD, God of my' master Abraham, 
grapt me good fortlple this. day, and ieal 
graciously with my master Abraham-;- 11tere I 
stand by the spring as the daughters£of the 
townsmen come out to draw water; 1'-let the 
maiden· to whom I say, 'Please, lower your jar 
that k may drink,' and who replies, 'Drink, 
and I will als9 water your camels' -- let her 
be the one w:hom You have decreed for Your 
~e,rvant ~saac . . Thereby. shall I know th~t You 
.havr, dealt graciously with my master . " 

1 He had scarcely fihished -&peaking, when 
Rebekah, who was born to Bethuel, tlie son .of 
Milcah· the wife of Abraham's brother Nabor:, 
came out with her jar on her shoulder. 

1
6The 

maiden was very beautiful, a virgin whom no 
man had .k,nown • . She went down to the spring, 
filled her jar, and caiae up. 1 The servant_ 

I I 

, / . 



( 

J 
15 

ran toward her and aaid, "Please! let mJ sip 
a little water fro• your jar." 811orink, my 
lord," she said, and •he quickly lowered her 
jar upon ·her band and let ha dri.nlc. 19Wben 
she had let bi• drink his fill, she said, "I 
will also draw for iour camels, until they 
fi.nish drinking." Quickly emptying her jar 
into .the trough, she ran back to the well to 
dr,y, and she d.rew for all his c~. e"ls. 

The man, aeanwhile, stood ga~lng at her , 
silently wondering whether the LORD had made 
his errand successful dr not. When the 
camels had finished drinking, the man took a 
gold nose-ring weighing a half-shekel, , and 
two gold gands for her arms, ten shek&ls in 
weight. "Pray tell me," he said, "whose 
daughter are you? Ia there room in your 
£atber's house for us to spend th night?" 

4She replied, "I am the daughter of Bethuel 
tfe son of Milcah, whoa she bore to Nabor." 

And she went on, "There is plenty of straw 
Jlnd feed ~t. ho•e, and also room to spend the 
night." °'The man bowed l ow in homage t o the 
LORD 27and said, "Blessed be the LORD, the 
God of my master Abrahamr who has not 
withheld His steadfast !&tthfulness from my 
master. For I have been gui~ed on my errand 
by the LORD, to,...the house of my master's 
kil).fmen . " I · 

"'The maiden ran amt told all this to her 
mother's household. Now Rebekah had a 
brother whose naae was I.aban. I.aban ran out 
to~e man at the spring -- 30when he saw the 
nose-ring· and the bands on bis sister's arms , 
a.nd when be heard bis• -sist:er Rebekah say, 
"Thus the aan spoke to me." He went up to 
the 'man, who vas still r,tanding beside the 
camels at the spring. 1"Come in, o blessed 
of the LORD,~ be said, "why do you remain 
outisde, when I have made Jieady the house and 
a place for the' camels?• So the man 
entered the house, and the camels were 
unloaded. Tbe caJMls were given straw and 
fetd, and vat.er was brought to bath~ hi~ fe~t 
.and the t-t of the aen with hill. But when 
food was set before hill, be said, "I will not 
eat until I have told ay tale." He said, 

• s~a>t,. then. • 
"I aa Abrabaa'a servant,• be began. 

35•Tbe LORD b.as greatly blessed ay aaster , 
and be ba■ becOae rich: He ha• given him 
■beep and cattle, ■ilver and gold, aale an 

r ...__,, 
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female slaves, camels and asses. 36Anct' 
Sarah, my aaster•s wife, bore ay aaster a son 
in her old age, and h!, baa aasigned to him 
everything be owns. Noway aaster made me 
swear, saying, 'You shall not get a wife for 
my son froa the daugbteh• of the Canaanites 
in whose land I dwell; ~ut you sba-11 go to 
my father's house, to my kindred, and get a 
wife f9r •Y son. • And I said to· my master, 
'What if the woman does not follow me?' 40He 
replied to ae, 'The LORD, whose ways I have 
followed, will send His angel with you and 
make your errand successful; and you will get 
a wife for my son from my kindred, from my 
father's house. 41Thus only shall you 'be 
freed from my adjuration: if when you come 
to my kindred, they refuse you -- only then 
sh,½l you be freed from my adjuration.' 

"I came today to the spring, and I said: 
O LORD, God of my master Abraham, if You 
would indeed grant suBcess to the errand on 
which I am e.ngaged ! As I stand by the 
spring of water, let the young woman who 
comes out to draw and .to whom I say, 'Please, 
b_et me dri~ a little water from your jar,' 

and who answers, 'You may drink, and I will 
also draw for your camels' -- let her be the 
wife whoa the LOW; has decreed for my 
master's son.• ~I bad scarcely finished 
praying in my heart, when Rebekah came out 
with her jar on her shoulder, and went down 
to the spring and drew. And I said to her, 
'Please give me a ,drink.' ~Sha quickly 
lowered -her jar and said, 'Drink, and I will 
also water your camels.'' So I drank, and she 
also watered the camels. 471 inquired of 
her, 'Whose daughter are you?' And she said, 
'The daughter of ' Bethuel, son of Nabor, whom 
Milcah bore to billl, 1 And I put the r;lng on 
her nose and the bands on her aras. 48orhen I 
bowed low in bomage to the LORD and blessed 
the LORD, the God of ay aaster Abraham, who 
led •eon the right way to get the daagbter 

· of my master•, brother for bis son. 4 And 
now, if you 118an to treat ay aaster with true 
kindness, tell ■e; and if not, tell me also, 
th~t, I 111AY turn right or left." 

>Vtrhen Laban and Bethuel answered, "The· 
matter was decreed by the If,RD; we cannot 
speak to YC?U bad or good. 1Here is Rebekah 
before you; take her and go, and let her be a 
wife ·to -your aaater•s son, as the LORD b~ s 

( 



" 

17 

spoken." 52when Abraham's servant hearcf 
their words, he boxed low to the ground 
before tjle LORD. 5~e servant brought out 
objects of silver arid gold, and ga:rments, and 
gave thelll to Rebekah; and he gave presents to 
her brother and her mother. ~en he and 
the men with him at~ ·and drank, and they 
spent the night. When they arose next 
morning, hfs said, "Give me leave to go to my 
master." But her brother and ner mother 
said, "Let the maiden rem~in with us some ten 
days; then you may go." ~e said to them, 
"Do not delay me, now that the LORD has made 
my errand successful. Give me leave ~~at I 
may go to my master." 57And they said,· "Let 
M_S call the girl and ask for her reply." 
:>awt'hey called Rebekah and said to her, "Will 
you go w~th this man?" And she said, "I 
will." \ 9So they sent off their sister 
Rebekah and her nurse »,long with Abraham's 
servant and his men. And they blessed 

, Rebekah and said to her, 
"0 sister! 
May you grow 
Into thousands of myr!ads; 
May your offspring seize 
The gates of their foes." 

61T~n Rebekah and her maids ar:ose, mounted 
the camel~, ~nd followed the man. So the 
servant took Rebekah and went his way. 

62Isaac had just come back from the 
vicinity of Beer-lahai-roi, for he was 
settled in the region of the Negeb. 63And 
Isaac went out walking ~n. the field toward 
evening and, looking · up, he saw camels 
approaching. ~aising her eyes, Rebekah saw 
Isaac. She alighted from the camel 65and 
said to the servant, "Who is that man walking 
in the field toward us?" And the servant 
said, "That is my master." So she took her 
veil and covered herself. 66irhe servant told 
'l,saac all the things that he had done. 

:i:saac tben .. brought her into the tent of his 
·mother Sarah, and he took Rebekah as hi~ 
· wife. Isaac loved her, and thus found 
comfort after his mottier's death • . 

. . 
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A. The Biblical Narrative 
; 

"The present narrativ~," writes Ephraia Speiser of 

~enesis 24, "provides. a restful i~terlude between the story 

of Abraham's life, which is just coming td a close, and the 

history of Jacob that will soon unfold."16 Indeed, the 

Bible offers almost no "story of Isaac," per se. The second 

patriarch is discussed almost exclusively in the context of 

being Abraham's son or Jacob's (and Esau's) father. one 

might have expected the story of Isaac's marriage to be an 

exception. However 1 the events of this passage, in which 

Isa,c's cons?rt is secu~ed, take place almost entirely 

without Isaac•s involveme.nt. The second patriarch, 

frequently impotent, is nearly invisible. 17 Speiser is 

correct: we canno_t rightly call this the "Story of Isaac," 

but merely an interlude between the epics of Abraham and 

Jacob. 

' The interlude does, however, serve an important 

function. "Continuity," Speiser wri~e~, "is essential. 1118 

Abraham must assure the proper perpetuation of his covenant 

with God • . The key ~lements in that continuity are 

elucid~ted · in the two condl tions that,Abraham places on his 

16speiser, Anchor Bible, p. 182. 

17eenesis 26 iJI perhaps an exception. One may argue, 

however that the narrative there is little more than a . 

retelli~g of the Abraluul-Sarah wife-sister stories with the 

names cbanged. · 

11s~iHr, Ancbor_Bible, p. 1s2. 
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servant in verses 3 and 6: 
) 

(1) Is~ac must not take a wife from among the 

Canaanites,- for that would affect the purity 

of the line through which God's covenant is 

to be impleaented; and (2) be is not to be 
repatriated to Mesopotuaia, for tlie covenant 

is· bound up with the Prom.ised Land. 19 

.... 

Rebekah is chosen, therefore, pr:Lmarily because she is a 
I 

member of the Nabor clan; and sh•e can be accepted because 

19 

she is willing to return to the Land with M:iraham's servant. 

The scene which seems to drive the narrative, on the 
A, 

other hand, is not so much the one that takes place between 

Abraham and his servant in verses 1-9, but rather the one 

that-transpires 'between the servant and Rebekah at the well 

in verses 15-27. There, Robert Alter tells us, we see the 
,. 

enac,tment of an archetypal betrc1thal scene, complete with 

two symbols coJllllon to a number e>f b,iblical betrothal scenes: C 
the journey and the well. It it:1 not, however, the 

similarity of this biblical• bride-finding to others that is 

' ~ 

telling, but rather it is th~ e,ctent to which the narrative 

of Genesis 24 differs from thos•! other tales that signals 

the key elements of the story. We cannot help but notice 

that the journey here is made, Jrlot by Isaac, but by his 

father's servant. Moreover, he:r;-e and only here, the girl 

herseif,, R~ah, draws the wat,er at the well. 20 

, 

Indeed, Rebekah is totally dominant in this scene, 

19lluJI., _p. 183 . 

20Alter, Biblical Narratiyei. PP• 52-3 • 
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which the _narrator makes evident by presenting Jher in II a 

continuous whirl. of purposeful activity" at the weli. If we 

had any doubt about who the key player is, we need only 

consider Alter•s accounting: "In four short verses (Gen 

24:16, 18-20) she is the subject of eleven- verbs of action 

and one of speech."21 Isaac's impotence a~d Rebekah's 

power, which will mark their life together, stand in bold 
, 

contrast to one another at this moment of their betrothal. 

We have already noted that Rebekah's fitness for her 

position as Is~ac•s wife, and therefore as a matriarch of 

Israel, is established by her lineage and by her willingness 

to return to the Land. Her appropriateness for her position 

is confirmed at the well. As Arter writes, 

She is immediately identified ([in] verse 16) 
with unconventional explicitne~s as the 
suitable bride for both her beauty and her 
unimpeachable virginity. Then in her actions 

and speech we see her energy, her 
considerable cou~esy,. her sense of quiet 
self-possession. ' 

As we shall see, Rebekah's fitness to be a matriarch of 

Israel.is the principal interest of the rabbis' approach to 

Gene~is 24. Here we see that her appropriateness to her 

position is also a concern of the biblical narrative itself. 

What . the rabbis will not address, but rather take for 

' 

·gra11ted·,, is the overall style of Genesis 24. We would be 

remiss, however, if we did not pause to consider, with 

21.DuJi., pp. 53-4. 

lln14., p. 54 • 
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Alter, the unique literary style of this narrative: 

I 

- .The most striking.,aature of this version of 
the (betrothal] type-scene is its slow, 
stately progress, an effect achieved by the 
extensive ·use of dialogue, by a specification 
of detail beyond the-nora of biblical · 
narra~ive, and, aboye all, by a very_ 
elaborate use of .the device of verbatim 
repitition, which is a standard resource of 
the b1blical writers. These strategies of 
retardation are important because in this 
particular instance the betrothal-is 
-conceived ceremoniously as a formal tre~~Y 
between two branches of the Nabor clan,· . . 23 

Perhaps, for an audience of the bibli cal period, the chief 
( 

function of Gen~sis 24 is an act of treaty-making. Even for 

the reader who is chiefly interested in the selection of a 
., 

• matriarch, however, the slow, detailed pace of the narrative 

is instructive. The oontinuation of the Abraham family and 

~ts covenant with God is essential. No de~ail is spared in 

the expl~nation of how the appropriate match is secured. 

Yes, Genesis 24 is an interlude between the larger 

narratives of Abraham and Jltcob: but without Genesis 24, t ~ 

two could not be linked. The ·reader of bible, the authors 

of midrash among them, must be assured that the proper 

connec~ion has been made. 

B, . Midrashic Responses to Genesis 2·4 . . 
The ,ce~tral ~oncern of the Midrash to Genesis 24 is 

Rebekah's fitness fo~ her position as a matriarch of Israel. 

Perhaps, though, the case is overdrawn when we call this a 

23T~,A p · 53" The --phasis appears in the ori.ginal_. • ~-, . . ..... 
.,. 

. 
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"concern" of midrash, since the possibility that Rebekah is 

not fit is nowhere considered, What we do find, on the 

other hand, is that different strains of midrash emphasize 

different justifications for Rebekah's appropriateness to 

her position . 

Often, the midrash demonstrates the extent to which 

Rebekah is God's c hoice, the object of divine selection. 

Other texts emphasize the importance of Rebekah's lineage as 

the determining factor. Still others focus on the 

matriarch's ~own virtues: her actions at the well, her 
.., 

virginity, her virtue in the face of idolatrous 

surr oundings, her wisdom, and her worthiness to serve as the 

successor to her mother-in-law Sarah. 

In every case, the midrash argues that Rebekah ' s 

worthiness is crystal clear from the biblical text itself. 

Often, as we shall see, the authors of midrash explicate or 

extend biblical verses iA order to make their points. 

Nevertheless, in the minds of the midrashic author~, the 

varied answers to the question, "What makes Rebekah 

appropriate to her position as mother of Israel," are to be 

found in Genesis 24 itself. 

l. Divine Selection of Rebekah 

We ought not be surprised to find that the rabbis, 

eager to demonstrate God ' s omnipotence, would argue that God 

ultimately selected Rebekah as Isaac's wife and, therefore, 
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as a matriarch in Israel. Indeed, the rabbis argue for 

Divine selection of Rebekah , both generally - - insisting 

that Rebekah was pre-selected by God -- and specifically 

demonstrating that God intervened in the drama of Genesis 

24 to facilitate the match . 

23 

Interestingly, it is a statement by two biblical 

pagans, Laban and Bethuel, that occasions a rabbinic 

declaration that God is the ultimate matchmaker of Rebekah 

and Isaac. Indeed, Laban's and Bethuel's proclamation in 

verse so, meYHVH ya~a> haddayar. "'The matter was decreed by 

the LORD,'" is taken by Rav to be the chief pentateucha l 

evidence for the veracity of a rabbinic dictum that God 

selects wives for all men, meYHYJ{ >-ishah le> ish. 24 This 

no~ion extends beyond the amoraic period, as essentially the 

same text is repeated centuries later in Mj drash Aggadah. 25 

Moreover, a similar point is made by the medieval 

commentator Sforno, though he, bases his argument on verses 

44-45 , rather than verse so . Here, Abraham's servant, 26 

speaking to~ family, tells of the plan he 

implemented to identify the woman "'whom the LORD has 

•e.T., Moed Katan 18b. 

25Midrasi;i Aggadah to .Genesis 24:50. 

26Throughout rabbinic literature, the servant who is a key 

player in Genesis 24 , is called "Eliezer." While the serva~t 

is not named in Ge.nesis 24, Genesis 15: 2 puts these words in 

Abraham's mouth: "' (TJhe one in charge of my houehold is 

Dammesek Eliezer. "' T)le rabbis apparently assume that "the 

senior servant of his household" (Gen. 24 :2) is this same 

Eliezer. t 
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decreed for my master ' s son. '" Rebekah appearea and 

fu l filled h is prophecy, the servant declares , when '"I had 

scarcely finished praying in my heart.'" This demonstrates, 

says Sforno , the work of a bat gol . a heavenly voice, that 

declares, bat ploniy lefloniy. "the daughter of this one is 

for that one. 1127 

As we begin to examine midrashic texts which define 

specific action in which Rebekah was pre-select:'ed by God, we 

find that Pirgei deRabbi Eliezer argues that she was 

identified as Isaac's wife from the womb, Here, the rabbis 

ask, "(How can it be) that a daughter of kings,u who never 

went out to draw water her whole life, went out to draw 

water at t hat very hour, and a y6ung woman who did not know 

,the man agreed to be coupled with Isaac?" This impossible 

scenario came to pass, we a r e told, because "she was 

intended for him from her mother's womb."29 This notion, 

that Rebekah was selected i.)1 utero. is carried through frQSi 

the eighth century Pirgei deRabbi Eliezer into later 

writings, for it appears again in t he medieval Genesis 

Rabbati. 30 

Most of the rabbinic wr itings that emphasize God ' s 

27sforno to Genesis 24:44 - 5. 

28.rhe identification of Bethuel and Laban as part of a 

royal dynasty is common in the rabb inic literature. 

29Pirqei deRabbi Eliezer, Chapter 16. 

30Genesis Rabbati, Chapter 59. 
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intervention in the selection of Rebekah focus on#specific 

aspects of the Genesis 24 narrative. God is said to send 

• specific angels with Abraham's servant to expedite the 

match-making, to quicken the servant's journey by shortening 

the road, to facilitate the encounter btlween Rebekah and 

the servant at the well, to assist Rebekah's own actions at 

the well, and to associate Rebekah with Isaac by causing the 

event at the well to coincide wi th minQah. the prayer 

associated with Isaac. 

God's presence in the events of Genesis 24 is, in fact, 

e.mphasized in the bibl ical narrative itself, beginning with 
I 

Abraham's declaration to the servant in verse 7: "'(God ) 

will send His angel before you.'" The effect of Abraham's 

statement is extended by the rabbis, beginning early with 

Genesis Rabbah, and extended later in Yalqut Shimoni, Lega~ 

Tov, and Midrash Haggadol . All of these texts argue that 

God sent not one, but two, artgels, "one to bring out Rebeka 

and one to escort Eliezer."31 God's hand, then, is clearly 

said to be at w-0rk in Genesis 24, since angels sent by God 

are the agents causing Rebekah and the servant to come 

together at the well. 

