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Introduction

Interactions with families, friends, and colleagues are static. The purpose of the
meeting, the mood of a person, or the motivation behind the encounter influence the nature
of each interaction. The accumulation of these interactions over time leads to the
development of a relationship. A bad interaction can be tempered by the hope that the next
will be better, and a joyous time leads to hopes for future reunions. Just as we experience
good times and bad times with those in our own lives, biblical characters also have variable
reactions to one another. As Alter writes;

Bible brings us into an inner zone of complex knowledge, divine intentions
and the strong but sometimes confusing threads that bind the two...What it
is like...to be a human being with a divided consciousness- intermittently
loving your brother but hating him even more.!

Using the stories of Jacob, Rachel, and Leah as the starting point, the goal of this
thesis is to analyze the intricacies of their relations with one another, and use their
relationship as a standard to look at relationships in two other biblical stories, the story of
Hannah (1 Samuel 1-2) and the story of Ruth (Ruth 1-4). The thesis is composed of four
main sections. The research for each section is based on a combination of biblical text
comparisons, concordance work, books and journals.

The first section traces the timeline of the relationships that develops between each
pair in the triangle of Jacob, Rachel, and Leah, as well as among the three as a whole unit.
There are certain events in Jacob’s early life, before he meets Rachel and Leah, that
influence his interactions with the sisters.

It is important to focus on the events of Jacob's early life that center around the
sibling rivalry he has with his brother Esau, and the role his parents have in promoting this
rivalry. In addition Jacob’s vow at Bethel and the bargaining nature of Jacob’s interaction
with God reemphasizes Jacob’s concern with his own interests above all else.

When Jacob arrives in Haran, the focus of the thesis shifts from Jacob alone to how
Jacob’s relationship develops with each of his uncle Laban’s daughters, Rachel and Leah.

The interaction between Jacob and Rachel at the well seems a clear indicator they will

1 Robert Alter, The Art of Biblical Narrative (New York: Basic Books, 1981) 176.
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marry. Their marriage does not proceed as expected because Laban puts Leah in Rachel’s
place on the wedding night. So also examined is Jacob’s reaction to the deceptive origins
of his marriage to Leah that end up haunting Leah for her entire life with Jacob. After this
first wedding, Jacob must agree to work for Rachel as well. Jacob’s marriage to these
sisters regenerates the issue of sibling rivalry in the Genesis text. This sibling rivalry
centers around two major issues, Jacob’s love for Rachel over Leah, and Rachel’s inability
to bear children. Laban'’s deceptive actions influence the relationship for good, by uniting
the three against Laban, and for bad, by depriving his daughters and son-in-law of what is
rightly theirs and by using Leah as a pawn in his deception.

Jacob’s reunification with his own brother Esau accentuates the inability for Rachel
and Leah to reconcile themselves. Other events, such as the rape of Leah’s daughter and
the death of Rachel in childbirth also reemphasize the themes of rivalry related to family
size and favoritism that permeate this relationship.

In the second section, the story of Hannah is the focus, with the themes of the
Jacob, Rachel, and Leah relationship as the lens for this examination. The two main issues
that connect the story of Hannah to this story in Genesis are Hannah and her rival co-wife
Peninnah, and Hannah'’s barrenness. Both these issues and how they develop in the
Hannah story inspire both strong connections as well as great differences with the other
characters lives, particularly Rachel’s.

The relationship between Peninnah and Elkanah, Hannah’s husband, also serves as
a gauge against which to compare the relationship between Leah and Jacob. Elkanah’s fair
treatment of Peninnah further highlights Jacob’s inability to treat Leah, and later her
children, fairly. The thesis also examines reaction of Hannah to the birth of her son,
articulated in the Song of Hannah. The vengeful tone of this song, along with Rachel’s
reaction to the birth of her child, show that the once barren woman who eventually bears
still harbors great resentment for those whom she once envied.

The third section is an analysis of the book of Ruth in light of the Jacob, Rachel,
and Leah relationship. The betrothal between Ruth and Boaz occupies a large part of the
Ruth story, and there are comparable elements of Ruth’s betrothal to the betrothal and

marriage in the Jacob story. Like Jacob, Boaz is to some degree tricked into a marriage.
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The thesis compares the reactions of Jacob and Boaz who find themselves in such a

situation and how this reaction affects the course of the relationship with the woman they
have been tricked into marrying. Also central to the story is the care Naomi and Ruth show
towards one another. This care is so great it motivates each woman to act to ensure the
other’s survival and even growth. This chapter is also an opportunity to look at the both
stories and their connection to the actions of Tamar and of Lot’s daughters. The characters’
reaction to recurring situations in the different stories are important for what their actions
tell us about the ability of a biblical character, particularly a woman, to change her situation
for the better.

Finally, in the fourth section, one issue in all three biblical stories is examined, how
the biblical characters use the naming of their children to express their intentions. A man
only names one child‘ among these three stories, so the chapter mainly focuses on naming
as a vehicle for women’s expression. For some women, particularly Leah, naming seems
to be the only place to express perspectives on the relationships they are part of. Also
examined are the other types of naming that take place, as with Naomi’s renaming of
herself in the book of Ruth.

The conclusion compares the development of the relationships as a whole and asks
why some of these biblical relationships show the growth of the characters in their ability to
care for one another, while other relationships only grow more tortured as time goes on.
The conclusion also provides an opportunity to speculate why characters find themselves in
situations that improve or deteriorate over time, including the examination of the focus of
each characters concern.

This thesis was an opportunity to study biblical texts and their modern
commentators. The power contained in the biblical refationships is evident not only in the
Bible, but in our own lives. The influences and interests that effect these relationships are
reflected in the relationships we create and develop daily. And like our own relationships,
the biblical relationships contain both great joys and great sorrows. Examining these
relationships is a chance to see what lessons permeate these stories and what should both
we and the biblical characters do with them. I am comforted in the notion that the last story

examined for this thesis, the story of Ruth, takes the recurring themes and scenarios
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examined in this thesis and ends a message of both caring concem for the individuals and

great hopes for the future of the Jewish people.

4.
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Chapter 1
In this chapter, the relationships that exist among Jacob, Rachel, and Leah are

analyzed and the analysis of these relationships is used to look at other biblical texts.
Before beginning, the question must be asked if this relationship is even worth analyzing.
For if the main goal of this Jacob narrative is to trace the twelve tribes to one father and

contribute to, “the history of the tradition which helped unify Israel...”2, this could be
easily done without going into the nuances of the utterings, behaviors and views of the
characters who create the twelve sons, particularly Rachel and Leah.3 All that needs to be
established is that the children of Rachel, Leah, Bilhah, and Zilpah all share one father.
But the writers of the text find that the “very tense drama about the two wives of Jacob™4
an important story to share in its own right and the detailed relationship between Jacob,
Rachel , and Leah grants the reader permission to examine its nature more closely.S

This story offers insight on the nature of love,$ the difficulty of family relationships
and how they affect individuals, deceptions, the “suffering of women due to their ability to
have children,”? and “the truth of God’s work in history and of Israel’s hopes and
failings.”8 It is desirable to know and expect that the Biblical text would offer more than
basic information and this story is worthy of its own development for there are lessons to
be learned from the relationships that unfold.9 Recurring Hebrew roots, descriptive

words, dialogue, and narration all aid in the exploration of these relationships.

The timeline of events that make up the interactions among Jacob, Rachel, and Leah

show the development of the different relationships. Jacob’s association with each of the

2 Mary Callaway, Sing. O Barren One: A Study in Comparative Midrash (Atlanta:
Scholars Press, 1986) 23.

3 Callaway 23.
4 Callaway 26.
5 Callaway 26.
6 Callaway 26

7 Sharon Pace Jeansonne, The Women of Genesis: From Sarah to Potiphar's Wife
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1990) 70.

8 Robert Alter, Genesis: Translation and Commentary (New York: W.W. Norton &
Company, Inc., 1996) 46.

9 Alter,ﬁmm%
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sisters individually, together, and the sisters’ relationship with one another are all important
parts of this timeline. A study of these interactions and the unfolding events that illustrate
these characters’ lives introduce and develop certain ideas, some recurring, some unique,
and allows the reader to reflect on the status of the relationship.

For example, fighting siblings is one of the most frequent themes of the Jacob
story. Jacob’s own tension with his brother Esau is not just a factor that affects his
relationship with his brother. The tension that infuses the early relationship between Jacob
and Esau reappears with the introduction of the sisters, Rachel and Leah, and then once
again with Jacob’s children. Although there have been sibling rivalries before, in the Jacob
story, each set of siblings is given multiple opportunities to both articulate their attitude
towards the rivalry along with the texts’ description of it.

Sibling rivalry is not the only way the nature of the different relationships are
expressed. Other issues raised in the text include familial relations, characters forming
complementary pairs, barrenness and the responses to it, dueling co-wives, and the power
of women to name children . The power of these different ideas are gauged in a variety of
ways, including Hebrew word usage, reference to other biblical events, characters’ reaction
to one another, the representation of themselves, and what the text chooses to reveal or veil
about each character.

A timeline is the an appropriate way to examine the development and portrayal of
the different issues because how Jacob, Rachel, and Leah deal with these different issues
over the course of the relationship, and how they highlight the reality of the relationship at
different points along its timeline helps to clarify intended themes. Furthermore, because
the reader is restricted in an analysis of the relationship by what the narrator chooses to

report, examination in the form of a timeline leads the reader on a “process of discovery”10
that the nature of the relationship between Jacob, Rachel , and Leah is not a consistent one.

The development of biblical characters is a “dynamic process” 11 and the “unique

combination of features™ 12 that make up the participants in a relationship cause both stable

10 Meir Stemberg, | he Poel] Narrati deolosi

of Reading (Bloommgton Indlana Umversnty Press, 1987) 329,
11 Sternberg 346.

12 Sternberg 347.
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and fluctuating elements in the relationship. For example, it is clear that Rachel is loved by
Jacob over the course of their relationship, even after her death. Specifically, this love is
manifested in Jacob’s attitude towards her sons that he favors. At the same time, Jacob still
reprimands Rachel along the course of their relationship, when Rachel chooses to come to
him regarding her concern for having children (Genesis 30:2). This is much like
reiationships in our own lives. We may be angry at a spouse or a friend over a specific act,
but we still have undying love for them over time.

Because Jacob is the only character among the three that moves from one family,
his own, to another, Rachel’s and Leah’s, it is useful to examine what issues are raised in
the context of his own family that follow him to the family he marries into. Jacob’s life
experiences before meeting the sisters are in his role as part of a sibling relationship, a
parent/child relationship, and in a relationship with God .

Jacob’s relationship with Esau affects a large part of our understanding of Jacob
when he joins Laban’s family. Although they are twins, the text makes it clear that Jacob
and Esau are very different. Esau is described as "8 ¥1* &*R, “a skillful hunter,” while
Jacob is described as D &N, “a mild man” (25:27). Along with the descriptive
differences, portrayals of their interactions also highlight their differences that foreshadow
the tensions Jacob will both encounter and encourage in his next family. Two encounters
that provide insight to these differences are the interaction between these brothers in
Rebekah’s womb (25:21), and the encounter just before they will separate and end the
relationship of the first part of their life (27:41).

