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Introduction

This project aims to trace the reception of the character Rebekah from the biblical text

through select modern interpretations up to the 21st century. Rebekah is the second of the four

matriarchs; her name appears in the daily (egalitarian) Amidah, the traditional blessing of

daughters on Shabbat evening, and several other times in our liturgy where we invoke the

matriarchs. Beyond the liturgy, Rebekah is a crucial link in the biblical genealogy and the lineage

of the people Israel. It is through Rebekah that God’s promise to Abraham and the continuation

of his family line might be fulfilled, and she plays a decisive role in determining how the

covenant will continue through the next generation.

Powerful women always generate divided reactions in their reception. Rebekah is no

exception: opinions about this biblical figure range from appreciation to sharp criticism. All of

the women in Torah are important, but Rebekah is also influential in a specific way. Guided by

God, she makes decisions that decisively direct the course of what will become the Israelite

people in the earliest moments of the people’s formation. Rebekah remains a divisive biblical

figure today because scholars, clergy, and lay people alike debate where she falls on a spectrum

between the honorable matriarch fulfilling God’s will and a deceitful woman who selfishly plays

favorites with her children and lies to her husband.

As a fellow Rebekah namesake, this project has personal meaning for me as I step into

my new title as Rabbi Rebecca Kaufman. I look forward to being able to teach about her

character with new depth each year as we cycle through her story and the stories of the

Abrahamic family.

After a critical translation of relevant sections about Rebekah in Genesis, I offer a close

reading of the biblical text in Chapter One, and examine what we learn about Rebekah’s
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character through the text itself and how the biblical authors tell Rebekah’s story. I focus on

several key moments in Rebekah’s story: how the text introduces her, her agency in choosing to

go with Abraham’s servant, her independence in calling out to God, and her role in shaping

Jacob’s (and thereby Israel’s) destiny. Before immersing in the millennia of interpretations that

follow, I focus on the meaning of the words and structure of the text.

In Chapter Two, I examine depictions of Rebekah in the Targum, Talmud, and Midrash.

These sources are vast and this chapter does not exhaust an analysis of Rebekah within this

material, but rather seeks to understand how these sources deal with Rebekah’s character at

pivotal moments in her story. The Targum does not write about Rebekah in particular, but

through its translation choices, modern readers have a window into how early first century

interpreters understood her in the text. Similarly, the Talmud usually does not offer explicit

positions on particular figures in Tanakh. Nonetheless, we glean some understanding of how the

rabbis of the Talmud thought of Rebekah based on the ways in which she is brought in as a

textual example and proof text in their arguments. Midrash, specifically Genesis Rabbah, differs

from these earlier two sources and addresses the Rebekah stories directly. Because this paper

surveys millennia of material, I explore a selection of key moments where the midrashim deal

with Rebekah.

Chapter Three jumps forward in time and looks at Jewish medieval commentators on the

Rebekah stories. This analysis does not exhaust the commentators’ explication of the Rebekah

stories but focuses on key moments that drew the commentators’ attention and key moments in

Rebekah’s story. In many cases, medieval commentators rely on earlier talmudic and midrashic

material.
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Chapter Four looks at a selection of modern commentaries dealing with Rebekah. There

are too many commentaries to choose from in this category. I focus on several scholars who raise

questions that the earlier commentators deal with, as well as on several brand new frameworks

that modern scholarship affords us. Feminist perspectives on Rebekah ask an entirely new set of

questions which help us evaluate her character. Modern scholarship also helps take into account

and make sense of the biases that the early rabbinic commentators held. Modern scholarship

looks for patterns throughout other women’s stories in Genesis to shed light on Rebekah’s

character.

After exploring Jewish textual sources that analyze Rebekah, Chapter Five will explore

Rebekah’s portrayal in a selection of European art. One rationale for focusing on textual sources

for Judaism and art for non-Jewish sources relates to the fact that textual interpretation has

played a central role in expressing–and shaping–public Jewish perspectives, whereas art has been

influential in public expression within Christian circles. More to the point, however, is that art

presents an important didactic tool for opening the conversation about biblical figures, and

European art has been more widely developed for two millennia than other depictions of scenes

from the Torah. Finally, I chose to include art in this capstone because just as Rebekah is an

influential figure in the Torah, my grandmother z”l, who was an artist, has been an influential

woman in my life. She taught me to understand how the composition of a painting directs the

viewer’s eye to the subject matter, how light and shadow change a viewer’s perception of the

action or mood of the material. My grandmother taught me to appreciate the colors in every

sunset and I think of her each day and any time I look at a painting. I dedicate this portion of my

work to her.
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The following is a close translation of the most critical verses of Rebekah’s story. I opted for

clunkier English translations in favor of remaining more loyal to the Hebrew text and grammar.

Gen 22:20 And it happened that after these things,
Abraham was told, “here Milcah, she also
bore children to your brother Nahor.1

ם לֶּה וַיּגַֻּ֥ד לְאַבְרָהָ֖ ים הָאֵ֔ י אַחֲרֵי֙ הַדְּבָרִ֣ וַיהְִ֗
וא בָּנִ֖ים ה מִלְכָּ֥ה גַם־הִ֛ ה ילְָדָ֨ נֵּ֠ ר הִ֠ ֹ֑ לֵאמ

לְנחָ֥וֹר אָחִֽי�׃

Gen 22:21 Utz, the first born, and Buz his brother, and
K’muel the father of Aram.

ל יו וְאֶת־קְמוּאֵ֖ אֶת־ע֥וּץ בְּכרֹ֖וֹ וְאֶת־בּ֣וּז אָחִ֑
ם׃ י אֲרָֽ אֲבִ֥

Gen 22:22 And Kesed and Chazo and Pildash and Yildaf
and Betuel.

ף שׁ וְאֶת־ידְִלָ֑ שֶׂד וְאֶת־חֲז֔וֹ וְאֶת־פִּלְדָּ֖ וְאֶת־כֶּ֣
ת בְּתוּאֵלֽ׃ וְאֵ֖

Gen 22:23 And Betuel begot Rebekah. These eight
Milcah bore to Nahor, brother of Abraham.

ה לֶּה֙ ילְָדָ֣ ה שְׁמנָֹה֥ אֵ֙ ל ילַָ֣ד אֶת־רִבְקָ֑ וּבְתוּאֵ֖
י אַבְרָהָםֽ׃ ה לְנחָ֖וֹר אֲחִ֥ מִלְכָּ֔

Gen 24:15 And it happened that before he finished
speaking, and behold! Rebekah, who was born
to Betuel son of Milcah the wife of Nahor,
brother of Abraham, was coming out with a
jar on her shoulder.

ה רֶם֮ כִּלָּ֣ה לְדַבֵּר֒ וְהִנֵּ֧ה רִבְקָ֣ וַיֽהְִי־ה֗וּא טֶ֘
שֶׁת ה אֵ֥ ל בֶּן־מִלְכָּ֔ ר ילְֻּדָה֙ לִבְתוּאֵ֣ את אֲשֶׁ֤ יצֵֹ֗

הּ עַל־שִׁכְמָהּֽ׃ ם וְכַדָּ֖ י אַבְרָהָ֑ נחָ֖וֹר אֲחִ֣

Gen 24:16 And the young maiden, a virgin, appeared
very pleasing,2 and no man knew her. And she
went down to the spring and filled her jar and
came up.

ישׁ ֣�א ה וְאִ֖ ד בְּתוּלָ֕ ֹ֔ ת מַרְאֶה֙ מְא וְהַנּֽעֲַרָ֗ טבַֹ֤
הּ וַתָּֽעַל׃ ינְהָ וַתְּמַלֵּ֥א כַדָּ֖ רֶד הָעַ֔ הּ וַתֵּ֣ ידְָעָ֑

Gen 24:17 And the servant ran toward her, and said,
“Please, may I drink a little water from your
jar?”

יניִ נָא֛ אמֶר הַגְמִיאִ֥ ֹ֕ הּ וַיּ בֶד לִקְרָאתָ֑ וַיָּרׇ֥ץ הָעֶ֖
יםִ מִכַּדֵּֽ�׃ מְעַט־מַ֖

Gen 24:18 And she said, “drink my master,” and she
hurried and she lowered her jar on her hand

הּ רֶד כַּדָּ֛ ֹ֧ ר וַתּ י וַתְּמַהֵ֗ ה אֲדנִֹ֑ אמֶר שְׁתֵ֣ ֹ֖ וַתּ
הוּ׃ הּ וַתַּשְׁקֵֽ עַל־ידָָ֖

2 Perhaps, “of a good appearance,” but the language suggests more than “good.” Someone good to the
eyes suggests beauty or lovely. The phrase ת מַרְאֶה֙טבַֹ֤ appears only once in Tanakh, though the adjective

טבטבת/ appears a number of times sometimes translated as pleasing or beautiful.

1 The context of these verses where we first encounter Rebekah are extremely important. This scene takes
place immediately after the Akedah and God rewards Abraham, bestowing blessing upon him (22:17-18).
In this verse (22:20), Abraham is told via the passive verb ויגד about progeny Milcah births to his brother
Nahor. Since there is no other speaker mentioned and God spoke to Abraham a few verses prior, we
understand that God delivers the information about Milcah and Nahor’s children to Abraham.
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and let him drink.3

Gen 24:19 When he had finished his drink she said, “also
for your camels, I will draw water until they
finish drinking.”

ב אמֶר גַּ֤ם לִגְמַלֶּי֙֙� אֶשְׁאָ֔ ֹ֗ ל לְהַשְׁקתֹ֑וֹ וַתּ וַתְּכַ֖
ת׃ ֹֽ ד אִם־כִּלּ֖וּ לִשְׁתּ עַ֥

Gen 24:20 And she quickly lowered her jar into the
trough, and she ran again to the well and
watered each of his camels.

רׇץ ע֛וֹד קֶת וַתָּ֥ ֹ֔ ר כַּדָּהּ֙ אֶל־הַשּׁ ר וַתְּעַ֤ וַתְּמַהֵ֗
ב לְכׇל־גְּמַלָּיֽו׃ ב וַתִּשְׁאַ֖ ֹ֑ ר לִשְׁא אֶלֽ־הַבְּאֵ֖

Gen 24:21 The man gazed at her in silence wondering
whether Adonai4 had made his mission
successful or not.

עַת ישׁ לָדַ֗ הּ מַחֲרִ֕ ה לָ֑ ישׁ מִשְׁתָּאֵ֖ וְהָאִ֥
יחַ יהְוָֹ֛ה דַּרְכּ֖וֹ אִם־ֽ�א׃ הַהִֽצְלִ֧

Gen 24:22 And so when the camels finished drinking the
man took a gold ring5, its weight half a shekel
and two gold bracelets on her arm, weighing
ten gold pieces.

ח ר כִּלּ֤וּ הַגְּמַלִּים֙ לִשְׁתּ֔וֹת וַיּקִַּ֤ י כַּאֲשֶׁ֨ וַיהְִ֗
קַע מִשְׁקָל֑וֹ וּשְׁנֵ֤י צְמִידִים֙ ב בֶּ֖ הָאִישׁ֙ נֶ֣זםֶ זהָָ֔

ב מִשְׁקָלָםֽ ה זהָָ֖ יהָ עֲשָׂרָ֥ עַל־ידֶָ֔

Gen 24:23 He said, “daughter, who are you? Please, tell
me; is there a place in your father’s house for
us6 to spend the night?”

י הֲיֵשׁ֧ תְּ הַגִּ֥ידִי נָ֖א לִ֑ י אַ֔ ֹ֙אמֶר֙ בַּת־מִ֣ וַיּ
נוּ לָלִיֽן׃ י� מָק֥וֹם לָ֖ בֵּית־אָבִ֛

Gen 24:24 She responded to him, “I’m the daughter of
Betuel, son of Milcah whom she birthed to
Nahor.”

ה כִי בֶּן־מִלְכָּ֕ ֹ֑ ל אָנ יו בַּת־בְּתוּאֵ֖ אמֶר אֵלָ֔ ֹ֣ וַתּ
ה לְנחָֽוֹר׃ ר ילְָדָ֖ אֲשֶׁ֥

Gen 24:25 And she responded to him, there is also much
straw and feed with us; also a place to spend
the night.”

נוּ ב עִמָּ֑ בֶן גַּם־מִסְפּ֖וֹא רַ֣ יו גַּם־תֶּ֥ אמֶר אֵלָ֔ ֹ֣ וַתּ
גַּם־מָק֖וֹם לָלֽוּן׃

Gen 24:26 And the man bowed low and prostrated7

before Adonai.
חוּ לַיֽהוָֹהֽ׃ ישׁ וַיּשְִׁתַּ֖ ד הָאִ֔ ֹ֣ וַיּקִּ

7 Two different verbs are used for the servant’s bowing Qal קדד and Hitpael .שחה The verb קדד appears
alongside שחה in several moments in Torah including in discussing the Israelites bowing before God in
the telling of the Passover story when the Israelite homes were spared.

6 Notable that the first person plural is used here, referring to the man and his camels.
5 In Tanakh, נזם usually refers to a gold ring or nose ring.

4 I have chosen not to translate God’s name in the form yud-heh-vav-heh, instead transliterating as Adonai
to indicate where God’s name is used.

3 The verb שקה is a hiphil form meaning to cause to drink water or to give a drink. (BDB 8248). It can
also refer to irrigating though here would refer to offering water to animals or people. The term suggests
an intimacy and a hands-on approach to offering the servant water.
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Gen 24:27 And he said, “blessed be Adonai, God of my
master Abraham who did not abandon his
kindness and his faithfulness8 from my master.
I have been led on my path by Adonai to the
house of my master’s family.”9

ם אמֶר בָּר֤וּ� יהְוָֹה֙ אֱ�הֵי֙ אֲדנִֹ֣י אַבְרָהָ֔ ֹ֗ וַיּ
י ם אֲדנִֹ֑ ר ֽ�א־עָזַב֥ חַסְדּ֛וֹ וַאֲמִתּ֖וֹ מֵעִ֣ שֶׁ֠ אֲ֠
י אֲדנִֹיֽ׃ ית אֲחֵ֥ ה בֵּ֖ ניִ יהְוָֹ֔ רֶ֙� נחַָ֣ י בַּדֶּ֙ אָנכִֹ֗

Gen 24:28 And the maiden ran and told these things to
her mother’s household.10

ים הּ כַּדְּבָרִ֖ ית אִמָּ֑ ד לְבֵ֣ רׇץ֙ הַנּֽעֲַרָ֔ וַתַּגֵּ֖ וַתָּ֙
הָאֵלֶּֽה׃

Gen 24:29 And Rebekah had a brother whose name was
Laban. And Laban ran out to the man at the
spring.

ן רׇץ לָבָ֧ ן וַיָּ֨ ח וּשְׁמ֣וֹ לָבָ֑ ה אָ֖ וּלְרִבְקָ֥
ישׁ הַח֖וּצָה אֶל־הָעָיֽןִ׃ אֶל־הָאִ֛

Gen 24:30 And when he saw the nose ring and the
bracelets on his sister’s arms, and when he
heard the words of his sister Rebekah saying,
“Thus the man spoke to me,” and he came to
the man, behold, he was standing there by his
camels by the spring.

זםֶ וְאֶֽת־הַצְּמִדִים֮ ת אֶת־הַנֶּ֗ ֹ֣ י ׀ כִּרְא וַיהְִ֣
ה י רִבְקָ֤ י אֲחתֹוֹ֒ וּכְשׇׁמְע֗וֹ אֶת־דִּבְרֵ֞ עַל־ידְֵ֣
ישׁ וַיּבָאֹ֙ י הָאִ֑ ר אֵלַ֖ ֹֽה־דִבֶּ֥ ר כּ ֹ֔ אֲחתֹוֹ֙ לֵאמ

ים ד עַל־הַגְּמַלִּ֖ ישׁ וְהִנֵּה֛ עמֵֹ֥ אֶל־הָאִ֔
עַל־הָעָיֽןִ׃

Gen 24:45 I had not yet ceased speaking in my heart and
then Rebekah came out with a jar on her
shoulder and went down to the spring and
drew. I said to her, “please let me drink.”

ה י וְהִנֵּ֨ ר אֶל־לִבִּ֗ ה לְדַבֵּ֣ רֶם אֲכַלֶּ֜ אֲניִ֩ טֶ֨
ינְהָ רֶד הָעַ֖ הּ וַתֵּ֥ הּ עַל־שִׁכְמָ֔ ה יצֵֹאת֙ וְכַדָּ֣ רִבְקָ֤

יניִ נָאֽ׃ יהָ הַשְׁקִ֥ ר אֵלֶ֖ ב וָאמַֹ֥ וַתִּשְׁאָ֑

Gen 24:46 And she hurried and lowered from her body
the jar and said, “drink and I will also water
your camels.” I drank and she also watered the
camels.

ה אמֶר שְׁתֵ֔ ֹ֣ יהָ וַתּ ר וַתּ֤וֹרֶד כַּדָּהּ֙ מֵעָֽלֶ֔ וַתְּמַהֵ֗
ים שְׁתְּ וְגַ֥ם הַגְּמַלִּ֖ ה וָאֵ֕ י� אַשְׁקֶ֑ וְגַם־גְּמַלֶּ֖

תָה׃ הִשְׁקָֽ

Gen 24:47 And I asked her, saying, “whose daughter are
you?” And she said, “the daughter of Betuel,
son of Nahor that Milcah birthed to him. And
I put the ring on her nose and the bracelets on
her hands.

אמֶר ֹ֗ י אַתְּ֒ וַתּ הּ וָאמַֹר֮ בַּת־מִ֣ ל אתָֹ֗ וָאֶשְׁאַ֣
ה ר יָלְֽדָה־לּ֖וֹ מִלְכָּ֑ בַּת־בְּתוּאֵל֙ בֶּן־נחָ֔וֹר אֲשֶׁ֥
ים עַל־ידֶָֽיהָ׃ הּ וְהַצְּמִידִ֖ זםֶ֙ עַל־אַפָּ֔ ם הַנֶּ֙ וָאָשִׂ֤

Gen 24:48 And I bowed down and prostrated before
Adonai and I blessed Adonai, God of my
master Abraham who led me on the path of
truth to get the daughter of my master’s
brother for his son.

� אֶת־יהְוָֹה֙ ה וָאֲבָרֵ֗ ה לַיהוָֹ֑ ד וָאֶֽשְׁתַּחֲוֶ֖ ֹ֥ וָאֶקּ
רֶ� ניִ֙ בְּדֶ֣ ר הִנחְַ֙ ם אֲשֶׁ֤ אֱ�הֵי֙ אֲדנִֹ֣י אַבְרָהָ֔
י לִבְנוֹֽ׃ י אֲדנִֹ֖ חַת אֶת־בַּת־אֲחִ֥ ת לָקַ֛ אֱמֶ֔

10 This could also be translated as “her mother’s house.”
9 Literally, the house of my master’s brother or kin.
8 Sometimes אמת means truth, here it evokes something more like faithfulness or stability.
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Gen 24:49 And now if you are offering kindness and
truth to my master, tell me if not, tell me if I
turn to the right or to the left.11

ת סֶד וֶאֱֽמֶ֛ ים חֶ֧ ם עשִֹׂ֜ ה אִם־ישְֶׁכֶ֨ עַתָּ֠ וְ֠
י י וְאִם־֕�א הַגִּ֣ידוּ לִ֔ י הַגִּ֣ידוּ לִ֑ אֶת־אֲדנִֹ֖

אל׃ ֹֽ ין א֥וֹ עַל־שְׂמ וְאֶפְנֶה֥ עַל־ימִָ֖

Gen 24:50 And Laban and Bethuel answered,12 saying,
“From Adonai this thing went forth, we
cannot speak bad or good.