The nat~re . of the servant's journey from the Promised 

Land to the place of Abraham•~ birth, a trip from Canaan to 

Mesopotamia which might have been a very long and arduous 

31Genesis R~bbah 59.14; Yalqut Shimoni I, 107; Lega~ Tov 

to Genesis 24:7 and Midrash Haggadol to Genesis 24:7 ~ 

C 
I 
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one, is the subject of a good deal of midrashic co111111ent . 

One pre-rabbinic text, Josephus• Antiquities, insists that 

the expedition was indeed difficult: 

The sel":'ant's journey was prolonged, because 
~rav~l 1s rendered difficult in Hesopota~ia, 
1n winter by the depth of mud, and in summer 
through the drought; moreover, the country is 
infested by bands of brigands whom travellers 
could not escape without taking necessary 
precautions . But at length he reached the 
city of Harran . . . 32 

26 

The rabbis, however, are unanimous in positing a description 

of the servant ' s journey t.aet diverges significantly from 

that of Josephus, despite the fact that they were drawing on 

the 1same information : without divine assistance, the 

journey from Canaan to Mesopotamia wo~ld have been a long 

one. Therefore, from amoraic times through the medieval 

I 

period, a number of texts can be found to assert that the 

earth (sometimes, the road) jumped to facilitate the 

servant's trip. All of these texts are based on Genesis 

24:42, in which the servant declares, "'I came today to the 

spring ' " Feeling the need to provide a reason for 

what they perceived to be the seemingly superfluous word 

hayyom, "today," the rabbis insist that the biblical text is 

meant to i~ply tha~ Eliezer both set out and arrived on the 

same day. 33 Thus, the rabbinic texts imply, did God 

32Josephus, Antiquities I: XVI, 1. 

33e.T. Sanhedrin 95a; . Tanhuma Buber I, 150; _Pirqei deRabbi 

Eliezer, Chapter 16; Yalqut ShllllOni I, 107, 109; Midrash Haggadol 

to Genesis 24:42. 
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facilitate the servant ' s meet ing Rebekah at the well by 

quickening the servant's trip there. 

One medieval text takes this same point further. 

Genesis Rabbati asks how Eliezer knew that Abraham's great 

neice had been designated to be Isaac's wife·. The answer, 

the text tells us, is implied in the servant ' s words in 

verse 27, "'For I have been guided on my errand Cbadderekh) 

by the LORD, to the house of my master ' s kinsmen.'" Drawing 

on the earlier midrash about the road (derekh) that jumped, 

Genesis Rabbati argues that verse 27 means to inform the 

reader that the road jumped specifically in such a way as to 

lead Eliezer directly to Abraham's family, to Rebekah . 34 

The central event that brings Rebekah and the servant 

together, and the most dramatic moment of the Genesis 24 

narrative, is the servant ' s request in verses 12-14 and its 

fulfillment in verses 15- 20. Although the servant addresses 

his request to Go~, t he bibl..ical text does not indicate any~ 

specific divine action in bringing the prayer to fruition. 

Josephus, writing before the rabbis, seems to h'ave no 

problem with God's limited role, even asserting that the 

prayer itself had a narrow intent. For Josephus, the 

servant had be~n specifically sent to find Rebekah, and the 

events at the well serve only to identify the wom'an who had 

already been selected . ~ 

~Genesis Rabbati, Chapter 59. 

35Josephus, Antiquities I: XVI, 1 

r 
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The rabbis, on the other hand, find God's hand at every 

turn. Striving to bolster their views of divine 

omnipotence, they f ind evidenc e of God's power in the events 

at the well. It is God, in the rabbinic writings, who gets 

the primary credit for bringing Abraham' s sei;vant and his 

son's intended together. 

In o rder to make thei r point, t he rabbis a t time seem 

to need to de-emphasize the role of the human b~1ngs 

i nvolved. The most s triJci ng exmaple of this need is one 

point on which the r abbis are nearly unanimous : their 

contention that the servant' s request was an inappr opriate 

one. Per ~aps the rabbis feared that their contemporaries 

would attempt such a plan and meet with disaster as a 

result. I ndeed , in a pass age in the Babylonian Talmud, the 

rabbis worry that a woman who was " lame, or even blind" 

might have come out and given water to the servant and h is 

camels . Genesis Rabbah and ~ubsequent texts wonder what 

might have prevented a "maid-servant" from meeting the 

conditions laid out in verses 12- 14. These terribl e [sic) 

fates did not befall Eliezer, we are told, because God 

answered him favorably despite his having asked 

inappropriatel~. God, not the servant, is to receive credit 

for the success of the plan at the well.
36 

I called the rabbis "nearly" and not entirely unanimous 

36B.T . Ta ' anit 4a; Genesis Rabb~h 60.J; Yalqut Shimoni ~• 

107; Leqah Tov to Genesis 24:13; Midrash Aggadah to Genesis 

24:14; Rashi to Genesis 24 :14 . 

( 
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on this point, because Ibn Ezra finds this particular 

rabbinic line of reasoning to be ridiculous: 

Many are surprised, saying that [the servant) 
did not ask appropriately . I do not know 
why, for if it had been another woman who had 
given h.im and his camels to drink and he had 
found that she was from a different family, 
he would have abandoned her and not lost 
anything, for he said, "'Whose daughter are 
you? ' " [verse 23) Its meaning is that he 
already said [this) to her before he gave her 
anything. He said: "I will ask her and I 
will put on the ring." And the general · 
meaning of the [request) is that he prayed to 
God that He would distinguish her (for him] 
from his master's family, and the proof 
( would be] that she would behave in a moral 
fashion like a noble daughter. And God heard 
his prayer . 37 

Ibn Ezra assumes that the servant already knows that Isaac's 

wife is to come from Abraham's family. In any case, Ibn 

Ezra has a higher regard for the servant than do the other 

midrashic authors and commentators. Nevertheless, even for 

Ibn Ezra, God does have a significant role in fulfilling the 

servant's request. For Ibn ~zra, the servant must still 

find out which member of Abraham's• family is designated for 

Isaac, and he asks God to show him. God obliges and brings 

Rebekah to the well. 

one particular aspect of the answer to the servant's 

plea that interests some medieval rabbis is the dispatch 

with which it comes. The Bible tells us that Rebekah 

appears at the well when "[h]e had scarcely finished 

speaking." The sense of the immediacy with which Rebekah 

17Ibn Ezra to Genesis 24:14 . 

---
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arrived is even clearer i n the Hebrew text, yayehiy-hu> 

terem killah ledabber, literally, "And it was when he was 

yet in the process of finishing to speak ... " Several 

medieval midrashic texts emphasize that ' God's hand is 

particularly evident from the fact that the servant's prayer 

• was answered even before he fi nished speaking it. 38 

One detail of the events at the well that receives 

little notice in the rabbinic literature is it~ timing. 

Indeed, the text itself gives us little reason to question 

or assign special significance to the note in verse 11 that 

the servant arrives at the well and makes his request of God 

,; 

"at evening time." The Zohar, on the other hand, does see 

meaning in this timing . We are reminded that rabbinic 

tradition views Isaac as the founder of the late afternoon 

prayer, minbah. and are told that the meeting at the well 

took place at the exact time that Isaac went out to pray. 

This coincidence in time is) for the Zohar, evidence of "tg,e 

work of Divine Wisdom" in bringing Rebekah together with the 

servant. 39 

The timing of the events at the well is not the only 

evidence offered by the Zohar for God ' s hand in making the 

match. This ~ime, the authors of the Zohar focus on a 

single word in verse 15, VQ!jle>t, "she came out. " The 

~idrash Raggadol to Genesis 24: 15; Yalqut Shimoni I, 108; 

Leqa~ Tov to Genesis 24:15 . 

39zohar ·1, 132a. 
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authors of the Zohar wo~der why the Bible says _that Rebekah 

"came out" to the well, rather than simply saying that she 

~. "came" there. The aggadah that this text builds on 

the word vo~e >t comes to tell us that the people of that 

place were not worthy. 40 God, we are told, specifically 

brought Rebekah QJ.lt, causing -her to stand out "as an 

exception to them. "41 

":, 

Rebekah's arrival at the well, then, is viewed by the 

rabbis as a divine act . on the other hand, as we shall see 

below, 42 the credit for what she does there is generally 

reserved for Rebekah herself. Nevertheless, one midrashic 

~ 

explanation, introduced early in Genesis Rabbah but cited by 
, 

R'~sh i much later, sees the divine hand . at work in Rebekah's 

first act of water-drawing. God, we are told, caused the 

water in the well to come up to Rebekah on its own. The 

authors of Genesis Rabbah, it seems, were troubled by the 

fact that, in verse 16, the ,text says merely that she 

"filled her jar," not that she lowered it or drew the water. 

This absence of lowering or filling action stands.in 

juxtaposition to verses 18, 19, and 20, in which Rebekah's 

actions with her jar are specified. Rashi, however, asks a 

different question. He wonders why "[t]he servant ran 

40Rabbinic tradition throughout considers the people of 

the place which Abraham had left, especially including Bethuel 

and Laban, to be idolators. 

41 zohar I, 132a. 

42see pp. 39- 42. 
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toward her" in verse 17, since he did not yet know that she 

was his master I s son' i. intended. Drawi'ng on the text from 

Genesis Rabbah, Rashi tells us that the servant was so 

anxious to con~ont Rebekah because "he saw that the water 
\ 

came up to meet her," since he had received a divine sign 

that this was the woman for whom he was searching. 43 

The rabpis, ·then, set forth a clear view, in opposition 

to that of Josephus, that God played a significant role in 

selecting Rebekah as Isaac's wife and in bringing her 

together with the servant at the well . From this view, we 

ntay infer a strong rabbinic suggestion that Rebekah is 

appropriate to her sole as a matriarch of Israel, for God is 

the primary agent securing her position. As we shal l see, 

the notion that God secures Rebekah's selection does not 

necessarily exclud~ other justifications for her selection 

or evidence of her fitness to become a matriarch. 

Certainly, though, the rabbis would not accept any argument 

that other influences take precedence or had operated absent 

the hand of God. God, in the mind of the rabbis, selected 

Rebekah for her role and assured her ascendancy t Q. ~t . 

2. The Role of Rebekah's familial relationship to Abraham 

While God is not entirely absent from the text of~ 
~ 

Genesis 24 itself, divine intervention can certainly not be 

said to be the Bible's own primary explanation for the 

43Genesis Rabb<!J). 60.6; Rasbi t o Genesis 24:17. 
~ 'I> ' 
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selection of Rebekah . Rather, from the beginning of the 

chapter, the key is that Isaac's wife must come from 

Abrah.am' s birthplace. Moreover, al though Abraham does not 

specify in his initial instructions that the servant must 

select a bride for Isaac from among his own family members, 

that is how the servant interprets his master's 

instructions. In verse 40, for example, telling Rebekah 's 

family about his instructions from Abraham, Eliezer quotes 

his master as saying, "'"You will get a wife for my son from 

my kindred. !z;:om my father's house."'" Further evidence for 

the prim_acy of Rebekah's family link to Abraham as a key 
► 

factor to ~er selection, and for the argument that family 

connection and Divine intervention are not mutually 

exclusiv~ considerations, is found in the verse 48, where 

the servant says, "'Then I bowed low in homage to the LO.RD 

and blessed the LORD. the God of my master Abraham, who led 

me on the right way to get the daughter of my master's 

brother for his son.'" Clearly, in the biblical text 

' itself, Rebekah's family connection to Abraham is an 

important reason - - and perhaps the key basis -- for her 

selection. 

Josephus never wonders who is primarily responsible for 

Rebekah's selection, or why. He wrote, 

Abraham, having decided to give (Isa~c) to 
wife Rebekah, the granddaughter of ~is 
brother Nahor sent the eldest of his 
servants to a~k for her hand in marriage . 
. . Aye, though he might have taken for him 
from the wealthiest of the women yonder, he 
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scorned such a match, and in honor of his own 
kin now plans this marriage.« 

It is clear to Josephus that Abraham has chosen this woman, 

and he has done so because she is a member of his own 

family. 

For the most part, we find the early r abbis silent on 

the matter of Rebekah' s lineage, and reluctant to grant 

Abraham credit for her s election. We do find a text in 

Genesis Rabbah which suggests that Eliezer wished to marry 

his own daughter to Isaac, and portrays Abraham as rejecting 

such a union , saying, "'you are cur sed and my son is 

blessed, a9d a cursed one may not cleave to a blessed one. 111 

This statement, however, is primarily concerned with the 

inappropriateness of marrying Isaac to a Canaanite, and 

maRes no positiv~ remark about the importance of Isaac ' s 

marrying a member of h is own family. 45 Apparently, the 

earl y rabbis were concerned about presenting a clear 

position that God, not Abraham or any human being, is 

responsible for Rebekah' s selection. 

Rebekah ' s lineage is of greater interest to the rabbis 

of the medieval period. Ramban, commenting on verse 7, 

finds special meaning in Abraham 's apparent redundancy when 

the patriarch· speaks of God's having taken h im out mibbeyt 

>aviy ume>re~ moladti y, "from my father ' s house and from my 

«Josephus, Antiguitites I:XVI,l and J. 

' 5Genesis Rabbab 59 . 12: also Yalgut Shimoni I, 107. 
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native land . " Abraham is purposefully redundant, Ramban 

tells us, in order t o emphasize that he would not be pleased 

with just any woman from his birthplace, but only with a 

member of his own family. Ramban then turns to verses 40-

41, described above,~ for further evj.dence that one of 

Abraham's kin was intended. 47 

As clear as Ramban is that Abraham directed that a 

member of his own family be selected, the commentator is 

less certain that Rebekah was the only woman who could have 

been chosen. Indeed, both Ramban and Sforno, addressing 

themselves to Genesis 22:24, tell us that the reason that we 

I 

are told about Nahor's concubine ' s children there is because 

a daughter from that line would have been equally acceptable 

for a union with Abraham's son . ~ 

Perhaps, though, the Genesis 24 text itself militates 

against Ramban's and Sforno ' s theory that a daughter or 

granddaughter of Nahor and hls concubine would have been as 

acceptable as Milcan,'s granddaughter. After all, verse 15~ 

in which Rebekah herself makes her first appearance, she is 

described as "Rebekah, who was born to Bethuel, the son of 

Milcah the wife of Abraham's brother Nahor . " Even Ramban 

must admit the sign ificance of this remark, when he asks why 

the Bible calls Bethuel Milcah's s on, eschewing the normal 

46see p . 33. 

47Ramban to Genesis 24 : 7 • 

48Ramban to Genesis 22 :24 ; Sforno to Genesis 22 : 24. 

0 
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formula of identifying a person as the child of his or her 

father. Ramban himself answers that the Bible describes him 

this way in order to point out that Rebekah's father was the 

son of the wife, not the concubine, of Nahor. 49 Even for 

Ramban, then, the fact that Rebekah is a legitimate 

granddaughter of Abraham ' s brother has some significance. 

The whole discussion of Rebekah's selection because of 

her family connection to Abraham begs the question of why 

Abraham particularly wanted his son to be married to one of 

his kin. We ought not be surpr ised, however, that the Bible 

itself does not confront this concern; there is a good deal 
' 

of endogamy among the members of the patriarchal families, 

and the biblical authors do not seem to find this unusual. 

Indeed, the matter is scarcely addressed by the rabbis , 

themselves, who seem to have accepted the near- incestuous 

marriages of Genesis characters unquestioningly . 

Midrash Haggadol is an excepeion, though even there the 

principal question is not, "Why did Abraham wish to marry 

Isaac to a member of his family," but rather, "How could 

Abraham have wished to find a wife for Isaac from idolatrous 

stock?" we are reminded that Joshua 24:3, mentioning 

Abraham's Mesop~~amian kin, identifies them by saying that 

they •~lived. beyond the Euphrates and worhiped other gods. " 

Midrash Haggadol resolves this problem, providing this 

fascinating aggadic mater ial: 

49Ramban to Genesis 24: 15 , 
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Abraham said, "Since I am seeking proselytes, 
I will seek proselytes fronvamong my family 
and from my father ' s house, since they 
precede all . " And for no other reason save 
that they are relatives? A response to this: 
It is taught, let it ever be that the 
thoughts of a man are close to his relatives· 
and, if he has them, to act for their • 
benefit, And thus it says, " [Do) not . 
ignore your own kin." (Isaiah 58 : 7)~ 

We ought not be surprised to find that the resolutio n 

provided by Midrash Haggadol is not echoed in Gther rabbi nic 

texts. Throughout most of Jewish history since t he 

destruction of the Second Temple, Jews were prevented from 

seeking converts; and, as a result, Jewish leaders generally 

took the..defensive posture that Judaism is a non

proselytizing religion. Perhaps 14th and 15th century 

Yemen, from which Midrash Haggadol emanates, was an 

exception. In any case, we are her provided with an 

interesting theory on why Abraham selected a wife fpr Isaac 

from among his kin. 
::. 

The early rabbis largely ignored the question of 

Rebekah's lineage, perhaps in order to emphasize God's role 

in selecting Rebekah, or maybe simply because the~ believed 

the Bible to have sufficiently stressed her relationship to 

Abraham. If ~heir reason was the latter, they were correct: 

the Bible does highlight the familial relationships 

involved. The medieval rabbis, in particular, pick up on 

this emphasis, and find it to be a central reason for 

5°Midrash Haggadol to Genesis 24:4. 
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Rebekah's selection. · From them, one gets the sense that 

endogamy is key to the perpetuation of the patriarchal line. 

The covenant has been made with this family, and it will 

continue in this family. For the medieval rabbis, at least, 

the fact that Rebekah is a member of Abraham's family makes 

her particularly fit for her position as a matriarch in 

Israel. 

J. Rebekah's own Virtues 

For the rabbis, Rebekah's fitness to be Isaac 's wife 

and an Israelite matriarch is not exclusively based on her 

having been selected by God and/or Abraham. Rather, she is 

viewed as possessing virtues of her own which make her 

uniquely appropriate to her position. 

Even if they had wanted to give all of the credit for 

Rebekah's selection to God and Abraham, the rabbis could 

scarcely have ignored the weft}ht of the biblical text, whict~ 

gives a great deal of attention to Rebekah ' s own actions. 

As discussed above, 51 Rebekah is the chief actor of Genesis 

24. She takes a great deal of initiative both at the well 

and when the servant comes back to her family ' s home. And 

she is desc~ibed as a beautiful virgin in verse 16. The 

~idrash focuses on her actions, her beauty, and her 

virginity, but also turns to the extent to which she is an 

exception to her family of origin and to her ability to 

51see pp. 19- 20. 
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serve as a successor to her mother- in-law Sarah as evidence 

of her fitness for the matriarchal role. 