The first verb used to portray the interaction between the brothers is 183" in
25:22. As a root Y2 can describe one person doing something to another or a
confrontation where one is stronger, one is weaker, or one wins and one loses. In Amos
4:1, the act of struggling is done by a weaker group against a stronger power. Although
the struggle of someone physically strong versus someone physically weak seems a clear
parallel for the outdoorsy Esau and the milder Jacob, this is not the only possible
characterization of the relationship suggested by the use of this verb. For as the events

unfold it will become apparent that although Esau may be physically strong, he is weak in




power. Jacob’s victory over Esau in his ability to acquire the birthright from Esau and the
blessing of the firstborn from his father show that one who is physically weaker can
overcome once who is physically stronger. This type of struggle and victory is reflected in
Judges 9:53 , a specific case of one who would appear physically weaker, a woman, who
literalty crushes, PR , “she crushed,”Abimelech’s, the local monarch, head.

But no winner of this struggle between brothers is declared and so the physical
nature of the struggle is less important than the meaning that lies behind their struggle. For
the struggle may represent each brother’s personal struggle, as Jacob’s relationship with
Esau goes as far to suggest that these biblical siblings may even signify the internal
struggling of a single entity, each brother completed only by what the other has.13 This

idea of siblings struggling with each other while at the same time completing each other’s
inadequacies will reappear with Rachel and Leah. Both sets of siblings exhibit

characteristics of a pattern that reoccurs with biblical siblings who are,

bound tightly together...so much so that no single member of a given pair is
a full personality in [their] own right but just a psychological
segment...[V]iewed together, as parts of one single entity, they might
constitute a satisfactory image of one person.14

And although Jacob’s own personality is fully developed in its own right, the
significance of meeting Rachel, who comes to him while doing work as a shepherd, may
also provide Jacob with the half he needs once his relationship with Esau is severed. For
Esau is the one who works with animals while Jacob stays home. (While later Jacob
becomes a shepherd, this is not what he did originally, for the text of 25:27 says he stayed
home.) Rachel too works with animals , as the reader is informed of Rachel’s arrival with
the sheep even before Jacob sees her (29:9-10). She, in this way, becomes the
complementary fit to Jacob, and replaces Esau by exhibiting a similar skill. Leah will

serve no such role.15

13 Norman J. Cohen, Self, Struggle & Change (Woodstock, Vt:.: Jewish Lights
Publishing, 1995) 102.

14 Athalya Brenner, ed., The Feminist Companion to Genesis (Sheffield: Sheffield
Academic Press, 1993) 207.

15 Brenner 206.
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Like the portrayal of the brothers’ first interaction in the womb, the portrayal of
their last interaction in their early relationship is also significant for the emotions and
attitudes it conveys. When Esau discovers that Jacob has stolen Isaac’s blessing (27:41),
Esau is said to hate Jacob, (QB®) QB&™., “he hated.” In Job 30:21, the same root is
used to expresses the harshness of God’s hand against Job and in Proverb 55:4 to
demonstrate the wrath against someone being pursued. This root expresses an extreme
emotional response on Esau’s part, elicited by Jacob’s behavior. The root is also brought
up in relation to Joseph. In Genesis 50:51, the brothers think Joseph will hate them and
treat them like they treated him, using this root. But Joseph does not have the capacity to
hate his brothers in this way. Both Jacob and Joseph do not hate to this degree but find
themselves hated by others. Jacob will, throughout his life, elicit such extreme reactions
from those around him -- starting with his brother and moving to his wives and father-in-
law. '

The bookends of struggle that bracket this relationship between Jacob and Esau are
also notable because the struggle eventually ends and in Genesis 33:4, the brothers
reconcile. But the family Jacob flees to in order to escape these early struggles with Esau,
will be affected by Jacob’s presence and the struggles Jacob elicits in this new family. He
will cause tension and struggle in this new setting, both between the set of siblings he
encounters, Rachel and Leah, and then among his own children. The text details the
reconciliation between Jacob and Esau in Genesis , but there is a never a portrayal of a
reconciliation between Rachel and Leah from the tensions Jacob causes.

Another early relationship in Jacob’s life also serves to raise and foreshadow
issues. Jacob’s inability to express love to more than one wife, Rachel, and more than one
child, Joseph, may be traced to the actions of Jacob’s own parents, Rebekah and Isaac. If
the text clarifies that each parent, Isaac and Rebekah, loved one child (25:28) it can be
inferred that the other child was at the very least not loved as much as the first by the other
parent. And Rebekah acts aione in order to aid one child and trick her husband at the same
time. This shows Rebekah prioritizes helping her favored child over demonstrating




honesty in the relationship with her husband.16 The sentiment of favoritism that is clearly

demonstrated by Jacob’s own parents effects not only those who are favored but also those
who are not favored. Much of the Jacob, and later Joseph stories, detail the attempts of
those who are less beloved to either gain Jacob’s love, as in Leah’s case, or the attempts to
override the affects of Jacob’s own favoritism, as the brothers’ violent actions against
Joseph demonstrate.

In addition to favoritism, Rebekah serves as a model of deception for her son
Jacob. Rebekah is the one who encourages Jacob to trick his father in order to attain
Issac’s blessing in Genesis 27. Jacob will later encounter deception from Rebekah’s own
brother in Genesis 29, but Laban’s deception takes advantage of Jacob. The deception
inspired by Rebekah ends Jacob’s early relationship with his brother and the deception
done by Laban dictates the nature of Jacob’s entire relationship with Rachel and Leah.
Laban’s deception of Jacob’s also highlights that whatever ability Jacob and Rebekah have
had to change the nature of inheritance in a family, their early success does not given them
free reign over future events. Rebekah tells Jacob that he will only need to be with Laban
for a few days (27:44) and suggests that he will find refuge there (27:45). But, Jacob
neither goes for a few days nor does he find that Laban’s treatment of him reflects what
would be expected by a family member.

The echoes of the events of Jacob’s early family life: his struggles with his brother;
the favoritism he is a victim of;; the trickery that takes place twice (even three times if one
counts Isaac calling Rebekah his sister and not his wife in Genesis 26:7); and Jacob’s
taking away of the rights of the firstborn Esau; will follow him to Laban’s family.

In addition to the events that shaped Jacob’s early family life, Jacob’s encounter
with God in the vow at Bethel (28:10-22) offers insight to the characteristics Jacob
exhibits when alone and what essence of these characteristics he will bring to the
relationship with Rachel and Leah. In this passage, God is revealed to Jacob through a
dream of angels ascending and descending a ladder going up into the sky. In the dream,

God promises Jacob many descendants and protection on his way. In order to

16 Alice Bach, Women, Seduction, and Betrayal jn Biblical Narrative (Cambridge:
Cambndge University Press, 1997) 142.




acknowledge the revelation that has taken place, Jacob sets up a pillar of stones at the site
and makes a vow to God.!7 These events bridge the time transition from one family to
another and “integrate the components of the Jacob/Esau and Jacob/Laban cycles” while
also establishing Jacob's relationship with God.18 And although this scene serves to
establish, “God’s assistance and presence on the journey, determining the story of Jacob’s
life and the history of the people of Israel,” the nature of Jacob’s vow (28:20-22) provides
specific, and mostly negative, insights to Jacob’s character and methods that will reappear
in his time with Laban’s family.19 For the beginning of Jacob’s carefully worded vow in
Genesis 28:20 begins with the phrase “If God remains with me.” This vow that Jacob
offers, like the soup he offered to his brother Esau, is conditional.

Furthermore, the content of the vow is a request for personal safety and the demand
for basic necessities like food, clothing, and shelter (28:20-21). Jacob, worried about his
security, “could hardly ask the deity to swear ...so he cunningly bound him to his word by
means of a vow.”20 Even God does not escape Jacob’s careful wording that assures, as
always, the best for Jacob. Jacob's concern with personal satisfaction is reflected in this
vow and will be reflected in a life where he never ensures the proper emotional protection
of his wife and children.

The experience of Jacob with his own family, with God, and by himself that are
portrayed in Genesis 25-28 serve as the backdrop for the relationships Jacob is about to
enter. Jacob is entering a new situation, both because he needs to flee from his family and
because he has received a hopeful promise from God that assures numerous descendants
(28:14) and God’s protection (28:15). The time is right for Jacob to begin anew and the
encounter with Rachel by the well is the initial setting for the next part of Jacob’s life. The
meeting with Rachel unfolds in a clear pattern of a betrothal type- scene.21

17 Olam HaTanakh: Bereishit (Tel Aviv: Revivim, 1982) 171.

18 Tony W.Cartledge, Vows in the Hebrew Bible and the Ancient Near East (Sheffield:
Sheffield Academlc Press, 1992) 166.

19 Claus Westermann, Genesis 12-36: A Commentary (Minneapolis: Augsburg
Publishing House, 1981) 460.

20 Cartledge 169.
21 Alter, The Art of Biblical Narrative 51.
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The betrothal type-scene...takes[s] place with the future bridegroom, or his
surrogate, having journeyed to a foreign land. There he encounters a
girl...Someone, either the man or the girl, then draws water from the well;
afterward, the girl...rush[es] home to bring news of the strangers arrival
(the verbs ‘hurry’ and ‘run’ are given recurrent emphasis at this junction of
the type-scene); finally, a betrothal is concluded between the stranger and
the girl, in the majority of instances, only after he has been invited to a

meal.22

This meeting at the well in Genesis 29 is parallel to Genesis 24 and Exodus 2, which are
scenes that have marriage as a goal.23  Also in this scene, “true to an ageless pattern, the
prospective suitor is inspired to a display of superhuman prowess at the very first site of
Rachel.”24

Because Jacob has not been portrayed with great physical abilities, his love for
Rachel seems so extraordinary that suddenly he has the ability to move boulders it would
normally take several men to move (Genesis 29:8). “[TThis is the only instance in which
Jacob is granted superhuman power in his service of love.”25

After Jacob displays this strength he kisses Rachel (29:11), a dramatic action that
marks the beginning of their relationship. This kiss reflects the dramatic response of
Rebekah, upon seeing Isaac, of falling off the camel in Genesis 24:64. There is some
power in the moment, all as part of the betrothal type scene, that lets the reader know this
couple will have a future together. As far as Jacob knows, this is Laban’s only daughter
and he is excited at the prospect of meeting her.26 The kiss and the verb P19, “to kiss”
may already be alluded to the verse before (29:10) with the pun played out between the
verb D215, “to water ” and to kiss. The two roots are also linked in Song of Songs
(Song of Songs 8:1.2), where the narrator wants to kiss the object of their affection and

offer them wine to drink .27 But the kiss that takes place by well and water that normally

22 Alter, The Art of Biblical Narrative 52.
23 Olam HaTanakh; Bereishit 176.
;4235 A. Speiser, Anchor Bible: Genesis (Garden City: Doubleday & Co. Inc., 1985)

25 Westermann 465,
26 Jeansonne 72.

27 Alter, Genesis 152.
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bring life and sustenance, will not signify that for Rachel. “[T}his pastoral scene [also}

suggests fertility ...[and] it is ironic that Rache] will struggle for many years”28 before
having children, an issue that will obsess Rachel for much of her life with Jacob. The
sheep Rachel waters also allude to the success Jacob himself will have as a shepherd, “...in
spite of the unfair circumstances that Laban creates.”29

The kiss itself is surprising because it seems a bold move for Jacob to make when
he has not even identified himself as related to Rachel at this point (Genesis 29:11). For
this reason, this kiss could be seen as much as a kiss of love at first sight between a man
and a woman, rather than the kiss of a kinsman that Laban gives Jacob in Genesis 29:13.
Beyond allowing herself to be kissed by a man who only identifies himself after the kiss
has taken place, little else is revealed about Rachel.30 The text just indicates that she
watches her father’s sheep and that she finds Jacob’s arrival exciting enough to run home
for, a characteristic of a betrothal type-scene.3!