א ה יצָָ֣ אמְר֔וּ מֵיהְוָֹ֖ ֹ֣ ן וּבְתוּאֵל֙ וַיּ עַן לָבָ֤ וַיַּ֨
ע אוֹ־טֽוֹב׃ י� רַ֥ ר אֵלֶ֖ ר ֥�א נוּכַ֛ל דַּבֵּ֥ הַדָּבָ֑

Gen 24:51 Behold, here is Rebekah before you; take her
and go, and may she13 be a wife for your
master’s son, as Adonai has spoken.”

י אִשָּׁה֙ � וּתְהִ֤ ח וָלֵ֑ ה לְפָנֶ֖י� קַ֣ הִנֵּהֽ־רִבְקָ֥
ר יהְוָֹהֽ: ר דִּבֶּ֥ י� כַּאֲשֶׁ֖ לְבֶן־אֲדנֶֹ֔

Gen 24:52 And when Abraham’s servant heard their
words he bowed to the ground before Adonai.

ם בֶד אַבְרָהָ֖ ע עֶ֥ ר שָׁמַ֛ י כַּאֲשֶׁ֥ וַיהְִ֕
רְצָה לַיֽהוָֹהֽ׃ חוּ אַ֖ ם וַיּשְִׁתַּ֥ אֶת־דִּבְרֵיהֶ֑

Gen 24:53 And the servant brought out objects of silver
and objects of gold and clothes and he gave
them to Rebekah; and he gave choice items14

to her brother and her mother.

ים י זהָָב֙ וּבְגָדִ֔ סֶף וּכְלֵ֤ בֶד כְּלֵי־כֶ֨ א הָעֶ֜ וַיּוֹצֵ֨
יהָ וּלְאִמָּהּֽ׃ ן לְאָחִ֖ ת נתַָ֥ ֹ֔ גְדָּנ ה וּמִ֨ ן לְרִבְקָ֑ וַיּתִֵּ֖

Gen 24:54 And they ate and drank, he and the people
with him and they stayed the night and, they
rose in the morning and he said, “release me15

to my master.”16

ים אֲשֶׁר־עִמּ֖וֹ וַיּאֹכְל֣וּ וַיּשְִׁתּ֗וּ ה֛וּא וְהָאֲנשִָׁ֥
ניִ לַאֽדנִֹיֽ׃ אמֶר שַׁלְּחֻ֥ ֹ֖ קֶר וַיּ ֹ֔ ינוּ וַיּקָ֣וּמוּ בַבּ וַיּלִָ֑

Gen 24:55 And her brother and her mother said,17 “Let
the maiden remain with us some days or ten,
after that you will go.”

ים נוּ ימִָ֖ ב הַנּעֲַרָ֥ אִתָּ֛ הּ תֵּשֵׁ֨ יהָ֙ וְאִמָּ֔ אמֶר אָחִ֙ ֹ֤ וַיּ
ר תֵּלֵֽ�׃ א֣וֹ עָשׂ֑וֹר אַחַ֖

Gen 24:56 And he said to them, “Do not delay me and
Adonai has made my path successful. Release
me, and I will go to my master.”

ה י וַיֽהוָֹ֖ אמֶר אֲלֵהֶם֙ אַל־תְּאַחֲר֣וּ אתִֹ֔ ֹ֤ וַיּ
ה לַאֽדנִֹיֽ: י שַׁלְּח֕וּניִ וְאֵלְכָ֖ יחַ דַּרְכִּ֑ הִצְלִ֣

17 Here again we have a verb יאמר in the singular with two subjects.

16 Though there is reference to the people with the servant, it is made clear by the text that only the
servant is speaking with Laban and Betuel.

15 The verb שלחני is the piel form of שלח meaning to release.

14 This term only appears four times in Tanakh, twice in Chronicles and once in Ezra. In all cases it seems
to refer to offerings or gifts.

13 Or This could also read as “let her be a wife…” or “may it come to be that she is a wife for…”

12 In this verse we see the verb יען in the singular but there are seemingly two subjects, Laban and Betuel.
We might understand this in several ways; they were answering as one party and one voice as Rebekah’s
guardian. Or perhaps one of the men was a later addition to the passage. In a study of other cases of
singular verbs with multiple subjects, the author offers that “a singular verb draws attention to the first
member of the compound subject as the principal actor.” (Michael Shepherd, “The compound subject in
biblical Hebrew”).

11 Though this verse is cryptic, through these words we see the earnest nature of the servant’s request.

9



Gen 24:57 And they said, “We will call the maiden18 and
we’ll ask for her response.”19

ה אֶת־פִּיֽהָ׃ א לַנּֽעֲַרָ֑ וְנשְִׁאֲלָ֖ וַיּאֹמְר֖וּ נקְִרָ֣

Gen 24:58 And they called to Rebekah and said to her:
“Would you go with this man?” And she
answered. “I will go.”

י יהָ הֲתֵלְכִ֖ וַיּקְִרְא֤וּ לְרִבְקָה֙ וַיּאֹמְר֣וּ אֵלֶ֔
אמֶר אֵלֵֽ�׃ ֹ֖ ישׁ הַזֶּ֑ה וַתּ עִם־הָאִ֣

Gen 24:59 And they sent Rebekah, their sister, and her
nurse with Abraham’s servant and his people.

הּ ם וְאֶת־מֵנקְִתָּ֑ ה אֲחתָֹ֖ וַיֽשְַׁלְּח֛וּ אֶת־רִבְקָ֥
יו׃ ם וְאֶת־אֲנשָָֽׁ בֶד אַבְרָהָ֖ וְאֶת־עֶ֥

Gen 24:60 And they blessed Rebekah, and said to her,
“Our sister, may you grow to thousands of
abundance and may your seed dispossess the
gate of its enemies.”

תְּ נוּ אַ֥ הּ אֲחתֵֹ֕ אמְרוּ לָ֔ ֹ֣ וַיבְָרְכ֤וּ אֶת־רִבְקָה֙ וַיּ
עַר ת שַׁ֥ � אֵ֖ שׁ זרְַעֵ֔ ה וְייִרַ֣ י רְבָבָ֑ הֲיִ֖י לְאַלְפֵ֣

שׂנֹאְָיֽו׃

Gen 24:61 And Rebekah and her maidens arose,20 and
mounted the camels and followed after the
man. The servant took Rebekah and went.

בְנהָ֙ יהָ וַתִּרְכַּ֙ ה וְנעֲַרתֶֹ֗ קׇם רִבְקָ֜ וַתָּ֨
ח ישׁ וַיּקִַּ֥ י הָאִ֑ כְנהָ אַחֲרֵ֣ ים וַתֵּלַ֖ עַל־הַגְּמַלִּ֔

ה וַיּלֵַֽ�׃ בֶד אֶת־רִבְקָ֖ הָעֶ֛

Gen 24:62 And Isaac came back from near the well of
Lahai-Ro’i21 and he was dwelling in the land
of the Negev.

ב י וְה֥וּא יוֹשֵׁ֖ י ראִֹ֑ ר לַחַ֖ א מִבּ֔וֹא בְּאֵ֥ וְיצְִחָק֙ בָּ֣
רֶץ הַנֶּגֶֽב׃ בְּאֶ֥

Gen 24:63 And Isaac went out walking,22 in the field
before the dusk and he lifted his eyes and saw
and behold, camels were coming.

רֶב ה לִפְנ֣וֹת עָ֑ ק לָשׂ֥וּחַ בַּשָּׂדֶ֖ א יצְִחָ֛ וַיּצֵֵ֥
ים בָּאִיֽם׃ רְא וְהִנֵּה֥ גְמַלִּ֖ א עֵיניָו֙ וַיַּ֔ וַיּשִָּׂ֤

22 The word לשוח appears only here in Tanakh. It typically means to stroll/wander or to be bent or
hunched. In most translations, it is translated as, “Isaac went out walking.” I’m interested in translating it
as he went out in the field bent down, because it is paired with later in the verse noting that he lifts his
eyes; he had been looking down as he was in the field, and then when he lifted his eyes, he sees
Rebekah’s entourage. Rashi and Ibn Ezra translate it as meditating or praying, or walking among the trees.

21 This place, ראילחיבאר , is mentioned three times in Genesis, named after Hagar receives a message from
God in Genesis 16:13-14.

20 Again we see תקמ as a singular verb to refer to a plural subject, here Rebekah and her maidens. The
third person feminine plural is less common in Tanakh though we see it here to refer to the women
mounting the camels .(תרכבנה)

19 Literally, we’ll ask of “her mouth.” This language is important because it suggests that the response
Laban and Betuel are seeking must truly come from Rebekah, from her mouth, not the suggestion of her
relatives. This verse is a pivotal moment in Rebekah’s story because Rebekah’s guardians present one
opinion, that Rebekah should remain at home for some time longer, but the servant pushes back on that
request. Instead of arguing, Rebekah’s brother and mother turn the matter over to Rebekah. We wonder
whether we are to understand that Rebekah was aware of the different preferences or if she is just
answering for herself.

18 The term נער in masculine and feminine appears throughout these passages. It is difficult to translate
precisely because it seems to connote a youthful age and at times a social class status.
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Gen 24:64 And Rebekah lifted her eyes and saw Isaac
and she alighted23 from the camel.

ק רֶא אֶת־יצְִחָ֑ יהָ וַתֵּ֖ א רִבְקָה֙ אֶת־עֵינֶ֔ וַתִּשָּׂ֤
ל הַגָּמָלֽ׃ ל מֵעַ֥ ֹ֖ וַתִּפּ

Gen 24:65 And she said to the servant, “Who is this man
there walking in the field toward us?” And the
servant said, “He is my master,” And she took
her veil and covered herself.24

ישׁ הַלָּזהֶ֙ הַהלֵֹ֤� בֶד מִיֽ־הָאִ֤ אמֶר אֶל־הָעֶ֗ ֹ֣ וַתּ
י בֶד ה֣וּא אֲדנִֹ֑ אמֶר הָעֶ֖ ֹ֥ נוּ וַיּ בַּשָּׂדֶה֙ לִקְרָאתֵ֔

יף וַתִּתְכָּסֽ׃ ח הַצָּעִ֖ וַתִּקַּ֥

Gen 24:66 And the servant told25 Isaac all of the things
that he did.

ים ת כׇּל־הַדְּבָרִ֖ ק אֵ֥ בֶד לְיצְִחָ֑ ר הָעֶ֖ וַיסְַפֵּ֥
ר עָשָֽׂה׃ אֲשֶׁ֥

Gen 24:67 And Isaac brought her into his mother Sarah’s
tent and took Rebekah and she became his
wife. He loved her and Isaac was comforted
after his mother.26

ח ה אִמּ֔וֹ וַיּקִַּ֧ הֱלָה֙ שָׂרָ֣ ֹ֙ ק הָא הָ יצְִחָ֗ וַיבְִאֶ֣
ם הָ וַיּנִּחֵָ֥ ה וַיּאֱֶהָבֶ֑ ה וַתְּהִי־ל֥וֹ לְאִשָּׁ֖ אֶת־רִבְקָ֛

י אִמּֽוֹ׃ ק אַחֲרֵ֥ יצְִחָ֖

Gen 25:20 Thus Isaac was forty years old when he
took Rebekah, daughter of Betuel the
Aramean of Padan Aram, sister of Laban
the Aramean, as his wife.

ה ה בְּקַחְתּ֣וֹ אֶת־רִבְקָ֗ ים שָׁנָ֔ י יצְִחָק֙ בֶּן־אַרְבָּעִ֣ וַיהְִ֤
י ן הָאֲרַמִּ֖ ם אֲח֛וֹת לָבָ֥ ן אֲרָ֑ י מִפַּדַּ֖ בַּת־בְּתוּאֵל֙ הָאֲֽרַמִּ֔

ל֥וֹ לְאִשָּֽׁה׃

Gen 25:21 And Isaac prayed27 to Adonai in front28

of his wife because she was barren. And
Adonai answered his prayer29 and
Rebekah, his wife, became pregnant.

וא ה הִ֑ י עֲקָרָ֖ כַח† אִשְׁתּ֔וֹ כִּ֥ ֹ֣ ק לַיֽהוָֹה֙ לְנ ר יצְִחָ֤ וַיּעְֶתַּ֨
ה אִשְׁתּֽוֹ׃ הַר רִבְקָ֥ ה וַתַּ֖ תֶר לוֹ֙ יהְוָֹ֔ וַיּעֵָ֤

29 The Qal and Nifal of the verb לעתר are used here to describe Isaac’s request and God’s response.

28 We could translate לנכח as “on behalf of,” however that language removes some of Rebekah’s agency;
she too could have, and perhaps did plead with God, but here we learn about Isaac’s prayer. Isaac, too,
wanted to be a parent, his prayer may have been partially on Rebekah’s behalf, but the text tells us that he
prayed in Rebekah’s presence.

27 The verb עתר appears less than thirty times in Tanakh, and only here in Genesis. It is used primarily
when figures are pleading with God. We might translate it as pleading or suplicating instead of praying. I
chose to translate it here as “prayed” though it should be understood as a pleading from the heart, not a
modern prayer formula.

26 This verse is almost always translated as after his mother’s death, however the word death does not
appear in the verse.

25 The verb here, לספר instead of לאומר or להגיד evokes a sense of storytelling. The servant did not merely
recount that his mission was made successful, but retold the story of his previous days. לספר appears far
fewer times in Tanakh than the other two verbs.

24 This usage of תתכס is the only usage of this verb in its third person feminine in the Tankah, though it
otherwise appears many times.

23 This word, ותפל is a crucial word in the verse. Did Rebekah fall off of the camel or lower herself in a
hurry, or simply come down from its height. In Ruth 2:10, פניהעלותפל , Ruth falls and prostrates her face
to the ground. She does not trip and fall, she chooses to lower herself in gratitude. Similarly, in Esther 8:3,
Esther רגליולפניותפל , Esther falls before the King’s feet, another intentional act.
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Gen 25:22 And the children crushed each other30

within her and she said, “If so, why am
I?”31 And she went to inquire32 of
Adonai.

ן לָ֥מָּה זֶּ֖ה אמֶר אִם־כֵּ֔ ֹ֣ הּ וַתּ צְצ֤וּ הַבָּניִם֙ בְּקִרְבָּ֔ ֹֽ וַיּתְִר
שׁ אֶת־יהְוָֹהֽ׃ ֹ֥ לֶ� לִדְר כִי וַתֵּ֖ ֹ֑ אָנ

Gen 25:23 And Adonai said to her, “two nations are
within your womb, two peoples will
separate from each other.33 One people
will be stronger than the other; the
greater34 will serve the younger.35

� וּשְׁנֵ֣י הּ שְׁנֵ֤י (גיים) [גוֹיםִ֙] בְּבִטְנֵ֔ ה לָ֗ אמֶר יהְוָֹ֜ ֹ֨ וַיּ
ב ץ וְרַ֖ ם יֶאֱֽמָ֔ ֹ֣ דוּ וּלְאםֹ֙ מִלְא יִ� יפִָּרֵ֑ ים מִמֵּעַ֖ לְאֻמִּ֔

ד צָעִיֽר׃ ֹ֥ יעֲַב

Gen 25:24 And when her days filled36 to give birth,
there were twins in her womb.

ם בְּבִטְנָהּֽ׃ דֶת וְהִנֵּה֥ תוֹמִ֖ יהָ לָלֶ֑ וַיּמְִלְא֥וּ ימֶָ֖

36 Many translations use the syntax, “when her time was come to give birth” or “When her time to give
birth was at hand;” I like holding onto the definition of the word מלא in the translation because it evokes
the kind of physical fullness that a pregnant woman has, emotionally filled to the top, physically full of
life. The phrase ימיםמלא appears at least 13 times throughout Tanakh to indicate a period of days being
completed.

35 In verses 25:22-23 there are three different terms used as prepositions to describe what is happening
inside/within Rebekah: ממעיךבבטנךבקרבה Each have slightly different valences, but are all rare terms in
Tanakh as they appear here. בקרבה appears only three times in the first five books: once when Sarah
laughs within herself, once during Abraham’s conversation with God about Sodom and Gomorrah and
here. These are each moments of acute tension and are part of conversations with God. בבטנך appears only
here and in Proverbs and refers more explicitly to within a womb. ,ממעיך though a more common
preposition in other forms, is also used very few times usually with the verb יצא and refers to progeny
issuing forth from a woman. Rachel Adelman (“Reading Rebekah Unveiled”) points out that Rebekah’s
name can be רבקה an anagram for .בקרבה

34 Many translations use “older” however רב connotes the greater or larger including in this word the idea
that the older child has some additional value in being older (that the older would have received extra
blessing).

33 The term לאם is not the typical word for nation / people, as compared to the more common term
which,גיום also appears in the verse. The term לאם appears 27 times in Tanakh, including four in Genesis,
11 Isaiah, and 10 in Psalms. There are two ways we might understand the separation described in this
verse. One can interpret יפרדו as separating from Rebekah’s body or separating from one another. The
second part of the verse seems to emphasize the importance of the former, that they separate from one
another.

32 Here the infinitive לדרש likely means “inquire” per BDB. Another translation might be “seek.” She not
only inquires the way one curiously wonders what is going on, but she is yearning and seeking for God’s
explanation in this moment.

31 The phrase אנוכיזהלמהכןאם is a critical exclamation in this chapter. JPS 2006 translates it as “If so,
why do I exist?” Alter chooses, “Then why me?” and offers a second suggestion “Then why am I…?”
leaving Rebekah’s question translated more literally and open-ended. She seeks God to even clarify her
question, not only to find an answer.

30 This verb רצץ in the Hitpael form here is reflexive. The fetuses are crushing one another, mutually
acting upon the other. The root also appears in Deuteronomy 28:33 in describing curses for the Israelites;
they will be “crushed continuously.” The meaning here is very intense. It appears also in Amos 4:1
referring to those who oppress the poor.
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Gen 25:25 And the first one came out red all over,
like a charity mantle and they called him
Esau.

ר וַיּקְִרְא֥וּ רֶת שֵׂעָ֑ י כֻּלּ֖וֹ כְּאַדֶּ֣ א הָרִאשׁוֹן֙ אַדְמוֹנִ֔ וַיּצֵֵ֤
ו׃ שְׁמ֖וֹ עֵשָֽׂ

Gen 25:26 And after this, his brother came out his
hand grasping the heel of Esau, and they
called his name Jacob. Isaac was 60
years old when they were born.

ו ב עֵשָׂ֔ זתֶ֙ בַּעֲקֵ֣ יו וְידָ֤וֹ אחֶֹ֙ א אָחִ֗ ן יצָָ֣ וְאַחֲֽרֵי־כֵ֞
ים שָׁנָ֖ה בְּלֶ֥דֶת ק בֶּן־שִׁשִּׁ֥ ב וְיצְִחָ֛ ֹ֑ א שְׁמ֖וֹ יעֲַק וַיּקְִרָ֥

אתָֹֽם׃

Gen 25:27 And when the boys grew up, Esau was a
man skilled in hunting, a man of the
fields, and Jacob was a wholesome man
who dwelled in the camp.