The focus on Rebekah's actions in Genesis 24 is the 

episode at the well. Interestingly, though, we find that 

the early rabbis ignore Rebekahis role there. Again, they 

seem to need to emphasize God's intervention to the 

exclusion of all other influences on the events at the well, 

or to believe that Rebekah's role, like the importance of 

her familial relationship with Abraham, is sufficiently 

emphasized in the biblical account itself. 

We do, however, find comments on Rebecca's role at the 

well both in the writings of the early Jewish philosopher 

from the intertestamental period, Philo, and from the 

medieval rabbis. Interestingly, Philo and the medieval 

rabbis even stress the same theme, though there is no 

textual similarity to suggest that the later rabbis were 

echoing Philo's writings. From Philo to the midrashic 

anthologies to the medieval commentators, we find emphasis 

on the extent to which Rebekah ' s actions at the well 

exemplify characteristics that are known to mark Abraham's 

family. 

For ex~mple, Philo writes, "Excellent and good people 

perform their good works without delay. such, too, was the 

whole household together of the all-wise Abraham. 1152 Legal: 

52Pbilo, ouestions and Answers on Genesis 124, P· 408 . 

---
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Tov, demonstrating the rabbinic maxim that "people are not 

paired with each other except by their deeds," argUJes that 

the servant's test is designed to find a woman who is . 
"generous" like Abraham's clan, and therefore worthy of 

being attached to it.~ Similarly, Midrash Aggadah ~ 

wondering wliy Eliezer establishes the specific task of 

offering water as the condition for identifying thE~ woman 

who is to be Isaac's wife, answers: ''[I ] f she says this she 

will be righteous, and she will like to serve guests like 

Abraham and Sarah had done. 115' Lest any reader be 1Llnclear 

as to the specific refere~ce to the hospitality o f Abraham 
I ., 

a nd Sarah, Genesis Rabbati directs the reader ' s at1tention to 

Genesis 18, where they provide hospitality to the three men 

who ultimately announce that Sarah will bear a child. In an 
' 

unexpected twist, Genesis Rabbati here goes so far as t o 

utilize the comparison to demonstrate that Rebecca 

demonstrated strength greater than Abraham's in 

accomplishing her own acts of hospitality. 55 

\ 

One particularly charming aggadic passage, found both 

in Leqa~ Tov and Midrash Aggadah, suggests that Rebekah is 

to be praised for her particular generosity, demonstrated by 

her having gone even Deyond the servant's requests: 

53Leqah Tov t o Genesis 24:44. A similar point is made by 
Rashi in his commentary to Genesis 24:14. 

54~Hdrash Aggadah to Genesis 24: 14 • 

55Genesis Rabbati, Chapter 62 • 

• 
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He asked for one draw [from the well ) but 
Rebekah gave him all that he needed t~ dri nk . 
. . , He requested lodging for one (laliynl 
and she offered lodging for several ' 
(lAl!m) . 56 

While the aggadah here might be ~ased on what we know t o be 

a poor understanding of grammar, the point being made in 

this selection from these two midrashic anthologies is that 

the Bible i tself suggests that Rebekah demonstrated great 

munificence at the well. 

The medieval commentator Sforno finds a silence on the 

events at the ~ell to be particularly instructive. He 

points out that neither tbe servant nor the reader ever 

finds Rebekah request ing or expec ting any recompense for her 

actions at the well. Thus, Sforno concludes, the servant 

sees that Rebekah acts out of "complete lovingkindness, 11 and 

moves to solidify her selection as Isaac ' s wife . 57 

Rebekah ' s actions at the well, we see, were of i nterest 

' to the rabbis of the medieval period, even as the~ had been 

ignored by earlier rabbis. Perhaps the notion that 

individuals could look to biblical characters as models was 

more important to -- -0r better understood by -- the later 

rabbis. Also, it is apparent that, unlike their 

predecessors, the medieval rabbis had no trouble 

unders tanding that God, Abraham and Rebekah could al l be 

56teqah Tov t o Genesis 24:17-19,23; Hidrash Aggadah to Genesis 

24:17, 23, · 25 . 

57s forno to Genesis 24: 22 , 

-
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credited with significant responsibility for making the 

match without contradiction, Indeed, we have seen that many 

of the same texts that emphasize Rebekah ' s role also stress 

God's intervention at the well and Abraham's participation 

in the selection of this matriarch. 

However, despite the early rabbis' failure to 

acknowledge Rebekah's actions at the well, they did not 
. 

ignore her virtues entirely. As we shall see, they do admit 

that Rebekah's attributes play a part in determining her 

fitpess for her position. 

Aside from her actions throughout Genesis 24, Rebekah's 

virtues are primarily spelled out in the first half of verse 

16: "The maiden was very beautiful, a virgin whom no man 

9ad known." Philo, as we might expect, interprets both of 

these attributes, beauty and virginity, philosophically. Of 

her beauty, Philo writes: 

Do not , however, thiak that it now presents 
to us fairness of body in respect to that 
which is called beauty of •form, which 
consists of the symmetry of parts and beauty 
of form such as even harlots have . These I 
would never call fair, but on the contrary, 
foul, for this is their proper name. 
But he [·sic] in whom the divine words of 
wisdom and virtue dwell, even though he may 
be more deformed of body than Silenus, is 

. · 1 f . S8 necessari y air. 

Turning to virginity, the philosopher asks an exegetical 

question common to the rabbinic text~ as well. Be wonders, 

~Philo, Questions and Answers on Genesis 99, pp. 382-3. 
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"Why does (Scripture) use a double expression in calling 

her a virgin," indicating that she is a "virgin" and adding 

that "no man had known" her? Philo's answer, appending the 

philosophical to the more apparent corporeal interpretation, 

is: "(S)he had two virqinities, one in respect of the 'body, 

the other in respect of the incorruptible soul. 1159 These 

statements, as well as the one described above, come in the 

context of a rather extensive section of Philo ' s Questions 

and Answers on Genesis in which the philosopher deals with 

• 
Genesis 24. Apparently, for Philo, Rebekah was the 

metaphor!cal embodiment of the kind of perfect philosopher 

that he and the philosophers of his day aspired to be. 

The rabbis, of course, demonstrate no such 

Philosophical notions. They do not comment on Rebekah ' s 

beauty, for they see no reason to do so, taking its meaning 

to be well-known and not seeking an interpretation beyond 

the corporeal. ' . 
They are, however, presented with the same -

textual question about the biblical description of Rebekah's 

virginity that Philo addresses, namely the seemingly 

redundant phrase, "a virgin whom no man had known." The 

authors of Genesis Rabbah, whose explanations are echoed in 

the late~ midrashic anthologies and by the medieval 

coDl11lentators, were apparently so taken by this problem that 

they offered three possible solutions to it: l) she had 

neither lost Her virginity through intercourse, nor lost her 

59.llU.!1,, p. 382, 

• 
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tokens of virginity through other means:60 2)she was a 

virgin, not only with respect to her hymen, but with respect 

to her entire body; 3) not only was she a virgin, but no man 

had made a claim to her. 61 While none of these three 

explanations has any particular significance for us, taken 

together they tell us something important. The rabbis were 

concerned with the sexual purity of the woman, wanting to 

assure that no man married a woman who might be "damaged 

goods. " Here they make clear that Rebekah is a virgin in 

every imaginable way, and therefore fit to become Isaac's 
.;}.,-' 

wife . . 
Genesis 24:16, however, is not the only text that gives 

rise to rabbinic discussion of Rebekah ' s virginity . In a 

text from Pirqei deRabbi Eliezer that is echoed much later 

in Yalqut Shimoni, we find concern that Rebekah might have 

been violated by the servant on the way back to the Land. 

A.braham, we are told, instructs isaac to e xamine her for the_ 

signs of virginity upon her arrival at Hebron, and Isaac 

complies, " (taking) out her signs of virginity by hand and 

show[ing) them to Abraham his father" before tak i ng her as 

his wife. Moreover,,.. we are told, that this act of Isaac ' s 

set a preceqent- for "all Israel (to) bring out the signs of 

60The phrase, "lost her virginity through other means" is 

expressed in the rabbinic l iterature by the phrase, "deflowered 

by a tree. 11 ' 

61Genesis Rabbah 60. s . s ee also Midrasb Haggadol to Genesis 

24: 16 and Rashi to Genesis 24:16 in this regard .. Leqa~ Tov 

to Genesis 24:16 offers only the second explanation. 

,.-.,. 
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virginity by hand , so that they would not come into 

doubt."~ This text, perhaps, indicates more about the 

rabbis' obsession with a woman's vlrginity than it does 

about their attitude toward Rebekah. Nevertheless, we are 

assured that she is a virg in and therefore fit to become 

Isaac's wife. 

Other aspects of the Genesis 24 narrative occasion 

rabbinic responses that indicate several different divine 

interventions to protect and/or demonstrate Rebekah's 

' virginity . One example is verses 53 and 55, i n which 

Rebekah ' s mother and brother, but not her father, appear. 
; 

Indeed, Bethuel does not appear again at all . The standard 

rabbinic interpretation is that Bethuel has died since his 

la~t appearance in verse so, for which two midrashic 

anthologies, Yalqut Shimoni and Midrash Aggadah, give 

reasons related to the present discussion: 

Why did Bethuel die? Because he was a King 
in Aram-Naharaim and he had sexual 
intercourse with every young woman on the 
first night after her marriage, and 
afterwards she returned to her husband. All 
the princes got together and said: "If he 
does to his daughters as he did to ours, 
fine; and ·if not, we will kill him and his 
daughter." Therefore, he died in order t o 
rescue Eliezer and Rebekah. 

63 

In addition· to killing Bethuel, we are told that God made a 

miracle to keep Eliezer from having i ntercourse with Rebekah 

109. 
~Pirqe i deRabbi Eliezer, Chapter 16; Yalqut Shimoni I, 

63yalqut shimoni I, 109; Midrash Aggadah to Genesis 24: 53, 
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on the 'way back to Hebron. Midrash Aggadah indicates that, 

just as God had made the road jump to facilitate the 

servant's journey to the well, it jumped in order to allow 

him to convey Rebekah back to Abraham and Isaac "in six 

hours, so that he would not be alone with her at night on 

the road • .,6L 

Finally, the same midrashic anthologies that told us 

that Bethuel was killed in order to protect Rebekah ' s 

virginity, Yalqut Shimoni and Midrash Aggadah, provide a 

tale that describes a divine action to demonstrate Rebekah ' s 

purity to Isaac. The story is based on a phrase from verse 

64 ; where we are told that, upon first laying eyes upon 

Isaac, "She alighted from the camel." The verb, translated 

"alighted" in the New Jewish Version, is tippol, literally, 

" s he fell." Asking why she had fallen, the rabbis answer: 

Because she saw from the holy spirit that, in 

the future, Esau the evil one would [be sired 

by) him. She was shaken and was deflowered 

by a tree, and the blood of her virginity 

came out from her. Immediately, the Holy One 

of Blessing said to Gabriel: ' "Go down and 

guard the blood so that it will not evaporate 

and there will be no blemish in it. Isaac 

came upon her and did not find her to possess 

the signs of virginity. He suspected 

Eliezer. He said, "Where are your signs of 

virginity?" She said to him, "When I fell 

from the ~amel, I was deflowered by a tree." 

He sa~d to her, "You are lieing! Rather, 

Elie'zer violated you. " But she swore that he 

had not violated her. They went and found 

the tree, colored with blood . Immediately, 

~idrash Haggadol to Genesis 24:61. 

( 
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Isaac knew that she was pure. 65 

Two aspects of this text are signifi cant. We will address 

the first, Rebekah ' s prophecy about Esau, in the next 

chapter. As for our present concern, we see again that the 

rabbis posit God in the role of ensuring the proper 

demonstration of Rebekah ' s virgin ity to Isaac. we are 

assured not only that she is pure, but that Isaac knows that 

she is a virgin when he marries her. The rabbis have indeed 

t 
gene to great lenghts to reassure us that, in the particular 

matter of her virginity, Rebekah is fit to be Isaac's wife. 

Earlier, we saw that the Zohar emphasizes that God made 

Rebekah an exception to the people among whom she dwelt. 

There, God receives all the credit making Rebekah different 

from the idolat ors around her. On the other hand, other 

rabbinic t exts, even including one from the Zohar itself,u 

praise Rebekah herself for being dif~erent from those who 

surrounded her . The standard \ext about Rebekah ' s being an 

exception to her surroundings is one that first appears in 

.... 
Genesis Rabbah and is repeated in essentially the same form 

in a number of texts spanning several centuries. The 

comment is not based on Genesis 24, but is considered here 

because it speaks to t he matter of Rebekah ' s appr opriateness 

I 
• 

to h~ position. The rabbis ar e responding to a se~ming 

65'ial qut s b imoni r, 109 . There is a similar text in Midrash 

Aggadah t o Genesis 24:67. 

66zohar I, 136b- i37a . 

( 
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redundancy in Gen~f>is 25:20, which calls Rebekah the 

"daughter of Bethuel the Aramean of Paddan-aram, sister of 

J,,aban the Aramean." The rabbis wonder why the text says 

both "Aramean" and "Paddan-aram," since the fact that he was 

from Paddan-aram would already imply that he was an Aramean. 

They also wonder why it is necessary to repeat the modifier 

''Aramean" with reference to Bethuel. The rabbis use a word

play to explain . They rearrange the letters o f the word for 

"Aramean," > - r - m - y, and spell a new word, r - m -

_y, meaning "rogues," "liers," or "swindlers." Thus, we are 

tel~ that the text means to emphasize that Rebeka.h ' s family 

, 

was a collection o f rogues, to whom Rebekah is an exception. 

She, on the other hand, is to be compared "to a rose a mong 

the thorns. 1167 Lest we be concerned that Rebekah is unfit 

for her position because she comes f rom a terrible family, 

we are assured that she is untainted by their trechery . 

Rebekah , "a rose among the thor,ris , " is fit t o become, a s i_t 

were, a rose among r0&es-, a member of Abraham's family. 

The final event of Genesis 24 finds Isaac bringing 

Rebekah into bis mother's tent, taking her as bis wife, and 

thus being comforted after his mother's death . This 

episode, describe~ in the 67th and final verse o f the 

chapter, occasions significant midrashic comment em~hasizing 

Rebekah's appropriateness to her new position. 

6!Genesis Rabbah 63.4; Leviticus Rabbah 23.1; Yalqut Shi.moi:ti 

I, 110; Leqah Tov to Genesis 25:20; Midrasb Aggadah to Genesis 

25 :20 ; Midrash Haggadol to Genesis 25:20. 
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The standard midrash on this verse, found first in 

Genesis'-Rabbah and echoed ii:? several midrashic anthologies, 

,tells us that Rebekah's -;Jesence brought life and a divine 

presence back to the tent , primarily because she was 

scrupulous in observing particular commandments that had 

been particularly associated with Sarah. Per haps the 

clearest statement of this tradition is found in Midras h 

Aggadah: 

"Re brought her into his mother's tent," 

because he found her to be like Sarah, like 

his mother. And the Sages of blessed memory 

said, for upon Sarah a cloud hovered over the 

tent, and when she would kindle the lights on 

Sabgath eve, t~ey would remain lit until the 

end of the Sabbath, and it was similar with 

Rebekah. The cloud covered Sarah's tent : 

when Sarah died, the cloud w~nt away, and 

when Rebekah came, the cloud returned . Just 

as Sarah shined in three commandments to 

which the woman is obligated -- family 

purity, the separation of dough, and the 

kindling of lights -- Rebekah similarly 

shone.68 

Rashi and the Zohar take the s..ame point even further. 

~hi, who also speaks of the Sabb(th ,lights and the c loud 

returning to the tent, goes so far as t o assert, " (S) he 

became a ~odel of Sarah his mother, which is as if to say: 

'behold, she was ~a rah his mother . ' 1169 The Zohar bases its 

comments on a textual problem in verse 67. The phrase that 

~idrash Aggadah to Genesis 24 : 67 , based on Genesis R"abb~ 

60.16; see also Yalqut Shimoni I, 109 and Leqa~ Tov t? Genesis 

24:66: aspects echoed in Midrash Haggadol t o Genesis 24 : 67: 

Rashi to Genesis 24:67; and Zohar I,133a. 

69Rashi to Genesis 24:67. 
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is translated, "into the tent of his mother Sarah," is 

probematic in Hebrew: ha>ohelah sarah >i mmo, "to the tent -

- Sarah his mother. " One might have expected 1a>ohel shel 

sarah > inuno, which would more literally express, "to the 

tent of his mother Sarah." In any cas·e, the Zohar is not 

incorrec~ a t the first part of the verse might be 

translated, "He brought her into the tent, Sarah his 

mother." From this, the Zohar interpre t s the verse as 

telling us that Rebekah was the ver y image o f Sarah, s o muc h 

so that when Isaac brought Rebekah into the tent, it was as 

though he was actually bringing Sarah back. 70 There could 

I 

certainly be no better statement, of Rebekah's 

appropriateness to assume her new position than the 

assertion that she is the very reflection of Sarah, the 

woman who is both the paradigmatic mat-r i arc h and, for Isaac , 

the perfect woman. 

c. Summary 

Exploring the midrashic responses · t o Genesis 24, we 

have seen that different strains of interpretation emphasize 

different justifications for viewing Rebekah as fit f or he r 

new role as !paac's wife and matriarch in Israel . The early 

rabbis, echoed by their medieval succes sors, stress God's 

role in selecting Rebekah and assuring that the matc h is 

made. on the other hand, pre-rabbinic commentators -- again 

70 Zobar I,133a. 
THE Kl.AU LIBRARY 

HEBREW UNION COLLro, 
JEWISH INST. OF " ELIGION 

BROCKOAL£ CENTER 
1 WEST 4TH STRITT 

NEW YORK. N.Y. 10012 
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echoed by later rabbis -- stress Abraham's actions and 

Rebekah's own participation in making the match . 

The distinction between the different strains, however, 

is subtle, and we are struck much more by their convergence. 

All of the portraits before us emphasize that R~bekah is the 

appropriate woman to become Isaac's wi fe and Israel ' s,,. 

matriarch. · God has chosen her and facilitated her meeting 

with Abraham's messenger. Her own lineage is suited to 

Abraham ' s needs and to those of the covenant. Rebekah ' s 

actions have contributed to the success of the match-making, 

and her own virt4es indicate that she is the woman desired. 