But Jacob’s response to Rachel’s presence provides greater insight to the potential
relationship about to begin and this meeting as compared to other events in his life. For
Jacob’s action, described as &3, “drawing near” (29:10) upon first sight of Rachel stands
in stark contrast to Jacob’s first encounter with his own brother Esau, an encounter of
struggle. This drawing near also differs greatly from the the drawing near Jacob did to his
father in order to trick him into blessing him as Esau (27:22). This first &3 of 27:22 sets
into motion the events of Jacob’s life. The encounter with Rachel represents the first time
Jacob is portrayed in the text as interacting with someone out of spontaneous joy without
other intentions. This unadulterated emotion will be reflected in the lives of Jacob’s sons,
when Judah will need to draw near (same root) to Joseph, in order to save Jacob’s favored
son and in a way Jacob’s life (44:18). The earnest nature of Jacob’s response to Rachel is
also shown in the cry he lets out after Jacob kisses Rachel (29:11).

28 Jeansonne 71.

29 Jeansonne 71.

30 Speiser 223. He says this may have not been so unusual because “women were subject
to fewer formal restraints” in that area.

31 Alter, Gepesis 153.
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This reaction of <12 TP MR K™, “ he raised his voice and cried,” is the same
reaction Esau had upon discovering that Jacob had stolen his blessing (27:38). But while
Esau cries because he has lost what is rightfully his, Jacob cries out of relief of getting
away with what is rightfully Esau’s. The relief Jacob expresses in this cry by the well, and
the welcoming response he gets as Laban’s kinsman, will be only temporary. Rachel, the
one whose presence elicits his kiss and his cry, will soon be taken away from him.
Ironically, in the well scene Jacob displays, for the first time, the ability to act without guile
and honestly engage with others. He has the capacity to love, as in his initial reaction to
Rachel and the strength he finds in their meeting. These changes bring a more complex
Jacob to the reader’s attention, one that does not only deceive others, but is even engaged
by others. The combination of the typical betrothal type-scene elements along with a Jacob
who has revealed a more complex, and even positive side would lead the reader to believe
that Jacob will soon marry his cousin Rachel.32

With the progression of the relationship between Jacob and Rachel, the reader sees
that nothing comes to them easily. Obstacles are put in the way of their marriage including
their ability to conceive, and eventually their ability to live a long life together. As the
examination of the relationship between chob and Rachel will show, while Jacob is more
frustrated with the obstacles that initially prevent their marriage, Rachel is solely concerned
with the obstacles to conception (30:1, 30:14, 30:24). The expected outcome of this scene
and all these elements serve as a “...supple instrument of characterization and

foreshadowing,”33 and a forum to convey that the early nuances of the Jacob-Rachel
relationship will be affected by an outside force.34

The reason that this betrothal type-scene will not run as smoothly as the similar
scenes of Genesis 24 and Exodus 2 is mainly because of the actions of Laban. While the
influence of Jacob’s parents and the interactions with his brother are clearly alluded to in
his relationship with Rachel] and Leah, it will be Laban who has the greatest affect on the
relationships, because he will pit sister against sister. Laban, in an act of deceit, will

32 Speiser 223.

33 Alter, The Art of Biblical Namative 56.

34 Alter, The Art of Biblical Narrative 56.
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change the expected outcome of the betrothal type-scene by introducing a new tension,
Rachel’s sister, Leah, whose introduction leaves long lasting affects on Jacob’s life.35 So

this betrothal scene will not run as smoothly as those in Genesis 24 and Exodus 2 and
initially Jacob doesn’t even get betrothed to the one he meets in the betrothal scene.

Rachel’s father, Laban, is the one who changes the course of events to both create a
new relationship, between Jacob and Leah, and threaten an independently established one,
between Jacob and Rachel. For this reason, it is important to examine the course of
Laban’s own early actions before he has met Jacob. For once Jacob and Rachel have met
by the well, the narrative moves to Rachel’s return home and in this second visit to Laban’s
house that happens in Genesis, there are allusions to the scene of Laban’s sister, Rebekah,
being visited by Eliezer, who has the intent of finding Isaac a bride. Laban takes a vocal
role in the negotiations for his sister’s betrothal and the nature of his actions in this first
scene will be played out in the negotiations for his own daughters.

We get a concise, devastating characterization of Laban - seeing the nose-
ring and the bracelets on his sister’s arm, he said ‘Come in, O blessed of the
Lord’ (Genesis 24:30-31) - because his canny grasping nature will be
important when a generation later Jacob comes back to Aram-Naharaim to
find his bride at a nearby rural well.36

It is this characterization of Laban that shows a man concerned with his own benefit.

Laban’s actions and the description of his household point out anomalies that may
have affected his character. Rebekah, in her betrothal-type scene, is described as going to
her “mother’s household”. And it is Rebekah's mother and brother who seem to have
more say about the conditions of Rebekah’s marriage than the father, Bethuel. For it is the
mother and brother who ask that Rebekah remain another ten days (24:55). So Laban, asa
brother with power, will exert that much more power as a parent. Later, when it is time for
Laban’s own daughter to be married, he will not ask for his daughter’s consent as

Rebekah’s was asked.37 Laban’s intent to trick may be indicated from this point, for if he

35 Westermann 463.

36 Alter, The Ast of Biblical Narrative 53.

37 Raphael Patai, Sex and Family in the Bible and the Middle East (Garden City:
Doubleday & Co. Inc., 1959) 53-54. .
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were to ask his daughters’ permission, the daughters would be aware of the deception he
has planned for the wedding night. By prioritizing his benefit over the fair treatment of his
nephew, Laban’s wedding night switch may have benefited him, but its results plagued the
lives of Jacob, Rachel, and Leah.

Yet the initial interaction between Jacob and Laban does not foretell Laban’s selfish
intentions. Like Rachel, Laban runs in reaction to Jacob’s arrival (29:13). They also
embrace and kiss and then Laban says, MR &2 O3V, “You are my bone and my
flesh” (29:14). This statement suggests a certain attitude that L.aban will never
demonstrate. For “bone and flesh” is intended to portray the power of the family
relationship. It is used literally with Eve created from Adam’s bone and flesh and it is the
reason Abimelech uses in Judges 9:3 to convince his mother’s brothers to support his
actions. But as we already know from the relationship between Jacob and Esau, being
one’s brother, one’s “bone and flesh”, does not guarantee fair treatment . And Laban, even
though he identities Jacob as his bone and flesh, he will not be stopped from cheating him,
in spite of this close relation. Ironically Laban will ensure sadness in the relationships of
his own W21 XY, his daughters, by creating a situation where two sisters end up
marrying the same man. The fater prohibition of such a union (Leviticus 18:18) only
highlights L.aban’s intentions behind the marriage of two daughters to one husband lie
solely in his own interests.

Laban’s scemingly warm welcome is enhanced by Genesis 29:19. Laban’s states,
TR RS MR PR 99 FIDR DN 2%, “Itis better that I give her to you, than that I

should give her to another man.” But Laban’s attitude has an ironic twinge to it. For when
it is actually time for the wedding between Jacob and Rachel, after Jacob has served seven
years for her (29:20), Laban tricks Jacob. Instead of bringing his daughter Rachel to
Jacob’s tent, he brings Leah (Genesis 29:23).38 By bringing Leah into Jacob’s tent,
Laban has created a new relationship, that of marriage between Jacob and Leah. Because
the origin of this relationship is based in deception, Leah will have to spend her entire life

searching for Jacob’s love, a love that was nowhere in the origins of this relationship.

38 Olam HaTanakh: Bereishit 177.
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Laban’s actions have a multi-faceted affect on the future of his daughters and son-
in-law. By initially denying Jacob the opportunity to marry Rachel, Laban does open up
the possibility of her being married to another man. The implication of this statement is that
it would be beneficial for Jacob to marry Rachel and this was often true. Normally cousin
marriage seems preferred , “for such a marriage had something to do with the endeavor to
preserve property within the family.”39 Laban will eventually alienate his nephew (31:2),
and his own daughters from the family (31:14). In doing so he demonstrates an attitude
that the normally understood benefit of cousin marriage is not enough motivation for him to
maintain good relationships among his daughter and nephew. The negative affect Laban’s
actions have had on their own lives will later lead Rachel and Leah to regard themselves as
outsiders in Laban’s eyes. And by putting Leah in Rachel’s place because of the law of his
land where, TTT'2271 37 FTYYSN NNT BLMAI 1D NP KT, “It must not be so
done in our country, to give the younger before the firstborn,” Laban has made an indelible
mark on the relationship (29:26). Laban effects his danghters to such a great degree by
prioritizing profit over family and that he will eventually alienate his daughters and son-in-
law. The only time Jacob, Rachel, and Leah appear to give a united front in this
relationship is when they flee from Laban in Chapter 31. Laban tricks the person who he
had once identified as his flesh and bone (29:14), puts his daughters in a competitive
situation, and he guarantees that his daughter Leah will never be loved, for her presence
reminds Jacob of the deception at Laban’s hands he experiences.

Up until there have been no great consequences for the blessing Jacob stole from
Esau. Since the deception of Esau he has been assured a promising future by God; met a
woman whom he he loves; and found refuge from Esau’s death threat. So Laban’s
response to Jacob, that explains Laban’s switch, is the first time that commentary is made
about Jacob’s deception of Isaac (Genesis 27).40 “Jacob becomes the victim of
symmetrical poetic justice...by having Leah passed off on him as Rachel, and rebuked in

the morning by the deceiver, his father -in-law, Laban.”41 This statement after the switch

39 Patai 27.
40 Qlam HaTanakh: Bereishit 177.

41 Alter, The Art of Biblical Narrative 45.
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is made lets Laban declare that although Jacob had been able to upset the proper balance in
his land, it would not happen in Laban’s “place” (29:26).

Because of these events, Laban and Jacob will become less familial; the established
relationship of love and the intention of marriage between Jacob and Rachel will be
obstructed; and a non-existent relationship between Jacob and Leah will now become one
of marriage. Westermann writes that this wedding narrative, “is so close to the reality that
what one experiences what narration intends to be and can in fact be. Only what is
absolutely necessary is said, but what is unsaid speaks with such force...”42 So the stated
and unstated of the wedding scene is also worthwhile in offering further insight to the
relationship.

Up until this point, only Jacob and Laban discuss the details related to Jacob’s
service to Laban in return of acquiring Rachel for his wife. The two daughters who will
be affected by this marriage, Rachel, who has already been introduced, and Leah, who is
introduced as the older sister in the midst of the dialogue between Jacob and Laban (29:16),
have no dialogue in the scene. What is contained in the text at the point of the marriage
discussion is a descriptive phrase about each daughter that is noted in Genesis 29:17,
IR DEM WD PP AN S 0N 1IRG WY, “Leah’s eyes were weak and Rachel
was beautiful and well-favored.”

This comparison of the daughters is so important that it is inserted right in the
middle of the dialogue between Laban and Jacob. These names and descriptions
“foreshadow... the interconnectedness that will be forced upon them by theirs father’s plot

to trick Jacob.”43 The importance of such detail is noted particularly because of the
infrequent use of descriptive detail in the Bible. When it is used, it can serve as a signpost
for “consequences, immediate or eventual in plot or theme.”44 Just as comparisons of
Esau and Jacob serve to highlight the differences that led to the tension between them, these

characteristics clarify that Rachel and Leah too, are very different and these differences will
affect how they are treated by, and react to, Jacob the husband they share.

