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Rabbi Chananya ben Teradion: 
When two people sit and words of Torah pass between them, 

the Shekhinah rests upon them. 

• 

(Pirk.a Avot 3:3) 

To all of those 
who invite the Shekhinah into their lives 

through the study of Torah • 
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Studying Midrash 

The student of midrash is the student of the details of 

a jigsaw puzzle. The first step in solving the puzzle is to 

find a good table on which to lay all of the pieces so that 

they won't be disturbed. That table, from the first 

encounter with the puzzle until its solution, is solely 

dedicated to the art of solving the puzzle. Solving the 

puzzle is often easier with the help of others sitting 
... 

around the table. So, the student might begin on her own, 

but through the course of solving the puzzle she would 

i nvite others to share in the process. Perplexed, they 

begin by finding all of the pieces that have straight edges 

in order to first fora the border. Satisfied with the 

framework, they then beqin to fill in the picture. They 

haphazardly hold one piece against another in hopes of a 

match. They then create a system: all of the blue pieces in 

one pile, the green in another... Pieces begin to join 

together and parts of a picture -rge. Parts join with 

other ~· u tbe larger picture is f orllild through their 

canful obMrvatlon to detail. Bnfy action is directed 
• 

to.arda the goal of creating a picture that re•..t:>lea either 

tbe picture on tbe bos or a mental i.Mge of what is to be 

TbeM ~il• are the alc111• of atildf1Dg 
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nuance• in tbe biblical text as understood through the eyes 

of •tudents of that text. Often, such nuances are the 

reault of a hiatus in the text. Por example, a biblical 

pa•aage that portrays Jacob as crying in the arms of Rachel 

upon their first meeting makes no mention of the reason for 

his tears. An artful midrash would place appropriate words 

in the m>uth of Jacob that explain his tears. Or, ahould a 

biblical text use an uncoanon phrase, like in the case of 

Jacob and Bsau•s struggles in the walb, a well cra~ed 

llidra•b would find meaning in the obscure, thus giving 

purpose to those struggles. 

The aid.rash, of course, is a personal prGduct of. the 

student~ the student is a product of her environment. one 

wbo interacts with the biblical t.xt at one study table will 

have a very different experience ~an one who interact• with 

the - text at a different table. Such clifferencu are 

influenced by those who ait at the two tables, the 

hiatorJ.ct,1. aetting of the eDCO~ter, tbe aocio-pql.J.tical 

factors ot the day, and the psyc:ho-•piritual atate of the . 
~ 

•tudent. 
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Doubtful. Do both interpretations have signi ficant impact 

on the way that each student understands the text. 

Definitely. Can the one live with the knowledge of the 

other ' s divergent opinion? Absolutely. 

While discussions of this nature originally exist in an 

historical setting, bound by the limits of time, they 

ultimately transcend such temporal limits. The 

interpretations and discussions of one generation are used 

by later generations in t heir basic understanding of the 

biblical text. Students who lived hundreds of years earlier 

find themselves sitting at t ables of l earning as their 

descendants struggle with the same t ext with which they 

first struggled so many years before. They 'hear' their own 

opinions quoted and, perhaps , misquoted. They hear t he 

opinions of their descendants that differ from their own. 

Can they live with the divergence? One can only hope. 

And Jacob said, "I am Esau, your firstborn." 

This study of m.idrash takes place at such a table. The 

gueata of honor at the table are Bsau and Jacob; Rebekah and 

Isaac; Leah and Rachel; and, Laban and a host of their 

cont911P>rariea. The events recorded in chapters 25 through 

33 of the book of Genesi• claim to be the events o f their 

llv.. 11on than cbaracten in a aovel, they actually 

relln the narrati,,.. iiid tbe dialogue• every tt.a the page• 

I 
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are opened by a student of the text. We don't know if the 

events actually happened to them the way that they a.re 

recorded; but that doesn't make a difference to our study. 

These students, like no other students, bring their own life 

experiences to the table as the topic of discussion. 

Everyone sitting at the table strives to empathize with 

them. 

Also seated at the table are Rabbi Judah the Prince and 

Rabbi Berechiah; Rabbi Buna and Rabbi Yose ben Balafta; and, 

Rav Yochanan and all of their rabbinic contemporaries. They 

have sat at this table, and at others similar to it, for the 

past two millennia. They come to the table oppressed by the 

rule of the Roman Empire which at times forbid the study of 

Torah . They sit along side Rasbi, Sforno, and other 

medievals who witneased the decline of that Bmpire and the 

riae of others. Bach of the 'Rabbis• speaks his own 

interpretation, yet acaehow they all merge into one tonal 

voice, d .. pite their differences. They bring to the table a 

love and f-1.liarity of the text, and a creative apart that 

i• wisurpaesed by anyone elH aeated with them. 

We, too, e.it at the table. •• study tbe t9xt in two 

We begin with 
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location where it would be expected. we turn to the 

scholars of ou.r day to understand the plain sense meaning of 

the text. Are their parallels with other ancient 

civilizations? What did that word originally mean in the 

ears of the biblical author? What is the narrative 

sequence? Are themes developed or left undeveloped? This 

I endeavor is called "The Biblical Text" in thi s thesis. 

And then we turn to the Rabbie. They read the biblical 

text as a c0111Dentary on their own lives. It is our task to 

decipher the puzzle; to better understand the impact of the 

text on their everyday well-being. Bow does the 

interpretation of one rabbi differ from that of another? 

Why does it differ? Bow does the interpretation of a 

particular verse correspond with the larger scheme of the 

entire Torah? While they represent divergent voices, they 

speak as one voice. This endeavor is called 'Rabbinic 

Voices' in this thesis. 

. 
The two distinct methods merge into one in the endeavor 

called, •Another Interpretation." 1 It is 'another 

interpretationf' no truer or falser than any otb~ . .. It is 

f o.E99d after careful analysis of th• bibli.Qal text and the 

' •ADotber Interpretation,• darar aoher, ·is a phraae 
t.JMt..~ oft.ea ..,cl ill Jlidruhic mrlt• tlQ iA~ a cU.1~t 
opbliiD. Yta !ncluioli dOe8 not ~1gnal the negation of a 
~ ~ pt. ~ ita ~lusion C0111• to teach 
iiMttlrit. way of Ude a bibl!Cal passage. 
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rabbinic material according to t he most advanced and 

traditional methods known to us . This interpretation is 

clearly the result of the time we live in as well as the 

times that came before us. 

•Another Interpretation" is brought to the table not in 

hopes of receiving blanket approval from all of those in 

attendance . "Another Interpretation" is brought to the 

table in hopes of hearing a response of "Could be," from 

those seated with us. "Another Interpretation" is brought 

to the table in hopes that others, too, will offer another 

interpretation. When that happens, all seated at the table 

bask in the presence of the Shekhinah. They share in the 

generative process of intellectual, spiritual, and emotional 

growth. They walk away from the table more enlightened and 

better able to understand the many paths they will wander 

during life ' s journey. 

Esau and Jacob 

Thi• ia a study of the material concerning the 

relationship betlMen Baau and Jacob found in chapters 25 

throwJb 33 of Gene•i•. Th• •ix chapter• of thi• atudy are 

arraii9ec1 ~ to th• biblical narq:ati•• -..quence. Bach 

~·r oontei•• three part•• ·Tbe BJJ»lic&l irext,• •Jlabbi.llic 

Voioea, • and •AnotJaer na~tion. • 
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The biblical texts along with the rabbinic texts cited 

in this thesis are all original translations. They were 

derived from the original versions through consultation with 

various translations. The rabbinic material was found 

priaarily through reading Bereshit Rabbah. Various points 

of interest were noted throughout the reading. Those notes 

led to the investigation of various verse indexes, which 

ultimately led to other texts. 

Chapter 1 discusses the events surrounding the events 

of the birth of the twins and their early and divergent 

development. Chapter 2 deals with Jacob's acquisition of 

the blessing of the firstborn and his flight to Paddan-aram. 

Chapter 3 records Jacob's dream at Bethel. Chapter 4 

chronicles the two decades that Jacob spent in the house of 

Laban. Chapter 5 serves as a swmary of those two decades 

through the eatabliabllent of a pact between Jacob and Laban . 

Chapter 6 conaidera the reunion between Esau and Jacob. 

Another Interpretation 

Jacob and Beau were twins who struggled both inside and 

outside of the VOllb. When Isaac was about to die, he deemed 

it appropriate to bless his older son with the blessing of 

the fintborn. Tb.rough a chain of event• involving Rebekah, 

Jacob, the younger eon, anxiously received the bluaing of 

the firatborn bebtnd s .. u•• back. 
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It was during that episode that Isaac asked Jacob, "Who 

are you my son?" and Jacob responded, "I am Esau, your 

firstborn." What a powerful sentence to utter. Jacob said, 

"I am Esau, your firstborn," at the moment that his father 

offered him his deathbed blessing. Jacob said , "I am Esau, 

your firstborn," and meant it in the most profound way 

possible. When Jacob uttered those words he actually became 

Esau, experiencing the reality of baring the blessing of the 

fir stborn; struggling with its meaning. From that moment 

on, until be would finally meet Esau again twenty years 

later, Jacob was both 'Jacob, the younger' and ' Esau, the 

firstborn.• The two struggled within him. 

This study is an a~tempt to explore the dynamics of 

Jacob's life as he bore the blessing of the firstborn. Its 

implications reach far beyond the printed word. I invite 

you to share in deciphering the puzzle. I invite you to 

offer nAnother Interpretation." 