In the ~np, we see tbat the midrashic author s' purpose 

. ,. 
meets that of the biblical text i t self. We began this 

chapter by noting that the function of Genesis 24 is to 

ensure the proper continuation of the covenant. We conclude 

by remarking that the rabbinic material, taken together with 

the biblical narrative, assures us that the task has been 

' 
completed successfully. A proper match has been made for 

Isaac. Through the combined a c tions of God, the patriarch 

Abraham, and the young woman herself , an e~emplary woman has 

been found to join with Isaac in providing Abraham with 

grandchildren. The covenant will be transmitted to the next 

generation; the epic can continue. 

( 
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19
This is the story of 16saac, son of Abraham. 

Abraham begot Isaac. Isaac was forty years 

old when he took to wife Rebekah, daughter of 

Bethuel the Aramean ?,f Paadan-aram, sister of 

Laban the Aramean. Isaac pleaded with the 

LORD on behalf of his wife, because she was 

barre~, a~d the LORD responded to his plea, 

and his wife Rebe.kah conceived, 22But the 

children stt"Uggled in her womb, and she said, 

"If so, why dg I exist?" She went to inquire 

of the LORD, and t he LORD answered her 

"Two nations are in your womb, ' 

Two separate peoples shall issue from your 

bQdy; 
One people shall be mightier than the 

other, 
And the older shall serv~ the younger." 

24When the time to give birth was at hand, 

there were twins in her womb. 

A. The Biblical Narrative 

At the beginning of the previous chapter, we saw that 

the central purpose of Genesis 24 is to provide a link 

between the Abraham narrative that precedes it and the Jacob 

epic that follows. In the same light, Genesis 25:19-24 

might be viewed, not primarily as a ~tory about Isaac ' s and 

Rebekah ' s endeavors to conceive and Rebekah's resulting 

pregnancy, but rather as. an introduction to the story of 

Jacob . 

We first beco~e aware that we are not dealing with a 

story about Isaac and Rebekah when we notice that 

genealogical in.formation about them is offered in two short 

verses, just e nough to tell us with whom we are dealing, and 

ultimately to remind us of who are the grandparents of the 
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children about to be born. 
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The fact tha~ the story does not 

focus on Isaac and Rebekah becomes even clearer when we 

consider that Abraham's and Sarah' s inability to conceive is 

the subject of several chapters of biblical narrat i ve, 

whereas, as J.P. Fokkelman aptly notes, "the stoz:y (not of 

Isaac but) of Jacob spends as little narrative time as i t 

can on Isaac and his grievous waiting, which, nonetheless, 

lasted 20 years (verses 20,26) . 11 71 

The difference in length notwithstanding, we can not 

help but be struck by the parallel c reated in the biblical 

narrative between Abraham and Sarah on the one hand, and 

Isaac and Re~kah on the other. In both cases, the 

legitimate heir -- first Isaac, then Jacob -- is conceived 

and born only after tortured years of barrenness. 

Another striking f eature of this brief passage, also 

laid out by Fokkelman, is the powerful demonstration of the 

efficacy of prayer. Host notable in this regard is verse 

' 
21 . Illustrating his point, Fokkelman breaks the verse down 

into four parts : " (a) Isaac pleaded with the LORD on behalf 

of his wife , (b) because she was barren; (c) and the LORD 

responded to his plea, (d) and his wife Rebekah conceived." 

This one verse describes and resolves the entire problem of 

Rebekah ' s barrenness, which is not mentioned a nY"lhere else. 

Moreover, its parts respond to eac h other in such a way as 

to emphasize God's power. we can not help notic iag the 

71Fokkelman, Narrative Art. P· 87, 
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completeness with which part (a) is answered by part(~, 

and part (b) by part (d). This parallelism and resolution 

is .strengthened when we consider the Hebrew texts of parts 

(a) and (c). The verbs translat ed as "pleaded" in part (a) 

and "responded to his plea" in part (d) are the~ and 

nif<al forms, respectively, of the same verb, < - t - r.n 

Isaac ' s entreating of God in verse 21, however, is not 

the only encounter between God and the human being in· this . 
passage. We are told that Rebekah herself "went to inquire 

of the LORD" in verse 22. Again , we see the power of 

praye~: God's response follows immediately at the beginning 

• 
of the next verse. There is, however, a difference between 

the descriptions of Isaac's and Rebekah ' s approaches to God. 

Instea? of < - t - r, we are told that Rebekah went lidrosh 

(inquire of) God. Perhaps the two words are not 

interchangeable. Fokkelman, offering evidence from several 

other biblical usages of the word,, contends that the verb g 

- r - sh is the "technical term to indicate the consulting 

God by means of an. oracle . "n Whether or not Rebekah 

consulted God ·direc tly will be, as we shall see, a central 

concern of the midrash. 

Pernaps most i nteresting to our purposes, however, is 

the fact that virtually all of the action of the passage 

72l!!.i.g . , p . 88. 

73.IJ;u.g . II Kings 3: 11 and a: a are particularly .persuasive 

examples offered by Fokkelman . 
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primarily involves God and Rebekah, not I saac. To be sure, 

verse 21 (a/c) is ~n exception. That brief section, 

howe~er , is massively overshadowed by verse 21 (b/d), and 

verses 22- 2 4, which entirely concern God, Rebekah, and her 

pregnancy, and do not mention Isaac . This phenomenon is not 

unlike what we saw in Genesis 24 and that which will be most 

striking in Genesis 27 : 1 - 28:5: Rebekah is clearly the 

pr1 ncipal actor of t his second patriarchal/ matriarchal 'pair . 

When Isaac and Rebekah appear, her actions tend t o determine 

the direction of the narrative. We shall not be s urprised, 

then, to find Rebekah at the center of the midrashic 
, 

concerns about this passage. 

B. Mi dr~shic Concerns 

Four principal problems present themselves to the 

authors of midrash as they confront Genesis 25:19-24. 

Unl ike Genesis 2 4 , these concerns d~ not converge to build a 

... 
single central point, but address instead four different 

difficulties that faced the midra~hic authors as they read 

the biblical text . 

Fir st, reading verse 20, which p rovides I saac 's age but 

not Rebekah' s, they wo~der how old Rebekah is. Next, the 

midrashists ask who really prayed for progeny, and whose 

prayer was answered . They ponder the meaning of the phrase 

lenokhal) >ishto . The New Jewish Version translates, "on 

behalf of his wife," but the midrashists ask if the words do 

(' 

. ,,, 
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not imply an even greater role for Rebekah. on a related 

matter, they ask themselves about the barrenness, clearly 

attributed t o 'Rebekah i n verse 21, but not explained. The 

rabbis speculate about whether Isaac might not (also) have 

been infertile, and ponder reasons for the couple 's 

inability to conceive. Finally, and most contentiously, the 

midrash confronts Rebekah's inquiry of God and the response 

she receives, wondering whether God would in fac t 

communicate so much information directly to a woman. 

1. Rebekah's Age 

Verse 20, which together with the preceding verse seems 

to provide basic i nformation about both Isaac and Rebekah, 

tells us tha~ "Isaac was forty when he took to wife Rebekah 

... ," but fails to reveal Rebekah's age . This particular 

silence seems to have been troubiing to rabbis only in the 

medieval period; we see the issue add~essed in Rashi's 

commentary and in three midrashic anthologies, Yalgut 

Shimoni, Midrash Aggadah, and Leqa~ Tov.~ 

All three texts agree on the basic points, which are 

based on the purported convergence of three events: the 

binding of Isaac, Rebekah's birth, ~ and Sarah's death. 

7'Rashi to Genesis 25:20; Yalgut Shimoni I, 110; Midrash 

Aggadah to Genesis 25:20; Leqa~ Tov to Genesis 24:4~-

~See pp. 6-8. 
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since the B~le tells us that Sarah was 90 years old when 

Isaac was born and 127 years old when she died, then Isaac 

must have been 37 when she died. If, then, Sarah's death 

and Rebekah's birth were coincident -- the occasion being 

the cageidah -- and Isaac was 37 when Sarah died and 40 when 

he married Rebekah, then Rebekah must have been three years 

old when she married Isaac. 

There are two striking consequences to Rebekah's being 

three years old when she and Isaac were married. First, we 

might wonder whether in fact Rebekah can be said to have 

been barren for twenty years if she was only three years old 

I 
at the beginning! Although we shall see some concern ~ith 

t hat matter below, the present texts do QOt ask that 

question, though Rashi and Midrash Aggadah -- consistent 

with other rabbinic texts concerning females of idolatrous 

stock -- do assert that the age of three implies fitness for 

sexual relations. second, we might._ wonder how Rebelcah could 

possibly have carried out all the actions with which she is 

c redited in Genesis 24 . Indeed, the Leqa~ Tov passage 

acknowledges that one might ask , " ' How could a child three 

years old go out to draw water?'" No sooner does the text 

ask the qu~stion, tho\lgh, than i t provides an answer: "A 

three year old girl in the earlier generations was bigger 

than a three year old girl in these generations." 

No sweeping point ~eems to be made in these comments to 

Genesis 25:20. Nevertheless, we ought not be surprised that 

. /. 
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the medieval rabbis find a need to fill the void. The 

presence of a statement about Isaac 's age highlights the 

biblical silence on the matter of Rebekah's age. The 

medieval rabbis close the gap in typical fashion, drawing on 

whatever other biblical evidence is available to. construct a 

: J theory, and reconciling that theory in the face of apparent 

contrad ictions . 

2. Who Prays for Progeny? And Who is Answered? 

Reading the standard translations of verse 21, one gets 

the impression that Isaac 's one definite action in this 

passkge is that he pray~ for progeny. The rabbis, however, 

are not so sure that Isaac is the only one who pleads with 

God in that verse. The problem is with the words lenokha~ 

1 ishto, which the New Jewish Version translates as "on 

behalf of his wife." Apparently, that meaning is not so 

clear to the rabbis, and other theories about what happens 
\ 

in verse 21 are based on alternative translations of that 

phrase. 

Genesis Rabbah, characteristically echoed by several 

medieval texts, argues that the wordi ng lenokha~ >ishto 

11 teaches that Isaac was prostrated [in prayer) here and she 

was prostrated [in prayer) there. The phrase lenokhaJJ 

1 isbto seems to be understood here to 'mean, "facing his 

wife," rendering a meaning very different from "on behalf of 

his wife." Nevertheless, Genesis Rabbah a.lso uses the 



f 
60 

concept that the one who prays does so "on behalf of" the 

other. After insisting that both prayed, the text offers 

the content of those prayers: 

He said, "Master of the Universe may all the 
children that You give me be fro~ this 
righteous woman." She also said: "May an 
the children that You ever give me be from 
this righeous man. 1176 

Perhaps we should be surprised that such an early rabbinic 

text as Genesis Rabbah reads a greater role for Rebekah into 

the text. Indeed, as noted above,n her actions in this 

passage are already dominant. Moreover, we saw in the last 

chapt_er that the early rabbis were not inclined to impart a 

greater position to Rebekah in Genesis 24.m Nevertheless, 

we do see Rebekah here as an equal part-ner at least i n 

askin~ God for progeny . 

A different interpretation of the opening phrase of 

verse 21, but one that leads t o the same conclusion, is 

found in Midrash Haggadol. There, we are told that, no 

matter which parent's barrenness is responsible for the 

failure to conceive, "the birth does not happen until the 

two of them are equal in crying out and in prayer and in 

supplication, as it is said: ' And Isaac pleaded with God 

76Genesis Rabbah 63.5. See also Yalqut ShimQJ<i I, 110; 
Leqarr Tov to Genesis 25:21: Midrash Aggadah to Gemesis 25:21; 
Rashi ' s commentary to Genesis 25:21; and Rashi ' s commentary 
to B.T. yevamot ~4a. 

77see pp. 55-56. 

fflsee Chapt~r II. 
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lenokhah >ishto'"79 
Here, the last two words seem to be 

underi;;tood to mean "with his wife," or even, "equal to his 

wife. " In any case, the concep(° is the same as that 

preferred by Genesis Rabbah and its medieval followers: 

Rebekah prayed for progeny alongside Isaac. 

Hidrash Haggadol makes its case for Rebekah's role even 

stronger by offering the text of her prayer. The eloquence 

at . the prayer indicates the authors' respect for Rebekah, 

and seems to indicate a view that she was a rather 

intelligent woman: 

R. Eliezer said in the name of R. Yosi b. 
Zimrah : "Considering the matters of her 
heart, she said before him: 'Master of the 

world, You crea~ed many parts in flesh and 

blood, and you did not create among them any 

thing for no reason: eyes to see, ears to 
hear, a nose to smell, a mouth to speak, 

hands to do work, legs to walk and breasts to 

nurse. To what purpose are these breasts of 

mine? Give me a child to nurse from 
them! 11180 

"The eloquence attrib4ted to Rebekah by Hidrc:sh Haggadol 

notwithstanding, other texts do not agree that she joined 

Isaac in p r aying for children. This should not be a 

supri~e; after all, Rebekah does not have to be present if 

Isaac is merely praying on her behalf. Nevertheless, even 

in texts that do not indicate her joining in prayer, Rebekah 

is not entirely absent. 

Pirgei deRabbi Eliezer, which is not concerned with the 

79Midrash Haggadol to Genesis 25 : 21. 
I 
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meaning of lenokha~ 1 ishto, attempts to connect both Isaac's 

prayer in verse 21 and Rebekah's in verse 22 with the 

<s!gel1s!h, The te.xt indicates that Isaac took Rebekah to Ht . 

Moriah to pray for progeny and that she went back there 

herself during the pain of pregnancy. 81 For our present 

purposes, the point is this : in a place where the Bible 

does not require Rebekah's presence at all, the rabbis 

continually placed her at the scene of the action. 

Sefer Hayyashar similarly locates the events of verse 

21 at Mt. Moriah, and also indicates Rebekah ' s presence. 

This text, however, goes even further: 

And it came to pass that, in Isaac ' s 59th 
year, Rebekah his wife was yet barren. 

And Rebekah said to Isaac: "Did I not 
hear, master, that Sarah your mother was also 
barren, until my master your father Abraham 
prayed on h~ behalf, and then she became 
pregnant by him? Now, stand up and pray to 
God, you also, and He will hear your prayer 
and remember us on account of His 
lovingkindness . " 

But Isaac responded to Rebekah his wife, 
saying: "Abraham my father already prayed to 
our God on my behalf,' to increase my seed, 
and now if we have no seed, the barrenness is 
from _you. 0 

Then Rebekah said to him: "Nevertheless, 
stand up and pray, you also, and God will 
hear your prayer and will give me children." 

And Isaac heard the words of his wife, and 
they got up and went, Isaac and Rebekah, to 
the Land of Moriah, to pray there and to 
beseech the LORD. 

112 

This particular piece of aggadah, though it is clearly an 

81pirqei deRabi:>i Eliezer, Chapter 32; echoed in Yalqut Shimoni 

I, 110. 

112Sefer Hayyashar to Genesis 25:21 . 
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expansion on the present biblical text, most accurately 

captures the relationship~between Isaac and Rebekah. She, 

as usual, is the instigator of action. He, as usual, is 

reluctant to act, but finally does so in response to her 

demands. The prayer for progeny, the rabbis seem to be 

telling us, can not be accounted to Isaac alone. 

63 , 

When we turn to ask whose prayer was answered, however, 

we find a different attitude. Virtually every text, 

including those that emphasize a role for Rebekah in praying 

for progeny, insist that Isaac 's was the prayer that was 

answered. Perhaps, though, we should not be surprised: the 

third phrase of verse 21 does clearly say , "and the LORD 

responded to his plea." 

The same Genesis Rabbah text that establishes Rebekah's 

part i n praying for children, offers a clever analogy 

indicating the way in which Isaac is answered, not even 

considering that Rebekah's pra,yer might be the one to which 

God responds. Drawing on the two f@rms, active and passive, 

of the verb< - t - r in the verse, the text compares 

Isaac's pleading and God's response to two people digging a 

tunnel toward each other and meeting in the middle.a3 

The Babylonian Talmud, fol lowed by several medieval 

texts, agreeing with Genesis Rabbah that Rebekah joined 

Isaac in prayer, can not simply say that Isaac is the one 

who is answered without giving an explanation involving 

MGenesis Rabbah 63.5. 

( 
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Rebekah. The standard response is t hat Isaac's prayer is 

answer ed because he is a "righteous one {and ) the son of a 

righteous one," whereas Rebekah is "a righteous one, (but) 

the son (sic] of an evil one." The prayers of two such 

people, we are told, are not equal. Therefore, the text 

says that "the LORD responded to lli plea, 11 not hers. 84 

Only Midrash Haggadol carries its understanding of 

equality in verse 21 through the full verse, arguing both 

that Rebekah joined Isaac in asking for children and that 

their prayers were answered equally. I .nterestingly, Midrash 

Haggadol finds evidence for its point within the text 

itsell. The phrase "the LORD responded to his plea, " we are 

told, indicates that Isaac ' s prayer for progeny was 

answered, whereas the phrase, "and his wife Rebekah 

conceived11 is meant to tell us that Rebekah's prayer was 

answered. 85 

Midrash Haggadol notwithstanding, the preponderance of 
' 

rabbinic material insists that God answered Isaac only, or 

at least primarily. This may be the result of a rabbinic 

desire to downplay women's contact with God, a tendancy we 

shall see yet more clearly later in this chapter, or it may 

simply be viewed as the most direct response to the text 

here. Indeed, the most striking characteri stic of the 

84B. T. Yeyamot 64a: Rashi to Genesis 25:21; Rashi to B.T. 
Yeyarnot 64a; Midrash Aggad ah to Genesis 25:21. 

~Midrash Haggadol to Genesis 25:21. 

. ,. 
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rabbinic reaction to verse 2l's prayer for progeny and the 

response to it is the rabbis' unanimity in highlighting 

Rebekah's role beyond that which is necessitated by the 

biblical text itself. Perhaps Rebekah is so active in every 

other scene in which she appears that the rabbis ~an not 

imagine that she is silent at this critical moment. Looking 

at the action of verse 21, the rabbis have created a role 

for Rebekah that is consistent with the matriarch ' s behavior 

elsewhere , even if they can not agree about the precise 

nature of that role. 

3. Barrenness 

In addition to the prayer for progeny and its response, 

verse 21 includes the announcement that Rebekah is barren. 

The text on this matter does not appear to ambiguous; as .we 

are told that Isaac prays "because she was barren. " 

Nevertheless, the midrashists are_ not content simply to 

accept Rebekah's barrenness as a matter of fact . Rather , 

there is a wide range of material on the question of 

barrenness, ra~ging from avoidance of barrenness altogether 

to theories of why she was barren, to the proposition that 

Isaac was also barren. 