ישׁ ידִ אִ֣ עַ צַ֖ ישׁ ידֵֹ֥ ו אִ֛ י עֵשָׂ֗ ים וַיהְִ֣ וַיּֽגְִדְּלוּ֙ הַנּעְָרִ֔
ב אהָֹלִיֽם׃ ם ישֵֹׁ֖ ישׁ תָּ֔ ה וְיעֲַקבֹ֙ אִ֣ שָׂדֶ֑

Gen 25:28 And Isaac loved Esau for his taste for
game and Rebekah loved Jacob.37

ה יו וְרִבְקָ֖ ידִ בְּפִ֑ ו כִּי־צַ֣ ק אֶת־עֵשָׂ֖ ב יצְִחָ֛ וַיּאֱֶהַ֥
ב׃ ֹֽ בֶת אֶתֽ־יעֲַק אהֶֹ֥

Gen 26:6 And Isaac dwelled in Gerar. ר׃ ק בִּגְרָֽ וַיֵּשֶׁ֥ב יצְִחָ֖

Gen 26:7 And the people of that place asked of his
wife and he said, “she is my sister” because
he feared saying “my wife” lest the people
of that place kill me on account of Rebekah
for she is beautiful in appearance.

תִי ֹ֣ אמֶר אֲח ֹ֖ י הַמָּקוֹם֙ לְאִשְׁתּ֔וֹ וַיּ וַיּֽשְִׁאֲל֞וּ אַנשְֵׁ֤
י ניִ אַנשְֵׁ֤ י פֶּן־יַהַֽרְגֻ֜ ר אִשְׁתִּ֔ ֹ֣ י ירֵָא֙ לֵאמ וא כִּ֤ הִ֑

ה הִוֽא׃ ת מַרְאֶ֖ ה כִּיֽ־טוֹבַ֥ הַמָּקוֹם֙ עַל־רִבְקָ֔

Gen 26:8 And it happened that some time passed
there and Abimelech, King of the
Philistines, looked out through a window
and saw there Isaac playing38 with his wife
Rebekah.

ף ים וַיּשְַׁקֵ֗ י אָרְֽכוּ־ל֥וֹ שָׁם֙ הַיּמִָ֔ י כִּ֣ וַיהְִ֗
רְא ד הַחַֽלּ֑וֹן וַיַּ֗ ים בְּעַ֖ לֶ� פְּלִשְׁתִּ֔ לֶ֙� מֶ֣ אֲבִימֶ֙

ה אִשְׁתּֽוֹ׃ ת רִבְקָ֥ ק אֵ֖ וְהִנֵּ֤ה יצְִחָק֙ מְצַחֵ֔

Gen 26:9 And Abimelech called for Isaac and said,
“So she is your wife. How did you say she
is your sister?” Isaac said to him, “Because I
thought lest I be killed on her account.”

� הִנֵּ֤ה ֹ֙אמֶר֙ אַ֣ ק וַיּ לֶ� לְיצְִחָ֗ א אֲבִימֶ֜ וַיּקְִרָ֨
אמֶר ֹ֤ וא וַיּ תִי הִ֑ ֹ֣ רְתָּ אֲח י� אָמַ֖ וא וְאֵ֥ אִשְׁתְּ֙� הִ֔

רְתִּי פֶּן־אָמ֖וּת עָלֶיֽהָ׃ י אָמַ֔ ק כִּ֣ אֵלָיו֙ יצְִחָ֔

Gen 26:34 When Esau was forty years old, he took as
his wife Judith daughter of Beeri the Hittite
and Basemat daughter of Elon the Hittite.

ח אִשָּׁה֙ ה וַיּקִַּ֤ ים שָׁנָ֔ י עֵשָׂו֙ בֶּן־אַרְבָּעִ֣ וַיהְִ֤
ת שְׂמַ֔ י וְאֶת־בָּ֣ י הַחִֽתִּ֑ ית בַּת־בְּאֵרִ֖ אֶת־יהְוּדִ֔

בַּת־אֵי֖�ן הַחִֽתִּֽי׃

38 Some translations use other choices for מצחק such as fondling (JPS). Alter also uses playing which I
believe is more faithful to the text. The romantic or personal act Isaac and Rebekah engage in is not the

37 Translations often use “favor” instead of love, perhaps to not rule out that Isaac loved Jacob, too, but in
a lesser manner. However, the text reads יאהב and אהבת meaning loved.
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Gen 26:35 And it happened that they were bitter in
spirit to Isaac and to Rebekah.

ה׃ ק וּלְרִבְקָֽ רַת ר֑וּחַ לְיצְִחָ֖ ֹ֣ וַתִּהְיֶי֖ןָ מ

Gen 27:5 And Rebekah heard Isaac speaking to his son
Esau. Esau went to the field to hunt game to
bring back.

ו בְּנ֑וֹ ק אֶל־עֵשָׂ֖ ר יצְִחָ֔ עַת בְּדַבֵּ֣ ה שׁמַֹ֔ וְרִבְקָ֣
ידִ לְהָבִיֽא׃ ה לָצ֥וּד צַ֖ וַיֵּלֶ֤� עֵשָׂו֙ הַשָּׂדֶ֔

Gen 27:6 And Rebekah said to Jacob her son, saying,
“Here I heard39 your father speaking to Esau
your brother, saying,

ר הִנֵּ֤ה ֹ֑ ב בְּנָ֖הּ לֵאמ ֹ֥ ה אֶל־יעֲַק וְרִבְקָה֙ אָמְֽרָ֔
י� ו אָחִ֖ ר אֶל־עֵשָׂ֥ י� מְדַבֵּ֛ עְתִּי֙ אֶת־אָבִ֔ שָׁמַ֙

ר׃ ֹֽ לֵאמ

Gen 27:7 “Bring me game and make me a tasty dish
that I can eat and I will bless you before
Adonai before I die.”

לָה ים וְאכֵֹ֑ ידִ וַעֲשֵׂה־לִ֥י מַטְעַמִּ֖ יאָה לִּ֥י צַ֛ הָבִ֨
ה לִפְנֵי֥ מוֹתִֽי׃ וַאֲבָרֶכְכָ֛ה לִפְנֵי֥ יהְוָֹ֖

Gen 27:8 And now, my son, listen to my voice as I
command you.

י מְצַוָּ֥ה ר אֲנִ֖ י לַאֲשֶׁ֥ ע בְּקלִֹ֑ י שְׁמַ֣ ה בְנִ֖ וְעַתָּ֥
אתָֹֽ�׃

Gen 27:9 Please go to the flock and bring to me from
them two good kid goats and I will prepare
them as a tasty dish for your father just as he
loves.40

ם שְׁנֵי֛ גְּדָיֵי֥ י מִשָּׁ֗ ח־לִ֣ אן וְקַֽ ֹ֔ לֶ�־נאָ֙ אֶל־הַצּ
י� ים לְאָבִ֖ ם מַטְעַמִּ֛ ה אתָֹ֧ ים וְאֶעֱֽשֶׂ֨ עִזִּ֖ים טבִֹ֑

ר אָהֵבֽ׃ כַּאֲשֶׁ֥

Gen 27:10 And then bring it to your father to eat in order
that he blesses you before he dies.”

ר יבְָרֶכְ֖� ר אֲשֶׁ֥ ל בַּעֲבֻ֛ י� וְאָכָ֑ וְהֵבֵאתָ֥ לְאָבִ֖
לִפְנֵי֥ מוֹתֽוֹ׃

Gen 27:11 And Jacob said to Rebekah his mother,
“though my brother Esau is a hairy man and I
am a smooth man.

ו אָחִי֙ ן עֵשָׂ֤ ה אִמּ֑וֹ הֵ֣ ב אֶל־רִבְקָ֖ ֹ֔ אמֶר יעֲַק ֹ֣ וַיּ
ישׁ חָלָקֽ׃ י אִ֥ ר וְאָנכִֹ֖ ישׁ שָׂעִ֔ אִ֣

Gen 27:12 Perhaps if my father feels me, I will appear
before his eyes as a deceiver and I will bring
upon myself a curse and not a blessing.”

עַ יו כִּמְתַעְתֵּ֑ י וְהָיִי֥תִי בְעֵינָ֖ ניִ֙ אָבִ֔ י ימְֻשֵּׁ֙ אוּלַ֤
ה וְ֥�א בְרָכָהֽ׃ י עָלַ֛י קְלָלָ֖ וְהֵבֵאתִ֥

Gen 27:13 And his mother said to him, “Your curse, my
son, is upon me, but listen to my voice and go
bring them to me.”

ע � שְׁמַ֥ י אַ֛ אמֶר לוֹ֙ אִמּ֔וֹ עָלַ֥י קִלְלָתְ֖� בְּנִ֑ ֹ֤ וַתּ
ח־לִיֽ׃ י וְלֵ֥� קַֽ בְּקלִֹ֖

Gen 27:14 And he went and he got them and brought
them to his mother and his mother prepared a
tasty dish just as his father loved.

עַשׂ אִמּוֹ֙ א לְאִמּ֑וֹ וַתַּ֤ ח וַיּבֵָ֖ לֶ֙� וַיּקִַּ֔ וַיֵּ֙
ב אָבִיֽו׃ ר אָהֵ֥ ים כַּאֲשֶׁ֖ מַטְעַמִּ֔

40 In 27:9 we see the repetition of verbiage from 27:7 where Rebekah recounts what she heard and also in
27:4 where Isaac uses the same words אהבתיכאשרמטעמיםליעשה .

39 Some translations including JPS write that Rebekah tells Jacob she "overheard" Isaac speaking to Esau.
The text itself does not suggest subversiveness here; the verb used is ,שמע “Rebekah heard.”
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Gen 27:15 And Rebekah took Esau, her oldest son’s most
desirable clothes, that were in the house and
she dressed Jacob, her younger son.

ו בְּנָ֤הּ הַגָּדלֹ֙ י עֵשָׂ֜ ה אֶת־בִּגְדֵ֨ בְקָ֠ ח רִ֠ וַתִּקַּ֣
שׁ יתִ וַתַּלְבֵּ֥ הּ בַּבָּ֑ ר אִתָּ֖ ת אֲשֶׁ֥ ֹ֔ הַחֲמֻד

ב בְּנָהּ֥ הַקָּטָֽן׃ ֹ֖ אֶתֽ־יעֲַק

Gen 27:16 She dressed his hands and part of his neck,
with the skin of kid goats.

יו ישָׁה עַל־ידָָ֑ ים הִלְבִּ֖ ת ערֹתֹ֙ גְּדָיֵי֣ הָעִֽזִּ֔ וְאֵ֗
יו׃ ת צַוָּארָֽ ל חֶלְקַ֥ וְעַ֖

Gen 27:17 And she gave the tasty dish and the bread that
she had made in her son Jacob’s hand.

ר חֶם אֲשֶׁ֣ ים וְאֶת־הַלֶּ֖ ן אֶת־הַמַּטְעַמִּ֛ וַתִּתֵּ֧
ב בְּנָהּֽ׃ ֹ֥ תָה בְּיַ֖ד יעֲַק עָשָׂ֑

Gen 27:18 Then he came to his father and said, “my
father,” and he said, “Here I am, who are you
my son?”41

י נּיִ מִ֥ אמֶר הִנֶּ֔ ֹ֣ י וַיּ אמֶר אָבִ֑ ֹ֣ יו וַיּ א אֶל־אָבִ֖ ֹ֥ וַיּבָ
ה בְּנִיֽ׃ אַתָּ֖

Gen 27:19 And Jacob said to his father, “I am Esau, your
first born. I did as you told me. Please rise, sit
up and eat of my game, after which you can
bless me with your soul.”

� ו בְּכרֶֹ֔ יו אָנכִֹי֙ עֵשָׂ֣ ב אֶל־אָבִ֗ ֹ֜ אמֶר יעֲַק ֹ֨ וַיּ
ה י קֽוּם־נָ֣א שְׁבָ֗ רְתָּ אֵלָ֑ ר דִּבַּ֖ יתִי כַּאֲשֶׁ֥ עָשִׂ֕

נּיִ נפְַשֶֽׁ�׃ י בַּעֲב֖וּר תְּבָרְכַ֥ וְאׇכְלָה֙ מִצֵּידִ֔

Gen 27:20 And Isaac said to his son, “how is it that you
found it so quickly my son?” He said,
“Because Adonai your God caused it to be
before me.”

א ֹ֖ רְתָּ לִמְצ אמֶר יצְִחָק֙ אֶל־בְּנ֔וֹ מַה־זֶּה֛ מִהַ֥ ֹ֤ וַיּ
י� לְפָנָיֽ׃ ה יהְוָֹ֥ה אֱ�הֶ֖ י הִקְרָ֛ אמֶר כִּ֥ ֹ֕ י וַיּ בְּנִ֑

Gen 27:41 And Esau bore a grudge against Jacob for
the blessing that his father blessed him with
and Esau said to himself, “as the days of
mourning for my father approach, then I
will kill my brother Jacob.”

ר ה אֲשֶׁ֥ ל־הַבְּרָכָ֔ ב עַ֨ ֹ֔ ם עֵשָׂו֙ אֶתֽ־יעֲַק ֹ֤ וַיּשְִׂט
ו בְּלִבּ֗וֹ יקְִרְבוּ֙ ימְֵי֙ אמֶר עֵשָׂ֜ ֹ֨ יו וַיּ בֵּרְכ֖וֹ אָבִ֑

ב אָחִֽי׃ ֹ֥ ה אֶת־יעֲַק י וְאַהַֽרְגָ֖ בֶל אָבִ֔ אֵ֣

Gen 27:42 And the words of her elder son Esau were
made known to Rebekah, she sent and
called for her younger son Jacob and said to
him, “Now Esau your brother is consoling
himself by planning42 to kill you.

ל ֹ֑ ו בְּנָ֣הּ הַגָּד י עֵשָׂ֖ ה אֶת־דִּבְרֵ֥ וַיּגַֻּ֣ד לְרִבְקָ֔
אמֶר ֹ֣ ן וַתּ א לְיעֲַקבֹ֙ בְּנָ֣הּ הַקָּטָ֔ ח וַתִּקְרָ֤ וַתִּשְׁלַ֞
ם לְ֖� לְהׇרְגֶֽ�׃ י� מִתְנחֵַ֥ ו אָחִ֔ יו הִנּהֵ֙ עֵשָׂ֣ אֵלָ֔

Gen 27:43 And now my son, listen to my voice and
rise, flee to Laban, my brother, in Haran.

י וְק֧וּם בְּרַח־לְ֛� ע בְּקלִֹ֑ י שְׁמַ֣ ה בְנִ֖ וְעַתָּ֥
נהָ׃ י חָרָֽ ן אָחִ֖ אֶל־לָבָ֥

Gen 27:44 And dwell with him a some time, until your ד אֲשֶׁר־תָּשׁ֖וּב ים עַ֥ ים אֲחָדִ֑ וְישַָׁבְתָּ֥ עִמּ֖וֹ ימִָ֣

42 The text seems to literally say that “Esau is consoling himself by killing you.” From this we might
understand that Esau does not get to fully console himself since the action is never completed;
nonetheless the translation makes more sense with the context to say, “planning to kill you.”

41 Some translations use “which of my sons are you?” (JPS) however I prefer, “who are you?” It more
closely reflects the text and the open ended nature of the question.
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brother’s rage turns back ת אָחִֽי�׃ חֲמַ֥

Gen 27:45 Until your brother’s anger toward you turns
around and he forgets what you have done
to him. And then I will send for you and
take you from there. How that I might lose43

both of you in one day!”

ת י� מִמְּ֗� וְשָׁכַח֙ אֵ֣ עַד־שׁ֨וּב אַף־אָחִ֜
ם י� מִשָּׁ֑ י וּלְקַחְתִּ֣ יתָ לּ֔וֹ וְשָׁלַחְתִּ֖ אֲשֶׁר־עָשִׂ֣

ם י֥וֹם אֶחָֽד׃ ה אֶשְׁכַּ֛ל גַּם־שְׁניֵכֶ֖ לָמָ֥

Gen 27:46 And Rebekah said to Isaac, “I feel loathing
at my life because of these Hittite women. If
Jacob marries a woman from among the
Hittites like these, from among the women
of the land, what will be my life?”

י מִפְּנֵ֖י צְתִּי בְחַיַּ֔ ק קַ֣ אמֶר רִבְקָה֙ אֶל־יצְִחָ֔ ֹ֤ וַתּ
ת ה מִבְּנוֹֽת־חֵ֤ ב אִשָּׁ֨ ֹ֠ עֲק חַ יַ֠ ת אִם־�קֵ֣ בְּנ֣וֹת חֵ֑

י חַיִּיֽם׃ רֶץ לָ֥מָּה לִּ֖ לֶּה֙ מִבְּנ֣וֹת הָאָ֔ כָּאֵ֙

Gen 28:5 And Isaac sent Jacob and he went to
Padan-Aram, to Laban son of Betuel the
Aramean, brother of Rebekah, mother of
Jacob and Esau.

ם נָהֽ אֲרָ֑ ב וַיֵּלֶ֖� פַּדֶּ֣ ֹ֔ וַיּשְִׁלַ֤ח יצְִחָק֙ אֶתֽ־יעֲַק
ם ה אֵ֥ י רִבְקָ֔ י אֲחִ֣ ן בֶּן־בְּתוּאֵל֙ הָאֲֽרַמִּ֔ אֶל־לָבָ֤

ו׃ ב וְעֵשָֽׂ ֹ֖ יעֲַק

Gen 35:8 And Devorah, Rebekah’s nurse, died and
she was buried beneath Bet-El under the oak
tree and its name was called Allon-Bacut.44

חַת ר מִתַּ֥ ה וַתִּקָּבֵ֛ מׇת דְּברָֹה֙ מֵינֶ֣קֶת רִבְקָ֔ וַתָּ֤
א שְׁמ֖וֹ אַלּ֥וֹן חַת הָאַֽלּ֑וֹן וַיּקְִרָ֥ ל תַּ֣ לְבֵיֽת־אֵ֖

בָּכֽוּת׃

Gen 49:31 There Abraham and his wife Sarah were
buried, there Isaac and his wife Rebekah
were buried, and there I buried Leah.

ה אִשְׁתּ֔וֹ ם וְאֵת֙ שָׂרָ֣ בְר֞וּ אֶת־אַבְרָהָ֗ מָּה קָֽ שָׁ֣
ה אִשְׁתּ֑וֹ ת רִבְקָ֣ ק וְאֵ֖ מָּה קָבְר֣וּ אֶת־יצְִחָ֔ שָׁ֚

רְתִּי אֶת־לֵאָהֽ׃ מָּה קָבַ֖ וְשָׁ֥

44 Allon-Bacut might be translated to mean, the crying oak, however the name as a phrase appears only
here in the Tanakh.