42 Westermann 467.
43 Jeansonne 72.

44 Alter, The Art of Biblical Narrative 180.
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The sisters are given “animal” names and the names of animals given to people can

serve as “an excellent metaphor for resident aliens and other categories of persons who are
neither complete insiders nor total outsiders.”45 Leah means “cow” and Rachel “ewe,” two
animals associated with fertility. Leah will live up to the fertility expressed in the name, but
for Rachel, the name is ironic.46 Moreover Jacob, who has been given “[b]lessings of
fruitfulness” in Genesis 28:13-15, then meets and intends to only marry Rachel, the one

who is barren.47 “The namrative withholds information on the role Leah will play in

Laban’s plan, indeed the narrator does not record any reaction to Leah on Jacob’s part™48
except for clarifying that she is the older sister which may indicate an awareness of the age
issue for “Laban’s place” and the need to marry the older sister before the younger
(29:26).4° But both the text and Jacob will be clear about whom Jacob intends to serve
Laban for by sayin g'to him, “Rachel your younger daughter.” By articulating “younger”,
Jacob may even be acknowledging that he is aware of the “customs” of Laban’s place.
Therefore, he is very clear about who he loves and who he is working for, by specifying
the younger. In this, he also acknowledges the existence of a sister who is older.50 But
Jacob clearly desires the younger for his wife.

At the point when the text names Laban’s two daughters it is also specific about the
difference in description between the daughters (29:16-17). Leah is described with “3'

M27, “weak eyes.” The root 0 is used in Genesis 33:13 in describing the children of
Jacob at the reunification with Esau; and is paired with "1¥3 in 1 Chronicles 29:1 and 1
Chronicles 22:5. Like the children described with 17, Leah is in need of protection.

Although Leah is the older sister who should be married first for the laws of Laban’s land
(29:26), because of the situation she will placed into with the marriage of Jacob, she will

45 Howard Eilberg-Schwartz, The Savage in Judaism (Bloomington: Indiana University
Press, 1990) 126.

46 Jeansonne 11.
47 Callaway 15.

48 Jeansonne 72.
49 Jeansonne 72.
-‘1"; Jeansonne 72.




never have power to change Jacob’s feeling for her. Leah will also find she is defenseless
in her ability to air her perspective on her relationship with Jacob, and she will have to
resort to using indirect methods, like the names she chooses for her children and in
confrontation with Rachel, to communicate her plight.

Jacob’s reaction to Leah’s presence indicates that the weak eyes of Genesis 29:17
are not just a physical feature but they represent Leah as a specific person, who will be
ignored by Jacob in their relationship. Her eyes are also weak for she is not easily seen.
The unfolding story will show that those related to her are also victims of her status that
makes her not easily seen. For example; in Genesis 34, her daughter’s rape elicits barely a
reaction from Jacob and he seems almost more upset about what his sons have done to the
townspeople than what has been done to his own daughter. And although Leah has so
many sons, once one of Rachel’s sons moves to Egypt, Joseph, the action moves with
him. |

As for Rachel, the events serving as part of the betrothal-type scene are an
indication of the intended future between her and Jacob. Further highlighting the attraction
is Jacob’s kiss. This kiss takes place before Rachel’s beauty is described, as opposed to
Rebekah’s case, where the reader is informed upon first sight of her beauty (Genesis
24:16). Because Rachel’s beauty is not initially discussed as it is with Rebekah, Rachel’s
beauty, where she is described as FIR™ DB™ WD DB, is “presented as a causal element
in Jacob’s special attachment to her and that, in turn, is fearfully entangled in t he
relationship of the two sisters with each other and in turn their competition for Jacob.”51

And yet Rachel’s looks are mentioned and the description connects her to other
significant biblical women like Tamar (2 Samuel 14:27) and Esther (Esther 2:7). Rachel’s
son Joseph will also be described as WRP B in 39:6. Here it describes one good-looking
enough to make a married woman become attracted to Joseph. Even though Rachel has
been set up as Jacob’s intended, her looks are still mentioned suggesting greater depth to
Jacob's desire to marry Rachel beyond that she was simply the first woman he came in

contact with after escaping.52

31 Alter, The Art of Biblical Namative 56.
48 Alter, The Art of Biblical Narrative 54.
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Just as the text is specific about the differences between the two daughters, Jacob is
specific about which daughter he intends to work for and how long. It is only Laban who
does not specify which “her” he understands as being discussed. Again, in Genesis 29:21

Jacob must clarify and keep track of the specifics when he reminds Laban that he has
fulfilled the length of seven years he agreed to.53 At this point the initial familial greeting
Laban gives Jacob is lost and the “Stay with me” (Genesis 29:19) that Laban declares is

not so much a warm, welcoming statement as a way of making the time of Jacob’s service
undefined, as the daughter is undefined (for Laban at least). Meanwhile, Jacob is
normally one of specifics. For example, when he dupes his father Jacob clearly states “I
am Esau, your firstborn™ (27:33). Later Jacob will need to know the specifics of the angel
he wrestles with in Genesis 32:20. Jacob also needs to direct his attention and love
towards specifics, first Rachel, then Joseph, a sharp contrast to Laban who is intentionally
vague when he can gain profit, as in this case. Remarkably, after the seven years, Jacob
does not mention the specific wife he wants. The text makes it clear that he was working
for Rachel (29:20), but now Jacob does not reiterate which wife he now wants in payment
for the seven years of service.

As the narrative moves to the wedding scene, many things seemingly established in
Genesis 29:1-21 will be mixed up. Rachel as the intended bride, Laban as a family
member offering security, and Leah as lacking any sort of connection to Jacob will all tarn
out to be ideas broken down by the next scene. The relationships that have been established
so far in Chapter 29 will be greatly affected. Laban makes the wedding feast for the men of
Haran but, as evening falls, Laban brings Leah into Jacob’s tent instead of Rachel. It is

only in the morning (29:25) that Jacob asks, “HM2Y T2 RO 9 ey e Mo

UAN NPT 1Y, “What is this that you have done to me? Did not I serve with you for
Rachel? Why then have you deceived me?”

Jacob only voices his complaint in the morning. The text plays out the confusion
created in the switch by the use of pronouns rather than names in verse 23, as in, 23"

IR R2M TSR I “he brought her to him and he came to her.” The reader is aware

53 Olam HaTanakh: Bereishit 177.
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of the switch but Jacob is not. The text needs to let the reader know that Jacob is surprised,
and to convey this information, “[t}he chronology has been so deformed as to align the
reader’s viewpoint and the process of discovery with Jacob...”54 Jacob is more surprised
that the woman in the tent is not Rachel, than any reaction to Leah specifically. Jacob’s
inability to have a satisfactory reaction to Leah begins here. Many times in the bible a
character discovers something new and in these “dramals] of discovery...none ends as
unenlightened as he began.” But in the discovery of Leah scene, the knowledge received
by Jacob is only about Laban’s character - it is not important for him to learn anything
about Leah. He asks “what is this”,) T 72, more concerned with the deception that has
been done to him than that he now has a wife.

The power of the switch is also significant for up until now, Jacob has been able to
control the action. He usurps the blessing of his older brother, he escapes Esau’s wrath,
he dictates the terms of a vow with God and he is able to, or so it seemed, to secure his
bride. But this control Jacob seems to have is an illusion

It is important that [eah, the firstborn daughter, is in the tent. Here the older has
been switched with the younger but the significance of this reversal and it as mirror image
of what he did to his brother Esau seems lost on Jacob. To Jacob, the only goal seems
only to acquire Rachel as a wife. Jacob, once again, is focused on the specifics. The
consequences of his actions and the presence of Leah should conjure up feelings about
what he did to Esau but, instead, he is only concerned with demanding why and he has
been deceived and then acquiring what is his. Like the wedding night switch, many

stories in the Jacob cycle are noteworthy as “ambiguous situation([s] where right and wrong

are not always simple..."55

. Further insight to Jacob's character is offered in 29:30, 27" 9r17 O 22 N2

DR O Yo MY 1Y 1Ay INSH S PR 83, “And he went in also to Rachel,

and he loved also Rachel more than Leah, and served with him yet seven other years.” For

54 Sternberg 243.
-'l’-';g.verett Fox, transl., The Five Books of Moses (New York: Schocken Books, 1995)
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if part of the intention of the wedding night trickery was for Jacob to see the consequences
of his actions with Esau and his inability, beyond a certain degree, to control to events of
his life, Jacob has not completely learned the lesson. This statement of verse 30 indicates
Jacob’s attitude towards what has transpired. If the switching of Rachel and Leah was the
repercussion that Jacob had to experience in order to receive a reprimand for what he has
done to Esau, Jacob is still somewhat of a victor because he has found the woman he
loves, Rachel. So all Leah is to Jacob is a reminder of his punishment, and partly for this
reason, Leah will continually complain about the lack of love in her relationship with
Jacob. Jacob, despite his punishment, still attains the most important thing to him at the
time - Rachel as as his wife. Why else would the one who shows he has the capacity to
cheat others, let himself be so easily cheated by Laban? He wants Rachel and will quell
that deceiving side of himself, at least for the time being, to acquire Rachel.

As if the descriptions of Rachel and Leah, along with Jacob’s reaction to being
married to each woman didn’t highlight the differences between Rachel and Leah enough,

other comparisons are made in Genesis 29:30-31. The text reads 9717 X Q3 271KM

TR%L |, “He loved Rachel more than Leah” (29:30), and 7IRT MU *2 M R™M
MY 217 ML AR PIDEY |, “God saw Leah was unloved and opened her womb, but
Rachel was barren” (29:31). Leah and Rachel are opposites. They are “two sisters married
to the same man. However they are not equals... [EJach has what the other lacks and none

is satisfied with her lot in spite of her own advantages in family hierarchy.”56 And so if the
reader was unsure that the descriptions of SM29 and "R NP indicated they were were

opposites, it is now clear as described in 29:30-31. For one is loved, one is unloved, one
barren , one fertile.

As much as Rachel is loved, Leah is unloved. At this point, Leah’s status in the
relationship is important enough to note and her relationship with Jacob does not become as
nuanced as Rachel’s. Leah is consistently unloved and the text has different methods of
sharing that with the reader. These methods range from the narrator describing her status

as “unloved” to sagas like the mandrake scene in Genesis 30 that make her status clear.

56 Brenner 209-210
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But Leah herself is not given the ability to comment directly on the relationship.

Because MR and MRWE (29:31, I Samuel 1:5) “were applied so often to a
comparison of a favored and unfavored co-wife,... IR13& entered the legal terminology
(Deuteronomy 21:15).”57 The intention of the term defines what kind of wife Leah is, as
in Deuteronomy 21:15. In calling her MR, legally, the text is able to put a limit on the
power Jacob has to treat her unfairly. Echoing Deuteronomy 21:15is a way of
articulating the protection of her rights.58 “The Hebrew term for ‘despised’ (or ‘hated’)
seems to have emotional implications, as Leah’s words in verse 33 suggest, [along with its
role as a) technical, legal term fort the unfavored co-wife.”59 So beyond what the technical
status of being MR implies, the reoccurring acknowledgment of Jacob’s lack of love for
Leah, adds an emotional quality to Leah’s status as the unloved wife.