Interestingly, the earliest texts relating to Rebekah's 

birth, both in the Book of Jubilees and in Josephus' 

Antiquities, do not mention barrenness at all. To be sure, 

neither text directly refutes the Bible's statement that she 
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was barren; indeed, neither seems aware that there is any 

question of barrenness. Rather, Jubilees sim~ly states: 

"And in the sixth week", in the second year thereof, Rebekah 

bare [sic] to Isaac two sons, Jacob and Esau. 1186 Josephus 

is equally brief and matter-of-fact: "N'ow after kbraham's 

death, Isaac's young wife conceived . n
87 

Turning to the rabbinic material, we find a very 

different story. The rabbis could clearly not avoid the 

biblical text; barrenness could not be denied. There is , 

however, a spectrum of opinion on the matter, from 

speculation as to why Rebekah was barren to charges that 

Isaac was himself unable to sire children. Interestingly, 

the different arguments do not seem to be born of different 

time periods. Statements of the widely diverging theories 

can be found in both early and late texts. 

Genesis Rabbah, echoed by the medieval anthology LeqaJ:i 

Tov, is convinced that Rebekah wa~ barren. These texts find 

evidence in the Hebrew word for "barren1' in Genesis 25:21, 

1agarah , from which they infer that Rebekah was missing 

tigar mitriyn. the essential part of the womb, or ovaries.
118 

Elsewhere, Genesis Rabbah, this time echoed by several 

midrashic anthologif!S, provides an explanation for Rebekah ' s 

' 
barrenness . We are reminded of Genesis 24:60, where 

86Book of Jubilees 19:12. 

81.Josephus , Antiquities I:XVIII,1. 

88Genesis Ra.bbah 63.5; see also Leqa~ Tov to Genesis 25:21. 

( 

-



67 

Rebekah's kin bless her, saying, "'O sister! / May you grow 

; Into thousands of myriads '" The rabbis argue that 

Rebekah is barren until the prayer for progeny in Genesis 

25:21, "so that the heathens would not be able to say, •our 

prayer made these fruits.'" 89 We should not be surprised 

that the rabbis argue that Rebekah and Isaac endured two 

decades of barrenness in order to prove that only the God of 

Israel has power; they are the same ones whom we saw t n the 

last chapter emphasizing the nearly exclusive power of God 

in bringing Isaac and Rebekah together in Genesis 24.~ 

Song of Songs Rabbah begins its explanation of 

Rebekah 's barrenness by offering the same theory found in 

Genesis Rabbah. But Song of Songs Rabbah does not stop 

there. Reminding us that other matriarchs were barren as 

well, the text offers several rather startling theories when 

i t asks why: 

R. Azariah said in the nama of· R. Hanina b. 
Papa: "Why were the matriarchs barren? In 
order that they might endear themselves to 
their husbands by their beauty." R. J:funa and 
R. Yeremiah in the name of R. Hiyya b. Abba _ 
said: "Why were the matriarchs barren? So 
that their husbands would enjoy their beauty, 

89Genesis Rabbah 60.13; see also Yalqut Shimoni 109; Legal? 
Tov to Genesis 24:60f and M.idrash Haggadol to Genesis ~4:60. 
A related, but sli~htly different, argument is made in M~drash 
Haggadol to Genesis 25: 21 which tells us that the matn.archs 
themselves were idolatrou's priestesses in their youth._ As a 
result, we are told, God withheld children from them until they 
had time to demonstrate complete devotion to God, and would 
know tllat they had been granted children by God and not because 
of their previous idolatrou~ worship. 

90see Chapter II. 
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since when a woman gets pregnant she swells 
- and becomes abominable. Know th~t this is 

so, since all the years that the matriarch 
Sarah was barren she would sit in her house 
like a bride in her huppah. When. she became 
pregnant, her good looks changed. As it 
says : 'In sadness shall you bear children ' 
(Gen. 3:16) . " R. Levi in the name of R. 
Shila from Kfar 'Temarta anq.R. Helbo in the 
name of R. Yohanan said: - "Why were the 
matriarchs barren? So that the Holy one of 
Blessing could be seized with desire t o hear 
their voices. 91 

This text is the only clear example of misogyny in the 

rabbini c l iterature I encountered in studying Rebekah. 

Indeed, one might argue that some elements of this text, 

especially the last , are to the matriarchs ' credit. To be 
I 

sure, the notion that God wants to hear their voices is 

meant as a compliment to them. Moreover, one could claim 

that the text is be i ng kind to the matriarchs when it says 

that their natural beauty was so great that God did not want 

to spoil it through pregnancy . Nevertheless, one can not 

help being left with a strong sense t~at the authors find 

pregnancy ~o be repulsive . one can only imagine the pain 

involved in being the pregnant wife of one of these rabbis . 

Another less than flattering theory on the reason for 
-

the matriarchs ' barrenness occasioned by Genesis 25:21 is a 

comment in Midrash Haggadol which claims to be ancient, but 

which I did not find in earlier texts: 

Our rabbis taught i n a barayta: "The elders 
asked, 'Why were the matriarchs barren?' 
They said to them, ' because they were 

91song of songs Ral:>bah 2 . 14, 8 • 

-
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righteous and fitting such that the LORD did 
not want them to be sure of themselves and 
say, " We are so worthy that we have been 
gi~en children. " The Holy One of Blessing 
said, " Behold, I am diminishing their 
strength so that they will not be so sure of 
themselves . " ' n

92 

While this text does praise t he virtues of the mairiarchs , 

it also insists that they would have been haughty if they 

had not experienced the pain of barrenness . Clearly, this 

comment can not be said to be to their credit. 

An entirely different understanding of barrenness in 

Genesis 25:21 is presented by the Babylonian Talmud, and 

repeated in several medieval texts, claiming that Isaac, not 

Rebekah, was the one who was barren. In the Talmud, the 

explanation is given in the midst of a discussion about how 

long a man should remain married to a barren wife before 

taking another wife . The answer of the majority is ten 

years. Isaac, of course, would be in violation of this law 

if Rebekah were barren, since the text says that he was 40 

' 
years old when they were married and 60 when the boys were 

born. Therefore, the Talmud concludes, Isaac must have been 

the barren one. Inexplicably, the rabbis also argue there 

that the other patriarchs were also barren. Interestingly, 

the reason given for the patriarch's barrenness is the same 

as the only favo~able explanation offered by song of Songs 

Rabbah for the matriarchs ' barrenness: that God "desires 

92Midrash Haggad.o l to Genesis 25: 21. 
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the prayers of the righteous."93 

Finally, we find an explanation in Midrash Haggadol 

that both Rebekah and Isaac were barren. This theory is 

based on a perceived textual problem in verse 21. In the 

phrase, "because she was barren," the word for "she" is 

written ~. the spelling of "he," but vocalized hi:, "she." 

While this spelling is not unusual where the biblical text 

means to say "she," Midrash Haggadol insists that it is 

intentional here, intending to inform us that both Isaac and 

Rebekah were unable to conceive.~ 

The midrash, then, provides a wide variety of material 

to axplain the barrenness indicated in Genesis 25!21~ 

Several of the pieces here contradict each other, diverging 

on a question as basic as the identification of who exactly 

was barren. Interestingly, though, one can not make any 

statements about change in the tradition over time, since 

the most..,basic differe~ce is between two early traditions, 

found in Genesis Rabbah and the Bablyonian Talmud, and the 

theories of both texts are carried into medieval works. Of 

course, as we could see from the last theory presented from 

93B. T, Yeyamot 64a; Yalqut Shimoni I, 110; and Midrash Haggadol 
to Genesis 25 : 21. Zohar 137a/b seems to make the same argument, 
applying it to both the patr iarchs and the ma,triarchs. Later, 
though, Zohar 137b insists that Isaac was not barren, and knew 
it -- having received a prophecy that he would bear Jacob and, 
through hilll, the twelve tribes. Isaac did not know, however, 
that Rebekah would be the mother, thus he prayed "on behalf 

of" his wife. 

~idrash Haggadol to Genesis 25:21 . 

.. 
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Midrash Raggadol, the rabbis may not have considered the 

idea that Rebekah was barren to be necessarily in conflict 

with the argument that Isaac was (also) unable to sire 

children . 

4 . Rebekah's Contact with God in Genesis 25:22-23 

In the verse immediately following the announcement of 

barrenness and the prayer for progeny, Rebekah begin6 to 

have a difficult pregnancy. Right away, we are told in 

verses 22-23, "She went to inquire of the LORD, and the LORD 

answered her , " telling her about the nature of the two sons 

in her womb. , The nature of this apparent dialogue between 

Rebekah and God is the subject of a great deal of midrashic 

material . 

The primary thrust of the rabbinic material about 

Rebekah's encounter with God in these verses is the rabbis' 

uncomfortableness with-.tle notion of a woman's conversing 
' 

with God directly . This problem is ev~dent even in two pre

rabbinic interpretations, namely those of Jubilees and 

Josephus' Antiquities. Jubliees actually leaves God out of 

the entire matter, portraying Abraham as the one who favored 

Jacob and told Rebekah that the younger twin was to be the 

legitimate heir :95 Josephus, on the other hand, tells the 

story almost as the Bible does, with one detail changed: 

95The Book of Jubilees 19:15-16. 

( 
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Isaac, not Rebekah, receives the prophecy from God.96 

This avoidance of portraying Rebekah in direct contact 

with God is not, however, a unanimous tendency of pre

rabbinic commentators. ,Philo assumes, in fact, that Rebekah 

did seek God directly, and he praises her fo·r doing so. The 

philosopher sees Rebekah's action in seeking answers during 

a difficult time as an "argument against arrogant and 

conceited persons who, though they know nothing, adlnit that 

they know everything. 1197 

After Philo, though, we must wa..i.£ for the medieval 

period before we find any other text suggesting direct 

contact bet~een Rebekah and God. Indeed, three major texts 

-- the Palestinian Talmud, Genesi s Rcµ,bah, and Midrash 

Tehillim -- insist that Sarah was the only woman with whom 

God ever spoke directly.98 None of the three offers a 

justification for the notion that God did not speak directly 

with any other woman; indeed, ~he repeti tion in all three 

texts suggests that the statement that Sarah was the only 

woman with whom God ever spoke directly is an ancient 

formula. . ~ 

The three early t exts do, however , offer explanations 

as to how Rebekah- received the prophecy. The theory of the 

96Josephus, Antiqui t ies I:XVIII,l. 

97Philo, ouestiooe: and Answers on Genests 156 , P· 44o. 

~P.T. ~ 29a; Ge~~sis Rabbah 63.8; Midrash Tehillim 

42a/b . 
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Palestinian Talmud, that "the words fell on her" is "Unique 

to that text . 99 Both Genesis Rabbah and Midrash Tehill im 

suggest that she received the word of God through her 

ancestor, Noah's son Shem. That particular explanation is 

popular in the medieval texts. ,oo· Genesis Rabbah offers the 

alternative explanation that she received t .he prophecy 

through an angel, a theory which is also echoed in the 

medieval period. 101 

Despite the unanimous agreement of the early rabbis 

that Rebekah did not speak with God directly, and the 

tendency of medieval rabbis to echo those texts, two 

medieval worKs -- Yalqut Shimoni and Ramban' s commentary 

do view Rebekah as receiving the prophecy~herself. Perhaps 

it i ,s in the nature of a midrashic anthology to contain a 

variety of material, some of it even self-contradictory, for 

we see in Yalqut Shimoni both material supporting the notion 

that Rebekah received the word ~rom Shem and aggadic 

material insisting that she heard it herself. First, and 

perhaps not in conflict with the notion that she received 

the Genesis 25:23 prophecy from Shem, we are told that 

' 

100Genesi,s Rabbah 63.8 and Midrash Tehillim 42a/b; also Yalqu~ 
Shimoni I, 110; Midrash Aggadah to Genesis 25:23; Genesis Ra.bbat1 
63c. Zohar 137b says she went to the Academy of Shem and Ever. 
Sefer Hayyashar to Genesis 25:23 says she went to the Academy 
of Shem and Ever and to Abraham, and heard God's word from all 

three. 

101Genesis Rabbah 63. 8; also Leqat:i Tov to Genesis 25: 23 • 

[ 
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Rebekah's fall from the c amel when she first sees I$aac in 

Genesis 24 :·64 is a result of her being told "by the Holy 

spirit that, in the future, Esau the evil one would come out 

from [Isaac)."102 Later, we are offered a variant text of 

God's speech to Rebekah in Genesis 25 : 2J. Beginning with 

the words, "He (God) .t.old her . . . , " the text portrays God 

as telling Rebekah that she is like a vineyard "who is 

destined to fill the Garden of Eden with righteou~ ones [ the 

Garden of Eden being, of course, the ultimate distination of 

Jacob and his descendants) and Gehinom with evil ones (the 

descendants of Esau]. 11103 

Ramban~does not even wonder whether or not God spoke 

-' directly t o Rebekah. Rather, as he approaches Genesis 27 , 

he asks a different, but related, question. How, Ramban 

asks, could Isaac call Esau for the blessing of the 

firstborn, when God had declared that J acob is to be 

dominant in Genesis 25:23? T~ answer, implying that 

Rebekah had ree'l!ived the prophecy from God, is t hat she 

never told Isaac. Moreover, Ramban sees this secretiveness 

as being to her credit. Rebekah theorized, Ramban argues, 

that Isaac , loving Esau, would not want to bless Jacob. Her 

act of trickery in Genesis 27, on the other hand, allows 

Isaac to bless J acob "with a full heart and a happy, soul," 

CJ 

102Yalqut Shimoni I, 109 · 

103Yalqut Shimoni I, 110 . 
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believing in naive bliss that he is blessing Esau.,~ 

Ramban's theory, of course, is consistent with Rebekah's 

general character: she takes matters into her own hands and 

is the primary actor in every scene involving her. 

Rambam's argument notwithstanding, the primary rabbinic 

portrait of Rebekah's contact with God in Genesis 25:23 

contrasts with Rebekah's generally dominant charac ter. The 

rabbis, unable to reconcile themselves with the notion of a 

woman in direct contact with God, remove Rebekah one degree 

from the center of action by placing an intermediary between 

her and God . 

c. Summary 

We began this chapter by noting the extent to which 

Rebekah stands at the center of the action in the passage at 

hand. While the midrashic commentary to this section seems 

to center disparately on four Qifferent topics without a 

common thread, Rebekah's centrality might be one issue that 

is significantly touched at least by the last three topics 

discussed. 

Where Rebekah does not seem to be present, in the 

prayer for progeny, the rabbis draw her into the action . 

She is said by many to have joined in Isaac's prayer, or to 

have prayed her own, or at least to have instigated his 

praying, even if her prayer is not the one answered. on the 

1~Ramban's commentary to Genesis 27:4 . 
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matters of barrenness and Rebekah's dialogue with Go~, 

however, the matriarch appears to be the only person 

involved. Here the rabbis push her away just a little, 

bringing in Isaac in the former case and an intermediary in 

the latter. Rebekah's character, it would seem, _militates 

against her absence in a matter that involves her. on the 

other hand, the rabbis do not seem comfortable with her 

being the only person at the center of a given scene . 

Another issue that unites at least two of the four 

concerns addressed in this chapter is contact with God . w J 

Again, some ambivalence is evident in the minds of the 

rab~is. They- can not allow her to be totally absent in 

praying for progeny, and yet she can not be fully present in 

verses 22-23. The main problem, though, is not Rebekah's 

approach to God, but God 's response to Rebekah. Here, the 

early rabbis, at least, are resolute. Even if she prayed 

for progeny, hers is not the praier answered. Even if she 

sought God during a difficult pregnan~y, God did not respond 

to her directly. 

We should not be surprised. The rabbis clearly d id not 

view the women in their midst as having access to God equal 

t o their own; th~y -could not have viewed Isaac and Rebekah, 

a couple of prototypical Jews, as having equivalent 

experiences with the Divine. 

.... 
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271When Isaac was old and his eyes were too 

dim to see, he called his older son Esau and 

said to him, "My son." He answered "Here I 
"

2Adh . ' 
am. n e sa 1.d, "I am old now, and r do 

not Jc.now how ~oon I may die. 1Take your 

gear, your quiver and bow, and go out into 

the open and hunt me some game . 4Then 

prepare a dish for me such as·I like and 

bring it to me to eat, so that I may
1

give -you 

my innermost b lessing before I die." 
5R~bekah had been listening as Isaac spoke 

to his son Esau.- When Esau had gone out in~o 

the open to hunt game to bring home, 6Rebekah 

said to her son Jacob, "I overheard your 

;ath~r speaking to your brother Esau_. saying, · 

'Bri ng me some game and prepare a di.sh for 

me to eat, that I may bless you, with the 

LORD' s approval, before I die. ' 5Now, my 

son, listen carefully as I instruct you. 9Go 

to the flock and fetch me two choice kids , 

and I will make of them a dish for your 

father , such as he likes. 10Then take i t t o 

~ ur father to eat, in order that he may 

'\ bless you before he dies." 11Jacob answe red 

his mother Rebekah, "But my brother Esau is a 

hairy man and I am smooth-skinned. 12If my 

father touches me, I shall appear to him as a 

trickster and Rring upon myself a curse, not 

a blessing." 1 But his mother said to h i m, 

"Your curse, my son, be upon me! Just do as 

I say and go fetch them for me." 
14He got them and brought them to his 

mother, and his mother f-r~pared a dish such 

as his father liked . 1 Rebekah then took the 

best clothes of her older son Esau, which 

were there in the house! and had her younger 

son Jacob put them on~ 6and she covered his 

hands and the hairless part of his neck with 

the skins of the kids. 17Then she put in the 

hands of her -son Jacob the dish and the bread 

that she ~ ad prepared. 

41 Now Esa~ harbored a grudge against Jacob 

because of the blessing which his father had 

given him, and Esau said to himself, " Let but 

the mourning period of my father come, and I 

will kill my brother Jacob." 
42

When the 
words of her older son Esau were reported to 

Rebekah, she sent for her younger so~ Jacob 

and said to him "Your brother Esau 1.s 

consoling himseif by planning to kill you. 

'~ow, my son, listen to me. flee at once to 

C 
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Rara~, to my_brother Laban. «stay with him 
a ~hil~, until your brother's fury sUbsides _ 
- until your brother' s anger against you 
subsides -- and he forgets what you have done 
to him. Then I will fetch you from there. 
Let me not los~ you both in one day!" 

. ~ebekah said to Isaac, "I am disgusted 
with my life because of the Hittite women. 
If Jacob marries a Hittite woman like these 
from among the native women, what good wi11' 
life be to me?" 281S0 Isaac sent for Jacob 
and blessed him . He instructed him, saying, 
"You shall not take a wife from among the 
Canaanite women . 2Up, go to Paddan-aram, to 
the house of Bethuel, your mother's father 
and take a wife there from among the ' 
daughters of Laban, your mother's brother. 