43 The verb used here, שכל evokes barrenness and childlessness. The language here calls back to the time
when Rebekah was barren; the dialogue suggests that losing her sons at this stage would be as tragic as
though she never had them.
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Chapter 1: Rebekah in the Biblical Text

The matriarch Rebekah’s name appears 29 times in the Torah all in the book of Genesis.45

Her story has four phases: her encounter with Abraham’s servant who brings her to be Isaac’s

wife (Genesis 24); her infertility and the birth of Esau and Jacob (Gen 25:20-28); the sister-wife

episode with Isaac (Genesis 26:6-9); and, Rebekah’s intervention to have Jacob receive Isaac’s

blessing for the first born (Genesis 27). In these episodes, the biblical authors develop Rebekah

as a bride, woman, wife, and mother with remarkable autonomy and agency. Rebekah continues

the Abrahamic line, marrying Isaac and giving birth to the next biblical patriarch, Jacob. Not

only does Rebekah birth Jacob, but she intervenes to ensure he receives Isaac’s blessing; she also

pushes Isaac to ensure that Jacob marries appropriately when the time comes and saves him from

the wrath of his twin brother. Rebekah’s story spans multiple chapters and takes place over 200

verses.46 Liturgically, we read the majority of her story in parashat Toledot.

The content of Rebekah’s story teaches us the most about how we are meant to

understand her character; but it is worthwhile to examine the architecture of her story and the

verses it occupies in the Genesis as another way to highlight her prominence as a biblical figure.

I. Abraham’s servant seeks a wife for Isaac (24:1-67)47

a. Abraham’s servant begins his journey, asking God for a sign (vv. 1-14)

b. Rebekah and the servant meet; Rebekah waters the servant’s camels (vv. 15-27)

c. Rebekah and the servant return to her home (vv. 28-61)

i. The servant recounts his story to Rebekah’s father and brother (vv. 28-56)

47 This section is notably long! It includes a lot of dialogue and repeated conversation. The biblical
authors care about the details of Rebekah’s story here.

46 The matriarchs Sarah and Rachel’s names appear more times in Torah than Rebekah’s, but Rebekah has
more dialogue. Sarah (including Sarai)’s name appears 49 times between Genesis 11-25. Rachel’s name
appears 38 times from 28:6-48.

45 Rebekah’s name appears in the following verses: 22:23, 24:15, 24:29, 24:30, 24:45, 24:51, 24:53,
24:58, 24:59, 24:60, 24:61a, 24:61b, 24:64, 24:67, 25:20, 25:21, 25:28, 26:7, 26:8, 26:35, 27:5, 27:6,
27:11, 27:15, 27:42, 27:46, 28:5, 35:8 49:31. In addition, there are plenty of times she is referred to in the
third person or by titles such as maiden, nonetheless it is notable where her name is used.
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ii. Rebekah’s father and brother ask Rebekah if she wants to go with the

servant and they bless her (vv. 57-61)

d. Rebekah and the servant return to Isaac; Isaac and Rebekah marry (vv. 62-67)

II. End of Abraham’s life (25:1-18)

a. Abraham’s lineage through Keturah (vv. 1-4)

b. Abraham passes his inheritance to Isaac (vv. 5-6)

c. Abraham’s death and burial (vv. 7-11)

d. Abraham’s lineage through Ishmael (vv. 12-18)

III. Rebekah births Esau and Jacob (vv. 19-34)

a. Rebekah struggles to conceive; Isaac addresses God; Rebekah inquires of God

(vv. 19-26)

b. The text expresses Isaac and Rebekah’s preferences for Esau and Jacob

respectively (vv. 27-28)

c. Esau sells his birthright to Jacob (vv. 29-34)

IV. Sister-wife episode (26:1-35)

a. Isaac tells Abimelech Rebekah is his sister (vv. 1-17)

b. Isaac wanders and builds altars to God (vv. 18-35)

V. Rebekah positions Jacob to receive Isaac’s blessings (27:1-28:7)

a. Isaac instructs Esau to prepare to receive his blessing (vv. 1-4)

b. Rebekah intervenes and instructs Jacob to disguise himself as Esau (vv. 5-17)

c. Jacob receives Isaac’s blessing (vv. 18-29)

d. Esau returns from his hunt expecting Isaac’s blessing (vv. 30-40)

e. Rebekah warns Jacob of Esau’s threat (vv. 41-46)

f. Jacob receives a final blessing from Isaac and flees to Paddan-aram (28:1-7)

As we shall see, the biblical authors introduce Rebekah with fanfare, cueing readers that

Rebekah is destined for importance. Her birth is first announced at the end of Genesis 22, a

significant moment. The servant whom Abraham later sends to find a wife for Isaac has

instructions to return to Abraham's kinsmen. Before we learn anything further about Rebekah,

we know that she is a promising candidate for Abraham, Sarah, and Isaac's family. The
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subsequent verses waste no time in positioning Rebekah as having precisely the qualities in a

woman that Abraham's servant seeks. The biblical authors cast no doubt that Rebekah is intended

for Isaac and that she will perfectly fulfill the familial needs, also given the lineage linking her to

Abraham’s family.

The first mention of Rebekah in the Torah (Gen 22:23) takes place after the Akedah, the

binding a near sacrifice of Isaac, one of the most dramatic stories in Jewish tradition. God praises

Abraham for his actions and blesses him and his descendants (Gen 22:17-18). In the context of

the blessing of Abraham's descendants, an anonymous voice tells Abraham a message about his

brother Nahor and Milcah's progeny. Two verses prior, God was speaking to Abraham and it

stands to reason that God's voice speaks the message to Abraham about the subsequent

generations. Rebekah is Nahor’s granddaughter. Nahor's grandsons are never mentioned. Given

how rare birth announcements of named daughters are in the Bible (except for the genealogies in

Genesis 5 and Chronicles 1-9), Rebekah’s birth announcement is striking. Only the births of

Naamah (Gen 4:22), Dinah (Gen 30:21), and Oholibamah (Gen 36:25) are recorded elsewhere in

the Torah. Of these women, Rebekah’s story is most prominent. Although Rebekah has brothers

(Gen 24:60), especially Laban (Gen 24:29), their births are not recorded at this point. The unique

treatment of Rebekah’s birth signals how important she is; no other matriarch is so honored.

Upon introducing Rebekah herself for the first time (Gen 24:16), the biblical narrators

use three descriptions of Rebekah, along with a social title. These three descriptions are

important because they are the first qualities we learn about Rebekah after learning her lineage.

They would not all be readily apparent to Abraham's servant, who also appears in this scene. The

first description is via the word ,נער a noun that is used for characters of both sexes, sometimes
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connoting youth or a social status.48 The biblical authors also use na’ar to refer to Abraham’s

servant. It is interesting to see that both Abraham’s servant and Rebekah are at times referred to

by .נער In the first depiction of Rebekah, the biblical authors describe her as מאדמראהטבת , three

words to evoke her great beauty or very pleasing appearance. Next follow two descriptions

emphasizing Rebekah’s sexual purity, בתולה (virgin) and added emphasis that no man had known

her. Her appearance combined with her purity and youth are the perfect signals in antiquity that

she is fit to be a wife. As if to emphasize the appropriateness of the match for Isaac, העבדוירץ

לקראתה Abraham’s servant immediately runs toward Rebekah upon seeing her.

The words מהר “quickly” and תרץ “she ran” are repeated through these verses (24:18,

24:20, 24:28); it seems the narrators wanted to emphasize Rebekah's eagerness to fulfill the

requests speedily. This shows a decisiveness in her action and her hardworking nature.

  Rebekah, herself a powerful female figure, gives her lineage including her paternal

grandmother (24:24). This identification is unique. Milcah, Rebekah’s grandmother, appears

seven times in Genesis.49 It is interesting that Rebekah includes Milcah's name because the

biblical authors could have easily omitted it and still placed Rebekah in the appropriate

genealogy as part of Abraham's clan and thus an appropriate fit for Isaac. In Genesis 22:20-23,

Abraham is told about his brother Nahor’s (and his wife Milcah) descendants. Importantly,

Milcah is also mentioned here, but if she were omitted, the connection between Abraham and

Rebekah would still remain clear. Rebekah makes sure her grandmother is acknowledged. The

text lists Nahor’s eight sons including Bethuel and in Genesis 22:23, the text highlights and

repeats Rebekah’s lineage, “Bethuel being the father of Rebekah. These eight Milcah bore to

Nahor, Abraham’s brother.” The biblical authors appear to want to leave no doubt of Rebekah’s

49 See Genesis 11:29a, 11:29b, 22:20, 22:23, 24:15, 24:24, 24:47.

48 The Hebrew uses the masculine consonantal form of the noun (na’ar) but pointed to be read as
feminine, (na’ara).
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familial connection to Abraham. These verses immediately follow the Akedah scene. This timing

is important and points toward the future of Abraham and Isaac’s lineage following the most

dramatic moment where the family’s survival appears at stake.

The biblical authors pay double attention to Rebekah's female lineage. Not only does

Rebekah include her paternal grandmother Milcah in identifying herself, but the text says that

she returns to her mother's household after the encounter with Abaham's servant (Gen 24:28).

One of the defining moments of Rebekah's story takes place in verses 24:57-8. Rebekah's

father and brother, Betuel and Laban, consult Rebekah about whether she will leave immediately

with Abraham's servant, or remain at home longer as her family preferred. Two parts of these

verses are notable: the first, that Rebekah's male relatives clearly indicate that they will follow

Rebekah's own decision, and the second, that Rebekah answers the inquiry so definitively with

one word, ,אלך I will go. There are a multitude of responses that the biblical authors might have

formulated for Rebekah’s response. The text could have read, “I will do as you please,” or “she

remained silent.” Her family members make a decision to consult her, implying that they expect

a response. This suggests trust in and respect for Rebekah’s wishes and judgment, even though

we know Rebekah is young. She responds without hesitation; she will go with Abraham’s

servant to a foreign land a thousand miles away. The audacity, courage, and readiness for a

challenge are remarkable. Here, the biblical authors paint a confident and unwavering Rebekah.

Another key moment in Rebekah’s story takes place when she first encounters Isaac in

the field (24:63-65). The word of interest, also discussed in the footnotes, is ,ותיפול which I

understand as “she alighted” in this context, but others translate as “she fell.” Isaac is the first to

see the entourage of camels, but Rebekah identifies Isaac before he knows her identity. She again
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acts independently, choosing to veil herself before he approaches. This scene is the subject of

several of the paintings I examine in Chapter Five.

In 24:67, we learn that Isaac loves Rebekah, ויאהבה “he loved her and was comforted

after his mother[’s death].” The medieval commentators focus on the first half of verse 24:67

“And Isaac brought her into his mother Sarah’s tent and took Rebekah and she became his wife;”

but, Isaac loving Rebekah is extremely important because of how few times love between

spouses appears in the Torah. Jacob also loves Rachel (29:18) and there are a handful of

examples of parental love or preferences for children.50 Love does not always pair with marriage

in the Torah and thus this verse calls our attention. Jacob was willing to sacrifice many years of

labor for his love of Rachel; we wonder in reading this line what role the biblical authors

imagined Isaac’s love playing in their family story. Familial love interweaves throughout the

Abrahamic generations, sometimes expressed as a parental preference for one child over the

others.51 Isaac’s love might explain his willingness to honor Rebekah’s concerns about Jacob’s

future wife in Gen 27:46.

Birth of Esau and Jacob

Genesis 25:21 introduces and resolves Isaac and Rebekah’s struggles with conception:

“And Isaac prayed to Adonai in front of his wife because she was barren. And Adonai answered

his prayer and Rebekah, his wife, became pregnant.” As I discussed in the translation, the word

לנכח suggests that Isaac prays while physically alongside Rebekah, leaving open the possibility

that Rebekah joins Isaac in his prayer. I disagree with the translations that read לנכח as Isaac

51 Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks writes about some of the instances of familial love and tension “Time for
Love, Time for Justice,” arguing that mentions of love lead to tension in Genesis.
https://www.rabbisacks.org/covenant-conversation/vayetse/time-for-love-time-for-justice/

50 These examples from Genesis show parental love/preferences for children: Abraham’s son that he loves
(Isaac) Gen 22:2; Isaac loves Esau and Rebekah loves Jacob Gen 25:28; Jacob loves Joseph Gen 37:3.
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praying “on behalf of” Rebekah.52 The verse begs the question as to why Rebekah was

comfortable to speak to God a few verses later, but we are not privy to the information about

whether she also addresses God to pray to conceive a child in 25:21.

The text also raises the question as to why Isaac did not seek another wife or why

Rebekah did not offer one of her handmaids to Isaac for the purposes of bearing children. Sarai

gave Hagar to Abram when they had not succeeded at having children. Jacob also had many

children with Rachel and Leah’s handmaids, Bilhah and Zilpah. One explanation is that Isaac

loved Rebekah (24:67) and the two prioritized their relationship. Isaac also presumably knew

something of God’s promise to Abraham and perhaps prayed to God because of his own desire to

continue his family line.

Rebekah is an independent self-advocate; she initiates conversation with God. Even when

Abraham argues with God about Sodom and Gomorrah in Genesis 18, God initiates the

conversation with Abraham. Each time God interacts with Abraham, God approaches and

departs Abraham's presence. In 25:22 we see Rebekah responding to her own circumstances and

approaching God. Although Isaac was the one who prayed in 25:21, Rebekah initiates her own

conversation unmediated (it is noteworthy that later rabbinic traditions make her approach less

direct. See Targum Yonaton 25:22 and Genesis Rabbah 63:7).

In 25:22, Rebekah calls out an enigmatic question, “And the children crushed each other

within her and she said, “If so, why am I?” And she went to inquire of Adonai.” The text leaves

open multiple questions. The experience of the children struggling or crushing one another

within her seems to prompt her response. The verb ויתרוצצו initiates Rebekah’s concern and

inquiry. Midrash and medieval commentators write extensively about this term and her

52 There are only two other instances of לנכח in the Bible: Genesis 30:38 and Proverbs 4:25, both of which
refer to a nearby physical position.
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subsequent question and what they imply for her pregnancy experience. Interpretations range

from significant pain that causes Rebekah to consult other women, to an unusual physical

experience so dire that Rebekah wonders if she or the children will survive. From the text,

readers know that Rebekah experiences the children physically struggling in her womb. This

causes her to exclaim, אנוכיזהלמהכןאם . Many translations write, “If so, why do I exist?” As I

explained in the earlier section, I chose to leave the question more ambiguous in the English to

remain closer to the Hebrew words. The question does not include the word “exist;” readers are

left to fill in the blank in what reads as only a partially formed thought, “why am I…” I

understand Rebekah’s partially formed question to be deeply holy. She feels compelled, by a

physical feeling she cannot fully explain, to call out to God, even when she does not have the

words to precisely form her question. Readers get a sense for her confidence and independence;

she puts her voice into the world and expects a response from God. The Bible makes clear that

she gets one.

Many commentators focus on the pain Rebekah must be experiencing. However, the text

suggests that Rebekah seeks to understand her role and function in light of the struggle; this

explanation makes better sense given God’s response. God’s answer, in the form of an oracle,

addresses Rebekah’s ,למה “why” by sharing unique information about her children’s destinies.

The text also does not make clear who hears Rebekah’s question. She might be

exclaiming it aloud to herself, Isaac could be present as she was for Isaac’s prayer in the previous

verse, or this could be the question directed to God. After she asks it, the verse states, ותלך “And

(then) she went [to inquire of Adonai].” This suggests a physical separation between her initial

question and her inquiry of God. Verse 25:23 follows immediately with, “And Adonai answered

her,” which points to Rebekah’s question itself being the inquiry she poses to God.
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Shortly following the twins’ birth, comes a critical verse which frames some of the

familial tension. In 25:28, the text states, “And Isaac loved Esau for his taste for game and

Rebekah loved Jacob.” Various translations use “favor” instead of love, however the biblical

authors chose the verb אהב in both cases. It is notable both that the reason for Rebekah’s love of

Jacob is not mentioned and that the text does not say Rebekah and Isaac do not love their other

children. Thus readers might understand the love described here as a preference or favoring of

one child, but it is important to maintain the integrity of the text emphasizing parental love.

The text gives us a window into Rebekah’s dedication and passion for her cause, though

readers are left with questions surrounding Rebekah’s motivations. The biblical authors do not

explain why it is so important to Rebekah that Jacob receive the blessing from Isaac. However,

we have two hints in the text. We know that Rebekah favors Jacob (25:28), who, in contrast to

Esau, dwells in tents (25:27). Rebekah also received a message from God when she was pregnant

with her sons that very likely informs her later actions. In 25:22, Rebekah “went to inquire of

Adonai” regarding the feelings in her womb. God’s answer includes the words, צעיריעבודורב

“the greater will serve the younger.” Rebekah knows things that Isaac does not.

When Rebekah instructs Jacob to prepare to receive Isaac’s blessing, she may be

responding to developments in which God’s words to her were not manifesting in the way God

described. She may have realized that it was upon her to act to bring God’s words into being that

the greater or elder of her sons would serve the younger.

Sister-wife episode

Genesis contains three episodes known as "sister-wife" stories where Abraham tries to

pass off Sarah as his sister instead of his wife twice (Genesis 12 and 20), and Isaac does the same

with Rebekah once (Genesis 26). Abraham and Isaac claim to use the sister-wife messaging out
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of fear that the Egyptians, Gerarites, or, in Isaac's case, the Philistines, might kill the husbands on

account of their wives’ beauty. The episode does not tell us much about Rebekah as a character,

though we learn that Isaac thought her beauty is sufficiently striking that she would likely attract

the attention of those nearby. As it turns out, none of the Philistines pursued Rebekah in the way

that Sarah was pursued. Sarah’s beauty is confirmed by others, whereas only Isaac identifies

Rebekah as beautiful at this point.

Abimelech, the Philistine king, spots Isaac and Rebekah playing or being intimate with

one another. It is difficult to draw significant meaning about the nature of Isaac and Rebekah's

relationship from this one word ,מצחק however there are other ways the authors might have led

Abimelech to discover that Rebekah and Isaac were married. It is possible to draw from this that

Isaac and Rebekah shared a kind of playful closeness at moments in their relationship, though

extrapolating much further would stretch our read of the text. The affection that is part of their

relationship is already mentioned in Gen 24:67 when we learn that Isaac loved Rebekah. In the

two Abraham-Sarah sister-wife episodes, God is the one who reveals to the foreign leaders that

Sarah is Abram’s or Abramah's wife. The biblical authors do not highlight the intimate moments

between Abraham and Sarah in the way Isaac and Rebekah are described as .מצחק

The sister-wife episode in Genesis 26 interrupts the story about Jacob and Esau’s

relationship and their struggles with their birthright and Isaac’s blessing. The story’s placement

gives some context to Isaac and Rebekah’s relationship prior to Rebekah going behind Isaac’s

back to direct his blessing to Jacob. Rebekah and Isaac spent sufficient time together, were close

enough as a couple to be seen by Abimelech when he happened to look out of his window. The

writer presents Rebekah and Isaac as a couple that knows each other intimately; they were not

the kind of couple who inhabited totally different spheres. Additionally, Isaac only had one wife,

26



whereas other patriarchs and men around him often had multiple wives. Isaac seems to think that

Rebekah is very beautiful, although others do not react as if she is.

This story also shows that Isaac, for his part, is not a stranger to deception or misleading.

He lies to Abimelech in an attempt to protect himself. The biblical authors might use this kind of

deception to link thematically to Rebekah’s deception of Isaac in the following chapter. In both

cases, God appears to reward deceptive behavior. In chapter four, I discuss Susan Niditch’s work

on the biblical valorizing of the underdog.