The “hated woman” is also referred to in Proverbs 30:23 as one of the things that
upsets the order of the earth, as when the S¥3 * MNUR, “unloved woman when she is

married.” While Deuteronomy 21:15-17 seems to be protecting the rights of the unloved
woman, already married, Proverbs 30:21-23 finds the unloved woman “intolerable,

presumably because she stands on her rights though her husband does not love her.”60
Proverbs shows an, “imbalance in the order of social values”6! and the proper order being

upset. So Leah, the one who replaces on the wedding night, to ensure the proper order for
Laban’s land, upsets the order based on undeserved elevation, as with Proverbs 30:23,

where the unloved woman is married.62

The comparison of Jacob’s affection for his two wives (Genesis 29:30) “sounds the
end of the narrative. The love between Jacob and Rachel could not be destroyed by

57 Patai 40,
58 Olam HaTanakh: Devarim (Tel Aviv: Lior, 1993) 161.
59 Alter, Genesis 155.

61%? -B.Y. Scott, _Anchor Bible: Proverbs (Garden City: Doubleday & Co. Inc., 1985)

TS?B.Y. Scott, Anchor Bible: Proverbs (Garden City: Doubleday & Co. Inc., 1985)

62R.B.Y. Scott, .Anchor Bible: Proverbs (Garden City: Doubleday & Co. Inc., 1985)




Laban's intervention, it persevered. ‘But Jacob loved Rachel more than Leah;’ and so the
way is open to conflict.”63 The tendency to favor one family member over another, that
Jacob learned from his own parents, will not change. In spite of the rift favoritism caused
in his own family, Jacob still exhibits favoritism with his wives and children, resulting in
great pain for his wife Leah and later his children. It is the births and subsequent naming
of these very children that will serve as the vehicle for both Rachel and Leah to articulate
their perspectives on the relationship each has with Jacob, as well as with each other.64

Once Leah and Rachel have been identified as fertile and barren respectively, Leah
bears four children. It is the birth of these four children that brings tension to the
relationship between Jacob and Rachel.65 For although Rachel is loved, she expresses
dissatisfaction with her barren state, and she confronts Jacob about her situation (30:1).

As discussed above, Jacob has always shown love for Rachel. He kisses her, he
loves her, and he will one day favor her children. The text, however, never informs us of
her attitude towards him. In the first actual conversation between Jacob and Rachel, we
hear of her maternal desire rather than her love towards her husband.66 In Genesis 30:1-
2, Rachel, frustrated by her barrenness and envious of her sister’s ability to bear children,
approaches Jacob with the statement, *33R PP "R O1 &2 9 Man, “Give me
children, or else I die” (30:1). Jacob becomes angered by Rachel’s request and asks,

B2 D IBL Y15 WK "R NS AN, “Am | in God’s place, who has withheld
from you the fruit of the womb?” (30:2).

This scene shows a rift between Rachel and Jacob, in contrast to much of the story
when they are strongly connected. They both share the position of younger children in the
family who receive the privileges normally given to the firstborn. They both steal and
deceive, Jacob in terms of Esau’s birthright and Rachel in terms of her father’s teraphim.
But their relationship is not one dimensional and they demonstrate the tension that exists
between them.

63 Westermann 468.

¢4 Olam HaTanakh: Bereishit 179.
65 Qlam HaTapakh: Berejshit 179.
6265 Alter, Gepesis 158.




“In its passion for differentiation...the Bible...explores variety with pairs or
groups of subjects who have been acting in unison and would seem to
merge into a single or collective viewpoint. But a sudden shift of position
along some axis, the narrative opposed man to his own favorite (as when

Jacob scolds Rachel...).”67

Rachel’s extreme reaction to her barrenness may be caused by the connection
between the “woman’s status in the family [and]...her fruitfulness.”68 Rachel’s
barrenness, a situation that affects her enough that she states she will die from it (30:1), is
exacerbated by Leah’s ability to have children. The root N3P, “to be jealous,” is used to
portray Rachel’s attitude towards her sister and is later used in Genesis 37:11 to describe
Joseph's brothers’ attitude towards him. In the brothers’ case, we know that the sentiment
behind R1P is powerful enough that they would put Joseph’s life in danger.

It is amusing that Leah, the one who will have to hire her husband to sleep with
her, would be envied. Rachel’s jealous feeling towards her sister combined with the
exaggeration of “Give me children or else I die” reflects the importance of having children,
that overrides any consolation Rachel may feel in being loved by Jacob. When Rachel

commands Jacob to bring her children, it is with the word M2371. This is the same root as

when Jacob demands to be brought the wife that he has worked for (29:21). But while
Jacob uses this command as a demand for the wife he loves, Rachel has not shown love for
Jacob as much as she has shown a desire to have children and a desire to become a
competitor in the childbearing contest with her sister (30:8).

Jacob’s response to Rachel’s demand for children is expressed in Hebrew as
AR M. The Hebrew term for Jacob’s anger is powerful. Other situations where that
degree of anger is expressed are extreme, as in Cain’s anger after God did not accept his
offering (4:6). This anger was strong enough to lead to Cain’s slaying his brother.
Jacob’s anger towards Rachel is inspired by the idea that she is expecting him to act
SIS 5N, in place of God. In 50:19 the term Y198 MMM, is used by Joseph in

response to his brothers who are worried that Joseph will take revenge on t hem once Jacob

67 Sternberg 174.
68 Patai 42,
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has died. Joseph’s response to the brothers intends offer comfort , as in “Don’t worry |
cant hurt you for I am not as powerful as God.” Meanwhile Jacob’s response gives Rachel
less hope. This may also show that although Jacob has done a lot of conniving and
switching in his life, the one he cannot be switched with is God.

But does Rachel’s merit such a response? Like many elements in the story, the

answer is unclear. Rachel’s situation is similar to Rebekah’s in Genesis 25. In response

to Rebekah’s barrenness, Isaac does go to God. *» ¥YI/R M23% MY prixs Ay

MDY, “Isaac pleaded with the Lord on behalf of his wife, because she was barren”
(25:21). The text does not clarify if Rebekah told Isaac to pray for her, or if he was
inspired on his own. (Although Rebekah will speak to God in 25:23, suggesting “that
women could inquire directly of Yahweh and could do so independently of their
husbands.”69) ‘

Isaac may have been inclined to have a more sympathetic response to Rebekah
because, as his only wife, it was essential that she bear children. But, Jacob already has
fours sons by the beginning of Genesis 30. Unlike Isaac, Jacob does not go to God for a
solution for Rachel’s barrenness. Rather, he becomes part of Rachel’s suggested solution
by lying with Bilhah, her concubine.

Jacob’s response to Rachel, even though he is in a different situation than Isaac,
can also be viewed as a further disturbing insight to Jacob’s character. This is the “second
time Jacob has been confronted by someone who claimed to be on the point of death unless
immediately given what he or she wanted”.70 As with Esau, Jacob’s response is
somewhat shocking because it lacks a comforting or helpful nature.

On the other hand, Rachel’s own response to her bareness, in approaching Jacob,
may be problematic, and meritous of Jacob’s angry response. Proverbs 31:30 reads,

TN NOF TIVT PN TR BT $2M IR N, “Grace is deceitful and beauty is
vain, but a woman who fears the Lord, she shall be praised.” As noted earlier, Rachel is

69 Clarence J. Vos, Women in Qld Testament Worship (Amsterdam: University of
Amsterdam, 1968) 156.

7 Alter, The Art of Biblical Narrative 187.
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MD°, but Jacob’s comment to her reflects her lack of connection with his God. Even
though she is beautiful, if she does not show M AR™" by attempting to approach God
regarding her bareness and she will not conceive. And Rachel’s actions, first with her
concubine and then with the mandrakes, show that Rachel will take control of her
barrenness without MV R, the fear of God.

Rachel, with her first spoken words is portrayed as, “impatient, impulsive, [and]
explosive.”7! More importantly, in terms of her relationship with Jacob, it is clear that
Rachel has a connection with him that both lets her reveal her true feelings to him and him
to her. She also can tell him who to lie with as she demands, as in the mandrakes scene,
when Rachel commands Jacob to lie with Leah (30:15). And Jacob’s seemingly
unsympathetic response may be a way of showing the importance of Rachel to Jacob with
or without children. Rachel has access to Jacob in her time of need and he will listen to
what she has to say. For this reason, his anger at Rachel and his inability to plead with
God in response to her barrenness, as his father Isaac did, may indicate that Rachel was not
merely another wife to Jacob, whose primary purpose was to conceive.”2

The story could have progressed without this confrontation between Jacob and
Rachel. Rachel, realizing she was barren, could hand over her concubine, as Sarah did
(16:2). But this does not just happen. The narrator finds it important enough to portray
the confrontation between Jacob and Rachel and the reader observes nuances in the

relationship and the expectations Jacob and Leah have towards each other. Alter writes,

Rachel does not comment directly on Jacob’s rebuke with its suggestion of
a divine judgment of barrenness against her, but instead drives forward
towards her own practical intention...The dialogue is abruptly terminated,
giving one the impression that whatever Jacob thinks of the arrangement, he
see that Rachel is within her legal right and that compliance might be the

better part of wisdom in dealing with this desperate woman.73

Eventually Bithah is handed over to Jacob (30:3-4), but not before this confrontation is

71 Alter The Art of Biblical Narative 187.
72 Callaway 12.

73 Alter, The Art of Biblical Namrative 187.
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shared with the reader. As a means for comparison, this emotional moment between
Rachel and Jacob only serves to reaccentuate that Leah has no such contact with Jacob,
emotional or otherwise. The confrontation also highlights the centrality of the issue of
barrenness in biblical relationships.

When a couple has trouble having a child in the Bible it is most often the women’s
quest for a method to conceive that is focused on.74 Rachel is esteemed biblical company

at this point in the story, as Sarah and Rebekah were also barren. Like Sarah, Rachel
offers up her maid to her husband in order to obtain a “legal son,” the only two places this
happens in the Bible.7S And like Rachel, Sarah does not ask God to open her womb; “the
long desired pregnancy occurred because of divine plans rather than human
maneuvering.”’76

A significant i)oint about the process through which the reader is informed about
Rachel’s bareness is that it is not the first pieces of information offered about her. From
the moment Sarah us introduced, as Sarai, in Genesis 11:30, one of the first pieces of
information about her is that she is barren. Rachel, on the other hand, is described as
beautiful and loved before anything is known about her childbearing capabilities. Jacob is
in love with the entire Rachel, not any part of her that can or cannot bear children. It is

; Leah that is insignificant as a person to Jacob, first indicated in the P! 72 in reaction to
I Leah in the wedding scene (29:25). It is only Rache! who places the issue of her
barrenness at the center of her identity and it brings Rachel and no one else pain.

Jacob’s union with Rachel’s maid Bilhah produces two sons. Leah also brings her
maid to Jacob, and Zilpah , Leah’s maid also has two sons. But the lingering issue of
Rachel’s barrenness, expressed in her confrontation with Jacob in 30:1-2 has not yet been
resolved. What is clear is that in Jacob’s relationship with Rachel, the lines of
communication are open and emotions are shared. Meanwhile, Leah remains unioved and
has seemingly little contact with Jacob outside of the children he has fathered.

But Rachel and Leah are sisters and would be expected to have a well-developed

74 Callaway 16,
75 Callaway 28,
76 Callaway 28
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relationship in their own right dating to long before Jacob arrived on the scene. Yet the
way the next scene, the first interaction portrayed between Rachel and Leah, progresses,
the sisters’ priorities indicate the importance of Jacob’s attention and their own ability to
bear children as more important than any sibling relationship that exists between them.