A. The Bibli6al Narrative 

Rebekah ' s extensive involvement in the action of 

Genesis 24 and Genesis 25:19-24 is merely a prelude to the 

narrative of Genesis 27:1-28:2, in whieh the matriarch is in 

nearly total control. If the story of Isaac and Rebekah 

serves in the biblical narrative .primarily as a link between 

the more significant Abraham and Jacob narratives, 
105 

the 

present passage is the climactic moment at which the 

connection is made, for it is here that Jacob's sole 
A) 

ascendancy to the position of patriarch is assured. Not 

surprisingly, from what we now know of Rebekah' s character, 

it is she who engineers both Isaac's blessing of Jacob, the 

event tantamount to his coronation as the next patriarch, 

and Jacob ' s departure to Paddan-aram, where his own story 

105see p . 18. 
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begins in •earnest . J.P. Fok.kelman, perhaps, characterizes 

the entire passage and Rebekah's role in it best, when he 

writes: 

(Rebekah) may claim to be the auctor 
intellectualis of the whole event! She 
eavesdrops in verse 5; she sets about ·ctoing 
things at once, does not shun responsibility 
in the least (verse 13 : <alay gillatekha 
beniy ["'Your curse, my son, be upon me'"]), 
and influences Jacob, who at first mutters 
objections (Verse llf). She also ensures a 
"good result" and saves Jacob's life (vers~ 
42f), to that purpose cleverly cal ling in the 
help of the father. In short, she 
manipulates to perfection. Genesis 27 -
cherchez la femme. 1

~ 

Fokkelman is, of course, correct. Rebekah is the 
., 
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manipulative primary actor in the t wo critical scenes of the 

chapter. First, in verses 5-17, on learning that the aging 

I~aac plans to confer his blessing upon his eldest son, she 

devises and causes Jacob to implement a plan to trick Isaac 

into blessing Jacob i nstead. Later, i n verses 42-46, 

finding out that Esau plans to bring physical harm to the 

brother who has just stolen his birthright::.,-~Rebekah 

convinces Isaac to send her favorite son to Haran. She does 

this, however, without revealing her fear for Jacob ' s 

safety , stressing endogamy instead. 

Althoug~ this action takes place in Genesis 27, it is 

~oreshadowed by a biblical statement which immediately 

follows Jacob's and Esau' s birth. Genesis 25:28 tells us, 

"Isaac favored Esau because he had a taste for game; but 

'~Fok.kelman, Narrative Art, P· 1oo . 
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Rebekah favored Esau." Notably, this text, which does tell 

us why Isaac prefered Esau, does not offer a specific reason 

for Rebekah's favoritism toward Jacob. Perhaps WE~ are 

expected to remember God's words to the matriarch in verse 

23, which announce the younger twin's eventual doinination, 

but verse 28 does not confirm that the word of God is the 

motivation behind Rebekah's preference. 

Robert Alter argues that the biblical text is 

purposeful in not providing a specific justificai1ton f or 

Rebekah's greater love of Isaac. By stating a trivial 

reason for Isaac's favoritism and not giving any :Eor hers, 
I 

Alter argues, the text implies that Rebekah's pre:ference is 

morally superior to Isaac•s: 

Genesis 2 5: 28 provides an almost diagramma,tic 
illustration of the Bible's artful proceduire 
of variously stipulating or suppressing 
motive in order to elicit moral inferences 
and suggest certain ambiguities. Isaac's 
preference for Esau is given a causal 
explanation so specific tllat it verges on 
satire: he loves the elder twin because c1f 
his own fondness for game . Rebekah's love! 
for Jacob is contrastively stated without 
explanation. Presumably, this would sugge!st 
that her affection is not dependent on a 
merely maternal convenience that the ~on 
might provide. her, that it is a more Justly 

107 grounded preference. 

Fokkelman, on the other hand, reads Genesis :25:28 very 

differently. we have moved, he suggests, to a ne,w phase in 

~he relationship between Isaac and Rebekah. To t lhis point, 

the couple has been harmonious, particularly in t lhe pursuit 

107Alter, Biblical Narrative, P · 44 · 



of progeny. From this point forward, they move apart, 
~ 

seeking different ends, particularly in Genesis 27. The 

distance between Isaac a11d Rebekah, Fokkelman argues, is 

evident from the moment that their different prefE~rences 

among the twins is announced : 

Rebekah's special liking for Jacob and 
Isaac's preference for Esau (which runs via 
the stomach and is definitely pre-reflexively 
rooted ... ) reveal something of a gulf 
between the two married people. Could they 
grow apart, perhaps, by the coming of these 
two very different children?1

~ 
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The deepening chasm within the family is, indeed, the 

theme o f Fokkelman•s commentary on Genesis 27 . In both 
I 

episodes of tHe chapter in which Rebekah appears ·-- verses 

5- 17 and 42-46 -- Fokkelman correctly sees Rebekalh as 

manipulating her husband and favorite son into co11nplying 

with her action against Esau. Jacob is an almost unwitting 

accomplice; Isaac is completely snowed, especially in the 

chapter's c losing verses; and Es~u is the loser at every 

turn. 109 Yes, Fokkelman argues , Rebekah is t he primary actor 
-

of Genesis 27, but her actions have utterly torn the family 

apart: 

Finally we see scheming behind the scenes the 
originator of all the misery and the one who 
is responsible in the first place, ~ebekah. 
She deRies her husband and her marriage, s he 
contrives to deprive Esau of his being for 
her darling's benefit, she urges Jacob t~
vile deceit. Now she is the only one gu1..Lty 

108Fokkelman, Narrative Art, P • 94 • 

109Tb;' ,<I 05 ~., pp. lOi-1 . 
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with respect to all the others . 110 

Fokkelman nevertheless wonders whether Rebekah is to be 

credited with bringing about the will of God. He answers 

this question in the negative, however, noting that neither 

Rebekah nor Jacob ever receives divine instruction to 

actualize the proph~y of Genesis 25:23 that Jacob is to be 

dominant . Rebekah's actions in this passage can not be 

viewed as simply carrying out the word of God; she acts out 

of her own needs and preferences, or at least out of her own 

strong sense of what God desires. 111 

Fok.kelman's assessment of Rebekah's action in Genesis 

27 is particularly harsh. One cottld, of co~rse, argue the 

other side, claiming that Rebekah, knowing God's preference, 

acts out of unswerving allegiance to the Divine. Moreover, 

from the perspective of the Bible itself, Rebekah's actions 

do seem to achieve the desired result: Jacob's ascendancy 

' to the status of patriarch is assured, and the stage is set 
( 

for his eventual endogamous marriage. 

After Genesis 27, Rebekah does not appear in the 

biblical narrative, except for a few mentions of her name 

for the purpose of identifying other characters. ~here is .. 
no need for her to do so. The story of Jacob has begun in 

earnest; the link from the previous generation to the next 

has been made. Rebekah has been tbe primary actor in making 

110Ibid., pp. 119-120. 

111 Ibid. 1 p . 120. 
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this connection. She has served her purpose. 

B. Midrashic Responses 

In contrast to the other biblical narratives in which 

Rebekah is a prominent actor, the midrash on the matriarch's 

actions in Genesis 27 is sparse. There is almost no 

discussion of Rebekah's motivations, and relatively little 

comment on her actions. Perhaps, by this point, the rabbis 

are used to Rebekah's significant role, and see no reason 

for further comment. On the other hand, we saw that, in 

commenting on Genesis 24, the early rabbis tended to 

• deemphasize Reb'ekah ' s actions in favor of ~od • s. 112 

Moreover, in examining the midrash to Genesis 25:19-24, we 

observed that, when Rebekah is particularly dominant in the 

biblical narrative itself, the rabbis tend to downplay her 

role. 113 Maybe, then, the lack of commentary on Genesis 27 

results from the rabbis' uncomfor\ableness with Rebekah's 

commanding position in the narrat ive. 

Those passages which can be found in the midrash to 
...... 

respond to Rebekah ' s role in Genesis 27 can be organized 

around three central themes. First, there are a very few 

comments on the question of the motivations behind her 

actions. Second, and most significantly, there is 

discussion of what some of the rabbis view as demonstrations 

112See Chapter II. 

113see Chapter III . 
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of Rebekah's prophetic powers in the chapter. In 

particular, the rabbis ask how Rebekah knew what she knew at 

two significant points in the narrative: verse 5, where we 

are told that she is aware of Isaac's plan to bless Esau , 

and verse 42, where ~e learn that Rebekah is cogniz.ant of 

Esau's plan to harm Jacob. Finally, there are several 

pieces of midrash which discuss -- and occasionally expand 

upon -- Rebekah's specific actions on Jacob's behalf. · 

' 
1. Rebekah's Moti v;,.,ions 

Genesis 27 does not itself inform the reader of 

Rebekah's reaso~s for devising and implementing a plan for 

Jacob to secure Isaac's blessing. We do, of course, already 

know that Jacob is her favoritE! son, and that well might be 

reason enough. We a1·so know that God has told Rebekah that 

Jacob is to be the dominant twin. Again, we might simply 

asswn.e that she is implementin9 Go~•s plan, although she 

receives no specific instructie>n to do so. Therefore, 

although the text does not revE~al Rebekah's motivation to 

us, we might make our own eduacated guesses . 

The midrashic co~ents about Rebekah's motivations 

total . three pieces, all found :Ln medieval midrashic 

anthologies . The early rabbis do not question her 

motivation at all. Perhaps th◄ay simply assume that she acts 

on Jacob's behalf because he i1; her favorite and/or because 

6f her having been told by God that Jacob would be dominant. 

( 
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Even the three pieces of midrash we do have on the 

subject do not specifically s ay that they are giving us 

Rebekah 's motivation. They do, however, provide us with two 

possible explanations for the matriarch's actions, ·neither 

of them being exactly what we might have guessed. 

A tradition in Midrash Aggadah and its parallel in 

Leqa~ Tov s uggest that Jacob 's responsivenefs to his mother 

is the motivating factor behind her action. In a comment to 

Genesis 27:6, the point at which Rebekah begins to reveal 

her plan to Jacob, we are told: 

"Rebekall said to her son Jacob . . 11 Was 
Esau not also her son? But Jacob listened to 
his father and his mother, as it is said, 
"Jacob heard [his father a nd his mother] . 
. (Genesis 28:7), whereas Esau heard only his 
father. Therefore, the text calls him ''her 
son. "114 

Pert/aps this explanation for Rebekah's motivation is similar 

to the notion that she acted beca~e Jacob was her favorite .. 

This time, though, we are given a specific reason for her 

favoritism that is rooted in Jacob's behavior: his 

responsiveness to her. 

In contrast, Yalqut Shimoni offers an explanation that 

is similar t o the notion that Rebekah acted in order t o 

implement God's intention - - revealed to her in Genesis 

25 : 23 -- that Jacob be dominant. Although that specific 

11'-Midrash Aggadah to Genesis 27: 6 . Leqal;t Tov to Genesis 
27 : 6 is parallel . 

( 
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passage is not mentioned, the text in Ya~qut Shimoni does 

indicate that Rebekah was motivated by desire to fulfill the 

will of God, and specifically rejects the notion that she 

acted because Jacob was her favorite: 

"One who declares a wicked one righteous and 
one who delares ,a righteous one wicked -
both are an abomination to the LORD." It was 
not because Rebekah loved Jacob more than 
Esau that she did this thing, rather she 
said, "He must not come and err on behalf of 
the e lder. " As it is written, 11 • • • both 
are an abomination to the LORD. 11 115 

Rebekah's motivation, then, is not a serious issue for 

the rabbis, despite the fact that it presents itself rat her 

boldly tp the mo~ern reader of the bibl ical text. The 

little comment we do have seems to divide more or less along 

the lines of what we might have guessed: Rebekah acted on 

Jacob's b~half because she favored him p@· ,aps because of 

his own behavior - - and/or because she believed that, by 

ensuring that Jacob would receive Isaac's blessing, she was 

doing God's work. 

2. Rebekah as Prophet 

In the previous chapter, we saw that the rabbis 

approach Rebekah's contacts with God with a marked degree of 

ambivalence, neither wishing to see her as totally absent 

from the· prayer for progeny in Genesis 25 :21, nor in direct 

contact with the divine two verses later. Genesis 27 does 

115Yalqut Shi.moni I, 113 . '!he verse from Proverbs is translated 
according to the midrasb's usage of the verse. 

• y. .... 
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not mention any conversat ion between Rebekah and God. 

Nevertheless, several rabbinic texts suggest that the 

matriarch did receive some kind of heavenly communication at 

two different points in the chapter. Again, the contact 

with God is not presumed to be direct. However, the rabbis 

do create a prophetic role for Rebekah where the text does 

not necessarily demand it . 

The first incident that occasions rabbinic speculation 

t hat Rebekah received a communication from the Divine in 

Genesis 27 occurs in verse 5. The New Jewish Version t ell 

us that Rebekah knew about Isaac's plan to bless Esau 
I 

because "Rebekah .... had been listening as Isaac spoke to Esau." 

That translation, though, is, like all translations, an 

i nterpre tation, for the Hebrew text uses the verb shomatat, 

"she heard," not higshivah, "she listened." 

A text in the medieval anthology Leqa~ Tov agrees with 

the translation of the New Jewish Version, charging that < 

Rebekah listened in on Isaac 's conversation with Esau: 

"' Rebekah heard . From this (we learn ) that women are 

eavesdroppers. " 116 An earlier text, however, found i n 

Tan~uma Hannidpas , demonstrates a very different 

understanding, saying, - "[I)t was told to Rebekah through a 

holy s pirit."117 We ~ave, here,, two very different 

interpretations, reflecting widely diverging views of the 

1161,eq~ Tov to Genesis 27 : 5 • 

117Tanhuma Rannidpas, Toledot 1o. 
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matriarch. Leqa~ Tov portrays Rebekah as a nosey woman, 

whereas Tafl1:luma Hannidpas depicts ber as-~woman in contact 

with the Divine. Unfortrunately, other midrashim do not seem 

concerned with the question of how Rebekah heard Isaac ' s 

plan to bless Esg!_l, so we will have to turn to rabbinic 

' interpretations, of another incident for broader comment. 

How Rebekah learns of Esau's plan to kill Jacob is at 

least as mysterious as how she finds out about Isaac's plan 

to bless the elder twin. The text says simply, in verse 42, 

tbat "the words of her older son Esau were reported to 

Rebekah." Again, though, the translation of the New Jewish 

Vension uses a stronger verb than that which is found in the 

original text. Instead of "reported, " the Hebrew word is 
I 

vayyuggad, " told . " We do not know who told her, or h~-w. 

The Book of Jubilees theorizes that Rebekah learned of 

Esau's plan " in a dr.eam. ~•118 Going even further, Genesis 

Rabbah, in a text echoed much later in Yalqut Sbimoni, says 

simply: 

"The words of her older son Esau were told to 
Rebekah ... " Who told her? R. Haggai said 
in the name of R. Yi shaq: 11The matriarchs 
were prophets~ and Rebekah was among the 
matriarchs . " 11 

Both the explanation of Jubilees, and t hat of Genesis Rabbah 

and Yalqut Shll.llloni are in line with the view of Rebekah 

demonstrated by Tanhuma Hanndipas . By and large, the rabbis 

118The Book •of Jubilee~ 27: 1. 

119Genesis Rabbah .67. 9 ;. Yalqut. Shimoni I, 116 · 
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see Rebekah as connected to God, at least in some way. 

TWO other incidents in Genesis 27 contr ibute to this 

view of Rebekah as prophet. The first seems to be a simple 

detail among 'her instructions to Jacob as she schemes t o 

secure Isaac• s blessing for him. "Fetch me two choice 

~--i.ds," she tells him in verse 9 . The authors of two 

Palestinian gaonic works, Pesiqta Rabbati and Tanhuma 

Hannidpas, knowing that two goats are sacrificed on Yorn 

Kippur, call Rebekah's request for two goats here prophetic . 

The text, as it appears in Pesiqta Rabbati, is: 

"Go to the flock and fetch me two good kids 
n What is ( the meaning of ] "good"? R. 

Berakhati said R . .flelbo said: "She meant, 
• (The kids are ) good for you and good for 
your chtldren. They are good for you, since 
you will go in and feed your father and taKe 
the blessing from him. They are good for 

· your chilidren, who will defile themselves 
with sins all the days ·of the-fear, and then 
bring two kids on Yom Kippur to sacrifice to 
atone for them.• "'20 

Again, God is not mentioned. However , the text$ must 
' 

clearly assume that Rebekah has prophetic power if they 

assert that she is aware of the religious practice of 

Jacob's descendants. 

The other incident in Genesis 27 that occasions a 

rabbinic statement t hat Rebekah was a prophet is the 

matriarch's desperate plea to Jaoob in verse 45, where she 

says, referring . to her two sons, "Let me not lose you both 

120Pesiqta Rabbati, Pisqa 4 7, Subsection 4; Tanhwna Hannipas 
Toledot 10 and >Emor 12. 
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in one day!" An aggadah in the Babylonian Talmud , which 

depicts a scene in which Esau attempts to prevent J acob from 

being buried in the last remaining spot at the cave of the 

Makhpela·h, describes Rebekah's plea as a prophecy fulfilled: 

Dan's son Hushim was there, and he was hard 
of hearing: He asked th,em, "What is going 
on?" They sai4_ to him, "[Esau] is preventing 
[Jacob's burial ) until Naftali comes from the 
Land of Egypt." [Hushim] replied, "Until 
Naftali comes from . the Land of Egypt , my 
father's father hangs in contempt." 
Thereupon , he took a pole and struck (Esau ] 
on the head. [Esau's] eyes fell out and fell 
down to Jacob's feet . Jacob opened his eyes 
and smiled. And that is why it is written, 
"The righteous person sh.all be glad when he 
sees vengeance. He shal.l wash his feet in 
the. blood of the wicked" (Psalms 58:11). At 
tha\: moment,, Rebekah's prophec y was 
fulfilled, as it is written, "Why must I lose 
you both in one day?" ( Genesis 2 7: 4 5) . Even 
though they did not die on the same day, they 
were buried on the same day. 121 

The text of Genesis 27 itself does not necessarily 

indicate any prophetic action on Rebekah's part. God is not 

even mentioned in the context of her actions. Nevertheless, 

' 
several different rabbinic traditions see a number of 

occasions in the narrative as depicting Rebekah's prophetic 

powers . When we consider this phenomenon together with that 

which we observed about th·e rabbinic r eactions to Genesis 

25:21, 23, we have a heightened sense of the rabbis ' 

ambivalence with regard to RebEikah •s contact with the 

Divine. Where the text depicte; the matriarch in 

121B.T. Sotah 13a. '!he biblicaLl verses are translated accorcling 

t o their usage in tbis midrashilc passage· 
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conversation with God, the rabb is find the need to place 

some distance between the conversants. Where God is not 

obviously present i n Rebekah's actions, however, the rabbis 

posit some contact, though they still do not suggest d i rect 

dialogue. The modern reader, then , is left with an 

ambiguous model. Rebekah is a woman who has some 

relationship with God and certain powers that derive from 

the Divine, but she is also a woman to whom direct 

conversation with God is denied. 