Rebekah intervenes in Isaac’s blessing

In Genesis 27, we learn about Rebekah's character through her actions. Our lens to view

Rebekah's actions and speech are no longer limited by the questions that her father or brother

addresses to her. In this chapter, once again (as in 25:22-23), she takes initiative. Action begins

with her, her dialogue progresses the scenes.

Genesis 27 opens with Isaac summoning Esau to his side and instructing Esau to prepare

a specific meal in advance of receiving Isaac's blessing. There is no indication from the first four

verses where Rebekah or Jacob might be during Isaac's instruction to Esau, and if anyone else

would be present for the conversation. Knowing that Isaac is old and believes himself to be

dying, it stands to reason that Rebekah could have been close at hand, perhaps attending to or

caring for Isaac, perhaps present for her husband's meaningful instruction to their son.

Commentators have a tendency to portray Rebekah as a trickster and 27:5 is one of the

earliest moments where some readers accuse Rebekah of nefarious behavior. However, the text

does not suggest anything out of the ordinary or behavior that crosses any ethical lines. The verse

states that שמעתרבקה , "Rebekah heard" Isaac speaking. The verb שמע does not imply

eavesdropping; it does not explain whether Rebekah heard Isaac's words from beside where Isaac
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sat or rested, or whether she happened by the conversation. One word in the verse might point to

the conversation taking place solely between Isaac and Esau without Rebekah present in the

room. Isaac spoke to his son Esau; the verse uses the word בנו as opposed to something like ,בנם

their son. Yet, even the word בנו does not preclude Rebekah's presence; the male dominance of

the text might lead the biblical authors to refer to Esau as Isaac's son. Additionally, readers know

from 25:28 that each parent had a preferential relationship with one of the sons.

In verse 27:5, readers witness Rebekah’s deliberate nature and awareness of her

surroundings. Whereas Isaac’s eyes have dimmed, and the biblical authors portray him as not

fully aware of his context, Rebekah does not begin speaking to Jacob until after Esau leaves for

his hunt. Through contrast, the biblical authors show us more about Rebekah’s persona; Isaac

does not know who can hear his conversation with Esau. Rebekah knows Esau is out of earshot

when she recounts her instructions to Jacob.

One way that the biblical authors elevate Rebekah's story in Genesis 27 as well as in

Genesis 24 is through repeated dialogue and narration. The text includes several moments where

the biblical authors might have written that a character recounted a conversation, but instead the

authors spell out the repetition for emphasis. There are times in the text when we do not have a

full repetition of dialogue: in 24:28, the text records that Rebekah told her mother's household

what transpired at the spring. However, in 24:42-48, Abraham's servant retells in a lengthy

speech to Rebekah's family his account of meeting Rebekah. The repetition adds nuance and

highlights through emphasis the importance of what is recounted; it suggests that the servant is

trying to persuade Rebekah's family of the authenticity of his journey and the divinely ordained

quality of their encounter. Nonetheless, there are ways that the biblical authors might have

spilled less ink in telling this story and the choice to repeat so much of the dialogue through the
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servant’s words. In 27:7, a similar, though shorter type of repetition appears when Rebekah’s

dialogue with Jacob recounts almost verbatim Isaac’s words from a few verses prior. I believe

that the choice to lengthen Rebekah’s story in the text through repeated dialogue and narration

elevates the importance of Rebekah’s character and shows the biblical authors placing value in

her role and her story. It also confirms that Rebekah accurately represents Isaac’s position.

In 27:6 we see Rebekah take the action into her own hands. She recounts what she heard

to her son, ,בנה Jacob, which is a notable contrast to Isaac's son .בנו The biblical authors place

emphasis on the words Rebekah heard as Rebekah repeats Isaac's instruction almost verbatim.

Perhaps the biblical authors want to suggest that part of Rebekah's wisdom is in using this exact

language that Isaac used to describe what he wants. They show that Rebekah listens carefully

and attentively to the important details.

Rebekah's agency begins to appear most clearly in 27:8 when she directs Jacob to follow

her instruction, irrespective of Jacob's own interpretation of Isaac's words. What Rebekah wants

Jacob to do is indisputable; her motivations at this moment, on the other hand, are not recorded

in the text. Readers have clues to her motivation from the earlier in the text: knowing that

Rebekah loves Jacob and God foretold to Rebekah about her younger son overcoming the older.

Rebekah also knows that Isaac has a preference for Esau and thus might be blinded by this

preference to other signs from God pointing toward Jacob. Rebekah seems to understand what

Isaac needs in this scene. Whereas Isaac tried but failed to deceive Abimelech in 26:7-9,

Rebekah succeeded in deceiving Isaac. Readers might also understand Rebekah’s motivations as

a desire to protect her and Isaac’s family and to prevent Isaac from mistakenly blessing Esau,

given the information God shared with her in 25:23.
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Rebekah's actions are thorough and attentive to detail; to convince Isaac that Jacob is

their older son Esau and the one to be blessed, she prepares the meal, she disguises Jacob's hands

in animal skins, she takes Esau's clothes, she dresses Jacob in Esau's clothes, and she manages

each detail of the preparation down to placing the prepared dish in Jacob's hand. Rebekah takes

orderly steps to achieve her goal of preparing Jacob for greeting Isaac. She is firm, direct, and

precise. The biblical authors make clear that Rebekah, not Jacob, directs the action in the scene.

Readers hear very little from Jacob in the course of receiving Rebekah's instructions to

prepare to receive Isaac's blessing. Jacob expresses one reservation in the text (27:11-12) which

is that Isaac might notice from the feel of his hands or arms that his smooth skin feels different

than Esau's hairiness. Jacob's larger fear is that he will be discovered as a deceiver, as though he

is making a mockery of his father, and will be cursed instead of blessed. This is the first moment

in the text where we have explicit acknowledgement of mockery, or the idea that Rebekah is

risking something in going against Isaac’s wishes. The next verse 27:13 is even more powerful.

“And his mother said to him, ‘Your curse, my son, is upon me, but listen to my voice and go

bring them to me.’” Rebekah demonstrates that Jacob receiving the blessing from Isaac is so

important to her that she is willing to take significant personal risk to move the course of her

family’s trajectory in the direction she determines is necessary. When Rebekah says to Jacob,

“Your curse, my son, is upon me,” (Gen 27:13a) she assumes responsibility for any divine or

human curse, yet the benefit, the blessing, goes to Jacob, not to her. Rebekah remains focused on

her mission; in the same sentence as she assuages Jacob’s concern, she returns to the task at

hand, “but listen to my voice and go bring them [the kids] to me” (Gen 27:13b).  From this verse

we learn how important it is to Rebekah that Jacob receives Isaac’s blessing. She wastes no time
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in returning to the completion of the necessary tasks: cooking and preparing the meal to fulfill

Isaac’s request.

Rebekah uses the phrase בקולישמע three times to Jacob in chapter 27, a statement that

expects obedience and reflects authority. A similar form of this phrase appears three other times

in Genesis and fifteen other times throughout Tanakh. God ends his blessing to Abraham with

these words at the end of the Akedah (22:18). Abraham will receive God’s blessing because he

listened [and acted according to] God’s voice. The verse 22:18 also includes the word עקב which

some have connected as forecasting to Jacob as one of Abraham’s descendants. In 26:5, as God

instructs Isaac to remain in the land, the text reiterates the blessing God offered Abraham and

again we see the phrase that Abraham listened to God’s voice. The word עקב also appears in this

verse. The final time this phrase appears in Genesis, Rachel speaks the words, noting that God

has listened to her voice and granted her a son.

Another moment in the text that echoes the idea that God plays a role in Rebekah’s

actions to position Jacob to receive the blessing appears in verse 27:20. Isaac wonders how Jacob

found the game so quickly to prepare the meal, and Jacob answers that God caused it to appear

before him. Rebekah presented Jacob with where to retrieve the kid for the meal; however, Jacob

claims that God is the true source of the plan (one may hear echoes of Abraham’s answer to Isaac

in the story of the Akedah in Gen 22:8). Jacob’s words direct us to consider that God shapes

Rebekah’s decisions in preparing Jacob to receive the blessing and Jacob seems aware of God’s

role.

Rebekah succeeded in physically disguising Jacob as well as motivating him to persist

through Isaac’s doubts, and Isaac blesses Jacob (27:28-29). Many of the artistic depictions in

Chapter 5 show Rebekah present for Jacob’s blessing, but 27:17-18 suggests a separation
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between Rebekah handing Jacob the meal and Jacob appearing before Isaac. “And she gave the

tasty dish and the bread…Then he came to his father…” The text does not indicate that Rebekah

witnessed the blessing, but the later context suggests that she knew it took place.

After Esau and Isaac discover the blessing swap and Isaac offers alternative words to

Esau, Esau’s anger builds and he threatens to kill Jacob after Isaac dies. Verse 27:41 reads, ויאמר

בלבועשו “and Esau said to himself [within his heart].” The text makes fairly clear that Esau

speaks these words in private, perhaps not even aloud to anyone, but in the following verse

readers learn that despite Esau’s privacy, the words have been transmitted to Rebekah, “The

words of her elder son Esau were made known to Rebekah.” The text uses the passive verb ;ויוגד

Rebekah is the object of the telling, but the text leaves the ‘teller’ ambiguous. Rebekah received

earlier information pertaining to Jacob’s future via an oracle from God. Thus one might

understand that God also transmits to Rebekah this new information about Esau’s threat.

However Rebekah receives it, this is another example of Rebekah receiving privileged

background information that informs her actions to protect her beloved son Jacob.

Rebekah’s parting words to Jacob

Immediately upon being informed of Esau’s threat to Jacob, Rebekah summons Jacob

and passes along the information (27:42-43). She invokes her signature phrase to instruct Jacob,

בקולישמע “listen to my voice,” and tells him to flee to Haran. Rebekah adds that she will send for

Jacob to return at a later point. Then, in 27:45 Rebekah makes an ambiguous exclamation using

her signature interrogative, :למה “How (למה) that I might lose both of you in one day!”

There is some ambiguity in Rebekah's speech when she expresses concern about losing

both of her sons in one day. The text suggests that Esau might kill Jacob, but it is not

immediately obvious how Rebekah would then lose Esau. Perhaps Rebekah would lose Esau by
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virtue of his being a murderer, or perhaps she envisions some kind of conflict which results in

both of their deaths, should Esau initiate an attack. Verse 27:46 hints at another possible

explanation for what Rebekah might mean in terms of losing her sons.

In 27:45-46 the biblical authors also show some of Rebekah's passion through the

repetition of the word ,למה which appears in both verses. Exasperated or emphatic, Rebekah

exclaims to Isaac expressing her thoughts and concerns. Rebekah also uses למה in her speech

when she cries out to God in 25:22. The biblical authors present Rebekah not only as deliberate

and mission-focused, but also as emotionally expressive. The transition between verse 27:45 and

27:46 gives readers insight to an important issue of Rebekah’s concern. Rebekah tells Isaac, “I

feel loathing at my life because of these Hittite women. If Jacob marries a woman from among

the Hittites like these, from among the women of the land, what will be my life?” Rebekah

appears concerned that she will lose Jacob if he marries outside of the appropriate clan.53 This

time, Isaac hears and understands Rebekah’s worries as they pertain to the continuation of their

family line.

Jacob does not leave immediately after Rebekah’s instruction in 27:43; rather, in 28:1,

Isaac summons Jacob to give him an additional blessing and instructions about where he should

find an appropriate wife. With Isaac’s final instructions to Jacob, he fulfills Rebekah’s wishes

and manipulations of her family’s future.

Chapter 27 brings Rebekah’s story to a close; she does not speak again with Isaac or

Jacob. Her final dialogue expresses dissatisfaction and concern for her children’s future, but

ultimately Isaac honors and manifests her wishes. While the text announces Rebekah’s birth, we

53 Tamara Eskenazi also raises the consideration that Rebekah’s instruction regarding Jacob’s marriage
prospects could be a subterfuge that she uses to justify sending Jacob away.
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do not learn the specific moment of her death. In Gen 49:31 when Jacob blesses his sons toward

the end of his life, he  mentions that Isaac and Rebekah are buried together in Machpelah.

In 28:5, Rebekah’s name appears again, explaining her familial relations to figures we

have already encountered. It is notable that Rebekah is introduced as mother of Jacob and Esau,

with Jacob listed first. Typically children are listed with the eldest first, but the biblical authors

prioritize the more important bond and relationship between Rebekah and Jacob. There are

several ways that Rebekah could have been described in relation to those present (as Isaac’s wife

or Betuel’s daughter) but instead the text describes her as mother and sister, as opposed to

daughter or wife. These are subtle choices, but emphasize Rebekah as an independent figure, not

a subservient partner.

On many occasions, the biblical text portrays Rebekah as independent, self-directed,

privy to behind-the-scenes information, and closely connected with God. She asks questions,

initiates dialogue and action to move forward the story of the Abrahamic family. Though Isaac

has the patriarchal authority to bestow blessing upon his children, Rebekah has the personal,

intellectual, and spiritual power to direct the outcome of Isaac’s blessings. With this power, she

shapes the future of the entire story of the people Israel.
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Chapter 2 Rabbinic Sources on Rebekah

Rebekah in Targum Onkelos and Targum Yonaton

Moving forward in time from the written Biblical text, we encounter a subsequent layer

of interpretation: the Targum. Today we have two primary Targum editions: the Targum Onkelos

and Targum Yonaton. Both are Aramaic translations of the biblical text that infuse their own

interpretations into the translation. During the first century BCE and early centuries CE, Jews in

the Middle East spoke Aramaic and most did not understand the biblical Hebrew of the Tanakh.

Translators or a metarguman would translate the recitation of the Torah verse by verse into

Aramaic for the populous to understand. Versions of these Aramaic translations became the

Targum editions that we have today. The translations were designed both to translate and also to

explain the text. Thus there are times when a verse in the Targum will directly mimic the Hebrew

using the same words and roots in the Aramaic and other times when the Targum extrapolates on

ideas in the biblical text giving modern readers insight into a first century understanding of our

biblical sources. The Targum Onkelos is the older of the two and was developed in Babylonia.

The Targum Yonaton developed in the Land of Israel and also references later material including

from Midrash and Talmud.

Large swaths of the Targum for the verses examined in this paper remain loyal to the

Hebrew text. Many areas of the narrative arc and dialogue between the characters are nearly

identical in biblical text and Targum. It is difficult to draw too many conclusions from the

sections where the Targum mimics the text. We might understand that the authors of the Targum

found the story to be sufficiently conceptually clear and non-problematic, that it did not require

additions or changes for their audience to understand.
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In Gen 24:64 both Targum translations place autonomy with Rebekah, using the hitpael

וְאִתְרְכִינתַ which means “to let oneself down” according to Jastrow. Jastrow also offers “to fall” as

a definition, but the hitpael suggests directed action by Rebekah. In Gen 24:67 the Targum is

more explicit than the biblical verse; the biblical verse says that Isaac was comforted after his

mother and leaves out his mother’s ‘death’ though her loss is implied. The Targum says that

Isaac was comforted after her death.

Targum Yonaton 25:21–22 sets in motion important textual changes that the later Midrash

explores in depth. The biblical text in Gen 25:21 explains that Isaac prays and Gen 25:22 reads,

“and she went to inquire of God.” The Targum intentionally shifts the focus away from Rebekah

by situating both Isaac’s prayer and Rebekah’s request in male dominated spaces. The Targum

adds that Isaac went up to the mountain of prayer, the mountain where Abraham planned to

sacrifice him, to pray to God. The Targum thus situates Isaac’s prayer between Isaac and God,

removing the possibility that Rebekah was present for the prayer and that she would have been

praying alongside Isaac. I believe this translation also shows Targum Yonaton’s discomfort with

the Akedah scene and this prayer on the site of the near sacrifice, is an attempt to redeem the

Akedah moment by linking it to Rebekah’s pregnancy. In the following verse, Targum Yonaton

adds to the text that Rebekah “went to the school of Shem Rabbah to pray/inquire with

compassion before God.” While the biblical text depicts Rebekah addressing God directly,

Targum Yonaton adds an intermediary, the sages at the house of study who would transmit the

prayer on Rebekah’s behalf. The biblical text illustrates clear communication between Rebekah

and God. However, the Targum restricts the honor of communicating with God to the male sages.

Rachel Adelman, professor of Hebrew Bible, suggests that the Targum authors and later rabbis

“are uncomfortable with her direct appeal because of the consequences—she comes to know
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more than her husband about the divine plan.”54 The Targum emphasizes the appropriateness of

Rebekah’s fit in the Abrahamic family, but seeks to limit the role of women in their direct

relationship with God.

In Genesis 27:5 the Targum Yonaton makes an interesting addition to the verse to explain

a question that many raise in the text. The verse says, “Rebekah heard Isaac speaking to his son

Esau,” שמעתרבקה . Targum Yonaton adds the following: עםיצחקמלילכדקודשאברוחשמעתרבקה

.עשו “Rebekah heard by the holy spirit each word Isaac spoke to Esau.” The biblical text leaves

ambiguous how Rebekah heard Isaac’s instruction; was she eavesdropping, or would she have

been standing beside Isaac and been directly privy to the conversation? Targum Yonaton suggests

that Rebekah was not in the immediate vicinity when the conversation took place, but that God

wanted Rebekah to hear this message so that she could act accordingly. The spirit of God placed

the words in her mind. Contrary to being a sneaky eavesdropper, it was divinely ordained that

Rebekah hear what Isaac told their son–and presumably, act on them.

A few verses later, Targum Yonaton continues to embellish the biblical text. When Jacob

tells Rebekah that Esau is hairy and he is smooth-skinned, Targum Yonaton adds to Jacob’s

dialogue explaining that he would be sinning if he steps in Esau’s place. The biblical text itself

presents Jacob’s statement as an observation and subsequent concern that Jacob’s actions might

lead to a curse. Targum Yonaton spells this out further, making sure that the listeners to the

Targum know that Rebekah understands the risks she imposes on Jacob when he goes before

Isaac in disguise and that Jacob is concerned with being a sinner–a theological not simply

self-serving concern.. Targum Yonaton draws out the tension between Rebekah’s divine guidance

to send Jacob to receive Isaac’s blessing and her and Jacob’s knowledge of the risk that deceiving

54 Adelman, “Reading Rebekah Unveiled,” 18.
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Isaac entails. On the one hand, then, Tagum Yonaton accentuates the risk Rebekah is undertaking

and also somewhat diminishes her agency (as also in 25:22), on the other, it makes her actions

more directly connected to God’s agenda.

Rebekah in the Talmud

Rebekah is mentioned by name in the Talmud only a handful of times. She is brought up

as an example to resolve issues of gender and blessing. Many of these passages teach us about

concerns of the rabbis but nothing about what they think about Rebekah. This type of

representation of biblical women in the Talmud is common in regard to other biblical women.

Women whose stories tend to be represented with more depth tend to be wives of rabbis or other

post-biblical figures that the rabbis invent or describe. Nonetheless, it is valuable to look at

places where Rebekah appears in the Talmud to understand how the rabbis related to her

character.