In 30:14 Leah’s eldest son Reuben, finds mandrakes in the field, and brings them
to Leah. It is significant that Reuben brings his mother mandrakes, the plant with
aphrodisiac qualities and “erotic connotation.”?7 The reader can speculate on why Leah
would need such a plant, based on Leah’s hopes that her husband will love her (29:32,
29:34) or because she has stopped bearing (29:35). Perhaps for her own barrenness,
Rachel asks Leah to give her some of the mandrakes (30:14). In requesting the mandrakes,
Rachel may be searching for another way to conceive.

In verse 15, Leah responds to Rachel, R 82 DT 2R DR 1D oyon
: 32 "WI1MB, “Is it a small matter that you have taken my husband? And would you take
away my son’s mandrakes also?” In return for the mandrakes, Rachel promises that Jacob
will lie with Leah that evening and sure enough, when Jacob returns from the field, Leah
: meets him, and commands him to lie with her for her has hired her for the evening (30:15-

16). Leah calls her acquisition of Jacob hiring. The use of the root "\2¥ may indicate that

, the relationship between Jacob and Leah more resembles a relationship of a temporary
A nature than that of husband and wife. For in the bible, the hiring of one person by another

often refers to the hiring of a servant, soldier or prostitute.78 It seems strange that a wife

would have to have to hire a husband to spend the night with her, particularly because this

may have been an obligation of husband, to spend time with all the co-wives.79

After Leah approaches Jacob, he does not respond to her verbally (30:16). Again
this fits into the pattern established at the beginning of the story when Leah’s presence
elicits no reaction from Jacob. No rock is rolled from a well to impress Leah; no child of

hers is favored and here she gets no response from Jacob. This scene clarifies attitudes in l

77 Speiser 231.

78 A servant is hired, as in Leviticus 25:40, Deuteronomy 24:14; a soldier as in Chronicles
1125 and I :19; or prostitute as Micah 1, Ezekiel 16.

79 Patai 44,
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power of the mandrakes. If they were supposed to aid with conception, it still took Rachel

the relationship, particularly of and towards Leah. Leah’s response in verse 15 further
defines the nature of the relationship between Leah and Jacob and it is sorely lacking. Leah
feels as if her husband has been taken away from her. There had been interaction between
Jacob and Leah early in the marriage, as the birth of Leah’s first four children shows. But
at this time in the relationship, Leah has maintained, not by her choice, some distance from
Jacob, and must use means of business to get him to be with her once again.

This scene is important for the character of Leah , because outside of the naming of
her children, this is the only evidence regarding Leah’s feelings about her relationship with
Jacob. Leah takes advantage of this time alone with Rachel to reveal her true feelings
directly to Rachel.80 Leah’s response to Rachel’s request for the the mandrakes may also

be an opportunity for her to trick Rachel into giving her access to Jacob. We know that
Leah has already been a part of the wedding night deception, though whether as a willing
participant or not is unclear, so Leah’s accusatory questions of Rachel, particularly, “Is is a
small matter that you have taken my husband?” suggests that the return of her husband
would remedy the problem referred to in this question.

Leah’s rhetorical question about Jacob to Rachel may be the only method of control
Leah has. For Leah is clearly portrayed by the text as weak, from the moment she is
introduced to the reader as M2, “weak,” and her status as firstborn has not brought her
any strength or power. Marcus says “the function of deception in the Bible has been
explained as a narrative technique to reveal character, add humor or create suspense, or in a
military context, help the weaker party in conflict.”81 If deceit is the weapon of the weaker
against the stronger, it may be the method Leah uses here.

At this point Rachel may have faith in the mandrakes as a solution, but not yet in
God. Her desire to have a son is so great that it clouds her ability to go to the proper place
for help. Once the mandrakes scene ends, the text indicates that Leah bears three more

children before Rachel has Joseph. The purpose of this story is far from illustrating the

80 Yaerakovnz Mikraot B'ere
(Israel: Halubbutz Hameuchad Pubhshmg House Ltd. 1995) 16.

;11 David Marcus, “David the Deceiver and David the Dupe,” Prooftexis 6 (1986) : 163.




several years before she conceived, as Joseph is, as listed, born after Issachar, Zebulun
and Dinah (30:24), highlighting the inability for, first Jacob (30:1-2), and then the
mandrakes, to help her. Asindicated in Genesis 30:22, it will be God that finally opens
her womb and allows her to have a child.

More important in this scene than the mandrakes they barter for is that this is the
first dialogue between the sisters. The conversation vividly etches the bitterness between
the two, unloved Leah and barren Rachel. The romantic love Rachel gets from Jacob is
not enough to satisfy her desire for children while Leah’s ability to have children is not
enough to grant her continual accessibility to her husband, nor move beyond her role as the

unloved wife.

[Wlhereas men were basically at strife over living space and means of
subsistence, women clashed basically over position and status in the
community, here it was still in the simple realm of the family but the
husband and the birth of children were decisive for them.82

Jacob’s presence is central to the interaction between these two sisters. Leah wants
to have more of Jacob’s love and Rachel wants to have more of Jacob’s children. The
: relationship between the two sisters does not move beyond these two desires and there is
, no indication of what was important to them as sisters before Jacob came into their life.

.. Their relationship in this scene expresses desperation in each woman.

Once Rachel finally does have a child (30:23), Jacob informs Laban of his desire to
leave and return to his own homeland (30:25). Because this desire to leave is expressed
right after Rachel’s childbirth, it seems their lives were on hold untit Rachel had a child
and Jacob’s plans were almost suspended until she gave birth. Furthermore, Rachel had
finally tumed to God for her barrenness, as the text indicates “God listened to her” in
30:22. Perhaps Jacob could not return to his father’s land until both sisters acknowledged
his God. Jacob telis both sisters that the departure will not be easy and shares his concern
about their father with his wives in 31:4-9. Rachel and Leah have also been victims of their
father’s deception, starting with the wedding night switch, and continuing with wealth he
has denied them, as they state in Genesis 31:14-16. The departure will not be smooth but it

82 Westermann 477.
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will be one of the few times the family shares sentiments and acts together.

Jacob’s faith in God is revisited and he lets his wives know of his dream that
illustrates his connection with God. The God of Jacob’s father has been with him as he
was promised in 28:10-22. Jacob has not been harmed and he has children “The intended
implication is that God has now granted all of Jacob’s requests except the safe return to
Canaan, and this is now at hand. The story is connected and the vow is woven
throughout.”83 It is also notable that Jacob shares this dream with Rachel and Leah. Itis
an honest, open account that Jacob offers, as well as an acknowledgment that God is aware

a of Laban’s treatment of Jacob.
The sisters’ response to Jacob accuses “their father of violating the family laws of

their country”84 by denying them part of the "bride payment normally reserved for the

g woman as her inalienable dowry.”85 This is the only time that Rachel and Leah are shown
by the text cooperate for “they feel that Laban has robbed their children of their rightful
inheritance [and] they act with their husband against their father.”86 They air their
perspective on Laban’s treatment of Jacob and how this has affected them. They also bear
witness to the work Jacob has done by saying, 372D 3, “he has sold us,” (31:15) and
they acknowledge Jacob’s right to them.87

Although the greatest motivation may lie in the desire to protect the rights of their
children, this leaving scene demonstrates that, even if only temporarily, the threesome has
the ability to act as a family.88 Jacob displays no favoritism in discussing leaving with his
wives and the wives’ sentiments express the same concerns of protecting their children.
Jacob is also now ready to face the events of his past, shown in his willingness to return to
the land of his father. Rachel and Leah also demonstrate a trust in the God of Jacob, since
they are willing to support this idea of leaving.

Both Rachel and Leah agree with Jacob about Laban’s poor treatment of their

. ® Cartledge 1734,
; B4 Speiser 245.

: 85 Speiser 245,
‘ 86 Brenner 210.

87 Olam HaTapakh: Bereishit 181.

88 Brenner 210.
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family but it is only Rachel who takes action that returns her to the center of the story.89
Rachel steals Laban’s teraphim (31:19), as they are preparing to leave. Rachel, aware that
Jacob may be, “entitled to a specific share in Laban’s estate,”90 knows her father well

enough to know he would withhold what his relatives are entitled to.91 So she sees fit to

try and “undo what she regarded as wrong.”92 She may also be taking the idols as a
“symbol of fertility which she wished to take with her as an assurance that she would bear
another child.”93 This scene also forges another connection between Jacob and Rachel, as
both steal in order to ensure personal compensation, whether entitled or not.

Rachel also shows her tendency to react when she seems wronged. In Chapter 30
she feels wronged in her barrenness and reacts first by approaching Jacob and then,
offering up Bilhah in her place. In the mandrakes scene too, Rachel takes action to solve
her problem. Again, in the stealing Laban’s teraphim, Rachel refuses to sit idly by and
takes what she feels entitled to. So here too it makes sense that Rachel “secures herself

against the injustice done to her,” and takes the idols.94

Jacob is described as allowing Laban to search the tents by saying anyone found
with the idols, T P, “will not live” followed by a change from Jacob’s point of view
to the narrative saying, DN33X 9119 *2 3Py ¥ RS, “For Jacob did not know Rachel
had stolen them.” (31:32) The statement shows that Jacob did not know Rachel had stolen
the idols. By stating Jacob did not know it is made clear that Jacob would have never made
this vow if he knew Rachel had the idols. “The crowning touch of drama and irony is
Jacob’s total unawareness of the truth - the grim danger implied in his vow assure that the

guilty party would be out to death.”95 The power of the vow shown here is reaffirmed in

an episode like that of Jephthah’s daughter (Judges 11:30-40), where the warrior Jephthah,

89 Westermann 493.

90 Speiser 250.

91 Speiser 250.

92 Speiser 245.

93 Claire Gottleib, Vareti iage i i ir Ana
World, diss., New York U 1989 (New York NYU 1989) 138
94 Westermann, 493,

95 Speiser 250.
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vows that if he is victorious over the Ammonites, “whatever comes of the door of my
house” (11:30). When he goes return home in victory, in sadness he sees his daughter, is
the first to greet him (11:34-35). Although each vow of death was made for a different
reason and one was to God and one was to another human, both scenes have the potential
for tragic irony for the most beloved is put unknowingly in peril.

In response to Jacob’s vow, Laban goes first into Jacob’s tent, and then into Leah’s
tent, and the two maidservants’ tents to look for the idols (Genesis 31:33). In verse 34 we
are told Rachel has taken the teraphim, and put them in the camel’s saddle. She now sits
upon them and teils her father she cannot rise because 7 S¥3 7™ "2 ,“the way of
women is upon me” (31:35).