3. Specific Actions on Jacob 's Behalf 

Given the number o f verses. in which Rebekah is involved 

in significant action in Genesis 27 , one might well expec t 

extensive rabbinic comment . The midrashists, however, have 

very little t o say about what Rebekah does in t he chapter. 

Where they do comment, it is to explain or expand upon her 

actions here and there in ways that are not inconsistent 
\ 

with the biblical narrative. 

One midrash, actually a comment on Genesis 25:22 but 

recounted here as it fits the theme of Rebekah's 

interventions on Jacob's behalf, is Midrash Haggadol's 

explanation of the pregnant matriarch's plea, "If so, why do 

I exist?" The author of this piece views the plea as a 

ravaAn, · · · rt ' ularly i nteresting 
P~n Jacob's behalf, which is pa ic 

because it comes before the revelation in verse 23 that 

Jacob is to be dominant: 
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Another explanation of 1 im ken lammah zeh 
1anokhiy ("If it is thus, why do I exist?") 

dorshey hateshumot (those who expound 
(hidden) signs) said: "Rebekah said before 
the Holr.one of ~le~sing: 'Master of the 
,world, im ken (if it is thus), that in the 
future Esau will kill a nd put an end to the 
wise, distinguished people who will descend 

from the children of Jacob, who will say 
before You at the Sea: "This is God and I 
exuit Him?" And to whom will You say at Mt. 
Sinai, "The LORD is Your God?"' Immediately 
she girded her loins and stood in prayer.

11122
' 

Although this midrash reads Rebekah's actions on Jacob's 

behalf back into her pregnancy, earlier than any 

intervention suggested by the biblical text or any other 

midrashic text, it is not out of line with her character. 

One would' expect the matriarch to act to achieve her goals 

as soon as possible; her pregnancy is certainly the first 

possible moment at which she could intervene on her favorite 

son's behal~. 

Moving into Genesis 27 itself, we find in verse 13 a 

statement by Rebekah, the meaning of which is not entirely 

Attempting to coax the reluctant Jacob into acting ' . 
clear. 

on her plan to secure Isaac's blessing for himself, she 

says, " ' Your curse, my_ son, be upon me!'" Although various 

midrashists read the verse differently , all agree that her 

saying this is, to varying degrees, to Rebekah's credit. 

Philo understabds Rebekah's statement in verse 13 as a 

literal willingness to be the recipient of any curse that 

might fall upon Jacob as a result of his participation in 

122Mi drash Haggadol to Genesis 25:22, 
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tricking his father. The philosopher is particularly moved 

by Rebekah's words, seeing maternal love and selflessness as 

the keys to understanding her meaning: 

It is fitting, indeed, to admire the mother 
for the thoughtfulness of her goodwill, for 
she agrees to take upon herself the curse 
upon him. 123 

Genesis Rabbah offers two possible explanations for her 

statement. The first, stated in the name of R. Abba b. ' 

Kahana, is similar to Philo ' s understanding that any curs e 

would actually fall to Rebekah. Here, though, Rebekah's 

statement is not viewed as charitable, but merely as a 

descript¾-On of the natural order of things. The second 

explanation, cited in the name of R. Yi~~aq, is that Rebekah 

will take upon herself the responsibility of explaining to 

Isaac the reason for blessing Jacob instead of Esau . The 

text reads: 

"But his mother said to him: 'Your curse, my 
son, be upon me!'" (Genesis 27:13) R. Abba_ 
b: Kahana said: "When a man sins, is not h1.s 
mother cursed, as it is written: •cursed be 
the ground because of you [Adam]' ('Genesis 
3 : 17) ; similarl y, '" Your curse, my son, be 
upon me!' " R. Yi~'t;laq sai~:. "(Rebekah . 
meant ] 'It is my responsibil i ty to go 1.n and 
say t; your father: "Jacob is righteous and 

Esau is evil. "'"
124 

The two explanations of Genesis Rabbah form the basis for 

most of the later r abbinic literature on the subject. Both 

explanations are picked up in midrashic anthologies, though 

,nPhilo, ouestions and Answers on GenesiS, 202 · 

124Genesis Rabbah 65.11. 
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by different texts, Midrasb Haggadol repeating R. Abba b . · 

Kahana's opinion and Yalqut Shimoni echoing that of R. 

Yii:,l;laq. 
125 

R. Yi~~aq•s explanation, though, is not the only one 

offered by Midrash Haggadol . Elsewhere, the midrash insists 

, that Rebekah stated her willingness to receive any curse 

that might befall Jacob because she knew that none would be 

forthcoming. Having received the word of God in Genesis 

25:23 , "the older shall serve the younger," we are told, 

Rebekah was confident that her plan would work.
126 

Moving on, we find that t wo midrashim address 

themselves td the fin~l words about Rebekah's actions prior 

to Jacob ' s going in to receive Isaac 's blessing. The words 

of verse 17 do not seem to require comment: "Then she put 

in the bands of her son Jacob the dish and the bread that 

she had prepared." N'evertheless, Philo seizes on these 

words as an opportunity t o praise the matriarch, writing, 

"For a perfect life, it is fi tting not o11'ly to wish for 

things worthy of pursuit and v irtue, but also to do them."
127 

The philosopher has indeed captured Rebekah's character: she 

is a doer. 
Leqa~ Tov finds in the same verse an opportunity to 

take Rebekah one small step further in the action. The 

1~idrash Haggadol to Genesis 27: 13; Yalqut Shimoni 1, 114. 

126Midrash Haggadol to Genesis 27 : 13 · 

127Philo, Questions and Answe.rs on GenesiS, 
205

· 
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midrash suggests that verse 17 is, at first ~lance, 

superfluous. Of course Rebekah gave Jacob the food: she 

made it, and he presented it ~ Isaac. The verse must, 

therefore, be meant to convey some other information, 

namely, that "Rebekah came to accompany Jacob to [Isaac's] 

doorway. "128 Such an action would be consistent with 

Rebekah's character: she goes as far as she can to 

participate in the action of the narrative. 

As little midrashic comment as there is on Rebekah's 

actions in verses 5-17, there is less still on Genesis 27:4 '

- 28:3. There is, however, a passage in Genesis Rabbah that 

tells us that, when Isaac blessed Jacob (28:1), Rebekah 

blessed him as well: 

Rebekah, his mother, also blessed him 
similarly, as it is written: 11 0 you who 
dwell in the shelter of the Most High" 
(Psalms 91:1). And similarly, she said to 

him, "For He will order His angels to guard 

you wherever you go" (Psalms 91: 11). When 

she had spoken to him in these words, 
blessing him a Holy Spirit (resp?nded]: 

, h ' II 

"When he calls on Me, I will answer 1m 

(Psalms 91:15).
129 

Perhaps because of the unclear connection of the verses from 

Psalm 91 to the present narrative, this midrash is not 

echoed in later texts. ·Nevertheless, the Genesis Rabbah 

passage is consistent with the rabbinic tendency to place 

Rebekah in the action when she is absent from the biblical 

1281.eq~ Tov to Genesis 27: 17 · 

129Genesis Rabbab 75.a. 



97 

narrative. Rebekah is not present when Isaac blesses Jacob 

l·n Genes.i's 28:1-3. Gi'ven her 11 91enera y pervasive presence, 

her absence here does not make sense to the authors of 

Genesis Rabbah, so she is place~d at the scene. 

Various midrashists also indicate that Rebekah was 

involved in two later episodes in which the biblical 

narrative itself does not place her. The first, a text from 

Sefer Hayyashar , describes Reb,akah' s intervention in the 

incident in Genesis 32-33, in which Jacob encounters Esau at 

the Jabbok River: 

Laban's messengers, 'When they left Esau, 

went to the Land of Canaan and came to the 

hbuse of Rebekah, the rnother of Jacob and 

Esau. They told her that her son Esau had 

gathered 4 00 men to met~t his brother Jacob, 

for Esau had heard that Jacob was coming from 

Haran. Esau therefore was going to make war 

wi.th him , smiting him and taking all that he 

had. 
Rebekah hastened, semding 72 men f r om 

among Isaac's servants to meet Jacob. The 

messengers went on the way and met Jacob at 

the crossing of the Ja:bbok River. And Jacob 

said when he saw them, "This camp is set up 

for me; it comes from God." And Jacob called 

the place Mahanayim." 
And Jacob ·recognized all his father's men, 

and he kissed and hugged them, and he asked 

about his parents. And they said, "shalom." 

And the servants said to Jacob: "Your mother 

sent us to say to you: 'I heard, my son, 

that yol.lr brother Esau. has gone out {~ meet 

you with men from the children of Se ir. And 

you, son, listen to my words and see by your 

counsel what you shall do . When Esau comes 

~pon you, be~d down beifore ~im ai:id d<;> not 

speak to him harshly, but give him gifts from 

that which you find i~1 your hand and from 

that which God has bestowed upon you. And 

when he asks you something, do n<;>t keep 

anything from him. PE?rhaps he will tu:n. a~ay 

from his anger, for it is your responsibility 
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to real_ize that he is your older brother.," 

And i_t came to pass that, when Jacob had 

heard his mo~her •s word~ which the messengers 

brought to him, Jacob lifted his voice and 

cried. And Jac~b did as bis mother had 

• commanded him. 11 

The Bible does not mention Rebekah ' s name in the story of 

Jacob's encounter with Esau at the Jabbok. Nevertheless, to 

some extent, her involvement as described in Sefer Hayyashar 

fits her character: she controls the scene, just as she did 

Genesis 27:5-17, by instructing an obedient Jacob. On the 

other hand, Rebekah ' s instructions here differ significantly 

from her previous actions, in that here she is much more 

charitabl~ in her attitude toward her older son. According 

to Sefer Hayyashar, unlike the Bible itself, Rebekah is 

responsible for healing the rift between the brothers that 

she has caused by her actions in Genesis 27. 

Finally, we turn to Genesis 35:8, "Deborah, Rebekah's 

nurse, died, and was buried under the oak below Bethel: 

'' This verse will be discussed at Hmgth in the next 

chapter, as it is the occasion for much rabbinic discussion 

of Rebekah's death. The verse is introduced here, however, 

because it is seen by twp medieval texts as indicating 

further involvement by Rebekah in Jacob ' s life. 

The verse is cu.rious, for Deborah's presence with Jacob 

•· ""Jo medieval texts, Midrash 
has not previously been rioted. •w 

ask uhat Deborah is doing 

Aggadah and Rashi ' s commentary, ~ 

130sefer Hayyashar, vavveire 
1 

• 
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here . Our attention, now, is called back to Genesis 27 _.,., 
where, in,_ verses 44-45, Rebekah has inst~cted Jacob to go 

to Laban's house for safety until Esau's anger subsides ; 

then, the matriar ch pr~mises, "I will fetch you from then,. 11 

In the bibilicai text, however, Rebekah's promise is not 

explicitly fulfilled. Rashi and Midrash Aggadah resolve two 

problems, the reason for Deborah's presence and the lack of 

follow-up to Rebekah's promise to retrieve Jacob from 

Paddan- aram, by combining them. Rebekah, we are told, had 

sent Deborah to " fetch" Jacob back to Canaan. 
131 

Again, the 

midrash fits Rebekah's character. She is not one to forget 

what she has said, or to totally disengage herself from her 

son ' s life. Once again, ,the rabbis indicate their 

uncomfortableness with allowing Rebekah to be abserlt. Once 

again, she is placed at the scene of the action. 

c. summary 

Essentially, in examining Genesis 27 and the midrashic 

responses to it, we have reconfirmed that which we learned 

most profoundly in our study of Genesis 25:19- 24. The 

rabbis a r e ambivalent about Rebekah in two important ways. 

First , they have mixed feel i n9s about Rebekah's 

encounters with the Divine. Where she is totally involved 

with God in the biblical text , the rabbis seek to distance 

her f r om God, W}\ere no cont act with Goq is mentioned, on 

131Midrash Aggadah ~o Genesis 35: 8; Rashi to Genesis 35: 8, 

'It 

-

I 
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the other hand, they are often quick to ·posit some kind of 

contact with the Divine. 

Second , they are ambivalent about Rebekah's dominant 

role in the narrative. Where her preeminence is 

inescapable, as it is in Genesis 27, the rabbis are 

' · reluctant to com.ment at all. Where she is not present, the 

midrash has a tendency to place her at the scene. 

Unfortunately, the midrashic material before us does 

give us a clear picture of the· rabbis' attitude toward 

Rebekah ' s manipulation of events. In the few passages in 

which the rabbis discuss the matriarch's actions, they do so 

I 

descriptively, without evaluative comment . Perhaps, 

however, we can assume a positive attitude in the rabbis' 

silent eval~at ion. The midrash does not, in any way, 

describe Rebekah as a divisive force in her family, or 

indicate any negative repercussions to hel ~ctions. Rather, 

the rabbis seem to view the matriarch as carrying out the 
' 

word of God that she has received in Genesis 25:23. 

Ultimately, the rabbis can not avoid reinforcing the 

overarching biblical portrait of Rebekah. She is the 
She 

principal actor in the scenes in which she appears . 

controls events even when. she is not present. Certainly in 

Genesis 27 and the passages related to it, she is -- to use 

Fokkelman's terms -- the auctor int eliectualis, both in 
th

e 

biblical text itself a nd in the mind of the rabbis. 
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a 35 ~borah, Rebekah ' s nurse, died, and was 

buried under the oak below Bethel· so it was 

named Allon- bacuth, m 9God appear'ed again to 

Jacob on his arrival from Paddan- aram and He 

blessed him. ' 

Perhaps it is strange to begin a chapter which purports 

to discuss Rebekah's death by presenting a biblical passage 

which does not seem in any way to mention it. 

her birth, Rebekah's death is not recounted in the Bible at> 

all. Biblical silence on a matter on which the Bible ought 

not have been silent is, however, frequently a cause for 

significant rabbinic comment. Thus, while the Bible is 

silent on the mat~r of Rebekah ' s death, the r abbis are not . 

This does , not, however, answer the question of why 

this chapter begins with a quotation from Genesis JS:8- 9, a 

passage which does recount the death of someone close to 

Rebekah, namely her nurse Deborah, but which 9oes not 

mention Rebekah's own death. We focus, nevertheless, on 

these two verses , because all rabbin ic discussion of 

Rebekah ' s death has centered around midrashic readings of 

them. 
Before examining the rabbinic prese ntations of 

Rebekah's death, we tutn to two non-rabbinic texts from the 

int ertesta.mental pe°riod which provide interesting 

explanations of Rebekah ' s death without reference to Genesis 

35:8-9 . 

1
~lators' note: "Understood as •the oak of the weeping. " ' 
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... 
A, Josephus and Jubilees 

Josephus seems undaunted by the Bible's failure to 

explain Rebekah's death. He simply assumes it had happened 

before Jacob's return to Canaan, writing: 

From thp..t:e [Bethlehem and Rachel's death]~ 

(JacobJ'came to Hebron, a city in Canaanit~ 

territory, where Isaac had his abode. They 

lived but a short while together, for Jacob 

did not find Rebecca alive and Isaac also 

died not long after the coming of his son. 

He was buried by his children beside his wife 

at Hebron in their ancestral tomb. 133 

Claiming to provide a history of the patriarchal/rnatriarch~l 

period without specific refe~ence to or claimed dependance 
I 

on the Bible, Josephus has the luxury of tieing the matter 

up n~atly. Therefore, while he does not provide any details 

of Rebekah's death, he does provide a proper place for her. 

Closure is put on Rebekah's life in Josephus' history~ she 

has indeed died. Moreover, Josephus informs us of her 

burial place, the one which we would expect: the 

patriarchal/matriarchal ~rial place (presumably the Cave of 

the Machpelah) in Bebron. 

The Book of Jubilees takes a rather different and 

fascinating approach. In a full chapter devoted to 

describing events surrounding Rebekah's death , a fascinating 

narrative unfolds. First, Rebekah forces Jacob to swear to 

honor Isaac and, surprisingl;_y~ Esau. Only after he agrees 

,nJosephus, Antiquities I:XXII, 
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do we come to know why she is addressing such a topic: she 

has prophesied her own imminent demise. Next, Rebekah turns 

her attentions to Isaac. She effectively forces him to 

swear to force Esau to swear not to harm Jacob. Then, she 

proceeds to convince Isa~c that her favorite son, Jacob, 

should now, finally, be Isaac's favorite too. We are not 

surprised when she is successful, and Isaac declares that 

Jacob is bis favorite son. Next, she turns her attention to 

Esau, imploring him to bury her near Sarah and to love 

Jacob. Even Esau accedes to her requests . ?enultimately, 

in two brief verses that seem to be afterthoughts if not 

indeed acdretions, ,she instructs Jacob about her burial and 

implores him to love Esau. Finally, she dies as she has 

prophesied and is buried according to her i nstructions. 13
' 

. ' 
By providing a rather detailed narrative to explain 

Rebekah ' s death, Jubilees -- like Antiquities, a prototypic 

narrative midrash -- clearly attempts to fill a biblical gap 

by providing such a complete account tor this recapitulation 

of the Genesis narrative. At first glance, the author(s) 

succeeds. We see Rebekah as both prophet and manipulator, 

roles in which we have seen her before. Here, though, the 

event that she prophesies is her own death, and in 

contrast to certain ·actions which are described in C~apte,_r 

IV as perhaps home-wrecking135 -- her manipulation here is 

134The Book of Jubilees, Chapter 35 (all). 

135see pages 82-83. 
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aimed at family reconciliation. Perhaps, i ndeed, the 

Rebekah character in this Jubilees account of her death is a 

charicature of the biblical Rebekah. Here her manipulation 

is almost too immediately s uccessful, her vision almost too 

clear . Neverthe),ess, she is still r ecognizably Rebekah, in 

', charge of her life and the lives of the members of her 

family t o her end. 

Neither Josephus nor the author(s) of Jubilees base 

the ir theories on Genesis 35:8-9 or any -other biblical 

passage. Indeed, neither even a cknowledges that the Bible 

is silent on the matter of Rebekah 's death. Both create 

their own sc~narios tp fill in t he gap that neither admits. 

The rabbis, who, except when composing narrative midrashim, 

a r e bound by their exegetical met hodology, generally do not 

' grant themselves the luxury of creati ng explanations of 
' 

Rebekah's death without both confronting the biblica'l 

silence and finding a biblical excuse for filling the gap. 