In Yevamot 64a, Rebekah appears in a discussion about the length of time a man should

or must wait before taking another wife if the couple remains barren. Isaac and Rebekah’s

marriage is used as a counterexample to the stam.55 Isaac and Rebekah were married for twenty

years before bearing children, whereas the stam suggests that a couple should wait ten years and

divorce if they have not borne children in that time. The rabbis of the Talmud argue about the

rationale for Isaac not divorcing Rebekah or finding another wife. One argument they make for

Isaac’s decision to stay with Rebekah was that Isaac knew he was the infertile partner so, finding

a new wife would not have addressed the problem. The rabbis also theorize that infertility was a

55 The stam is the anonymous editorial voice in the Talmud to which other rabbis and voices respond.
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condition all of the patriarchs engaged with to some extent to instruct the patriarchs to pray to

God and reveal God’s mercy.

In Taanit 4a, the rabbis explain that Abraham’s servant is an example of improper prayer

in Tanakh because he prayed that the woman he encounters at the spring be a suitable wife for

Isaac. Despite the servant’s improper prayer, the rabbis acknowledge that God saw to it that the

woman who the servant encountered was Rebekah, a very fitting wife. From this passage the

rabbis do not give us an explicit window into their understanding of Rebekah. In this passage the

rabbis emphasize that God sent Rebekah to Abraham’s servant. The rabbis see Abraham’s

servant and God as the primary actors in this scene. The rabbis are less concerned with

Rebekah’s agency or the decisions her character makes in this scene.

In Berakhot 61a, within a passage about whether it is acceptable or dangerous for a man

to walk behind a woman, Rebekah appears once again as an example in the rabbis’ arguments.

When Rebekah and her entourage go with Abraham’s servant back to meet Isaac, Rebekah

follows the servant, affirming the rabbis’ perspective that it is dangerous for a man to walk

behind a woman. Again in this example, we see the rabbis using Rebekah only as a side prop to a

larger point about male female relations. This suggests to us that the rabbis were far less

concerned with Rebekah’s attributes and tend to see her as yet another woman in Tanakh whose

example can serve to bolster arguments related to male-female relations or other topics of import.

In Sotah 13a, there is a passage about the fulfillment of Rebekah’s prophecy about losing

both of her sons. The rabbis of the Talmud acknowledge the power of Rebekah’s words, that her

words indicated not only a parental fear, but that her words had power beyond herself. This

passage is one of the few moments where the rabbis attribute power to Rebekah’s character. The
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rabbis acknowledge that the prophecy did not come true; Jacob and Esau did not kill one another.

However, the Talmud still seeks to find validity in what they regard as Rebekah’s prophecy and

explains that later, Jacob and Esau were buried on the same day although they did not die on the

same day. The other piece of this passage which is notable is the choice the rabbis made in

calling Rebekah’s words a prophecy .נבואתה They could have characterized her words as a plea, a

hope, a prayer, an expression of exasperation, but instead chose to elevate her words to be

prophecy. This passage in Sotah 13a illustrates that Rebekah was not only a supporting figure for

questions of gender and marital issues for the rabbis, but that they found her words to have

prophetic weight.

Rebekah in Midrash

Midrashic literature treats Rebekah’s character very differently than the Talmud does.

The rabbis use her story to both explore male-female relationships, and also to understand and

reveal different aspects of her character. As with all midrashic commentary, the midrash often

extrapolates from the biblical text and takes a story in a direction not implied by the biblical text.

Most of this analysis will focus on Genesis Rabbah, the midrashic commentary on the book of

Genesis. We date this text from the years 300-500 CE; the precise author is unknown.56 This

midrashic compilation offers the richest material on the Rebekah stories because it traces Genesis

verse by verse with homiletical, aggadic interpretations. Genesis Rabbah has far more material

than this paper will analyze in depth. Below I will explore a selection of midrashim that speak to

key moments in Rebekah’s story.

56 Some ascribe authorship to the amora Hoshaiah from the third century in Palestine
https://www.jewishencyclopedia.com/articles/3056-bereshit-rabbah
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Genesis 24:16 discusses Rebekah’s virginity and then states that she filled her jar at the

well. Genesis Rabbah 60:5 on this verse goes into vast detail about the state of Rebekah’s

virginity and implications for other marriageable women. The element of this midrash about the

latter part of the verse gives us some insight into the rabbis' depictions of Rebekah. Genesis

Rabbah 60:5 says, “all of the women went down to fill [their jars] from the spring, but for this

one [Rebekah] when it saw her, the water rose up immediately. God said to her, this is a

[positive] omen for your children…”57 This passage is one of many places in Genesis Rabbah

where the rabbis illustrate God ordaining that Rebekah is the fitting person for her role as

progenitor of the future generations. Later, the midrash will spend many lines explaining that the

biblical text (Gen 25:22-23) does not indicate that God and Rebekah had direct communication,

but rather that Rebekah communicates with God via rabbinic sages. It is therefore surprising that

Genesis Rabbah adds dialogue between God and Rebekah that does not appear in the biblical

text. One difference between God’s message to Rebekah in Genesis Rabbah 60:5 and God’s

oracle to Rebekah in Gen 25:23 is that in the midrash, Rebekah does not initiate the conversation

with a question, rather God explains to Rebekah why God helps her fetch the water for the

camels and in doing so offers a positive omen for Rebekah’s future.

In Genesis Rabbah 60:16, the rabbis compare Rebekah and Sarah, positioning Rebekah as

filling the spiritual gaps in the biblical family left by Sarah’s death (this notion is only implied in

Gen 24:67). This portrayal of Rebekah is powerful because the rabbis want to position Rebekah

as equally meritorious as Sarah. Though Rebekah is a newcomer to the family, she fulfills the

duties equally, in the same role. The rabbis imagine that the same blessings God bestowed on

Sarah hold true for Rebekah. For example, the rabbis share a story that while Sarah lived, her

57 This translation is my own. I have also consulted the Soncino translation.
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Shabbat candles would stay kindled from one Shabbat through the following Shabbat; when

Sarah died this ceased. However, when Rebekah entered the tent as Isaac’s wife, this blessing

resumed and the candles remained kindled from Shabbat through Shabbat as they had with

Sarah. Though the biblical text does not speak about the patriarchs and matriarchs observing

practices such as Shabbat candle lighting and baking challah, we also see the ways in which the

rabbis blend their rabbinic world with the ancient stories. The rabbis elevate the importance of

their rabbinic practices and the mitzvot by tying them to the matriarchs. The fact that the rabbis

seek to validate their Shabbat observance by rooting them in the matriarchs’ practices shows us

the high esteem in which they held Rebekah and the other matriarchs.

Genesis 25:21 tells us that Isaac prayed before Adonai, in the presence of Rebekah.

Bereishit Rabbah 63:5 elaborates on Isaac’s prayer, explaining that he offered prayers ,בעשר or

plentifully and in so doing, Isaac changed the course of their family’s path causing Rebekah to be

able to carry their children. From the biblical text, we understand that Rebekah was present, but

the midrash goes on to explicate the term ,לנכח which the rabbis translate as across from, in that

both Isaac and Rebekah were across from one another praying for the same thing.

Bereishit Rabbah 63:6 includes several explanations of the term ,ויתרוצצו “[the children]

struggled or crushed each other.” The rabbis seem interested in portraying Esau as evil from the

start; Esau was antagonistic to Jacob even before they were born and Esau was drawn toward

idolatry, while Jacob was drawn toward houses of prayer. One interpretation that I find

particularly interesting is that the rabbis also map the tension between Jacob and Esau onto their

own rabbinic framework: they explain that within Rebekah’s womb, Jacob and Esau disagree

about the permissibility of the other’s legal rulings. This passage reflects how seriously the

rabbis took their disagreements with one another: in the biblical text, Jacob and Esau’s tensions
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do not involve scholarly disagreement given that Jacob fears for his life and Esau threatens to kill

Jacob. We can either understand this midrash to raise the stakes of the disagreements the rabbis

have with one another, or perhaps to lower the stakes between Jacob and Esau. One could

understand this midrash to say that Jacob and Esau’s disagreements are akin to a legal argument

that could be resolved in the beit midrash. My sense is that the rabbis are most interested in

positioning Esau as the source of evil, and while they acknowledge the mutual tension between

the brothers, they place primary blame with Esau.

The midrash continues to address the second part of the verse where Rebekah goes to

inquire of God: אנוכיזהלמהכןאם . Here the midrash tries to make sense of Rebekah’s question

which is somewhat ambiguous in the biblical text. The midrash considers that Rebekah might be

crying out in physical pain and then goes to consult other women to find out if indeed child

bearing is always this painful. In one midrash, she laments ever becoming pregnant. The midrash

seeks to elevate Rebekah by connecting this verse to Rebekah’s destiny as the (grand)mother of

the twelve tribes born to Jacob. The rabbis dabble in numerology here by pointing out that the

final word of Rebekah’s question זה corresponds to the number twelve (zayin = 7 and heh = 5)

forecasting that Rebekah is concerned about the future of these tribes. Via this passage and an

earlier passage connecting Rebekah to Sarah, we see the ways that the rabbis solidify Rebekah’s

significance because of her connection to the generations that precede and follow her.

In general, Genesis Rabbah elevates Rebekah and highlights her independence, however,

there is a line they are not yet ready to cross: they are not comfortable imagining that God

directly answers a woman’s prayer. They explain that Rebekah received her answer to her prayer

to God in Genesis 25:22-23 via an angel instead of directly from God (Genesis Rabbah 63:7).

The midrash acknowledges the obvious tension: the text says clearly, יהוהויאמר the same
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language used throughout the entire Tanakh when God addresses Moses, Abraham, or any of the

male figures. The rabbis’ interpretation does not offer a further explanation, only that it must be

implicit that only in the very rarest of cases does God address a woman directly, so the biblical

text must assume we know it was through an angel. That the midrash has to detail all of the ways

that God is not speaking directly to Rebekah only serves to highlight that the biblical text does

not have a problem with God directly addressing women.

In this section of Genesis Rabbah, we see two concerns of the rabbis at play. The first is

that at every turn, the rabbis seek to emphasize the importance of their rabbinic world and read

(anachronistically or otherwise) their legal rabbinic frameworks back into the biblical text. We

see another example of this when they debate where Rebekah would have gone to יהוהאתלדרוש .

The biblical text does not definitively suggest that Rebekah traveled anywhere, but the rabbis

imagine that she would have gone to the oldest known house of study, the house of Shem and

Eber. The second area the rabbis seem to emphasize is the importance of Rebekah’s destiny and

role in the Abrahamic family. They solidify Rebekah’s connection as the righteous matriarch

destined to be forbearer of the people Israel.

Even though the rabbis of Genesis Rabbah cannot permit the idea of God speaking

directly to a woman, they are comfortable with a certain relationship that Rebekah has with God.

Later, as Rebekah prepares Jacob to receive Isaac’s blessing, Genesis Rabbah 65:17 explains that

she hands Jacob the prepared meal and says: לָ�יקְוּםבָּרְיָ�וָאֵילָ�מִכָּאןלְ�,חַיּבֶֶתהָייִתִיכָּאןעַד “until this

point I will be for you, from here you will go and your God will go before you.” The biblical

verse says only that Rebekah hands Jacob the meal and the bread; the midrash imagines

comforting words that Rebekah might have said to Jacob as he enters Isaac’s presence, afraid of

transgressing his father’s wishes. The most interesting part of Rebekah’s dialogue in the midrash
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is that the rabbis emphasize her connection to God and God’s blessing of Rebekah’s decision to

send Jacob in Esau’s place to receive the blessing. In this manner they seem to relieve her from

the guilt of deception. The midrash acknowledges that Jacob must complete the action of

receiving the blessing without Rebekah’s support; up to this point she handled Jacob’s attire and

all of the food preparation. Genesis Rabbah makes it clear that Rebekah’s, and by extension

Jacob’s, actions are blessed by God. This gives us insight into how the rabbis see Rebekah. In

their eyes, like Abraham who came before her, she takes on risks to fulfill God’s instructions.

Rebekah’s name appears in a few other places throughout the midrashic material

including the commentary on Song of Songs. In Shir HaShirim Rabbah 2:2 In this passage the

midrash compares Rebekah to a verse from Shir HaShirim about a lily among the thorns. The

thorns in the midrash are Rebekah’s brother Laban and her father Bethuel, each known as

trickster .(רמאי) In the midrash, Rebekah represents the lily, the gem hidden among these

tricksters. What interests me the most about this midrash is that Rebekah is sometimes portrayed

as the very type of deceiver that this midrash distinguishes her from. The midrash seems to

understand רמאי as a category of a person who will perpetually deceive and for their own selfish

goals. Perhaps the midrash understands Rebekah as someone who deceives for a purpose beyond

her self-gain.

The talmudic and midrashic literature take a multifaceted approach to Rebekah’s

character. These texts repeatedly emphasize the importance of God’s role in directing Rebekah’s

life and the future of the Abrahamic family. They celebrate her role as the appropriate match for

Isaac while minimizing her autonomy and independence.
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Chapter 3 Rebekah in Medieval Commentaries

Rashi, Ibn Ezra, Ramban and Or HaChaim on Rebekah

Rabbi Solomon ben Isaac, born in France in 1040 and known as Rashi, remains one of

the most influential commentators on the Jewish canon from the Tanakh through Talmud. Rashi’s

commentary sought to elucidate the plain meaning of the text. But his commentary also went on

to shape centuries of other commentators’ perspectives, as later scholars both agreed with and

responded to Rashi’s analysis. Understanding Rashi’s commentary on the Rebekah stories gives

us a window into the medieval perspectives on these stories and on Rebekah’s character. Rashi

often incorporates midrash from Genesis Rabbah in his commentary. It is not always evident

whether Rashi fully agrees with the midrash, or just seeks to bring it into dialogue with the verse.

For many of the verses I examine in this chapter, I also consult Abraham Ibn Ezra’s

commentary. Ibn Ezra was born in Spain around 1092 and is believed to have written his

commentaries on Tanakh in the 1140s.58 He focused his commentaries on biblical grammar and,

unlike Rashi, avoided midrashic interpretations. Ibn Ezra’s commentary focuses so closely on the

grammar and the conjugation of certain verbs that it can be difficult to draw out what he might

argue about Rebekah’s character as a whole. In a few places I bring in commentary by

Nachmanides also known as Ramban (1194-1270). He lived in present-day Spain and is most

known for his commentary on the Torah. He is known for a deep sense of piety and adherence to

Talmud. I will also examine some commentary from Or HaChaim, an early 18th century work,

written by Rabbi Chaim ben Moshe ibn Attar, a Moroccan scholar and Kabbalist.59

59 https://www.jewishencyclopedia.com/articles/2096-attar-ibn#anchor6
58 https://www.jewishencyclopedia.com/articles/7985-ibn-ezra-abraham-ben-meir-aben-ezra
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In the first verse where Tanakh mentions Rebekah's name (22:23), Rashi emphasizes the

importance of Rebekah's role. Her name is preceded by genealogy that illustrates the connection

between her to Abraham's family. Regarding the three verses of genealogy that list male

descendants of Abraham's brother, Rashi writes that the entire purpose of listing the genealogy is

to arrive at Rebekah's birth. Rashi sees Rebekah not as another of the progeny, but the entire

purpose of listing progeny in the first place. Ibn Ezra agrees with this assessment; he believes

that the purpose of these verses is to demonstrate Rebekah's pedigree, so that when she appears

by the spring later in the text it becomes immediately clear to all that she is destined to join the

Abrahamic family.

Rashi cites Genesis Rabbah in 24:17 when Abraham’s servant runs toward Rebekah. The

midrash states that the waters rose in the well when Rebekah approached, a mystical

interpretation that suggests divine signs pointed toward Rebekah being exceptional. Rashi’s

reliance on Genesis Rabbah suggests he was comfortable with Rebekah’s exceptionalism.

Rashi on 24:23 and 24:47 notes that the servant switches the order when he recounts his

meeting with Rebekah to Laban and Rebekah’s family. Rashi wonders why the text states that the

servant gave Rebekah gifts before asking who she was in 24:22-23. Rashi answers this question

by explaining that the servant knew God had made his mission successful אברהםשלבזכותו “on

account of Abraham’s merit.” Therefore the servant could offer Rebekah the gifts in 24:23 before

asking about Rebekah’s family. When the servant recounts his day to Laban and others, he says

that he asks Rebekah’s name before handing her the gifts. Rashi understands that this switch is so

Rebekah’s family does not think he is recklessly handing over gifts when he does not know

before whom he stands.
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Rashi cites Genesis Rabbah in Genesis 24:57 when Laban and Betuel consult Rebekah

about leaving her home with Abraham’s servant. Rashi explains that it is from this verse that

women must consent to their marriage. Rashi understands Rebekah’s response as a marker of her

independence: אלך suggests to Rashi that Rebekah agrees to go with Abraham’s servant even if

her choice is against the wishes of her family members. Rashi continues to highlight Rebekah’s

importance in 24:60 when he links the blessing Laban and Rebekah’s mother give her with the

promise that God makes to Abraham. Rashi understands the text as elevating Rebekah’s

importance in this moment; the blessing cements that Rebekah will be the one in line to carry out

God’s promise to Abraham.

Rashi and Ibn Ezra both discuss in detail Rebekah’s actions when she first sees Isaac in

the field (24:64). The biblical verse states, “Rebekah lifted her eyes and saw Isaac and she

alighted from the camel.” The crucial word for commentators is .ותפול Rashi understands this as

השמיטה or lowering herself to the ground, but not fully reaching the ground. Rashi also cites the

Targum’s translation which I discussed in Chapter Two. Ibn Ezra agrees that the verb points to

Rebekah being in control of her action; he cites a verse from Numbers 16:4 when Moses עלויפל

,פניו “falls on his face.” In the case of this other usage, we understand that Moses chose to lower

himself before God. The Ramban weaves Rashi and the Targum into his interpretation, citing

numerous other biblical verses to affirm that Rebekah lowered herself or inclined from the camel

but did not unceremoniously fall to the ground. These interpretations seem clear: the medieval

commentators are committed to the idea that the biblical text illustrates that Rebekah was in full

control of her actions. Though I agree with the interpretations, I wonder why it was so crucial for

the commentators to make this point. Perhaps their concern had to do with maintaining
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Rebekah’s dignity and falling off of a camel would be more fitting for a Shakespearean comedy

than a biblical matriarch.

The commentators engage in a lengthy discussion of Isaac’s prayer on behalf of Rebekah

in 25:21. Throughout the Rebekah stories, Rashi relies on Genesis Rabbah to portray an active

Rebekah. When Isaac pleads (ויעתר) with God on behalf of Rebekah, Rashi cites Genesis Rabbah

which imagines Isaac praying in one corner of the room and Rebekah doing the same in another.

Rashi offers multiple viewpoints on this verse. Rashi adds that Isaac was praying profusely and

persistently. Though Rashi can envision Rebekah praying alongside Isaac, he also cites Yevamot

64a to note that Isaac’s prayer would have been more worthy in God’s eyes because of the

righteousness of Isaac’s lineage as compared to Rebekah’s. Ibn Ezra focuses on the grammar of

the verb ויעתר which appears twice in this verse, noting that first Isaac pleads to God, and then

the nifal of the verb tells us that God permitted Godself to be pleaded with.

Rashi emphasizes the complexity of Rebekah’s dialogue and address to God in 25:22.