The power of Jacob’s vow would lose its tragic irony if Leah had been the one
hiding the idols, for the drama of losing the most beloved wife is more powerful than
losing Leah, who Jacob has never really properly treated anyway. Leah again lives up to
her “weak” name in this scene as she, unlike Jacob and Rachel, has no response to her
father’s accusation against her family. Leah is not even empowered to speak, while Rachel
is so empowered that she can speak and even deceive with confidence. Laban’s accusation
of Jacob elicits the recurring message that even members of the same family cannot trust
one another. Laban suspects not only Jacob, but his own daughters. Laban finds nothing
and the man who has cheated his own family is tricked by them. The text even serves as,
“a gentle mockery, presupposed that Rachel was conscious that she was in the right when
she took her father's teraphim.”96 But as much as the relationship between Jacob, Rachel

and Leah can be tortured and complex, there is never any mocking of one by another.
Rachel may be mocking only her father by hiding the idols under herself, as her father hid
the true identity of Jacob’s first wife. (29:23)

On the heels of this tense scene with the man who has called Jacob “bone and
flesh,” his uncle Laban, Jacob is now reunited with the one who truly is his “bone and
flesh,” his twin brother Esau. In preparing for the reunion with Esau the family’s
dynamics are clarified. The way Jacob lines up the family to meet his brother shows that
the apparent equality of the sisters exhibited in the unified front against Laban was only

96 Westermann 495.
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temporary. In arranging the family to meet Esau *[t]he division into three groups
corresponds to the order of rank as in the court ceremonial, even though here it is the
family circle.”97 When the family does line up, Jacob, who is worried about the
encounter, puts Rachel and Joseph in the most protected place and Joseph is worth
mentioning while the other children are not. Jacob’s intention of treating his brother Esau
like royalty may reflect part of Jacob’s constant consciousness of power and rights one
merits. This scene shows that Jacob does not seem to recognize consistently that he has
obligations to his entire family. Jacob is unable to serve as an unconditional protector of
all the members of his family, by arranging his family in a way that is less protective of
some members and more protective of those who have the status of most beloved.
Jacob’s response to Esau also shows his preoccupation with status. In Jacob’s

greeting of Esau he bows to the ground seven times while coming closer to his brother
while Esau runs to meet him, and embraces him and kisses him (33:4-5).
He greets Esau as one would greet royalty as if trying to elevate the very brother whose
birthright he stole.98 Also, Joseph is the only named child in this scene, reflecting

Jacob’s narrow perspective of who he loves in his family. It is only Esau who can let go
of the past and greet his brother, not with the reminder of his threat to kill him (27:41), but

as “one brother would greet another after a long separation.”® And it is Esau who asks,

719K *5,"Who are all of these?”(33:5) as Esau is able to view all the wives and children as
equal, while it is Jacob’s treatment that causes the differences in the family.

Just as the reunification with Esau highlights certain characteristics of the
relationship, Jacob’s reaction to the rape of Dinah serves the same purpose. The
relationship among Jacob, Rachel, and Leah does not take place in a vacoum and
interactions with characters outside the relationship can provide insight to attitudes within
the relationship. For example, although Leah does not appear in the story of the rape of
Dinah (34:1-31), Jacob’s reaction to the rape clearly provides further insight to the
relationship between Jacob and Leah. When the characters Jacob, Rachel, and Leah are

97 Westermann 525.
98 Westermann 524.

99 Westermann 524.
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separated, sometimes each of them reveals more about their attitude towards others in the

relationship. For example, in the mandrake scene, part of the reason Leah may feel
comfortable confronting Rachel about her relationship with Jacob and articulating the pain
this has caused her, is because Jacob is absent. Genesis 34, the Rape of Dinah, provides
another such opportunity to view the “real Jacob” in the absence, at least it seems according
to the story, of his wives. In Jacob’s inadequate response to the rape of Leah’s daughter,
Jacob shows how little he can offer to those children who are not of his beloved wife,
Rachel.

Jacob reaction to the rape is FIR 771 T2 N2 3™ DX RDD "D Y2 2P¥M

OR3 Y IPYT MM M2 WP, “And Jacob heard that he had defiled Dinah his
daughter; and his sons were with his cattle in the field; and Jacob kept still until they
came”(34:5). The response of Jacob to the Rape of Dinah is “conspicuous by its absence,”
indicated by 34:5, (&%) @ MM, kept still”. “In the Bible’s usage, this verb often has the

pejorative connotations of inertness or neglect.” 100 This response indicates no reaction of

the senses of Jacob. In sharp contrast, Jacob uses his senses to clearly recognize Joseph’s
coat in 37:33 and this prompts an emotional response to Joseph's death on his part. This
emotional response seems absent in response to his daughter’s rape, much as he has never
been portrayed as responding emotionally to Leah herself (29:32, 29, 34, 30:16).
Although a rape is clearly not death, it is still a dramatic event and for Jacob lack of
reactionary or sensory response is outstanding. This reaction contrasts with King David’s
response to the rape of Tamar.101 The text reads, “King David heard all these things and
he was very angry (2 Sam 13:21).” Jacob exhibits no such reaction. Even Jacob’s own
sons react to Dinah’s rape, “When they heard the men were grieved and angry” (34:7).
Yet Jacob himself has a more powerful reaction to the possibility that he will be held
accountable for his sons’ actions (34:30) of destruction of Shechem’s town than he does to
the rape. The text itself acknowledges the inadequacy of Jacob’s response to his
daughter’s ordeal by changing the way she is referred to. Sternberg writes,

100 Sternberg 448; as in 2 Samuel 19:11, Habakkuk 1:13, Esther 4:14.

101 Sternberg 447.
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The story ends (‘our sister’) just as it began (‘Dinah, the daughter of Leah
whom she had borne to Jacob’), with a kinship term referring to the same
character. In view of the intervening developments in plot and rhetoric,
however, it is no accident that the character thus indicated should take her
reference from different kinsmen...[Simeon and Levi] wrest her out of the
father’s guardianship: she may not be your daughter, but she certainly is
‘our sister’ and no one will treat her like a whore.102

Jacob’s favors Rachel and her children and Leah is left with her sons to defend the honor
of herself and her children.

The next time either of the wives are named after the rape of Dinah, is when Rachel
gives birth to Benjamin along the journey of Jacob’s family. It is a difficult labor and
Rachel dies in childbirth (35:16-18). Rachel, on the verge of death, is informed that she is

giving birth to another son (35:17), fulfillment of the name of the first (31:24).103 “The

child lives, but Rachel pays dearly for her continuing fight with her sister.”104 Rachel’s

greatest concern, to bear children as her sister has, is more important than any other aspect
of her relationship with her sister Leah, and more important than finding peace and
satisfaction with the love Jacob feels towards her, with or without children.

With Rachel’s death, the story will now focus on the next generation, and the sons
of Jacob will experience the struggle among siblings their parents did. But before this
begins, in 35:29, Jacob and Esau reunite to bury their father Isaac. The reunification that
takes place between Jacob and Esau only highlights further Rachel and Leah’s
dissatisfaction in their relationships with Jacob and each other. Rachel is concerned with
having children and this overrides the satisfaction of being Jacob’s beloved and having one
child (30:24). Leah continually seeks Jacob’s love and is convinced that it has been her
sister that has taken her husband away from her (30:15). The attitudes the two sisters have
towards each other are totally wrapped in the emotions about Jacob and their duties as his
child-bearing wives. Nearly every time these women are given dialogue in the biblical text
it is to express one of the above frustrations. (29:32-34, 30:1, 6, 8, 15, 20, 24) This
refusal to reconcile is only made more dramatic by the ability of their husband Jacob and

102 Sternberg 474-475.
103 Westermann 554.

104 Brenner 210.
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his brother to reconcile. Esau, who had sworn to kill Jacob as soon as their father dies
(27:41), does the polar opposite and the two brothers come together to bury their father.
No favoritism is shown in the description of this second reunion, as Esau is listed first, as
he is the firstborn and Jacob is listed second. When Isaac and Ishmael come together to
bury Abraham, Isaac is listed first, not Ishmael, the firstborn. (25:9) Jacob’s and Esau’s
reunion for the sake of their father’s burial reaffirms the success of their initial reunion.

And once Rachel has died, because Leah’s story is connected to Rachel’s, Leah
does not have a part in the continuing story, and is mentioned only in reference to her
children (46:15), or in relation to her burial (49:31). Even in death the sisters are
separated, buried in separate places. And their separation may mean the full potential of
each is never realized. Rachel does not lose the beauty that distinguished her, as she never
achieves old age, instead she dies in childbirth. Perhaps Leah’s greatest attributes would
have been apparent in old age but the reader will never know because she no longer has a
sister to prompt her mentioning.

While Rachel and Leah do not reconnect, perhaps there is a sign of connection
finally between Jacob and Leah. Jacob requests to be buried with Leah, along with his
parents and grandparents, and in his last words which are his deathbed instruction to his
sons, the last name he mentions is that of Leah’s (49:31).

The goal of this chapter has been to examine the the significant points along the
relationship between Jacob, Rachel and Leah. The future chapters will concentrate on
specific elements of this relationship like the jealousy exhibited by one sibling towards
another, or the ability of women to narrate their struggles through naming. Jealousy does
not end with this story. Barrenness does not cease with Rachel. Leah is not the only
unloved woman, and Jacob is not the last deceiver. The lessons learned and the power of
the relationship within its contexts is reflected beyond this story. These ideas will be used
to analyze the story of Hannah and the story of Ruth.




Chapter 2

As discussed in Chapter One, the significant issues that affect the relationship of
Jacob, Rachel, and Leah are alluded to in other parts of Genesis. But the reflections of this
relationship are not limited to the book of Genesis. Alter points out that one of the
characteristics of biblical narrative is that “more or less the same story seems to be told two
or three or more times about different characters...”105 An issue or idea that is repeated in
several biblical books emphasizes its significance. Furthermore, a comparison of the ways
different books report similar situations highlight different ways characters react to one
another.

Two of those repeated themes are,

..the recurrent story of bitter rivalry between a barren, favored wife
and a fertile co-wife or concubine. That situation, in turn, suggests
another oft-told tale in the Bible, of a women long barren who is
vouchsafed a divine promise of progeny, whether by God himself or
through a divine messenger or oracle, and who then gives birth to a

hero.106

It is clear that there is tension and complexity in the relationship among Jacob,
Rachel, and Leah, even before the time Rachel is identified as barren (Genesis 29:31). But
Rachel’s barrenness, once raised, influences Rachel’s relationship with her husband and
her fertile sister. The compelling need for a woman to have children was based on the
view of her primary role as a mother.107 “The first words spoken by God to Adam and
Eve were ‘Be fruitful and multiply’ (1:28)...Thus the ancient Hebrews projected the
imperative of fruitfulness back into the very first day on which man was created.”108

The story of Hannah in 1 Samuel shares specific elements with the Jacob, Rachel,
and Leah story. This chapter will analyze the biblical story of Hannah through the lens of
those shared elements, particularly the rivalry between co-wives and barrenness. A greater
understanding of both stories can be achieved by studying how the characters in each story

105 Alter, The Art of Biblical Narrative 49.

106 Alter, The Art of Biblical Narrative 49.
107 Patai 42.

108 Pataj 71.
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treat one another and using those comparisons to highlight recurring and unique aspects of
the different relationships. A comparison of similar situations that the characters are placed
in and how they react to these situations lets the reader gain new perspective on both
stories.

In an examination of the timeline of Hannah’s story in the first two chapters of 1
Samuel, there are several scenes that serve as clear reminders of the events of the
relationship among Jacob, Rachel, and Leah. Furthermore, seeing these events in the
context of the Hannah story can also help clarify certain elements of the Genesis story
itself. There are four separate elements that will be highlighted in the examination of
Hannah’s story; the relationship with Peninnah; Elkanah’s treatment of Hannah; Hannah’s
vow as a response to her barrenness; and Hannah’s song after she has conceived and
given birth. .

1 Samuel begins with an introduction of Elkanah and recounts his genealogy. In
verse 2 Elkanah’s co-wives, Hannah and Peninnah are introduced similar to the way
Genesis 29:16 introduces Laban and his two daughters, 3'%3 ‘P 7). After mentioning
the annual pilgrimage to Shiloh and Eli the priest and his sons who will be significant,
later, the text moves to the meal offering the family members receive. The important
issues for this section are introduced in this scene; Hannah's barrenness, Peninnah’s
fertility, and Elkanah’s love for Hannah.