( 
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CHAPTER l 

THEY STRUGGLED WITHIN BER ••• WHEN THE BOYS GREW •• • 

GENESIS 25:19-34 

l • u 

it1tr10 t. 

conception. 
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The Biblical Text 

They Struggled Within Ber Genesis 25:19-26 

11 This is the story of Isaac, son of Abraham. Abraham begot 
Isaac. • Isaac was forty years old when he took to wife Rebekah, 
daughler of Belhuel the Aramean of Paddan-aram, sister of Laban 
the Aramean. 21 Isaac pleaded with Adonai on behalf of his wife, 
becauee she was banwa; and Adonai responded to his plea, and 
his wife Rebekah conoaived. 22 But the children struggled within 
her, and she said, •If 80, why do 1 exist?" She went to inquire of 
Adonai, II and AdonaJ answered her, 

"Two nations are in your womb, 
Two aeparate peoples shall issue from your body; 
One people shall be mightier than the other, 
And the <>k* shall serve the youiger. • 

84 When her time to give birth was at hand, there were twins in 
her womb. 25 The first one emerged red, Nke a hajry mantle all 
over; 80 they named him Esau. 2111 Then his brother emerged, 
holding onto the heel of Esau; 80 they named him Jacob. Isaac 
was sixty years old when they were born. 

Genesis 25:19-26 recalls the prenatal begi.nnings of two 

brother• in one waab. Verses 19 ' 20 explain Isaac's 

identity and bow he C8118 to 1111rry RebeJcah when be was forty 

years old. Rebekah ia described as caaing froa Paddan-araa 

and aa the aiater of LU>an, one 1lbo will play a deciaive 

rolf in the upxn•ng narrativea. fte text continue• to 

~aia b0!'1 after twllty rean of barren auriage (25&26 in 

light of 25120), Iaaac ple.s.d with ldoaai CltJl behalf of hi• 

~ vii• ' J5a2J) and... l#i;i r•pond84 poaitively bj 

aabtlDg ..._uh to mive. t'bere ill an ilitricate 
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vatabar. Thus, we explicitly and subtly learn that the 

brothers• lives began with a plea to Adonai. 

Aa Rebekah experienced the nine months of pregnancy, 

the children 'struggled' in her womb. The biblical author 

used the verb vayitrot•et•u, an unusual form that literally 

means 'they cruabed, thrust, one another. •1 The exper ience 

was so troubling for Rebekah that she could only ask, "I f 

so, why do I exist?" (25:21). Just as the brothers were 

conceived through a plea to Adonai, so were they nurtured in 

the womb with an existential question addressed to Adonai. 

Adonai's response completely ignored the physical and 

emotional pain of the 110ther and informs us exactly why it 

is that this story is recorded here: 

'l"WO nations are in your womb, 
'1'Wo separate peoples aball issue fraa your body; 
one people shall be mightier than the other, 
ADd tbe older ab.all aene tba younger. (25:23) 

The children struggled. in the VOllb of the 110ther just as the 

~· to ~e frca their respective gen-logiea would 

struggle throughout their entire lives. vera .. 22 ' 23 are 

the biblical autbor's atu.pt to link the hiatoriea of two 

enmi.H in one «:r m begtnning. 

j 
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The idea that Jacob/Israel and Bsau/Bda1 were 
siblings finds expression in several biblical 
texts. Deuteronomy 23:8 says: "You shall not 
abhor an Bdalite, for he is your kinaman." 
HUllbers 20:14 reports that in the course of the 
wilderness wanderings Hoses sent a message to the 
king of Edca that opened with the phrase, "Thus 
aaya your brother Israel." The prophet Obadiah, 
in hia indictment of Bdoa, alao refers to •your 
brother Jacob• (v. 10), and Malachi (1:2) aaaumes 
it to be ccm>n knowledge that "Baau ia Jacob's 
brother." Thia tradition is so extraordinary, 
given the long and bitter history between Israel 
and Edom, that it must reflect authentic 
historical experience. The two peoples must have 
shared 11e110ries of an early coaaon ancestry, blood 
kinship, or treaty associations. 2 

Finally, the text informs us that the two who emerged 

from one womb were actually very different in appearance and 

initial action: 

The first one emerged red, like a hai.ry mantle all 
over; so they named him Esau. Then his brother 
..arged, holding on to the heel of Esau; so they 
named him Jacob.... (25:25f.) 

The n-•, themselves, reveal a great deal about who these 

children were to be. Baau -r9ed red, '•dllolai, 

pbilologi<wlly rooted in the people of Bdml. Bia brother 

~gecl hol.cU.Dg on to th• hHl of Bau, so they nqrd hia 

ya'aqov, philologically rooted in the heel, 'eqev, of Bsau. 
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When The Boys Grew Genesis 25:27-34 
8 When the boys grew up, Esau became a skillful hunter, a man 
of 1he field; but Jacob was a mlld man who sat in tents. • Isaac 
loved Esau becal1&e the hunt was in his mouth; but Rebekah 
loY9d Jacob. • Once when Jacob was cooking a stew, Esau 
came in from the field, famished. 30 Esau said to Jacob, "Give me 
some of that red red stuff to gulp down, because I am famished" -
which Is why he was named Edom. ' 1 Jacob said, •First sell me 
your birthright.• • And Esau said, •1 am at the point of death, why 
do I need a birthright!" •But Jac;ob said, "Swear to me first." So 
he swore to him, and sold his birthright to Jacob. 14 Jacob then 
gave Esau bread and lentil stew; he ate and drank, and rose and 
went away. Thus did Esau spurn the birthright. 

The above verses of text describe the different natures 

of the boys (25:27), their parent s ' i nteraction with them 

(25:28), and the events surrounding Esau 's sale of the 

birthright (25:29-34) . 

The two who grew together in one womb ultimately became 

very different people: "Esau became a skillful hunter, a man 

of the field; but Jacob was a mild man who sat in tents" 

(25:27). More than describing the idiosyncraciea of two 

brothers, this verse speaks of the divergent natures of two 

different way• of life: the hunter &Ad the •8111.-ncmad • 

• 
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and the reflective aemi-nomad. 3 

Accordingly, the apparent purpose of such divergent 

descriptions of the boys was to create a motif of dual life 

tracks throughout the remainder of the narrative. 

The statement of parental preferences seems to be 

irrelevant to the current context, but is essential for a 

complete understanding of the events in chapter 27.' It is 

unclear why Isaac actually preferred Esau over Jacob. Was 

it that Isaac himself had a taste for game and enjoyed the 

food brought by Esau or was there something intrinsic in 

Esau's nature that drew Isaac to him? What ever the reason, 

the parallel between the rivalry of Esau and Jacob and Isaac 

and Ishmael (21:9f . ) is important to keep in mind. Isaac 

raised his sons in the only way he knew how, in the midst of 

sibling rivalry • 

... 
'1'he legltillaay of the transaction regarding the 

l 

birthrigli for a bowl of lentil• i• often queationed. In 

many cmltans, one tlbo.Jaeld the biJ:tbrigllt t,ceived 

preferred inheritance and status, succeeding his father as 

head of tu fmily. In e&naan and other •ear Ba•tern y• 
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countries such status provided one with a double portion and 

special honor among his brothers. 

While it was c learly a r i ght of birth, the birthright 

was not always given to the firstborn. This instance is 

only one of many when the birthright was transferred to the 

younger sibling: 

Pirst-born status came through natural birth, 
although in early biblical days the right could be 
lost because of misdeed, as in Reuben's case (Gen. 
49:3-4; I Chron. 5:1), canceled through blessings, 
as in Manasseh ' s case (Gen . 48:13-20), or sold as 
in Beau ' s case •••• 5 

Yet still, the modern Western reader might question the 

legitimacy of such an important transaction at the cost of a 

bowl of lentils. such a reader needs to be aware of another 

set of values: 

Buainess transactions in the Bear Bast, while 
always subject to strict legal norms, have also 
been looted upon to scma extent aa a ga.e, one in 
which the contestants match wits with one 
anottar ••• ,, Popalar lore takes delight in auah 
•g ... cnnnship,• au.ch as official law stresses the 
ethiaal ud .,ral aide in aaob dealing•···· 

. Abstract juclg~t• could thus be easily 
.U.eapplied ••••• 

Despite •aab avaren••• of ancient day noJ:mS, today's 
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Why did Esau, the hunter who provided food, need to ask for 

food from Jacob who just sat in tents? Why was Jacob making 

a stew; was he waiting for Esau? Was this a premeditated 

action on the part of Jacob? Was Esau really on the brink 

of death? Why would Esau have to buy food in his own home? 

Why didn't Esau just make his own food when faced with the 

proposition of Jacob? 

The biblical author's use and repetition of the root 

'dm (red) to describe the yet unnamed stew in verse 30 is 

reminiscent of Esau's own complexion (25:25) . Esau's own 

statement, "I am at the point of death, why do I need a 

birthright!" (25:32) contains the same language as Rebekah's 

earlier existential quest~on, "If so, why do I exist?" 