Rashi writes that verse calls out to readers demanding a midrashic explanation of Rebekah’s

words. Rashi relies on Genesis Rabbah for most of his explication of this verse. Here Genesis

Rabbah uses an anachronistic explanation to explore what it means that Jacob and Esau struggle

inside Rebekah’s womb: when Rebekah passes by a house of study, Jacob flails, making himself

known, and when she passes by a pagan site, Esau does the same, each son expressing affinity

for the place to which he would be drawn in life. Rashi also suggests, citing Genesis Rabbah, that

Rebekah’s question derives from a place of experiencing physical pain and wanting to know if

her pregnancy is worthwhile. Rashi posits that Rebekah goes to inquire of God because she

wants to know what will happen to her in the end. I do not agree with Rashi’s explanation here

because the question אנכיזהלמה does not point to Rebekah inquiring only about her wellbeing.
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The question can just as easily be directed toward what might happen to the two children inside

of her. Rebekah may be inquiring about her purpose, but Rashi’s interpretation seems to limit the

focus of her question to her own wellbeing and how she will fare in the end. Avivah Zornberg, in

a survey of the use of ,למה posits that למה often opens rhetorical questions in the Bible and as

such, it is possible to read Rebekah’s question as doubting the purpose of her own existence.60

Ibn Ezra takes a different approach than Rashi in 25:22, suggesting that Rebekah would

have consulted other women to find out if her challenging experience was normal. The grammar

in the verse does not point to Rebekah addressing other women about their pregnancies.

Additionally, though it is clear that the children in the womb struggled or crushed each other, the

verse does not specifically say that Rebekah also suffered from their struggles. Ibn Ezra and most

of the early commentators make this leap that the struggles within Rebekah also led to her

suffering. It’s not an outlandish leap from the text; I write this while carrying one child and

sometimes a small somersault is enough to cause true discomfort, however the biblical text does

not say that Rebekah suffered, only that the children inside struggled.

Moshe ibn Attar speaks to some of this discrepancy in perspectives and addresses this

verse in great detail by responding to some of Rashi and others’ commentaries. Moshe ibn Attar

cannot reconcile the pious Rebekah with one who would complain to God about having to bear

children, and even more so as someone who would wish she’d never become pregnant. Given the

term ,ויתרוצצו which he understands as “crushing one another” he suggests that Rebekah is

concerned about the outcome of her pregnancy and worried for the wellbeing of the children she

carries. He understands Rebekah’s inquiry of God to be an extension of her prayer that she could

60 Zornberg, Murmuring Deep, 215.
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carry the pregnancy to term. I found this a useful counterpoint to some earlier interpretations of

this verse.

When God answers Rebekah in the following verse (25:23) Rashi and Ibn Ezra both

clarify that God’s message was transmitted indirectly via a prophet to Rebekah. Ibn Ezra often

stays very close to the literal meaning of the text, so it is notable where he adds or changes

meaning that cannot be derived from the words in the verse. We see that it is important to Rashi

and Ibn Ezra, like it was for the rabbis of Genesis Rabbah, that God not have a direct dialogue

with Rebekah at this moment. Both Ramban and Moshe Ibn Attar do not share this concern in

this verse and instead focus their commentary on the nature of God’s response and its meaning.

Ramban explains that God’s words are intended to comfort Rebekah and assuage any fear she

has that her pregnancy is abnormal. Moshe Ibn Attar builds on the idea of God addressing

Rebekah’s fear. He imagines that God’s response addresses Rebekah’s concern that her

pregnancy will go smoothly, while acknowledging that not all women carrying twins experience

the internal struggle she has experienced. It is interesting to note the discrepancy between the

commentators who choose to focus their explanations on pulling away from the biblical text to

explain why God could not have spoken to Rebekah with those who take the biblical text at face

value. In this case, I do not believe that it sheds much light on the commentators’ perspectives on

Rebekah in particular, rather it reflects their concern about women’s role in religion more

broadly.

Genesis 27:5-6 and their interpretations are critical to how we understand Rebekah’s

character and her role in guiding Jacob to receive Isaac’s blessing. Rashi offers no discussion of

Rebekah’s actions here. Ibn Ezra clarifies the fitting translation of the verb conjugation of ,שמעת

which he explains should be “was listening.” This does not directly address the question of
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whether he believed that Rebekah was meant or known by Isaac to be listening, or whether he

believed that she was eavesdropping. My understanding of Ibn Ezra’s translation of שמעת

suggests that he thought Rebekah was already in earshot when Isaac began addressing Esau. The

Ramban offered no comments on these verses. Moshe Ibn Attar, on the other hand, wrote several

comments about these two verses to explain the nature of how Rebekah came to hear the

information from Isaac. He explains that we know from scripture that Rebekah was a prophetess

and thus always listened to Isaac’s words. He derives this interpretation from the unusual verb

conjugation. He goes on to explain that 27:6 begins with the vav to indicate that Rebekah agreed

with God’s spirit who brought her wind of the conversation between Isaac and Esau. Moshe Ibn

Attar believes Rebekah chose her speech very carefully, so that Jacob knew that he had sufficient

time to complete his task and that Rebekah had not delayed in sharing critical information with

him. Moshe Ibn Attar’s commentary on these verses when Rebekah hears Isaac’s conversation

and relays it to Jacob suggests to me that he had no doubt that Rebekah was divinely ordained to

hear the conversation. He leaves little room in his commentary for anyone to suggest that

Rebekah acted deceptively.

Ramban raises an argument a few verses prior in 27:4 that also informs this discussion.

When Isaac instructs Esau to prepare the meal, Ramban explains that this must have meant that

Rebekah did not divulge to Isaac the prophecy she received from God while pregnant. If she had,

Isaac would not be continuing with his plan to bless the first born twin, since God’s words to

Rebekah suggest that Jacob is the son bound for blessing and continuing the family line. Ramban

offers a few hypotheses as to why Rebekah did not share the prophecy with Isaac earlier,

including that the situation is in divine hands and she does not need to disturb Isaac overtly. He
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also suggests that since she went behind Isaac’s back to address God earlier, that her not telling

Isaac the prophecy was a form of modesty.

Rashi, Ibn Ezra, and Ramban also wrote little on 27:13 when Rebekah tells Jacob that

any curse he receives will be upon her. Ibn Ezra diminishes the bravery and conviction of

Rebekah’s statement by commenting that הנשיםדברימשפטוזה , “this is the custom of the words of

women [to accept blame for their children’s wrongs].” Moshe Ibn Attar again takes the verse in a

different direction understanding Rebekah’s dialogue to demonstrate her righteousness. He

explains that Rebekah’s actions which favored Jacob illustrate that Rebekah cleaved to good, as

opposed to Esau’s wickedness. He writes that the continuous emphasis of Jacob as Rebekah’s

son shows that Jacob’s righteousness stems from Rebekah.
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Chapter 4: Selected Modern Scholarship on Rebekah

David Zucker and Moshe Reiss’ volume The Matriarchs of Genesis: Seven Women, Five

Views engages in a similar type of project as this thesis, exploring the four matriarchs as well as

Hagar, Bilhah, and Zilphah from the biblical text through today. Though I conducted my analysis

prior to reading Zucker and Reiss, we unsurprisingly identified many similar perspectives

especially from the early rabbis' views on Rebekah. Zucker and Reiss included a larger variety of

early sources such as pseudepigrapha, and my work spends more time on the detail of certain

commentaries. Their text served as an extremely valuable source in pointing to other

contemporary scholarship on Rebekah, however I found it more difficult to parse whether and

where they offered their own arguments about Rebekah as a biblical figure. Zucker shares an

interesting perspective that perhaps instead of Rebekah deceiving Isaac, they work in concert and

Isaac also wishes to bless Jacob but needs Rebekah to intervene for that to happen.

In an article, “Rebecca’s Character,” Malka Simkovich frames some of the commonly

understood tensions about Rebekah’s reception. She describes one view of Rebekah as

“manipulative and controlling,” in contrast with “traditional virtues associated with femininity.”61

Modern scholarship deals in part with this question, reconciling Rebekah’s behavior, which in

general is honored in the Torah, with the morality of deceiving those close to us. Modern

scholarship helps pull apart the ways that earlier rabbis might have diminished Rebekah’s role

because of their fear of assigning too much power to female figures in the text.

Alice Ogden Bellis’ scholarship on women in the bible introduces a selection of feminist

approaches to studying the biblical women, from the major figures to those who only appear in

passing. Bellis sums up perspectives from several authors about Rebekah in a short section

within her book Helpmates, Harlots, and Heroes. Bellis brings in Christine Allen who argues

61 Simkovich, “Rebecca’s Character,” TheTorah.com
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that Rebekah is the spiritual link between Abraham and Jacob, a role she earns by acting on the

information that God reveals to her during her pregnancy. Allen asks if it could be possible that

Rebekah is called to sacrifice some of the integrity of her marriage in exchange for fulfilling

God’s plan for her family.62 In this way, one can still view Rebekah’s trickery with disdain, but as

an unfortunate byproduct for an important outcome.

All of these debates about whether Rebekah fully deceives Isaac suggest that Isaac had no

knowledge of Rebekah’s plan and that he was fooled by Jacob’s disguise. The biblical text could

be read in multiple ways. When Jacob appears before Isaac with the meal, Isaac seems to doubt

Jacob because he repeatedly asks his identity. Perhaps the narrators try to show via Isaac’s line of

questioning that Isaac knows the truth. On the other hand, Isaac has a visceral response with

extreme trembling when Esau arrives for the blessing (27:33), which can be understood as

Isaac’s surprise at discovering what transpired. How we understand Isaac’s knowledge of the

scene affects how we see Rebekah’s role and the morality of her behavior.

Tikva Frymer-Kensky, prominent biblical scholar, wrote critical feminist biblical

scholarship which advanced the field of how we can come to understand women in the Bible.

She gives important background about the nature of a feminist understanding of an ancient text.

We must be under no pretense that the Tanakh is a feminist work; it was a product of its time in a

patriarchal society that valued men over women.63 This background makes the stories of women

in Tanakh all the more fascinating. The Torah does not describe women, including Rebekah, as

lesser than men, and in many places celebrates their roles and familial importance. We find that

only the later commentaries add lenses that denigrate women and describe them as less deserving

63 Frymer-Kensky, Women of the Bible, xv.
62 Bellis, Helpmates, Harlots, and Heroes, 82.
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than men (for instance the commentaries mentioned earlier that cannot imagine that God would

speak directly to a woman).

In the first chapter of her book, Frymer-Kensky walks through Rebekha’s story, first

highlighting the significance of Rebekah’s birth announcement. She notes that of all of the

biblical women, the Torah only announces Rebekah’s birth.64 While there are other women

whose birth we learn about, they are far less notable than Rebekah’s. When we meet Rebekah

(24:16), we learn she is beautiful, a virgin, and no man had known her. To contemporary ears,

these qualities sound oversexualized or misogynist, but Frymer-Kensky explains the value of

these qualities in their biblical context. Beauty is a mark of divine favor. Frymer-Kensky

translates בתולה as “of marriageable age,” a more neutral understanding. Finally, she clarifies that

virginity was a value held in high esteem in biblical times that represented purity and goodness,

and reflected well on a girl’s family of origin. We learn this context about Rebekah from the

narration that describes her. Additionally, from Rebekah’s actions when she fully waters the

camels, we learn of her generosity, sheer strength, and stamina.65

Frymer-Kensky argues that Rebekah agreeing to go with Abraham’s servant demonstrates

another link between Rebekah and Abraham and Sarah. Like them, she has to leave her home

because of a divine promise and venture to the unknown.66 Frymer-Kensky also highlights that

Rebekah, like Abraham, rushes to do hospitality. In my analysis in chapter 1, I noted the

frequency of words like מהר and ;רץ Frymer-Kensky draws a useful connection to Abraham’s

behavior.

Frymer-Kensky usefully explores the nuance that Rebekah’s character must balance when

she sends Jacob in Esau’s place to receive Isaac’s blessing. She acknowledges that motives are

66 Frymer-Kensky, Women of the Bible, 13.
65 Frymer-Kensky, Women of the Bible, 9.
64 Frymer-Kensky, Women of the Bible, 5.
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rarely singular and thus Rebekah may have had multiple reasons for sending Jacob to receive the

blessing including: she favored Jacob, she believed Jacob needed the blessing to fulfill the omen

from God, or she felt she would not have been able to convince Isaac to change his plan, so she

needed to act behind his back. Frymer-Kensky notes that Rebekah employs a persuasive

argument: by accepting any negative ramifications from a possible curse, Rebekah relieves Jacob

of the risk of his actions. A critical piece of Frymer-Kensky’s arguments about Rebekah relates

to her understanding of what it means to be a trickster in biblical times. She explains that trickery

itself was not considered immoral through the lens of the Bible and in fact was a tool those

without power would have used to achieve their goals. Generations of the Abrahamic family

engage in trickery and are not castigated for it. The negative view of Rebekah as a deceiver is a

later interpretation.67

Susan Niditch deepens the literature about tricksters in the Bible in her work, A Prelude

to Biblical Folklore: Underdogs and Tricksters. Niditch uses a type of literary and comparative

analysis to explain that the underdog and trickster are literary archetypes which appear in

mythology all over the world. She argues that these roles had special appeal for Israelite biblical

authors. She studies biblical stories through the field of folklore studies, bringing a different

methodology to bear on these familiar scenes. Her analysis touches two parts of Rebekah’s story:

the sister-wife episode and the narrative pattern of Jacob’s life, including when he takes the

blessing in place of Esau. “Underdogs who are also tricksters have a certain bravado. They

survive because they have the nerve to use their wits. They appeal also because they are so

human in their sneakiness, their trickiness.”68 She suggests that these stories have appeal for any

person or group that does not see itself as part of the establishment. She also details the ways in

68 Niditch, Underdogs and Tricksters, 48.
67 Frymer-Kensky, Women of the Bible, 18-19.
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which a deity in general, and the God of Israel in particular in these stories, serves as an ally or

accomplice in the deception. This association or even partnership with God, illustrates that the

identity of the trickster is not a negative one.

Niditch highlights Jacob as the primary trickster in stealing Esau’s blessing, but places

Rebekah as a co-trickster. I see Rebekah as the primary driver of the trickery and Jacob as the

actor who implements what needs to happen. She highlights all of the other moments in Jacob’s

life where he engages with and alongside trickery, thus stealing the blessing is just one of many

tricky behaviors.69 She explains that “successful trickery is a form of wisdom,”70 especially when

the trickster lacks power.

Niditch’s thorough work on the role of trickster and the identification of the trickster

motif gives us, as contemporary readers, another way to understand Rebekah in her context.

Rebekah’s actions and behaviors can be seen as part of a much-enjoyed literary pattern of an

underdog, or person with less access to power, exercising control in a situation. These

frameworks that suggest the trickster role as a popular element of folklore, point to the biblical

authors using the trickster motif much like they would use other literary frameworks, like the

beloved hero. These frameworks are in contrast to the idea that Rebekah’s trickery is immoral. I

see Niditch’s research moving the question about Rebekah’s role to one of its literary or cultural

function, rather than where Rebekah’s behavior falls on a moral spectrum. Niditch’s explanations

of the trickster also suggest that the trickster does not have to be a negative label, but in fact

might be celebrated. Typically when debating whether Rebekah acted as a trickster, the debate

sits between her tricky, deceitful behavior on one side and her fulfilling God’s plan on the other.

Niditch explains how these do not need to sit on opposite spectrums.

70 Niditch, Underdogs and Tricksters, 105.
69 Niditch, Underdogs and Tricksters, 100.
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Rachel Adelman writes about Rebekah’s deception as a kind of concealment that begins

with Rebekah veiling herself upon seeing Isaac.71 Adelman argues that like other moments of

concealment, Rebekah has more information than Isaac; she sees him and asks his identity, and

she acts on this privileged information by veiling herself before he could similarly identify her.

Rebekah will receive additional privileged information when she is told (27:41) about Esau

threatening Jacob’s life. Adelman frames Rebekah’s question to God in 25:22 as a continuation

of Rebekah’s lack of communication with Isaac. Isaac, on the one hand, prays in front of

Rebekah to God on behalf of their family, whereas Rebekah seeks information independent of

Isaac.72 With this privileged information via God’s oracle, Adelman describes Rebekah as one

who understands the discrepancy between “outer norms (the election of the firstborn) and the

inner truth of the divine plan. She also exemplifies the difficulty in externalizing that inner divine

truth…”73 Adelman seems to speak to a sense of Rebekah’s spirituality, a figure connected to

divine messages and manifestations and how God relates to the world she inhabits. Rebekah’s

actions seek to bridge the earthly world with the divine. Adelman explains that veiling a bride

was an act typically performed by the husband-to-be and argues that Rebekah choosing to veil

herself exemplifies another moment of Rebekah’s independence at the start of her relationship

with Isaac. Whether Rebekah’s veiling initiates her pattern of misdirection or deception, or was

an act of ancient near eastern modesty, Adelman highlights several important moments where

Rebekah is comfortable with incomplete communication between parties.

Tammi Schneider writes about women in Genesis blending an archeological lens with

close reading of the text. Like many of the modern scholars, Schneider is interested in the

repetition of Rebekah’s lineage. She draws a connection between the emphasis on Rebekah’s

73 Adelman, “Reading Rebekah Unveiled,” 21.
72 Adelman, “Reading Rebekah Unveiled,” 17.
71 Adelman, “Reading Rebekah Unveiled,” 12.
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ancestry to Rebekah’s role in carrying forward the Abrahamic generation and ensuring the

formation of the people Israel.74 Schneider compares the descriptions of Rebekah in the biblical

text with Rebekah’s actions. She highlights Rebekah’s speed and willingness to act quickly in a

variety of settings: at the well, rushing to her family home, assenting to leave home with

Abraham’s servant. Similarly, Schneider compares instances where Rebekah is the subject of the

action and where she is acted upon, highlighting Rebekah as a dominant figure who appears

active in the text.75 As I noted earlier, Rebekah drives much of the action in her own story,

advancing her story and her family’s legacy.

Avivah Zornberg’s scholarship adds several dimensions to our understanding of Rebekah

not yet addressed. She analyzes the text and writes about the ways that Rebekah embodies hesed.

Zornberg explains that Rebekah’s acts toward Abraham’s servant constitute her hesed, as do the

ways that she fulfills her role in Isaac’s life.76 For all of the discussion of Rebekah as trickster,

Zornberg also notes that Rebekah never acknowledges or describes her instructions to Jacob as

deception; she merely tells him what steps to take. Jacob’s dialogue with Rebekah only expresses

concern that he will appear as a trickster, not that his actions are truly deceptive.

76 Zornberg, The Beginning of Desire, 141.
75 Scheider, Mothers of Promise, 58.
74 Scheider, Mothers of Promise, 43.
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Chapter 5: Portrayals of Rebekah in European Art

As humans, visual images inform how we understand the world. When we hear a word

or a name, a corresponding visual representation appears in our mind that consciously or

subconsciously informs how we relate to the concept. Some of these representations may derive

from our lived experiences such as the image conjured in your mind when you read the word,

“home.” Other images may be known to you via photographs or popular representations such as

the images that come to mind when you read, “Queen Elizabeth.” It is almost impossible to

engage in conversation about these topics without an accompanying visual representation in our

mind. Yet, each person’s representation may differ dramatically. “Home” might conjure images

of a cozy bustling kitchen, or a room of siblings screaming at one another.

When we read stories in Torah, we are faced with a different set of challenges. There are

no photographs from biblical times, no surviving artistic representations and many of the stories

may have had multiple originating tales; no one depiction would capture a biblical story. Yet,

when one hears for the first time or the twentieth, the story of Abraham’s servant meeting

Rebekah at the spring with camels in tow, or Isaac blessing Jacob, one conjures the scene in

one’s mind.