The introduction of the issue of bareness is intentionally early in the text .“[T]he
information comes in advance of developments rather than in retrospect, focusing attention
on the narrative future (in the interests of suspense) rather than the past (with an eye to
curiosity or surprise).”109

Not only is Hannah barren, but her co-wife, Peninnah, seems to remind her of it,
as 1 Samuel 1:6 indicates. Her husband also responds to Hannah's bareness, kinder than
Peninnah, by appealing to her and asking in 1 Samuel 1:8 ; *3ORM R 729 220 M09
CU2 Mzyn 9% 2w IR RI5T 1229 ¥ 1%, “Why do you weep? And why do
you not eat? And why is your heart grieved? Am I not better to you than ten sons?”

Hannah, rather than responding to her husband’s questions, takes it upon herself to

109 Sternberg 310.
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offer a vow to God that outlines her intentions to dedicate a male child to God, if she
conceives. She says , WX 9% mSy kT M2 ™ W 52 TS TRNY, “Then I will
give him to God all the days of his life, and there shall no razor come upon his head” (1
Samuel 1:11). She makes this vow in a manner that is noted in 1 Samuel 1: 13. %1 MIM
yus RS 9 Ml R P 2% 99 SN2, “And Hannah spoke in her heart;
only her lips moved, but her voice was not heard.”

In response to her demeanor, Eli accuses Hannah of being drunk. Hannah must
explain to him that she is not drunk, but rather, “pouring her soul out to God” (1:15). Eli,
without knowing what she has requested from God, tells Hannah that her request will be
granted and Hannah returns to her husband, and in time, bears a son, Samuel. When
Hannah deems the time appropriate, she brings that son up to Eli the priest, fulfilling her
vow that the male child she bears will serve God. The beginning of 1 Samuel 2 is a song
that Hannah offers once she brings the child up to serve God.

Although the story’s initial focus is on Elkanah, the text quickly moves to the two
co-wives and it is their relationship that will set the scene for Samuel’s birth.110 Asa
consequence of having children, Peninnah receives enough portions for every single son
and daughter (1:4), whereas, Hannah receives just one portion. This clarification of who
receives what at the meal serves as a tangible reminder for Hannah that no matter how
beloved she is, because she is barren, her portion will be one alone, until she can have
children.1!1

The wife who is barren and beloved is immediately associated with Rachel. The
introduction of theses two states, being beloved and being barren, that are introduced so
early on, also signal to the reader that, like Rachel, the state of bareness will change. All
the more so, the child that evidences the end of barrenness will be important to the story in
their own right. In both cases, Rachel’s and Hannah’s, this is the case.112

But in spite of the early connection with the situation of Rachel that seems evident,

110 Lyle M. Eslinger, Kingship of God in Crisis: A Close Reading of 1 Samuel 1-12
(Decatur, Ga.: Aimond Press, 1985) 66-67.

111 Eslinger 71.
‘1‘122 Cartledge 187.




the connection with Leah, found in Hannah'’s rival co-wife, is not as dramatic. This is
because Elkanah does not display an imbalanced favoritism that causes lifelong pain for the
unfavored wife, highlighting Leah’s poor treatment at Jacob’s. Even indications that
Elkanah shows favoritism towards Hannah are not definitive.

For example, the portion that Elkanah gives Hannah is described as [\ 732
BN (1:5). Itis unclear if the portion is significant for it size being greater than expected
or if it is just the solitary portion given to Hannah that she merits as a wife alone and

without children.113 The question is raised, “Did Elkanah give Hannah only one portion

because she had no child, although he loved her; or did he give her the best portion because
he loves her, although she had no child? The MT and LXX suggest the first.”1t4 Whatever

the answer to this question is, Peninnah herself also received portions and more in number
that Hannah because she has children (1:4). Elkanah has good relations with this wife
Peninnah that he feeds her fairly and that the text calls her W2, “his wife “(1:4),

T e

emphasizing the relationship between them.115 The parallel between Rachel and Hannah

does not transfer easily to Leah and Peninnah, as the second wives in both cases, because

Peninnah seems to receive fair treatment from her husband and lodges no complaints
against him.

i e SN

In addition to the serving of portions that reminds Hannah of her barrenness, verse
6 describes Peninnah taunting of Hannah because of her situation. Clearly Peninnah is so
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comfortable with her role in the household that she feels free to taunt Hannah about her
inability to have children (1:6). “The motif of female rivalry is intertwined with the motif
of motherhood in the story of Hannah and Peninnah.. It is rare to find a biblical narrative
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presenting mutually supportive mothers.”116 The intensity of this rivalry is demonstrated

in the words used to describe the tension between the co-wives in verses 6 and 7.
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Peninnah is identified as MM™%. The verb form of this is used in Leviticus 18:18, X%

 ; 13 Olam HaTanakh: Shmue] 1 (Tel Aviv: Revivim, 1982) 28.

% 114 Cajlaway 45.

:, 15 Olam HaTanakh: Shmuel 1 28.

P 116 Esther Fuchs, “Who is Hiding the Truth? Deceptive Women and Biblical
. Feminist P : Biblical Scholars)

Anc!meentrism.“ ip, ed. Adela Yarbro Collins
3 Sgluco, Ca.: Scholars Press, 1985) 131.




R RS R SR, “Neither shall you take a wife to her sister as her rival...” Like
Rachel and Leah, true sisters, who are married to the same man, the relationship between
Hannah and Peninnah reflects the tension that could be found between rival co-wives that

are sisters. Also significant is the use of the root O¥D three times in verses 6 and 7. The

use of 7% and DY , “seem to echo some of the psalms of individual lament, in which the

"MOM cries out to Yahweh in distress.”117 These words show the harsh nature of
Peninnah's taunts. The nature of the fertile wife’s treatment of the barren wife is unique to
1 Samuel 1.

In Rachel and Leah’s case, the jealousy and pain of each wife is provoked more by
Jacob’s treatment of the wife than anything that the sisters have done directly to one
another. “In the stories of the conflict between Sarah and Hagar and between Rachel and
Leah, the beloved but barren wife was not the victim of her child bearing rival.”118 Even
when Rachel and Leah name some of their children with the intention of expressing the
frustration they feel towards the other sister, the naming was probably done in private.119
Furthermore, the treatment of Hagar and Leah cast them as “the object of the reader’s
sympathies.”120 There is no such sympathy for Peninnah.

Hannah, along with being barren like Rachel, is loved by her husband, 2R (1:5).
But unlike Leah, Hannah’s rival co-wife, is not identified as MIRW®. The the serving of
food may be an indicator of the fair treatment of Peninnah as she is given in the serving of

portions (1:4). “Elkanah gives portions of the sacrifice first to Peninnah and to al her sons
and daughters. To Hannah he givers only one portion ‘for though beloved Hannah,

Yahweh had sealed her womb’. Elkanah is fair in his dealings with his wife...”121 The fair

treatment Peninnah receives seems much less traumatic than the treatment Leah receives
from her husband, Jacob. Among other things that indicate the poor treatment Leah

117 Callaway 46.
118 Callaway 41,
119 Vos 163.

120 Callaway 41.
121 Eslinger 71.
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received, is the bargaining Leah has to do to acquire access to her husband with the
mandrake scene in Genesis 30:14-16; or the lack of reaction Jacob offers to the rape of
Leah’s daughter Dinah; or the names of her first three children that express the hope that
Jacob’s attitude towards her will change for the better (Genesis 29:32-24).122  Similar
assumptions cannot be made about Peninnah. Peninnah never complains about Elkanah’s
treatment of her like Leah does. But the minimal insight offered to Peninnah’s nature does
not paint her in a very positive light. Perhaps because of her unsympathetic response to
Hannah'’s plight, in spite of the fair treatment she receives from her husband, her character
is not fully developed.123

Although Peninnah has an effect on Hannah by reminding her of her misery (1
Samuel) 1:6), the “confrontation” of Hannah and Peninnah is not “allowed to develop into a
scene; that is why Peninnah’s nasty remarks are alluded to, not quoted, and why Hannah
weeps and does not eat, but does not say anything either.”124 This contrasts with Rachel
and Leah, whose relationship needs both sisters to sustain. As discussed above, once
Rachel dies, Leah actions are no longer noted by the text. Even though their husbands
treats them differently, the text views Rachel and Leah both essential to sustain the story.
But in Hannah'’s case, the indicated tension continue even after the interactions with
Peninnah are no longer mentioned. So if the relationship with Peninnah is not needed to
continue the story of Hannah, it is now the relationship with Elkanah that is developed

Because the primary, “aspiration which informs these women’s being as delineated

by the narratives, is biological motherhood and its benefits,”125 the interaction of the barren

woman with her husband is important in fuifilling this aspiration.126 The husbands of

Rachel and Hannah both engage in a dialogue inspired by their barren wife’s agitated state.
Perhaps by talking with their wives barren states, each one is acknowledging his wife’s
feeling about her situation.

122 Nehama Aschkenasy,

(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvama Press, 1986) 84.

123 Jacob Licht, Storvtelling in the Bible (Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 1986) 114.
124 Licht 114.

125 Brenner 212.

126 Brenner 212.
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While Jacob and Elkanah are connected in their capacity to respond to their wife’s
plight, Jacob’s response is the less sympathetic of the two. When Rachel declares herself
on the verge of death because of her barrenness (Genesis 30:1), Jacob replies with what is
understood as an angry response.

Elkanah’s response, on the other hand, seems more gentle than Jacob’s. No anger
is indicated and he attempts to console Hannah with the promise of security he offers to
her. He expects this promise is great enough to replace Hannah’s desire for a child (1
Samuel 1:8). “Elkanah’s threefold repetition of a9, “why,” stresses that in terms of
their marriage she has nothing to worry about.”127 But if Elkanah and his clearly
expressed love for Hannah had been enough for Hannah, she wouldn’t be weeping and
crying. Elkanah’s inadequate response is noted by Fuchs, as one reaction along a
continuum of barrenness stories that begin with birth of Isaac. Fuchs point out that the
husband’s role in dealing with his wife’s barrenness becomes continually decreased over
the course of the bible, with Hannah, as a later barrenness story, as “the incontestable
heroine,” whose husband demonstrates a “lack of insight”128 to her plight.129

Upon initial comparison to Elkanah, Jacob’s response to Rachel in Genesis 30:2,
may seem unsympathetic. But further comparison shows Jacob’s response as a true
understanding of what Rachel wants, children. He acknowledges that Rachel lacks * P
183, “fruit of the womb,” as well as the limits of his own power to determine her ability to
bear children. Jacob is clearly acknowledging an understanding of what Rachel wants and
needs while Elkanah is trying to offer himself as a substitute for Hannah'’s true desire.

The second man that Hannah interacts with, Eli the priest, also gives an inadequate
response to her plight. “Hannah is is in distress but Eli offers no help. Even when she
takes matters into her own hands by making a vow, Eli mistakes her for a drunken

woman.”130  And after Hannah explains to Eli that she was not drunk but pouring out her
thoughts to God (1 Samuel 1:15), Eli quickly answers that her petition will be answered,

127 Eslinger 75.
128 Fuchs 126,
129 Fuchs 126,
130 Cartledge 192.
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when he has no idea what that petition of hers is about.13!

In spite of the different responses these women get, both Rachel and Hannah move
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