(25:22) 

The passage ends with incredible swiftness of action on 

the part of Esau: he ate, drank, got up, went, and spurned 

(25:34), ich informs us as to his attitude toward the 

i!lplioationa of the entire tranttacti<m. Juat as the lentils 

were gone, .a were hi• thoughts regarding the transaction. 

oa:r •JllPatby with Bsau is acmawbat dissipated when 
the narrator deac:ribea hi• inner feelinqa. Having 
fJ.ni.abed th• broth, Baau does not quarrel with 
Jacob but 909• indifferently about hi• bo•ineaa, 
with no apparent r~ard for the aacred institution 
of a.. flrft-boru. 1 , 
~ ...... 2772?'•· 112. 
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Deapite this apparent favoritism of J acob on the part 

of the author, the text is not t otally one sided. The 

conclusion of the passage informs us of Esau's sale without 

informing us of Jacob's acquisition • 

••• it ia highly significant that the text only 
mentions Esau's sale of the birthright but does 
not state that Jacob bought it. This is contrary 
to the usual biblical legal style as, for 
instance, in the case of Abraham's purchase of t he 
cave at Machpelah, Jacob ' s acquisition of a field, 
and David's buying the threshing floor from 
Aruanah. The omission in the present story is 
another way of dissociating Jacob ' s eventual 
ascendancy from the means he adopted. 8 

Nonetheless, the general nature of the passage does not 

seem to be legal. Rather, the transaction between Esau and 

Jacob appears to be more spiritual. The implications are to 

effect the spiritual well-being of the brothers more than 

any other aspect of their lives. 9 

Rabbinic Voices 

The ll4bbis were very astute when it came to the 

brotherly divergence of Bsau and Jacob. Interpreting 

•vayitrot••t•u, the children atruggled within her,• 

Rabbi Yocbanan says, •This one ran to kill the 

• PJaut, 9sCx:i.t, 175. 

r 'th 
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other, while the other ran t o kill that one." 10 

According to Rabbi Yochanan, the struggling was the result 

of a mutual animosity, the source of which is unknown. All 

that we know is that they hated each other so much, even in 

the womb, that both •ran,• •ratz,' to kill the other; thus 

rendering the unusual verb •vayitrotzetzu,• an apparent 

duplication of 'ratz.• Such an interpretation gives equal 

weight to the aggressive nature of both children. 

The Rabbis were not even sure of the meaning of the 

apparently clear phrase, 'the elder shall serve the younger• 

(25:23). 

Rabbi Huna said, 'If he [Jacob] is meritorious, he 
[Esau] will serve, if not [if Jacob is not 
meritorious], he [Jacob] will serve [Esau] . ' 11 

The service of the older brother was not unconditional. 

Both children would have to merit their own status. The 

same verse is later questioned by the author of Midrash 

Bagadol wh41il be compared it to Isaac's blessing of Esau, 

~ do not know if the elder or the younger aervea. 
Ba•ed on ~he later verse, •you •hall live by your 
ROrd aad aerve your brother• (27:•0), the text 

11 ......Ut 1•N>U 63~6. aer.ahit aatmah ia a fifth 
century ~ ~tion of llidraah. 

u aid. 1Js7. 
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teaches that the older serves the younger . 12 

Both coonents add to the ambiguity of the Rabbis' 

interpretation of the beginnings of two distinct nations. 

Both coaaents place Esau and Jacob on equal ground at the 

beginning of their lives, as if the reader need await the 

unfolding of the events of their lives to see who would 

serve whom. 

Yet, Esau's appearance 'first • (25:25) troubled the 

Rabbis. Bow could Esau, the ancestor of Rome, emerge from 

the womb before Jacob, the ancestor of Israel, given all of 

the qualitative differences between first and second? The 

answer is easy: Esau emerged first with all of the 

impurities of the womb, while Jacob emerged second, 

perfectly pure. 13 Interestingly enough, the question of 

preferential birth order was so important that it was 

portrayed not only as the question of the Rabbis, but as the 

question of a non-Jewish woman as well. 

A matron once atked Rabbi Yo•• bell Balaf ta • she 
said to hi.JI, •Why did Bsau emarqe first?" Be said 

•to ber, •Tile fi.rat drClp (of •-n) wa• Jacob.• Be 
continued, •xt i• siailar to your placing two 
pearl• ill one tube. Donn• t the one that you 
placed in f irat coaa out last? This is bow the 

u Jd4rull llagadol on Genesis 25: 23. Midraab Hagadol is 
at~ caft:11rf Y1•1nite text • 

.I 
u Jlenlebit .. N>ah 63:8. 
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first drop was Jacob." u 

Despite the Rabbis' apparent conviction regarding the 

equality of the two boys, Rabbi Yose ben Balafta and his 

contemporaries managed to transform •second ' {Jacob) into 

'first' {Esau) thus making 'second' {Jacob) qualitatively 

better than 'first' (Esau). 

Such subtle interpretations are not the Rabbis' norm. 

They had no qualms placing Jacob before Esau in the boldest 

way that they knew. For example, t hey argued that Rebekah's 

pain during pregnancy was the result of Jacob 'struggling' 

for Torah and Esau 'struggling' for idolatry: 

At the time when Reb~kah would stand near houses 
of assembly and houses of study, Jacob struggled 
to come out, as it is written, "Before I created 
you in the womb, I selected you" (Jeremiah 1:5); 
but, at the ti.lie when Rebekah would pass by houses 
of idolatry, Bsau struggled to come out, as it is 
written, •The wicked are defiant from the womb" 
(Psalm 58:4) •15 

The Rabbi read their own reality into this dual approach of 

the two children. They perceived th-elves aa the children 

of Jaoob, Iarael; and the Rcllans, their oppreasora, as the 

children of Baau, Bdoll. 'Two nations are in your womb' -

one led by Badrian among idol worshipers and the other led 

u Ibid. 6318. 

u lb.t.cl. ,,,,. 
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by Solomon among Israel . 16 

Ultimately, the Rabbis read into the story of the birt h 

of the two children the birth of two nati ons, prototypically 

different. Their midrash was an attempt to just ify their 

own reality of life in Torah ; their own 'struggle ' for 

Torah, in a world dominated by pagans. 

Two nations they are, each owning a world of its 
own , the one the Torah, the other sin . From the 
one will spring Solomon, the builder of the 
Temple, from the other Vespasian, the destroyer 
thereof •11 

It i s almost as if Rebekah's pain and subsequent question, 

"If so, why do I exist?" was in fact their own existential 

pain and question: If we live Torah, why are we subjugated? 

The Rabbis' midrash extended beyond a polemic again.st 

Rome and a juatif ication of a life in Torah to the 

individual attributes of Esau and Jacob. Playing on an 

apparentlY aiaainq aleph in the word 't'omim, twins,• of 

verae 24, 11 the Rabbis noted that 'Jacob was righteous and 

Esau vat1 evil. •1' They reasoned that the aleph as it 

"' D>id. &a:1. 

11 -.1.draab Tellilia 9"S 83-8C.. Xidraab Tahilia i• a 
118dieval CCll(>ilation of aidraah on the Paallla. 

ll ec.pare to the full apellipg in Geneaia 38:27. 

ll a.r.bit a.NM.II 6318. &.id: 

/' 
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appeared in the word t'omim in reference to Perez and Ze rah 

(38:29f.) indicated that both were to be righteous men. The 

m.issinq aleph of 25:24 indicated that only one of the two 

boys was to be righteous. When faced with the decision of 

stereotyping either Jacob or Esau as right eous, the Rabbis 

unequivocally determined that Jacob was righteous and Esau 

was evil. 

It is this dichotomy of personal attributes that 

structured the Rabbis' approach to the entire Esau/Jacob 

narrative. The story of the origins of t wo divergent yet 

sibling nations was predominately understood by the Rabbis 

as their story of difference with Rome. That which made two 

fathers (of nations) so different, made them so similar in 

family relations and daily events. They came from the same 

family, yet diverged; day after day one asked for food that 

the other provided. That which made the Rabbis so different 

from the Romans also made them so similar, as if the two 

nations, living side by side, came from one womb. 

T1ie Rabbis were well aware of the similarities and 

differences between the two brothers. They were as silailar 

as sillilar could be, intertwined in each other's life for 

thJ.rtHn yura, but then, they beqan to sprout in different 

d.irectioaas 

- Rabbi Levi aaid: 

1 I' 
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It ia like a myrtle tree and a thorn bush that 
were growing one on top of the other. Once they 
grow and aeparate, one gives its aroma and the 
other its thorn. So it was all thirteen years 
that the two of them went to school and came from 
school. After thirteen years, this one would go 
to houses of study, and this one would go to 
houses of idolatry . 20 

Their divergent ways were evidenced in their very natures. 

According to the Rabbis, Esau became a skillful hunter, able 

to entrap his prey with his guile tongue: 

"Esau became a skillful hunter ••• " (25:27) - Be 
hunted all creatures through his mouth saying, 
'You didn't steal, who stole with you? You didn't 
kill, who killed with you?' 21 

Meanwhile, "Jacob would sit in tents," (25:2 7 ) "two tents, 

the house of study of Shem, and the house of study of 

Bver,"" the pre-Sinai houses of Torah study. 

The day of the transaction was a busy one for these two 

very different brothers. On the one hand, Jacob, the tent 

dweller, alowly aimlered a lentil stew for his father Jacob, 

on the paaaiag of Abraham. 23 That stew, a.a described by 

Beau, was doubly rich i.n redness . The stew, i.n fact, was 

made especially f or Esau: 

ao Ibid. 63110. 

Jl Ibid. 
8 h 

aa Did. 

II Diid. Lmitil• t.-diticaal part of tM 
llllMl of GODl'nlwe. 

11' 
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•Proa that red red stuff" (25:30) - •. • Resh Lakish 
said, 'Prom it and from that which is like it . Be 
is red, and his food is red; his land is red; his 
soldier• are red; his clothes are red; his redness 
bursts throuqb his red clothes; he is red • . •• • 2' 

On the other hand, Esau committed five major sins on that 

very day, thus shortening Abraham ' s life by five years. 25 

That day saw more than five sins committed by Esau. It 

was the day that Esau dropped t he mask he had been wearing. 

Up until that day, Esau masqueraded before his father as a 

pi ous God-fearer. The Rabbis portrayed such interactions 

between Esau and Isaac in the following way: 

'Father,• he would ask Isaac , 'what is the tithe 
on straw and salt?' The question made him appear 
God-fearing in the eyes ~f his father, because 
these two products are the very ones exempt from 
tithing. Isaac failed to notice, too, that his 
older son gave him forbidden food to eat. 25 

What he took for the flesh of young goats was dog 
meat. 21 

But on that day, when Beau came in from the field (25:29), 

he dropped t)le ~squer.ade ud publicly sinned. In response, 
• 

2
' Ibid. 63: 12 . 