The Bible, both the New Testament and the Hebrew Bible, including stories from the

Torah have had unparalleled influence on European art from the Byzantine period forward. Since

Jews do not typically include depictions of human forms in synagogues,77 the most known

representations of scenes from Torah come from European Christian art. These paintings and

other media are important for several reasons. They continue to influence people’s assessments

77 A notable exception to human depictions in synagogues are the ancient frescoes and mosaics that archaeologists
have uncovered at sites such as Duro Europas. The synagogue at Duro Europas, in modern-day Syria, is one of the
oldest known synagogues in the world, dating from 244 CE. Over fifty biblical scenes, including the Genesis stories,
were depicted on the walls of the synagogue in full iconography. Synagogues in Roman Palestine also have been
uncovered with mosaic iconography; yet by and large, these examples are the exception, not the rule.
https://www.thetorah.com/article/retelling-the-story-of-moses-at-dura-europos-synagogue
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of biblical figures today. Many people may not have a medieval portrait of Rebekah in mind.

However, when thinking about Adam and Eve in the garden of Eden, many more people might

conjure an image of a pale, naked Eve, guarded by leaves in lush green surroundings (see for

instance the painting below by Johann Wenzel Peter from the early 19th century, which can be

found today in the Vatican). This type of image may look familiar to us not because this is indeed

what the biblical authors intended for us to imagine as the Garden of Eden, but because these

types of artistic representations from European art have shaped our collective imaginations.

Whatever we learn or study about Adam and Eve becomes overlaid with these images as we try

to reconcile these depictions with our reading of the text.

Johann Wenzel Peter, Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden78

78https://www.museivaticani.va/content/museivaticani/en/collezioni/musei/la-pinacoteca/sala-xvi---secolo
-xix/wenzel-peter--adamo-ed-eva-nel-paradiso-terrestre.html
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When studying biblical figures, we must raise the question: What external sources

beyond the text itself may bias our understanding of this biblical figure? In this chapter we will

examine a few paintings of scenes that include Rebekah to see what messages this art displays

about her character. Artistic representations of biblical scenes also help us ask different questions

of the biblical text. A painting might catch us by surprise by posing questions we had not thought

to ask of the text: how old was each figure during a particular scene; how close were they

standing; who else might have been nearby whether or not they appear in the text.

Rebecca at the Well, c. 1582/1588 Venetian79

The Venetian painting above, from the late 1500s, shows Rebekah at the well when she

encounters Abraham’s servant. The scene is crowded. Large camels, whose proportions are

slightly off, which reflects animal depictions of the time period, blend into the sky. Sixteenth

century architectural structures appear in the background, reminding a modern viewer that the

artist may not have had a full archeological grasp of the biblical period. Light directs the focus of

79 https://www.nga.gov/collection/art-object-page.41697.html
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this painting. The viewer’s eye is immediately pulled to Rebekah’s bright skin and the light

reflecting off of her dress. Next the viewer’s eyes are drawn to her gaze pointing toward

Abraham’s servant and the interaction between them. One notices here that Rebekah looks

youthful, but strong. She appears capable of the task of watering the camels, which the biblical

text describes.

The scene also includes two other unnamed figures who seem to be servants. One servant

behind Rebekah tends to the camels; viewers might wonder whether this suggests that Rebekah

did not tend to the animals but rather her entourage assisted, or these may represent people who

were imagined to accompany Abraham’s servant on his journey.

The painting brings age into the conversation; the artist depicts Abraham’s servant as an

older man, perhaps having served Abraham for many years. This journey to secure a wife for

Isaac may be one of his last duties to Abraham. Viewers of this painting would imagine age

playing a role in the exchange between Abraham’s servant and Rebekah; the two are not peers in

conversation with one another.

Rebekah also appears to be doing something with her hands. Perhaps is wiping them,

having completed the task of tending to the camels. She may also be fastening jewelry to her

wrist. Abraham’s servant looks questioningly at her face and he and the other man kneeling on

the ground seem to be offering Rebekah gifts or jewelry, also as described in the biblical text.

Rebekah’s expression appears skeptical, a fitting expression for someone whose life is about to

change forever as a result of this encounter.

Viewers of this painting cannot know what the buildings in the background are supposed

to represent, however one might imagine that the artist envisions Rebekah’s family residing

there. This painting helps bring into question some of the geography of the scene: how far did
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Rebekah have to run home, what did the daily work of fetching water entail, what kind of home

would Rebekah leave behind when she chose to leave with Abraham’s servant and entourage.

This painting also raises the question: who else appears in this scene? Most biblical scenes do not

open by giving a full context about who was present or who else might have engaged in dialogue

with the primary characters. The artist suggests by including multiple male figures that Rebekah

would have spoken with multiple members of the servant’s entourage.

Finally, my sense from this painting is that the older man in orange represents Abraham’s

servant, but upon further study, it also seems plausible that the servant is the man on the ground

handing Rebekah the jewelry.
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Rebecca at the Well, c. 1745 Joseph Wagner (publisher) after Jacopo Amigoni80

In the etching above, from the mid-1700s, viewers see Rebekah near the well receiving

gifts of jewelry from Abraham’s servant. This image serves to position Rebekah as an elegant

medieval woman, modestly averting her eyes as she receives these gifts. The depiction does not

feel particularly close to the biblical text; Rebekah looks more like a woman of leisure than

someone who would have drawn water for all of Abraham’s servant’s animals. Viewers also can

note the comparable size of the figures. Rebekah is as large as the servant and stands above him,

pointing to her status and relative importance. A viewer looking at this painting walks away with

80 https://www.nga.gov/collection/art-object-page.65596.html
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no doubt that Rebekah is the main character in this story. The servant also appears in more

stereotypical middle-eastern clothing, with cloth wrapped around his head, whereas Rebekah

wears a European-style dress. To the audience viewing this painting in its time, this emphasizes

Rebekah’s significance and primacy in the story. The painting focuses less on the servant

completing a mission from Abraham and God, but rather on winning over an important woman.

James Jacques Joseph Tissot, French, 1836-1902 Isaac Sends Esau to Hunt c. 1896-1902 / Gouache on board

In the painting above, Tissot depicts the conversation between Isaac and Esau when Isaac

sends Esau on a mission to bring him game before receiving his blessing. The white material of

Isaac’s robes draw the viewer’s eyes to the center of the painting and Isaac’s hands and gaze

point viewers to the exchange taking place between him and Esau. Finally, viewers see the third

figure, Rebekah, who appears to be standing or hiding behind Isaac’s bed’s drapery. Rebekah’s

expression is difficult to make out in this painting, with her face partially covered by her hair and

scarf, but she appears to listen to the scene with a sadness or wistfulness. In portrayals of these

scenes, I am always interested as to whether Rebekah is portrayed as being part of the
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conversation--did she hear Isaac’s instruction to Esau because she was beside him while he gave

it, or do the artists imagine her as an eavesdropper? This painting also shows a difference in

Rebekah and Isaac’s ages. While Isaac is older and bed-ridden, Rebekah appears more youthful

and active. While the earlier Venetian painting shows the figures wearing European style

clothing, probably contemporary styles to that which the artist experienced, this later painting

shows the figures wearing dresses that might be more appropriate to the context of the scene.

Esau’s figure in this painting seems exaggerated; his clothing appears almost bawdy and

hair billows over his face, making him look animalistic. The portrayal of Esau seems to position

him as an outlier from the family; he appears different from his parents, as though he does not

belong. Most importantly for this project, we see that Rebekah appears to listen to Isaac with

care, as though she is often by his bedside attending to his needs. Compared to the men, she is

smaller.

Isaac Blessing Jacob 1642 Gerbrand van den Eeckhout / Dutch81

81 Description from Metropolitan Museum of Art: Jacob impersonates his elder brother Esau in order to
receive the blessing of their father Isaac, a scheme conceived by Rebecca, the blind man’s wife.
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This work from 1642 depicts Isaac blessing Jacob at the end of Isaac's life. The

Metropolitan Museum of Art's description of the painting highlights that the artist followed in his

teacher Rembrandt's style including the choice of depicting biblical scenes. The painting is

dramatic in its use of light and dark. Immediately the eye is drawn to the center where Isaac’s

bright robe pops out from his pile of pillows and he extends his hand blessing Jacob. Jacob

appears small and youthful in comparison to Isaac’s presence and the large European-style

furniture. Silver hammered serving platters adorn the table, another anachronistic component of

the painting. In this painting, Isaac appears old and resting in his bed, but not obviously blind and

bedridden. Rebekah appears older, too; she hunches over a cane and the skin on her face has

signs of aging.

This painting shows Rebekah by Isaac’s bedside as Isaac blesses Jacob. Rebekah is

presented as large and on par with Isaac. She seems to be instructing Jacob to stay the course,

different from the midrash where Rebekah leaves Jacob at the threshold of the doorway to speak

with his father privately. The artist chooses a notable detail in Rebekah’s figure: she raises a

finger appearing to be either speaking or giving nonverbal instruction to Jacob. The artist seems

to portray her as inserting herself into a conversation where she does not belong, or nagging her

son to behave as she instructs. I would argue this painting shows Rebekah in a less positive light,

as a woman interfering in men’s affairs. At the same time, the painting features Rebekah’s

importance and centrality in the biblical story. Her figure appears at the same height, or just

higher than Isaac, perhaps reflecting her powerful role.

The painting uses so many dark shades that a viewer could easily walk away before

seeing a figure in the back left corner: Esau, returning from his hunt. The biblical text (27:30)

Rembrandt made several drawings of the Old Testament subject in the 1640s, and a few of his pupils
followed suit. In this case Van den Eeckhout emulates the master’s style more successfully than his gift for
effective staging. https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/436266
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gives us a sense of the timing for Isaac’s blessing, but this painting brings the scene to life. As

soon as Jacob leaves Isaac’s presence, Esau returns. This painting increases the drama of the

moment, positing that Rebekah and Jacob had only minutes or hours to enact their scheme before

Esau would have received Isaac’s blessing as Isaac planned. It is useful to engage with visual

representations such as this one to help us address questions about Rebekah’s proximity, Isaac’s

relative wellbeing in this moment and the timing of the scene.

The Genesis by Étienne Delaune82

The two prints (The Genesis above and Issac und Rebecca below) feature the scene when

Rebekah sees Isaac for the first time. They offer interesting points of comparison in their

portrayal of Rebekah and Isaac as well as the general atmosphere of this initial meeting. In the

82 Engraving from the years 1550-1572 https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/object/P_Gg-4D-111
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earlier engraving, which is part of a series of many scenes from Genesis, the artist shows

Rebekah stumbling off of her camel into Isaac’s arms. This portrayal strays from the text; when

Rebekah alights or falls (Gen 24:64), Isaac remains farther away and Rebekah has the chance to

compose and veil herself before he approaches. This engraving takes on an almost fairy-tale

Prince Charming motif with anachronistic European cottages in the background and Isaac

coming to Rebekah’s rescue. The foreground is crowded with Rebekah and Abraham’s servant’s

entourage, all of whom study Isaac and Rebekah’s encounter with interest and concern. Even the

camels watch their meeting expectantly. The artist uses the focus of all of the figures in the

image to draw attention to the consequential meeting of the next generation of the Abrahamic

family. This image might not tell viewers anything new about Rebekah’s figure, but it gives the

modern observer a lens through which to consider how Rebekah has been viewed over time.

While modern scholarship almost unanimously sees Rebekah as the dominant figure in her and

Isaac’s relationship, this portrayal shows Isaac as her savior.
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Isaac und Rebecca, W. Otto circa 184583

In the second print, produced roughly 300 years later, the artist, W. Otto, creates an

entirely different feeling and characterization of Rebekah and Isaac’s relationship. In comparing

the images, one notices the artistic developments over time in the portrayal of animals; the

camels appear more realistic in the later image. Similarly, some of the anachronistic elements in

the background have been eliminated; the desert scene in the second image seems more

appropriate for the biblical geographic and temporal setting. In the former, action is the subject

of the print: viewers’ eyes are drawn to the motion of Rebekah falling into Isaac’s arms.

Rebekah’s face is the focus of the second. One can see a triangle between Isaac, the man gazing

at Rebekah on the left of the page, and the person riding the camel behind Rebekah. This triangle

draws the viewer’s eye toward Rebekah’s face.

83 Rebekah seated on a camel being admired by a man in oriental costume; Isaac standing to right; women
seated on camels in the background; after a painting by Bouterwek. C.1845”
https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/object/P_1979-U-744
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W. Otto portrays Rebekah as physically stable with an air of confidence (not tumbling off

of her camel), beautiful, perhaps a slightly coy expression, as she reaches to pull her veil over

face. Isaac on the other hand seems taken aback, presumably by Rebekah’s beauty. Though the

text depicts Rebekah as the physically unstable one, Isaac here seems to be the figure trying to

catch his balance.

These two images, similar in content, paint different perspectives on how a viewer might

perceive the biblical figures. Like the vast range of rabbinic and modern interpretations, these

artistic depictions guide the viewer to different understandings of the relationship between Isaac

and Rebekah. Someone reading the biblical text alongside the second image might be more

likely to imagine Rebekah as independent, arriving to Isaac on her own terms as opposed to

falling into the arms of her husband.
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Conclusions

Through a close analysis of the biblical text and tracing the reception of Rebekah’s stories

across millennia of interpretation, several themes rise to the surface. The first is that even among

the perspective of a single commentator, and all the more so among a body of literature with

multiple authors like the Talmud, there is no singular view of Rebekah’s character. This is not

surprising! Commentators and the authors of Genesis Rabbah did not approach their commentary

as character reports. They studied the text as a whole and gravitated to areas where the biblical

text surprised them, created ambiguities, or contradicted bits of their world view. Parsing what

Rashi thought about Rebekah is a project akin to literary archeology. Thus it is challenging to

draw certain overarching conclusions because commentators’ views of Rebekah may shift

throughout parts of her story as the commentators refocus on the issues of importance to them,

be they gender roles, family relations, or the patriarchs. It is only when we reach modern

scholarship that scholars address Rebekah in full. Modern biblical scholarship, and particularly

as feminist biblical studies have blossomed, takes an interest in understanding the way our texts

speak about the matriarchs as full characters.

When it comes to Rebekah’s reception, commentators prioritize the issues of primary

concern to them over a neutral interpretation of the biblical text. Despite these interpreters'

biases, they have significant value for us today. It is telling to identify what questions the

commentators tried to answer through their interpretation. For instance, in Genesis 25:22,

generations of rabbis asked a version of, “how is it possible that Rebekah, a woman, could have a

direct dialogue with God?” Through their own commentaries, they answer the question by

inserting intermediaries between Rebekah and God. This speaks to larger concerns these rabbis

might have held, such as preserving their unique roles as interpreters and transmitters of the text,
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and in this way, their own special relationship with God. When Genesis Rabbah needs to solidify

the role of men as the only interlopers between God and humankind, no amount of direct speech

from God to Rebekah will alter how they view the dialogue.

One of the most critical themes in understanding Rebekah’s character is the debate

between Rebekah being moral and divinely directed in her behavior vs Rebekah as a trickster

who deceives her dying husband. Modern scholarship, particularly Susan Niditch’s writing, has

been very useful in this debate by erasing the distance between these poles and suggesting that

Rebekah can be a trickster, but that title need not give a negative valence to her character in

terms of the biblical view of tricksters. Earlier commentaries see a tension: they simultaneously

elevate Rebekah’s importance as part of the Abrahamic lineage and a mother of the Israelite

people while diminishing Rebekah’s autonomy in the biblical text.

Bringing art into the conversation about Rebekah’s character offers us an entirely new

way to look at her figure. The images featured in this paper are not bound by Jewish obligations

to maintain a certain type of loyalty to the text. They are surely strongly influenced by Christian

interpretations of their time, artistic styles of their day, and Christian portrayals of biblical

figures. These depictions raise new questions about Rebekah and her relationships to those

around her. The paintings invite and also challenge us to envision these biblical scenes with the

archeological, anthropological and comparative historical knowledge we have today. By

visualizing biblical scenes, these paintings also prompt us to consider emotional and

interpersonal issues at play between the biblical figures in key scenes.

After delving into the text and commentaries, I see Rebekah as a powerful, linchpin

figure standing between autonomy and destiny. From the earliest moments before Rebekah’s
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character appears, the biblical authors flag her importance by highlighting her lineage (Gen

22:23). The biblical authors position this announcement on the tail of one of the most dramatic

scenes: the Akedah. Rebekah signifies an opportunity for redemption of the Abrahamic family

and a way to move the family forward and fulfill God’s promise, after the near destruction of the

Abrahamic lineage. We have a sense that Rebekah is destined for importance. Given Rebekah’s

importance and the powerful role she occupies, the biblical authors might have later inserted

references to her lineage to solidify her credibility.

When we meet Rebekah, she appears independent, decisive, and willing to take her future

into her own hands. She demonstrates her compassion and thorough work ethic when watering

Abraham’s servants’ camels (Gen 24:19). We see her decisiveness and willingness to determine

her own destiny when she confidently asserts that she will leave her home to marry Isaac (Gen

24:58). Throughout Genesis 24, the biblical authors affirm that Rebekah’s destiny aligns with her

character traits. Abraham’s servant repeatedly finds signs that she is the woman intended by God

for Isaac.

Rebekah stands out among biblical women, and even among biblical men, as a figure

who advances the storyline and shapes critical decisions in her life. Sarah directs banishing

Hagar, but the most defining event in Sarah’s life, arguably the Akedah, happens to her without

her involvement. Rebekah’s own actions qualify her to marry Isaac; Rebekah chooses to leave

her home to marry; Rebekah initiates conversation with God when she needs clarity about her

pregnancy and role; Rebekah directs the future of her family in positioning Jacob to receive

Isaac’s blessing. Other biblical figures receive direct instructions from God; Rebekah must

interpret God’s oracle and carve her own path based on her intuition and understanding of God’s

will. This independence and inner strength defines Rebekah’s character.
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Rebekah’s significance transcends her role as an independent figure who advances the

storyline of her family. The biblical authors draw out several examples of Rebekah using her

intuition, spirituality, or connection with God to inform her actions. Rebekah can seemingly read

through the lines of God’s oracle to shape the destiny of her family (Gen 25:23). She knew when

to call to God to receive the information she would need to support herself through the

pregnancy and then later in her sons’ lives. The authors of the Targum and Genesis Rabbah push

back against Rebekah’s direct connection with God by inserting intermediaries. Their pushback

suggests that they, too, saw Rebekah’s connection with God and needed to work creatively to

explain it away. If her connection with God was not so forthright in the biblical text, they would

not have needed to respond to it in the way these sources do over the centuries. Rebekah has

other moments of hearing the unspoken. In Genesis 27:42, Esau’s words, uttered only in his

heart, make their way to Rebekah. The text does not indicate how Rebekah became aware of this

information, but I understand this as another example of Rebekah being in tune to God’s voice.

She often repeats to Jacob the phrase בקולישמע “listen to my voice” (Gen 27:8, 27:13, 27:43)

echoing the theme that she understands the power of messages transmitted by people and by

God. Rebekah, ever in tune to what can transpire inside her own womb, also models a listening

ear to the divine.
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