Therefore , we ' s hould not be s urprised t o' find that neither 

Josephus• nor J ubilees ' explanation of Rebekah's is widely 

echoed in the portrai ts of the rabbis, 

B. Evolution of the Midrash on Genesis 3
5;s-9 

Any examination· 
0

~ the development of rabbinic attempts 

to base an .explanation of Rebekah's death on Genesis 35 : 8-9 

must begin with at l east a quick examination of those verses 

themselves . we shall see that the rabbis based their 
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theories on these verses not only bec~use there is no actual 

biblical mention of Rebekah's death, but also because 

Genesis 35:8-9, and especially verse 8, are themselves 

problematic, raising the possibility of broad 

interpretation . 

The events of Genesis 35 take place at Bethel, where 

Jacob had spent the night and dreamed of angels on a ladder 

. . \ 
1n Genesis 28, after leaving his mother and father to flee 

from Esau and journey toward Paddan-aram. Jacob ' s return t o 

Bethel on his way back to Hebron is a f itting parallel to 

the events of Genesis 28. Just as Jacob had "set up a 

pillar" before lea~ing Bethel in Genesis 28, he "built an 

altar" upon his return in Genesis 35. Just as he has an 

encounter with God in his dramatic dream at Bethel in 

Genesis 28, he again meets God in Genesis 35, and his name 

is changed to Israel. 

Verse 8 intrudes bet~een the two central events of 

Genesis 35, the building of the altar' and the encounter with 

God . Moreover, the verse appears to have no connection to 

either of these two dramatic events, and no link is made 

anywhere else in the chapter . Further still, no connection 

is made to link Jacob to Deborah's death. We are t old 

merely that she has died and been buried, not that Jacob 

buries her or mourns for her. To use rabbinic terminology., 

this verse is crying out, g_arsheini, "expound upon me," for 

its function in its biblical context is entirely unclear. 
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Verse 9 begins the event1s of the encounter of God, and 

is not difficult to understand in that context . one aspect 

of verse 9, however, is not entirely clear. we are told, 

vayyera> >elohim >el-vacagov <od • .. , "God appeared again 

to Jacob " The meaning of the word cod, "again," is 

clouded, for there is no apparent antecedent. The best 

theory might be that this is a reference back to chapter 28, 

but that is not made explicit.. More troubling to the rabbis 

are the words, "He blessed him." As we shall see below, the 

rabbis ask, "With what blessing did God bless him?" To the 

biblical reader, God's address to Jacob in verses 10-12, the 

speech in which, God changes ,Jacob's name to Israel, 136 is 

undoubtedly the blessing that God bestows on Jacob here. It 

would seem, however, that thE~ pronouncement of verses 10-12 

does not meet the rabbis' de tf"inition of a "blessing." 

The earliest rabbinic t•:!Xt to explain Genesis 35: 8-9 as 

based on Rebekah's death is Genesis Rabbah. All the 

' 
rabbinic material on the matter which follows may be viewed 

as building upon or adapting this Genesis Rabbah account: 

R. Shmuel b. Nachman said: l>elon bakhut, 
11the oak of weeping) is Greek for 1elon al}er 

( "the oak of another"). When he was 

observing the mourning period for Deborah, 

[he received] the news that his mother had 

died. Thus does it say: "God appeared again 

to Jacob ~>n his arrival from Paddan-aram, and 

He blessed him. 11 What blessing did he bless 

136.ro be sure, t h e chang.ing of Jacob ' s name to Israel has 

already taken place in Genesis 32:28-29. However, in that case , 

the "man" who has just wrestlud with Jacob confers the new name . 

Here , the renaming is repeated in the name of God. 

-

... 
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him? R. Al}a b. Yonatan said: He blessed him 
with the mourner's blessing. 137 

The aggada of Genesis Rabbah has two central elements. 

First, it suggests that the biblical name of Deborah's 

burial place, "the oak of weeping," is a direct suggestion 

that Jacob received word of his mother's death. This theory 
C 
is based on the apparent association of the Hebrew word for 

"weeping," bakhut, with the Greek word for "another." While 

a modern scholar would certainly dismiss the notion that the 

author(s) of Genesis 35 knew Greek, we should not be 

surprised to find the early rabbis responsible for Genesis 

Rabbah basing ~ n interpretation on what seemed to them to be 

a c l ose association of a Hebrew word with a Greek one. 

Second, the rabbis solve two problems with one solution. 

Both troubled by a lack of accounting for Rebekah's death 

and the aforementioned missing explanation of God ' s blessing 

in . verse 9, they put the two together and argue that God 

here bestowed the "mourner's blessing" upoh Jacob . 

Interestingly, and ~aps because it so neatly solves two 

difficulties at once , this interpretation of verse 9 became 

standard rabbinic fare. Practically every later account of 

Rebekah's death includes this explanation of verse 9 and the 

"mourn.er' s blessing. "
138 

07Genesis Rabbah 81,5, 

138.ranhwna Hannidpas Ki Te~g.i 4; Ta~um':1 Buber Ki Te~ei. 4; 
Pesigta deRav Kahana 3. 1; Pesiqta Rabbat1., P1.sqa 1_2 , Subsectior:i 
4; Yalqut shimoni I, 135; Midrash ~ggadah to Genesis 35: 9; Rash1. 
to Genesis 35:8; Ramban to Genesis 35:8. 

I 
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One interesting element of the Genesis Rabbah account 

is an omission: the text does not ask why Rebekah's death 

is not mentioned in the Bible, and does not seek to answer 

this question. Just as Genesis Rabbah seeks to fill a void 

in the Bible, later midrash will attempt to close this gap 

in the ea~er midrashic tradition. 

Just as we might not have been surprised to find an 

explanation based on an association with Greek in a fifth 

century text, we are not startled when we find that the "oak 

of weeping - oak of another" part of the Genesis Rabbah 

account does not appear in later texts from times and places 

where Greek may not have been well-known in the Jewish 

community. Even in texts as early as TanJ:iuma Hannidpas, 

Tan1:twna Buber, and Pesiqta deRav Kahana, the explanation 

does not appear . In these three texts, however, the ' ••oak of 

another" interpretation is directly replaced by a reading of 

>elon bakhut as >elon bakhot, which is interpreted by these 

texts to mean "two tears. 0139 
'\ 

These slightly later texts also add another element 

which is carried through most of the remaining development 

of the rabbinic material on Rebekah's death by seeking to 

fill the aforementioned gap left by Genesis Rabbah, namely 

the failure to ask why the Bible does not recount Rebekah's 

demise. The answer, we are told, is clear when we consider 

139Tanhuma Ki Tesei 4; Tanhuma Buber Ki Te~~i 4 '. Pesiqta 

deRav Kabana 3 . 1; also found later in Yalgut Shimoni I, 135 · 
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who was able to bury her. ·we are r~inded that "Abraham was 

dead; Isaac's eyes were dim and be stayed at home; and Jacob 

had gone to Paddan-Aram." That, of course, leaves Esau. 
' 

Various texts tell us that the Bible does not recount the 

scene because Rebekah was cursed by those who saw her b 9dy 

':::--- being brought out by Esau, or because Esau brought her body 

out at night in order to avoid such a curse. In either 
• 

case, the midrashim tell us that the Bible uses the devices 

of "the oak of weeping" of verse 8 and the "blessing" of 

verse 9 to hint at Rebekah's death in order to inform us 

that Rebekah has died without revealing the ignominious 
. 

circumstances in which her body was taken out to burial. 140 

One succinct example of the midrashim which explain the 

Bible's quiescence as r esulting from Esau's wickedness is 
I 

found in Midrash Aggadah: · 

Why does [the text] not recount Rebekah's 
death? Because her son was Esau, and she was 
buried at night because of Esau, so that 
nobody wo~ld s~y, "May such and, sufch bdefeht 
the womb in which such a man was orme. 

Pesiqta Rabbat i puts an interesting twist on this same 

explanation. · Rebekah herself , we are told, commanded that 

her body be brought out to be buried at night, in order to 

save herself from being cursed. by those who would see her 

14°Midrash rfanhwna Ki Tesei 4; Ta~uma. Buber Ki Te~ei. 4 ; 
Pesiqta deRav Kahan"a J. 1; Pesi'.qta Rabbat1, Pisqa 1_2, Subsectiory 
4; Yalqut Shimoni I, 135; Midrasb Aggadah to Genesis 35: 9 ; Rashi 
to Genesis 35:8 . 

141Midrash Aggadah to Genesis 3 5: 8 · 

... -
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body borne by the wicked Esau. 142 This particular innovation 

in the development of the midrash is reminiscent of the 

narrative in the Book of Jubilees, in that both make use of 

Rebekah ' s ' tendency to control situations. Here, however , 

Rebekah's level of control is not taken to the sort of 

extremes evidenced in Jubilees, and is in fact quite in line 

with her character . , 
---

One final explanation of Rebekah's death th~e will 

' 
examine is that found in Sefer Hayyashar: 

At that time, Deborah the daughter of Utz, 

Rebekah's nurse, who was with Jacob, died . 

And Jacob buried her under Bethel, under the 

oak that was there. And Rebekah the duaghter 

of Bethuel, Jacob ' s mother, also died. She 

died at that*t ime in Hebron, which is Kiryat

Arba , and she was buried in the Cave of the 

Machpelah, which Abraham had bought from the 

sons of H~th. And the l ife of Rebekah was 

133 years; and she died . And Jacob heard 

that Rebekah his mother had died, and he 

cried a great deal over his mother. And he 

made a great lamentation for her and for 

Deborah, the nurses under the oak. And he 

called that place elon bakhut, the crying

oak. 143 

' 
Like the earlier rabbinic interpretations, Sefer Hayyashar 

bases its story about Rebekah's death on Genesis 35 : 8. In a 

sense, however, this medieval text recalls the pre- rabbinic 

works of Josephus and Jubilees: all three tell their 

stories matter of factly, not acknowledging the Bible's 

silence on the matter. Moreover, al l three t ie things 

142Pesiqta Rabbati, Pisqa 12, Subsection 4 • 

143sefer Hayyashar to Genesis 35: 8 • 

-
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----~--- --
112 

together neatly with everything in its pl ace: Rebekah has 

indeed died and has been buried in the appropriate location, 

and her beloved son Jacob has mourned her loss. 

c. summary 

Biblical silence seems to have been a significant 

impetus for midrashic interest in the matter of Rebekah's 

death. Practically every work that I examined, from what we 

might call pre-rabbinic narrative midrashim t o medieval 

commentaries, finds the need to provide an explanation for 

Rebekah's death, and often for her burial . The rabbis, in 

particular, tound the need to explain the Bible ' s 

qui~scence, and they did so by emphasizing that the text 

itself hints at Rebekah's death in .Genesis 35:~-9. 

Here, in particular, we have been able to view 

development in the material over time, beginning with pre

rabbinic works which could ignore the_J:>iblical gap to a 

series of rabbinic works wh~ch were fore@d to confront it . 

Next, we could see the development in the central rabbinic 

mid~ash, from its core in Genesis Rabbah to its adaptation 

by later rabbis. 

All of the texts share in common the need to provide 

closure to Rebekah'~ ~ife that the Bible does not yield. 

Common to them is the certainty that Rebekah has indeed 
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died . 144 Many of the midrashim emphasize that she has been 
~ 

buried in the proper place and that Jacob has mourned her 

loss. several provide theories to explain the Bible's 

s ilence on the matter. Each one, in its own way, allows the 

reader to continue the s tudy of biblical narrative with t he 

, feeling that Rebekah's story has been told. She was born, 

she fulfilled her function, and she has died. One is left 

with the feeling that her l ife has ended as it should have. 

' 

. . 

1~That Rebekah has actually died is not , perhaps, tothbe 
f some others whose dea s 

taken for granted. In the easel 0 El '. h __ an end other than 

are not recounted -- most notal:> Y iJa 
death i,s -theorized by the rabbis. 
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Despite the variety that exists among the depictions of 

Rebekah offered by different midrashists, there is a sense 

in which the material converges to paint one composite 

portrait of the matriarch. The Rebekah who emerges from the 

midrashic texts about her is absolutely fit for her role as 

a matriarch and as Isaac's wife, f ~r she is. viewed very 

positi~ely as a charcter uniquely responsible for ensuring 

the continuation of Abraham's covenant with God. 

Furthermore , like the biblical Rebekah, she in control of 

the episodes in which she appears and in contact with God, 

if perhaps a little less dominant and less directly in 

communication with the Divine than we might have believed 
I 

had we read the Bible alone . Finally, unlike the biblical 

matriarch, the rabbis' Rebekah is a character, the basic 

facts of whose life are in order, the moments of her birth 

and death being clearly identified. 

I 
Indeed/ the variety among the rabbinic portrayals 

results· primarily from different routes to the same 

conclusions. The rabbis agree that Rebekah is appropriate 

for .the life for which she is chosen in Genesis 24, even if 

they disagree as to who primarily designated her for it or 

what par ticular aspects of her character were most dec isive. 

No midrashist is comfo~table with the idea that Re~ekah 

might not be present when- Isaac prays for progeny in Genesis 

25:21, though the nature of her involvement is the subject 

of a number of very different theories. The midrashic texts 
... 
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agree almost unanimously that God,~es not speak directly to 

the matriarch in Genesis 25:23, but they provide several 

different explanations of how she did receive the word of 

the Divine. 

To be sure, there are some d~sagreements between 

rabb~ic texts which can not be so easily viewed as 

different evidence for the same conclusion. The midrashic 

views on the barrenness mentioned in Genesis 25:21 range 

from suggestions that Isaac and Rebekah had no trouble 

conceiving to contentions that both the patriarch and the 

matriarch were infertile, with explanations of the inability 

to conceive ranginq from th~ misogynist to the 

complimentary. Rabbinic explanations for how Rebekah knew 

of Isaac's plan to bless Esau (Genesis 27 : 5) range from the 

claim that she was eavesdropping to the notion that she was 

told by a Holy Spirit. Nevertheless, even these 

disagreements do not take us far afield from the composite 

portrait we have been able to construct . 
.. 

This thesis suggests three areas fo~ further work, all 

of which .would contribute to the overall goal of this 

project, to provide modern Jews w~th stories of biblical 

women whom we might view as models for our own Jewish lives . 
. 

A stuqy of the rabbinic mat~rial on the other three 

matriarchs would make the lives of all four of the mothers 

of Israel accessible to today's Jews. An extension of this 

examination to include existing modern midrash on Rebekah 
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would extend and likely alter the findings of this thes~s. 
,. 

Finally, writing modern midrash on Rebekah would provide the 

opportunity to create a portrait of the matriarch which. 

might be tree of the patriarchal influences betrayed by the 

rabbinic texts . 

More specifically, a study of the rabbinic material on 

Sarah, Leah, and Rachel would allow us to make comparisons 

between the midrashic portrayal of Rebekah and those of the 

other three matriarchs. The questions I would ask include: 

l)Does the ~idrash go to great lengths to establish the 

fitness of the other matriarchs to their positions, as it 

does with Rehekah? 2,)Do the rabbis ever accept the notion 

that one of the matriarchs of Israel, like their husbands, 

might have had a direct conversation with God? J)Are the 

I 

midrashists ambivalent about other matriarchs' domination of 

particular biblical narratives, distancing them from the 

center of action when they seem to control it and placing 

them at the scene when they appear to b~absent? 4)How do 

the rabbis view the infertility problems of Sarah and 

Rachel? 5)Do the midrashists have a need to define Leah' s 

death which, like Rebekah's, is not clearly elucidated in 

the biblical text? To be sure, the situations of the other 

matriarchs are not entirely parallel to that of Rebekah . 

For example, none of the others has an entire chapter 

devoted to the story of her betrothal. Moreover, the 

problem of barrenness is different in Sarah's and Rachel's 

., 
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cases; their husbands have children with other women. 

Perhaps most significantly, none of the other matriarchs 

quite dominates biblical narratives i n the way that Rebekah 

does. Nevertheless, the comparisons would be instructive, 

and Jewish people of today ought to have access to all four 

matriarchs as potential models. 

Studying existing modern midrash on Rebekah would allow 

us t o explore new ways that contemporary, and perhaps 

feminist, thinkers have employed the biblical text and 

traditional midrashic material to construct non-patriarchal 

portraits of the matriarch . Writing our own midras h woul d 

I 

allow us to participate in the act of liberating the 

character of Rebekah from the views of the patriarchy 

ourselves, and would afford us the opportunity to create a 

biblical model for Jews of today and tomorrow that would be 

in response to our own experience. As I consider either 

making a study of existing modern midrash or creating my 
\ 

own, my ponderings include: l)Ar~ there different views of 

Rebekah's own role in marrying Isaac? Along these lines, 

how might her act of consent be highlighted or 

reinterpreted? 2)How did ·Rebekah feel about leaving her own 

home and family to marry _Isa,c? 3)How might Rebekah's 

virtues, outlined in Genesis 24, be understood today? 

4)What wa~ Rebekah 's role in praying for progeny in Genesis 

25:21? S)Wbat was the nature of Rebekah's conversation with 

God in Genesis 25:23? 6)Did sh~ ever hope or pray for a 
,I 

..... 
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daughter? 7)Did Rebekah feel any ambivalence about 

betraying Isaac and Esau when she intervenes on Jacob's 

behalf in Genesis 27? 8)Did the matriarch experience the 

pain of loneliness in her old age, with her husband nearly 

blind, her elder son estranged from her, and her belove9 

younger son gone to Paddan-aram? 

Through this study, I have learned, though I suspected 

as much, that there are portraits of Rebekah in the Bible 

and in the rabbinic literature which can be studied and 

which can serve as models for modern Jewish men and women. 

As a rabbi.' I need not claim ignorance of the mothers of 

I 

Israel or an inabirity to articulate the ways in which they, 

like the patriarchs, can inspire Jewish lives . 

I have also learned, still not to my surprise, that the 

models offered by the classical texts are fraught with 

ambivalence toward a dominant woman and reluctance to see 

even a matriarch of Israel as being able to communicate 

directly with God. The midrashic portraits of Rebekah do 

not converge to create a beautiful masterpiece. Rather, 

together they create an unfinished picture , albeit one with 

rather clear outlines. But even those lines are replete 

with rough edges, and th..e work lacks the full range of 

color. 

Women and men who are aware of the injustices of 

patriarchy and misogyny, and who are committed to a Jewish 

future free of their influences, must pick up the paintbrush 

-
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that is the midrashist's pen. Together we must listen to 

the tradition, but also hear the voices of our own 

conscie1:1ces, our personal experiences with God, and our 

lives as they are lived with other human beings. Then we 

will come to know a fully human Rebekah who might have been. 

Then we will be able to find the matriarch to be one model 

among many after which we might pattern meaningful Jewish 

lives for ourselves. Then we will be ready to complete the 

masterpiece that a midrashic portrait of Rebekah might be. 

\ 

-
I. 
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