JS Babylonia Talmud, Baba Batra 16b. This ls an attempt 
to u;plaiD wby Abr~ oiily lived to 175 yeara, vbi).e Isaac 
lived to 180 years. 

• Jd.drUh TanhUllll Banidpaa !'oldot 7. Kidraah Tanbwaa 
ia a Dintb century eo11pllation. 

__ ., nrp 1"91'U)aalwf OD Gene•ia 271~1. Targum Yeru•balJIJ. 
i• a ftrat: tlMdl•:E'fttlil as Qan•latJ.on of the Bible. 

11' 



Adonai said, 

I proaised Abraham that he should go to his 
fathers in peace. Can I now permit him to be 
witness to his grandson's rebellion against God, 
his violations of the laws of chastity, and his 
shedding of blood? It is better for him to die 
now in peace. 28 

Page 17 

So it was that those who emerged from the same womb grew in 

very different directions. 

Another Interpretation 

In Genesis 25:19-26, Jacob and Esau, bro~hers who 

eventually could not live together outside of the womb, 
.-' 

found themselves struggling with each other within the 

warmth and security of their mother's womb. The image of 

one was hard to discern froa the other as th.e two children-

to-be caused their mother Rebekah to question her own 

existence (25:22). When she questioned God concerning her 

existential crisis, God responded, 

'!'Wo natfo~ are in your waim, 
TWo ""1'•te people• .•hall issue fraa yo..µ- .bo4y; 
one people •ball be Jif.glltfer than the other, 
ADcl the older aball aerve ~· ~ger~ (2~:'3~ ~Lalit 

And llO it appMred that the aµuggle vi:th!D the db 

vu for lllgtit bd aervlee. It llOui.4 ~ _tbat such a:1 
-

•trufll'e :61af ~ llaft ti9en initJ.ated 1'y the older, for he 

1 
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would have been content to be mightier and to be served as 

the natural order would dictate . Rather, it seems likely 

that such a struggle would have been initiated by the 

younger. The younger would have attempted to usurp the 

powers of the older from within the womb and beyond. Were 

this the case, it would appear that Jacob would have 

initiated the struggles in order to usurp Esau's position 

throughout their lives. 

However, were Jacob t o succeed in the womb, e . g., 

become firstborn, by necessity he would spend the rest of 

his life thwarting off t he a t tacks of the younger Esau. But 

we know that this is not the case. In fact , Esau, the 

firstborn, is. later replaced by the younger Jacob through 

birthright and blessing. 

What then was the struggle a.bout, if not for birth 

order? The struggle in the womb serves as a paradigm of the 

struggle out de of the womb. The struggle within the wanb 

blurred the line• of definition between t he individual . 
identities of twin brothers. This prenatal lack of clarity 

continued u a thread throughout the lives of the brothers, 

••pecially Jacob. In fact, Jacob was first described only 

in relation to hi• brother, 
t 1 

I 
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named him Jacob. (25:25f.) 

Esau had his own identit y, he was red all over and his name 

reflected it. Jacob, on the other hand, was first called 

'his brother .• Be grasped the heel of Esau and his name 

reflected it. Jacob would s pend the rest of his life trying 

to identify himself as someone other than Esau's brother . 

Despite t heir strikingly apparent differences, the two 

emerged from one womb where they spent the better part of 

nine months entangled leg in arm, arm in leg. The 

questions, 'Is t hat my arm or is that your leg? Is that my 

hand or is that your voice?', seem to amply describe the 

nature of the relationship. This confused i dentity motif is 

prevalent throughout the childhood and first two decades of 

Jacob's adult life. Both his actions and his words serve as 

a question, ' Am I Jacob or am I Esau?' 

Those who 8118rged from the same womb with different 

physical appearances, grew into those physical difference as 

their iqdividual personalities developed. The elder was a 

bunter, the younger sat at home . one was particularly loved 
I ._ 

by their father, while the other by their mother. one was 
f 

impatient and in dire need of food, while the other slowly 
1 

and patiently stirred the kettle . The one loved by hi• 

father cried out in enstential pain, •1 a at the point of 

cllldla, Why do I need a bJ.rtbrigbtJ" (25:32). Bov ironic it 



Paqe 20 

is that these words are so reminiscent of his mother's own 

existential crisis during pregnancy (25 : 22). 29 Perhaps 

their incompatibility was due t o their s.iJllilarity. 

Yet, each of the two boys possessed t he key t o the 

other's future: Jacob possessed Esau's nourishment, whil e 

Esau possessed Jacob's inheri tance. Jacob gave Esau the red 

red stuff, thus giving him his name; whi le Esau gave Jacob 

his heel, thus giving him his name . 

'Jacob possessed Esau ' s nouri shment.' That stew was 

more t han a way of satiating the moment ary hunger of a 

hunter. That kettle , f illed wit h red stuff , s lowly s tirred 

and seasoned by Jacob, possessed the true nature of Esau. 

It was red like his own complexion; i t was red like the 

bloody by-product of the kill. Yet, it was Jacob, not Esau, 

who lit the fire, combined the ingredients, and slowly 

stirred divergent flavors into one robust 'personality.• On 

this occasion, the hunter could not feed himself and was 

dependent upon his sedentary brother. 

'Esau possessed Jacob's inheritance.• Be possessed it 

in the aama manner that Jacob would ultimately claim it: 

through the apparent deception of Iaaac. Beau entertained 

2• The Babrev, lall&b •eb, 'why is thi• • , is found in both 
c•H•· 
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his father with apparently pious questions and served him 

apparently succulent game. But it was all a masquerade, no 

different than the sheep skins and garments Jacob would soon 

wear (27:15f.) . 

'And the boys grew• - in very different, yet strikingly 

similar ways. The myrtle seemed to have thorns and the 

thorn seemed to smell like the myrtle. Yet the two were 

very different. The ultimate identity of each was yet to be 

discovered. 

I 
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CHAPTER 2 

" I AM ESAU, YOUR FIRSTBORN." 

GENESIS 27 . 1-28:9 

f! 
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The Biblical Text 

This portion of text , which i s fill ed with a great deal 

of dialogue and action, can be out lined in the following 

way: 

27:1-4 Isaac instructs Esau concerning the 
preparation of the meal in return f or 
the blessing of Isaac's soul. 

27:5-13 Rebekah instructs Jacob to take Esau ' s 
place and Jacob expresses concern a.bout 
her plan. Rebekah explains that she 
would take full responsibility . 

27: 14-17 Jacob brings t he food to Rebekah who 
prepares both the food and Jacob for 
presentation. 

27 : 18-29 Isaac determines the i dentity of t he son 
s tanding before him and blesses that son who 
then left . 

27 :30- 40 Esau arrives a l t er I saac blesses Jacob. Be 
vehemently protests a.bout missing the 
blessing. Isaac offers Esau another 
blessing. 

27:41-45 Esau vows to kill Jacob after t he death of 
Isaac . Rebekah, after hearing Esau's vow, 
instructs Jacob to flee to Baran . 

27:46-
28:5 Rebekah explains to Isaac her disgust 

regarding Esau's marriage to Hittite woaen in 
order to convince Isaac to aend Jacob to 
saran. Isaac blesses and sends Jacob to 
Paddan-araa to get a vif e f rca the daughters 
of Laban. 

28:6- 9 Bsau marries Ishmael's daughter out of spi te. 

If there i• any scene in the Bible that 11.iqht have been 

written for dr-tic presentation, it is this passage. It 

is filled with dr-tic irony, center stage scenes, uidea 
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played on the wings , crafted dialogue, and intense emotions. 

Isaac's Instructions for Blessing Genesis 27:1-4 

27 When Isaac was old and his eyes were too dim to see, he 
called Esau, hla older aon, and said to him, ·My son: He 
answered him, •1 am here: 2 And he said, "I am old and I do not 
know the day of my death. 3 Please, take now your gear, your 
quiver and your bow, and go out into the field and hunt me some 
game. 4 Then prepare a dish for me such as I like, and bring it to 
me and I will eat, so that my soul may bless you before I die." 

We are first exposed to the interior of blinding 

Isaac's tent. Be lay in bed, apparently preparing for his 

death. Yet, he will ultimately die no less than twenty 

years into the future (35:28f.). Be called to Esau, who was 

hovering near the tent entrance, in order to instruct him 

concerning the meal of blessing. Esau responded in full 

presence, •Bere I am• (hineni) (27: 1 ). Be responded with 

the same word that Isaac would later use in response to 

Jacob (27:18). Hineni implies an awareness of and a 

readiness to perform a task that is the result of a 

relationship with another . Isaac and Esau used that word, 

but Jacob could only say, ••ani - I am" (27:24), in a 
• 

aiailar conteXt of dialogue. Bsau then went out to the 

field, to hia favorite venue, to do his father's will 

(27:5). 
2 .iLl) t.h c: 

,, 
j 
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Rebekah's Instructions for Blessing Genesis 27:5-13 
5 

Rebekah had been listening as Isaac spoke to his son 
Esau. When Esau had gone out into the field to hunt game to 
bring, 1 Rebekah said tot. eon Jacob, "I heard your father 
speaking to your broaw Esau, saying, 7 'Bring me some game 
and prepare a dish that I will eat. so that I may bless you before 
Adonal before I die.' • Now, my eon, listen to my voice, to that 
which I am instructing you. 11 Please go to the flock and fetch me 
two choice kids, and I will make them into a dish just as your 
father Hkes. 

10 
You will then bring it to your father, he will eat so 

that he will bless you before his dea1h. 11 But Jacob said to his 
mother Rebekah, •Alas, my brother Esau is a hairy man and I am 
smooth-skinned. 12 Perhaps my father wf 11 touch me and I shall 
be In his eyes like a trickster, thus bringing a curse and not a 
blessing upon mysett.- 13 Hla mother said to him, "Your curse 
shall be upon me my son! Just listen to my voice. Go and fetch 
for me.u 

While all of the events were taking place inside the 

tent, Rebekah had her ear to t t e tent flap. After hearing 

Isaac's instruc tions, Rebekah motioned to Jacob to come 

near. She explained to him exactly what Isaac told Esau and 

instructed him to do the same, so that Isaac may bless Jacob 

before he dies (27:10). Despite her careful attention to 

detail, Rabekalj llliainformed Jacob as to one detail. She 

insisted that the entire blessing waa to talte place before . 
God (27:8), whereas Iaaac never mentioned God in the 

instruction• to B•au. Jacob protested out of fear of being 

curaed only to be •••ured by Rabekah that she would- bare the 

curse (27113~. J800b ran to do tbe will of Ilia mother just 
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Rebekah and Jacob Prepare for Blessing Genesis 27:14-17 
14 

He went, he took, and he brought to hi• mother. Hla 
mocher made a dish as hla hlthel' Uked. 15 Rebekah took the 
best clothes of Esau, her old• aon, which were with her in the 
house, and dressed Jacob her younger aon. 16 She covered his 
hands and the hairtess part of his neck with the skins of the kids. 
17 

She placed the dish and the bread that she made in the hand 
of her eon Jacob. 

Jacob returned with two kids and handed them to Rebekah 

who quickly a.nd silently prepared them as Isaac liked. 

Isaac originally sent Esau for wild game, but Rebekah and 

Jacob were satisfied to serve him domesticated sheep. She 

silently dressed Jacob in Esau's best clothes and covered 

his hands and the skinless part of his neck with the skins 

of the kids . She then ceremoniously placed the dish and the 

bread in Jacob's bands as she sent him to the entrance of 

the tent. 

The Blessing Scene Genesis 27:18-29 

"He came to hla r.n• and said, 9lly fall•.• Me said, 
,.... 1 am. \V1C> .. you mr .... .,. • Jacob said to his 11111•. ·1 
mn EsaJ. JOA1 tliilllNllL I haw done as you have spok., to me . 
.,.... rtee, lit up, and eat from my tU1t IO that you soul lhall 
,,.... wie.• • Isaac said to Illa eon, 'How did you find so quickly, 
"" 80ll7" He lllid, "Becal• Adonal ycu God was before me.• 
21 tsMc,.-S~ Jacob, .,,.... approach ao that I mav.~ ~ .. 
~eon -~or not you ... ""..., es.i.· •Jacob 
appr: t-.d .... ,...... Ila-= who ... him md uld, "The voice la 
.. voice ~ JlacX>b~ white the hinds .. the hands " Esau.. • He 
dlClfiat ~Nm ---.. tilills~ ..... 
~·-·;., .. bl1111d.h,lm. :,qo;: i d 
tfi:lild, iAft you Niiiy "" ... e.tr Ma When tii 

_...,..eilld" •,••he 9lld, "8erw me and I wm elt fr6m yo&.- t.n, my 
~ ... ,,,, blliflyou.Hewv.dNmandhe.a.; 

I 
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he brought htm wine and he drank. 215 Hla father Isaac said to 
him, 9P1ease approach me and kiss me my aon." v He 
approached and kissed him. He smelled the odor of his clothes 
and blessed him, saying, "Behold, the smell of my aon is like the 
smell of the field that Adonai has blessed. 

211 "May God give you 
Of the dew of heaven and the fat of the earth 
Abundance of new grain and wine. ' 
29 

Let peoples serve you, 
And nations bow to you; 
Be master over your brolhera, 
And let your mother'• aona bow to you. 
Cursed be they who curse you, 
Blessed they who bless you.• 

Rebekah again placed her ear to t he tent flap while 

Jacob, c lad in Esau 's clothing and s heep skins holding fresh 

bread and a dish of meat, approached his ailing father 

(27:18). The blind Isaac perceived more than his eyes had 

ever seen: 

Tension mounts constantly as Isaac, sightless and 
never altogether convinced by the evidence of his 
other aenaea, reaorts to one teat after another: 
hia viaitor sounds like Jacob, but says he is 
&aau, yet the bunt took auch leas time than 
expected; ~· akin feel• like Baau•s and the food 
taatea rigft; the lips betray nothing, but the 
clotbatl ... 11 of the chase; ao it baa to be Baau 
after all11 

• t .. 

The llOIJt talll.Dg verse of the entire episode w~ apolten by 

Isaac, •The votce i• the +oice of Jacob, W'1lle' th• hands are 

OD tbe surface, tllia ia .a 

1/ 
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voice . Beneath the surface, Isaac's words inform us of the 

depth of his perception. Be might have been blind, but he 

was not easily fooled. 

With this perception fully in mind, Isaac asked one 

final question, "Are you really my son Esau?" (27:24) 

Satisfied with Jacob's answer, "I am" (27:24), Isaac blessed 

the one whom he thought was Esau . That son quickly left the 

tent knowing that the other brother may show up any minute 

(27:30). Meanwhile, Rebekah removed her ear from the tent 

flap in order to bask in her own glory. 

Jacob Left; Esau Returned Genesis 27:30-40 

30 It was when Isaac finished blessing Jacob. once Jacob had left 
the presence of hi• flllher Isaac, that hi• brott. Esau had oome 
in from the hlr1t. 31 He also made a dish and brought it to his 
fatl•. He said to his ,. ..... •May my rather ri• and eat from 
the tu1t of Illa eon so that your soul may bless me.• • Hla 
fall• Isaac said to Nm, 'Who are yol.fl" And he saJd, •1 am your 
--. your llllllbom, Esau.• 19 Isaac was seized with a very 
violent tranblng. He saJd, "Who was It then that hunted game 
and brought it to me? I ate It aJI before you came. I blessed him 
and he wll tfM be biassed.• a. When Esau heard the words of 
Illa ....,, he blnt out lnlo a wild and bitter ~bing. He said to 
Illa ...... '9lles me too, falllaert• • He said, -Your brollw 
came wlh 91* end took yot1 bl111i11g.• • He Mid, 'W• ha, 
then, nned Jacob that he mlgtt -..pplant me these two times? 
Ha took my blrb-Wit and now he took my bl111119r He uld, 
,...,. ~ not ..-wd a bl111lng for me?- ., Isaac answad, 
~to e-i, "IM I t.. made hlln nmt8r CMI you: I hava 
... ,... .. d ......... tor ..... and 8UltBlnad him with 
grm a Y619. Whit. '*1, cmi I do, mr.....,. • Esau 98kf to 
hl8 ~. 'Do you only t.. one bl1111ng.., r I W1 m.. me 
too .. I 2&11" ~ Nield ta voice and crtlillJ. • tie .... 
........... ~to'*"· 

1 



"See, your abode shaJI enjoy the fat of the earth 
And the dew of heaven above. 
40 Yet by your sword shaJI you ltve, 
And you shall serve your brother; 
But when you grow restive, 
You shall break his yoke from your neck.• 
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As soon as Jacob left the tent, Esau arrived 

confidently with dish in ha.nd. Be offered the food to his 

father (27:31) only to receive the surprise of his life. 

Isaac asked Esau, •Who are you?" (27 : 32), and deciphered 

that it was J acob who received the blessing. The two 

entered into an emotional dialogue in order to figure out a 

way to bless Esau . 

The reader is all but won over by the drama of 
Jacob's ordeal , when Esau ' s return restores the 
proper perspective . The scene between Isaac and 
Esau, both so shaken and helpless, could scarcely 
be surpassed for pathos. Most poignant of all is 
the stark fact that the deed cannot be undone. 
Por all the actors in . this piece are but tools of 
fate which - purposeful though it must be - can 
itself be neither deciphered nor side-stepped by 
man.2 

Juat aa Jacob left. the blessing in haste, so did Esau and 

the bleaaing scene in bas~ by saying, •Let but the 110urnin9 

period of rq fa,tber ~, ~ ;r will kill my bJ;otbar Jacob• 

(27:41). Thaaa few words were muttered under his breath as 

he left the tent, just loud enough tor Isaac to hear. Isaac 

reported tba awful nen to Rebekah. : o- .~ 

a 
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Rebekah's Second Plan Genesis 27:41-45 
41 

Now Esau harbored a grudge against Jacob because of 
the blessing which hla father had given him, and Esau said in his 
heart. "Let but the mourning period of my father come and I will 
kill my brolher Jacob.• 42 The words of Esau, her older son, 
were told to Rebekah. She sent and caJled tor Jacob, her 
younger eon. She said to him, "Your brother Esau is consoling 
himself by planning to kill you. 43 Now, my eon, listen to my 
voice: Get up and flee to my brother Laban in Haran. 44 Stay 
with him a few days until the fury of your brt>ther has subsided; 
45 until your brolhWa anger against you has subsided and he 
forgets that which you did to him. I will then send for you and 
take you from there. Why should I lose the two of you in one 
day?-

The awful news of Esau's plan was reported to Rebekah. 

In panic, she again swmnoned Jacob, this time to instruct 

him of Esau• s plan. She informed .Ta.cob of her plan to send 

him to Baran in order to save his life (27:42ff . ). And once 

again, as she did when the boys were in her womb, she asked 

an existential question, "Why should I lose both of you in 

one day?• (27:45). Which two? Perhaps Esau and Jacob: 

Jacob kill8d by Bsau and Esau killed as punishment. Perhaps 

Isaac and Jacob: Isaac of natural causes and Jacob at the 

handa of Baa.u. 'l'he reader ia left guessing. The entire 

dialogue occurred as Rebekah eacorted her favorite son to 

the tent entrance. 

Rebetab convinced Isaac Genesis 27:46-28:5 
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1k8 .._, from anong the native womai, what good will life be 
to me?" 28 Isaac sent for Jacob and blessed him. He instructed 
Nm, saying to him, "You shall not take a wtf9 from among the Can•• 1119 women. 1 Get up and go to Paddan-aram, to the 
houM of Belhuel. yow lllOlhra faaw, and take a wife there 
from among the ~ of Laban, your molher'• brolher. 
s May El Shaddal bless you, make you fertile and numerous, so 
that you become an assembly of peoples. 4 May He grant you 
the blessing of Abraham, to you and your offspring, that you may 
poaa111 the land where you are sojouming, which God assigned 
to Abraham.· 

' Then Isaac sent Jacob off, and he went to Paddan-aram, 
to Laban the eon of Bethuel the Aramean, the brother of 
Rebekah, maaw of Jacob and Esau. 

Jacob wai ted outside the tent, where Esau stood at the 

beginning of the drama, as Rebekah entered to talk with 

Isaac . The dialogue was one sided, heated, and quick 

(27:46). Isaac sent for Jacob who quickly entered the tent 

just as Baau had done earlier . Be instructed Jacob 

concerning the issue of marriage and offered hi.JD yet another 

blessing (28:1). Different than the blessing of the soul, 

this blessing was the blessing of covenant with God as 
' 

expre•aed tbroug Isaac'• reference to Abraham (28:3f.). 

Isaac then aent Jacob to Padd•n-araa • • . Rebekah is noted, for ,. 
th• first tiM, a• being the mother of both Jacob and Bsau 

I 

I " ~ 
(2815). 11o word i• ..ntioned of bar preference for Jacob. 

Baau'• RevaDg• GeD .. i• 2815-9 
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Canuntta women,• 7 
and Jacob had obeyed his fldher and 

mo1hw and gone to Paddan-aram, 8 Esau realized that the 
Canaanite women displeased hla fldher Isaac. 11 So Esau went to 
lstvnael and took to wife, in addition to the wives he had, 
Mahalath, the dalght.- of Ishmael, sister of Nebaioth. 

Meanwhile, Esau was poised with his ear against tent 

flap just aa Rebekah had done at least two times before. 

His face turned redder than ever as he sought out Uncle 

Ishmael (a Canaanite), from the 'other side ' of t he family, 

in order to marry Mahalath, his daughter, out of spite 

( 28:6-9). 

* * * 

Thia narrative is clea.rly a story of family dynamics 

including favored children and the hopes and dreams of 

parents for thoae children. In fact, there are over sixty 

various repetitions of the phrases •my father,• 'his 

father• , •his mother, • 'his brother, ' 'your brother, • •his 

aon, • •her llOn • ••• s Nost are repetitive of the per90nal 

name of tJMt nfennt1 and thua, mmeoeaaary. n... biblical 

author is clearly bringing our attention to the family 

th 
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Bvery 8811ber of the family interacts with others in 

unique ways: 

All four mambers of the family participate, but 
only in pairs. Neither Jacob and Esau nor Rebekah 
and Bsau appear together; they dare not confront 
each other. Bach pair moves to the center of the 
stage twice, save mother and father who meet but 
once, and that briefly. The atronq-willed, artful 
Rebekah prefers to hover inconspicuously in the 
background, manipulating the situation. She 
approaches her husband only when matters get out 
of band . • 

'Neither Jacob and Esau nor Rebekah and Esau appear 

together• because each pair is made up of two people who are 

so similar that they cannot interact with one another. In 

the case of the latter pair , Rebekah favored Jacob (25 : 28) 

over Esau, but both Esau and Rebekah cried out in 

existential pain (25:22,32): they we.re so similar in 

personality type that they could not get along . In the 

former case, the sillilarities and differences between the 

two brother• who -rged froa one womb are apparent. 

Perhaps they never appear together on stage because they, 

like an actor who J 1aya two rolea in one performance, were 

in fact one verson portraying two distinct characters. 
J. 

this passage is the 

hHDtially, the• 
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question can be asked, 'Did Isaac's lack of physical vision 

effect his greater perception?' Many conaentators would 

anaver this question affirmatively and have entitled this 

section, •Jacob Purloins the Blessing" 5 and "Isaac 

Deceived.•' The coaaents go on in many case to either 

question the moral integrity of Jacob7 or dismiss the 

question in order to deal with the text.• 

Such questions are not the invention of the modern 

coaaentator. Rather, they are the questions of those who 

lived centuries ago . Jeremiah warned, "Beware, every man of 

his friend! Trust not even a brother! " (Jeremiah 9 : 3), 

apparently ref erring to these very events through the use of 

the word 'brother.• Similarly, Rosea referred to these 

episodes in a negative manner when he explained God's 

judg8118nt's on Israel as a result of the fact that, "in the 

WOllb he (Jacob) trt..d to aupplant his brother• (12:4). It 

is not my intention to prove or disprove the morality of 

Jacob'• .ctiona. Such an iDveatigation would be tbe topic 

of it• Ollll tbesia.. I do, however, intend to an'aWlar the 

qae~~ 'Did Isaac's lack of physical vision effect his 

greater perception?' The anner to that question will be 

l'C 'I CZI J tt 7 w 
s 

-. 
21,• 

• .,.1 .... , ,., .... , 211. 
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formulated based on a careful analysis of the text and 

presented in the section 'Another Interpretation' of this 

chapter. 

Throughout this biblical section, Jacob's own 

statements exude a concern with his own identity in relation 

to those closest to him. Note the repetition of the first 

person: 

27:11- 13 "Alas, ay brother Esau i s a hairy man 
and I aa smooth-sk.inned. Perhaps ay father will 
touch - and I shall be in his eyes l.ike a 
trickster thus bringing a curse and not a blessing 
upon -ra•lf.• 

27:18 Be [Jacob) came to his father and said, 
"ICJ father." ••• 

27:19 Jacob said to hiR father , "I aa Bsau your 
firstborn, I have done as you have spoken to-·" 

27:20 [Jacob said,] "Because Adona! your God was 
before-·· 

27:24 Be [Isaac) aaid, "Are you my son Esau?" 
And when he ea.id, "I aa." ••• 

These twln citat.jpn• infom us as to the importance of the 

decipt..ring of Jacob'• identity in this passage and in those 

8Dt:ll .... ncaincl related and •iailar bl-•liMJ t:n 

fto9• blesd.Dga, .._ amparecL to ..- other, 

•hare:;......_ iNal.luiti• ud a1mo cliftr99 in many vaym. 
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PIUT BLBSSIHG 
(27:28ff.) 

"Nay God give you 

Of the dew of heaven 
and the fat of the 
earth, 

Abundance of new 
grain and wine. 

Let peoples serve 
you and nations bow 
to you. 

Be master over your 
brothers, 

SECOND BLESSING 
(27:39f.) 

"See, your abode shall enjoy 
the fat of the earth 
And the dew of heaven above . 

Yet by your sword you shall 
live, 

And you shall serve your 
brother 

And let your 
mother's sons bow to 
you. 

But when you grow restive, 
You shall break his yoke from 
your neck." 

Cursed be those who 
curse who, 
Blessed they who 
bless you ." 

The first bleasing contains three elements which the 

second doea not: 

May God give ou 

Abn_..nce of n.v grain and vine. 

Chlr9ed be ~bom• vbo curs• vbo, 
Bl•HCI they vbo bless you. 

' . 

wbila: tlae 

••OODCS 19 ..relr a poetic eniarvwnt of the th- of 

............ laud in both bl••iag•. 

l 
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Both the f irat blessing and the second blessing promise 

abundance. However, the first blessing attributes that 

abundance to God, while the second blessing fails· to 

attribute the abundance t o any source. Both recipients of 

theae blessings will enjoy the best that life has to offer. 

On first glance , both recipients appear very similar . But , 

were one to ask questions of these recipients , the first 

would unequ.ivocally affirm that his abundance coaes f rom 

God, wh.ile the second would have difficulty defining its 

source. 

Only the first blessing attributes to its recipient the 

power to serve as a vessel of blessing and curse for others . 

The recipient of this blessing would encounter others 

knowing that the interaction could have holy, redemptive, 

and un.iveraal illpact. The recipient of the second blessing 

had no such aenae of holy quality in interaction. Be would 

only 'live by h.ia sword. ' 

Be who received the first blessing, while superficially 

aiailar to the one who rece.ived the second blessing, was 

inva9ted vlth a bivlne avaren••• !n both n.t's own material · 

~ J 

'(l1~22) 

I 

~I 
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Rabbinic Voices 

While Jacob might have thought that he was tricking his 

blind father, in actuality he was not. In fact, as the 

Rabbis interpreted it, it was Isaac who tricked Jacob into 

believing that Jacob tricked Isaac. This mid.rash expresses 

the power of that encounter: 

At the moment when he (Jacob) said, "Because 
Adona! your God granted me good fortune" (27:20), 
Isaac said, •r know that Esau does not mention the 
name of the Roly One of Blessing; this one (Jacob] 
does - this is not Esau but Jacob.• Once Jacob 
answered in this way, [Isaac] said, "Come closer 
that I may feel you my son• (27:21). Jacob could 
not control his bladder and his heart melted like 
wax. The Roly One of Blessing ordered for him two 
angels, one for his right and one for his left, to 
hold him by his elbows so that he would not 
fall ••• ' 

If Isaac did not intend to give the blessing to Jacob, 

Isaac, at that llClll8nt, would have ended the scene with words 

such as, •come on Jacob, I can't believe that you thought I 

would tall for this.• BUt Isaac didn't say that. In fact, 

he continued the maaquerade knowing that he was not being .. 
deceived, but perhaps deceiving Jacob. 

• 0 6 !Ui 

'fbe biblical text continues with Iaaac 'a observatiolu -
JAGOb,·~ hi• father Iaaac and he felt bill 
-~ •!M ~ice ia tbe voice of Jaoob, vbile 
tJ19 bewle are the b•nct• of B.au.• (27122) 

( 

• ... .... t •• .,.,.,.. 65111. 
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Isaac may have meant this statement to be a description of a 

one time costume, but the Rabbis understood it to mean so 

much m:>re. As originally structured by those who composed 

Bereshit Rabba.h (65:20f.) and later repeated and expanded by 

others, Genesis 27:22 ca.n be read in the following six ways: 

1. As a general statement of description, much in the 
same way that Isaac intended it, but much more biased 
according to the Rabbis; 

2. As an indication of how the descendants of Jacob and 
Esau would characteristically act: the first ruling 
through voice, the second through hands; 

3. As the nature of an inverse relationship: when the 
voice is loud, the hands are weak - when the voice is 
aoft, the hands are strong - a play on the similarity 
between hakol, the voice, and hikyil, to soften; 

4. As a voice of curse (playing on the simila.rity 
between hakol, voice, and k'lalab, curse); 

5. As impacting on the celestial beings; and, 

6. As a reciprocal relationship: when the hands are the 
hands of Esau, the voice is the voice of Jacob. 

Bach of these six 1nterpretations is worthy of separate 

analyaia. In faat, each interpretation identifies the voice 

and tbe ljencta aa e dt-tterent attribute of Jacob aDd Baau mad 

tlleir clia.:ewlent•. c.. ft• variOW1 LnteEpretations ~'"this _one . 

·t 



1. GENBRAL STATBMBHT 

Bark, the voice is the voice of wise men, while 
the hands are the hands of those who strip the 
dead. 10 

Paqe 40 

If the Rabbis' bias for Jacob and against Esau ever 

needed a clear expression, this passage could serve that 

purpose. 'The voice of Jacob/ Israel is the voice of wise 

men, while the hands are those of Esau/ Rome who strip the 

dead.' The voice is the voice of one who mentions God, no 

matter how the tone miqht be disguised, while the hands are 

hairy like the hands of Esau and smell as bad as the hands 

of those who strip the dead (that waft the smell of flesh.) 

Perhaps the tone of the voice itself was not disguised 

appropriately. As the scene plays itself out, Esau entered 

the tent, with dish in hand, saying, "May my father rise and 

eat f ram the hunt of his son so that your soul may bless 

me." (27&31). According to the biblical text, Isaac 

reapooded, •Who are you? • (27 : 32). According to a rabbinic 

elaboration, Isaac \.eaponded, •no are you to speak with -

in aucb a loud voice?•11 It wasn't juat Jacob'• language 
• 

tbat gave -y bi• identity, but it vaa bis tone •• "911. 

'l'be mua of the tent• va• not accuatcm1d to •pNltfng aa 
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to duplicate that voice , even for a few minute s of bl es sing. 

In this caae, the relat ionahip between the voice and 

the banda can be best described as the f ollowing equation: 

The voice is the equivalent of wisdom, while t he hands are 

the equivalent of that which performs menial labor. 

2. RDLB 'l'BROOGB VOICE - RULE THROUGH HANDS 

Another interpretation: 'The voice ia the vol ce of 
Jacob' - Jacob does not rule except through his 
voice: • ••• while the handa are the hands of Baau• 
- Baau does not rule except through his bands. 12 

"'l'he voice is the voice of Jacob, while the hands are 

the handa of Esau• (27 : 22) becomes an inheritance for all 

future generations of the descendants of Jacob and Bsau. 

Por ex•mple, when the Israelites stood between the Sea 

of Reeclll and the approaching Egyptians, "they were greatly 

frightened and cried out unto Adonai• (Bxodu.a 14:10). In a 

later biblical ret9lling of theae events, when lloaea wanted 

to pa•• through th• IA.nd of Bdoa with th• Children of . ~ 
I•rul , be sent word to the King o~ Bdoa (Baau•a 

~ 
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cried to Adona!, and Be he•rd our i ... vo ces •••• 
(Hullbers 20:14-16) 

While the biblical dialoque itself might be sparse, the 

Rabbis filled it in with the following: 

The Bd.omites said to them, "You pride yourselves 
on that which your father bequeathed unto you, 
"The voice is the voice of Jacob ••• " (Genesis 
27:22), [it is no wonder that] 'Adonai heard our 
voice•' (Numbers 20:16). And we pride ourselves 
on what our father bequeathed to ua, " ••• the hands 
are the hands of Bsau" (Genesis 27:22) and "By ~ 
your aword shall you live" (Genesis 27:40). It is 
as the text aays, "And Bdoa said unto him, 'You 
shall not pass through ma lest I come out to meet 
you with a award'" (Rumbers 20:18). And so also 
here you can interpret, "The Children of Israel 
were greatly frightened and cried out unto Adonai" 
(Bxodus 14:10), they grabbed onto the occupation 
of their fathers, the occupation of Abraham, 
I,saac, and Jacob . u 

While the concept of inheritance given by Isaac to his 

two sons is subtly referred to above, it is explicitly 

referred to in the following passage. The scene, again, 

places the Children of Iarael between the Sea of Reeds and 

the approacbillg BcJtptian U11f. 'The .Children of lara•l have 
c • ' 

already ar1-I ou.t ~to God and now turnrtbeir attention to 
,,(I O~I'· 

Jlollea. '1'liey ax:•• hia of bringing tbe people into ~e 

desert in order to die, aa if there were not ell0'1gh graves 

I I 
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for th- in Bgypt (Exodus 14:11). Hosea countered thei.r 

complaints with an instruction of faith, "Adonai will battle 

for you; you hold your peace• (Exodus 14:14). The very next 

verse records God's question to Moses, "Why do you cry out 

to Ne?• (Bxodus 14:15) But, according to the biblical 

text, Moses never cried out to God. Enter the Rabbis: 

•Adona! said to Moses, ' Why do you cry out t o 
Ke?•• (Bxoclua 14:15). Behold, it is like 
Scripture, •cry out and Adonai will listen" 
(Psalms 34:18) . What does it mean? Isaac 
bequeathed two inheritances to bis two sons. Be 
bequeathed to Jacob the voice, as it is written, 
•The voice is the voice of Jacob • • • " (Genesis 
27:22), and to Baau the bands, as it i• written, 
• • • • the hands a.re the hands of Esau" (Genesis 
27:22). Baau vaa proud of hia inheritance, as it 
ia written, •And Bdal said unto hilll, 'You shall 
not pass through 118 lest I came out to meet you 
with a avord•• (lfmlbera 20:18). Jacob vu proud 
of hia inheritance, •we cried o~t to Adona! the 
God of our fathers• (Deuteroncay 26:7). In the 
future to came both of thaa will receive their 
reward. Baau will receive hia reward, aa it i• 
written, •Por Jly sword shall be seen in the sky; 
Lo, it aball came down upon Bc:lom• (Isaiah 34:5). 
Jacob will receive hi• reward, as it i• written, 
•fte ~ice of joy ud tJaa voice of 9ladneaa• 
(Jer911iah 33:11). '!'bat is why it ia written, •cry 
oat and Adonat will listen• because the ChildreD 
of I•r-1 criedifat the aea, as it ia written, •The 
ClaildreD of .tarael cried out to ..,,..t • (Bmdua 
1t1l0)1 tbe Bolf one of Bl•••in9 beard their 
tcaJU' ... Mid to Ila•••, •Wbf do YC)8 cry oat to 
.. ,. , I al.zudf heard their cry •••• u 
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clad that when Raahi (12th Century) received it, it became 

nothing leas than a 'blessing,' 15 bringing us full circle 

back to the original blessing of Genesis 27. 

Thia interpretation is beat diagramed as the voice of 

Jacob parallel to the prayer of Israel, and the hands of 

Baau parallel to the sword of his d~scendants. Both peoples 

are proud of their inheritance and aalce ample use of it 

throughout the ages. 

3. IBVBRSB RELATIONSHIP OF VOICE AND BANDS 

Another interpretation: ' The voice is (a softening 
of] the voice of Jacob' - Rabbi Pinchas said, 
'When the voice of Jacob withdraws into itaelf, 
'The hands are the hands of Esau• - one asks [God] 
and he [Beau) camas.H 

This interpretation of the verse, "The voice is the 

voice of Jacob, while the hands are the hands of Esau," 

(27:22) play• on the duplication of the word •voice.' 

Inatead of reading the written text as it is most often 

aacond 'voice• aa 

So, vben Jacob•• voioe la W9Bk, the 
I . 

~ directing their 

irte:-:ai:l..V'O r.r1r<t:n!iV.nl iP f 0 

:•ra 2011,. I -..------
... E p ? •ft .. bMb 65120. 
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voices to God, the hands are the hands of Esau. They might 

ask God for help, but Esau comes . 

A clear example of this int erpret ation is offered in 

the continuation of the rabbi nic passage as i t relates to 

chapters 15-17 of Exodus . Exodus 15:24 begi ns a record of 

complaints lodged by the Children of Israel against Moses. 

The episode occurred iDIDediately after they passed through 

the Sea of Reeds. As i rony would have it, after t>eing 

surrounded by water on both sides, they had the nerve to 

complain about a lack of water . Their complaints began wi th 

a lack of water and continued with a lack o f bread (16:3). 

The complaints took the fora of 'grumbling against Moses and 

Aaron• ( 16: 2), not prayers to God. Aa a result of this 

misdirection of energies, "Allalek came and fought with 

Israel •• • " (17:8) . Noting the juxtaposition of the 

complaints of Israel with the arrival of Aaalek, the Rabbis 

interpreted, 

Another interplatation: 'The voice is the voice 
of Jacob' - ltabbi Berechiah said, 'At the time 
vbeD JWX#! aoftena hi• voice, tba banda of Baau 
raie, .. it ta written, •919 ~1• c- ua•tnect to 
•••• (D 15124) - •w Alllllet cw• (b 1718) 
Bat at tbe ts.a wbm Ida vaice dDp oat, tba 
IMmda ue DOt tbe bend• of ~ - tbe hand• of 
- do DDt nl•·" 

Jaat u tbe abcwa negative portrayal 1a 

t 
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poaitive, aa deacribed in the last verse of the above 

paaaage and ita continuation in the following passage. This 

next 88CJll8Dt contains a comparison between Balaam (13th 

century BCB) and Avnemos, the Gardi (a contemporary of Rabbi 

Meir, 2nd century CB). Both were brought to the fore 

because of the fact that they were incomparable 

philosophers. Both were non-Jews . 

Rabbi Abba bar Kahana said, "No philosopher has 
risen in the world like Balaam, the son of Be'or, 
and like Avnemos, the Gardi . Avnemos, the Gardi, 
brought ·toqether all of the idol worshiper• and 
said to them, "Do you say that we can subjugate 
this people?• Be said, •Go and look at their 
synagogues and study halls. If you fi.nd children 
ringing out clearly in their voices, you will not 
be able to subjugate them, for this is what their 
father proai•ed them when he sai.d to them, •Th• 
voice is the voice of Jacob" - At the time when 
the voice of Jacob ia found in the •yna9ogues, the 
handa are not the hands of Esau; but i.f not - 'The 
handa are the hands of Bsau• - you can prevail 
over thaa. 11 

The Rabbi.a' -•••CJ•, spoken through the vorda of Avna.os, 
' r 

is, 'The pa9ana have no chance of defeating Israel vban 

their children off¥ prayera. • 
... . 

A8 fancifal aa nda u , interpretation ldAJbt fipt !di 

eOaiid, 1~ rings true to tile life eituation, of the .aabbia .. 

........... 11y .- ·9&1an imrld on all oa .t.ae briak et 

., I 
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defeat through mere demography and political rule, the 

Rabbi• read Iaaac•s original words, "The voice is the voice 

of Jacob, while the hands are the hands of Esau,• as a 

description not of a poorly disguised son standing before 

his father, but as a description of their own quest for 

meaning. Thia interpretation is a rationalization of their 

lives• work: 'If our voices ring out in prayer and Torah, 

then their hands will not dominate.' 

Who is the 'they?' None other than the Roman Empire, 

the spiritual deacendent of Esau, renown for the works of 

their hands as found in cities, roads, coliseums ••• Yet, 

the interpretation does not end with such a simple sentence. 

It is JIC>tlt important that the sentence be read in the 

context of the aidrash, as it was quoted above, 

Avn_,., the Gardi, brought together all of the 
idol worabipen and aaid to th-, •no you say that 
we can subjugate thia people?" Be said, "Go and 
look at theJ.r •JDA909Us and study b&lla. I~ you 
find children ringing out clearly in their voices, 
yoa will not lie •l• to eubjugate th-, for this 
ia what their father praaind th-••• 1• 

J. o f 

0 

Of aa.rae, it vu a rabbi vbo record9cl the worda suppoaedly 

That rabbi could have placed the words 

of praiH of I•rul in tlie>moatll or another rabbi. But b• 

~---~ ill tlili ... -Of CW T 91ad I ,_ 
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a Raman. This clearly makes the interpretation all the .:>re 

powerful. The power increases as one thinks of the 

occupation of Avnemos: a philosopher. The descendent of 

Esau, the one attributed with the use of hands, is a 

philosopher, one stilled in thought and language. It 

appears that the ~lear distinction that an initial look at 

this interpretation would make becomes blurred as one 
, 

considers the dual nature bf Avnemos: both descendent of 

Esau and •killed thinker and speaker. Avnemos possessed the 

best of both characteristics: he was o 'builder of ideas• . 
ultimately expressed through the· 'voice.' In this case, the 

'voice of Jacob' was 'handed' over to a descendant of Esau. 

'l'ILt.• interpretation teaches that the •voice ,of Jacob' 
h ' • 

can be cliz.ctecl tovarda n99ative enda, i.e., bickering, in ., 
which 0... tbe 'haDC:l of Bsau• i• succesaful in oppre••ing . 
Jacob. Yet, the 'voice of Jacob' can be ~acted towards 

poaiti .. 9Dda, too, i.e., prayer, in which caae the •band. of 

BAu• vill be WW•afal in its att apt• to oppress l ot 

Illrael. holt • model is ·~ tkolMJhoat all of the n 't 

vwrat=IW of tlMa ~ts-Of U.-b and BHG. b • 't ~ 

.! 
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balcol, the voice, is understood as it resembles (i.e., share 

similar letters with) the word k'lalah, curse: 

'The voice is the voice [curse) of Jacob •.• ' 
(Geneais 27:22) - in the incident reqardinq the 
concubine at Gibeah: "Cursed be he that gives a 
waaan to Benjamin" (Judges 21:18) .lo 

This mid.rash refers to the incidents described in 

Judges, chapters 19 through 21. It is a grewsome tale of 

civil war among Israel . The war pitted the tribe of 

Benjamin against the other eleven tribes of Israel. The 

cause of the war was the inhospitable, iDIDoral behavior of 

the residents of the town of Gibeah in the area of the tribe 

of Benjamin. The incident revolves around a concubine: 

They [the residents of Gibeah j raped her and 
abused her all night long until morning; and they 
let her go when dawn broke. 'l'oWard morning the 
woman came back, and as it was growing light, she 
collapHCl at the entrance of the aan•a house wbere 
her huaband was. (Judges 19:25f.) 

After her ct.ath, several battl•, the death of ten• of 

tboall&Dd.ll of 110lditlr'•, and the savage destruct:Lon t>f all of 

the toifrl8, 'l*+la, a.Dd cat"9 of tJila tribe of --.1..ui at 

the llVOzd of Iarael, the men of Israel toot an oath (out of 

., 

r 
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Benjaaint• (21:18). 

Why would such an episode be r elated to the verse, "The 

voice is the voice of Jacob, while the hands are the hands 

of Bsau• (Genesis 27 : 22)? It is a l l based on one word: 

81f0rd. •The men of Israel, meanwhile , t urned back to the 

rest of the Benjaminites and put them to the aword • .• " 

(20:48). This is the same sword that is mentioned in the 

blessing that B•au received from Isaac , •Yet by your •word 

you shall live• (Genesis 27 : 40). The sword was bequeathed 

to Esau, he who is known for his hands . For Esau, the hand 

holding a sword is a blessing. But when the sword i s in the 

hands of Israel, it is a curse . 

The •voice of Jacob' becomes a curse when the 'hand of 

Jacob' holda a sword. Aa siailar as the two brothers might 

have been in the 1"mb and early childhood, they are now very 

different. While Baau'• bl•••inq i• achieved through the 

sword, •hould Jacot>..atteapt such a feat, bis voice, the 

potential. ve•••l of bl .. ai.Dg, would beccme a cuae. 

h VOl.C 01. 

s. tA i o of 

tbU .... ~tioD ia • llf•tical iaHrpretatieD 



Another interpretation: "The voice is the voice 
of Jacob." This is the voice t hat quiets both 
upper and lower beings. 21 
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It then continues to discuss whether or not divine beings 

can sit or must constantly stand, at which poi nt it makes 

reference to Baekiel's sound oriented vision. The word used 

for 'aound, ' kol, is the same used for •voice' in Genesis 

27:22: 

When they moved, I could hear the sound of their 
wings like the sound of mighty waters, .l i ke t he 
aound of Shaddai, a tU11Ult like the din of an 
army. In their standing they would let their 
winga droop . (Baekiel 1:24) 

The midrash points to the awkwardness of the phrase, 'in 

their standing, be 'amdam,' as yet another way to understand 

the •voice of Jacob: ' 

Yet the text actually says, 'In their standing' 
(be'amd.411)1 Then what ia the meaning of be'anicfam? 
Ba' •ta dall [three ••pa.rate word&, meaning) •ca.a 
vi th silence. • At the time when Israel aays 
• s~ Yiarael, • the an9els are quiet, and 
aftervarda they drop their winga •••• 21 

• 
I•aac'• ~ecriptJ,ve atatemant of Genesis 21 detcribed 

more tban ~ ~t realitJ. The voice ia the voice of 
... 

Jacob tlM.t ~leac:u divine beiDp ~~ the recitation of - .. 
J~~· • ~ an iD~t&~ vu a ccmfol:t 

_ ... ._..... ~ DOt •ve MU _t.bi nAlt.9 Of tbe~ 

65121. 
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piety in the earthly world. 

6 . RECIPROCAL RELATIONSHIP 

Rabbi Yehudah bar Ilai would interpret: 'The voice 
is the voice of Jacob ••• ' cries out from what 'the 
handa are the hands of Bsau • •• • did to him. Rabbi 
Yochanan said, "The voice of the Caesar Hadrian, 
who killed in Betar eighty thousa.nd myriads of 
people. 23 

Living in a world were the study of Torah was 

prohibited by the government, the Rabbis further lnterpreted 

this verse as a cry of desperation. When Esau's/Rome's 

hands attack Jacob/Israel, 'the voice is the voice of Jacob' 

that cries out in desperation. 

Another Interpretation 

Thia narrative sequence is the record of Jacob's 

struggle to realize 'who he will be' for the next twenty 

yeara of hia life. In actuality, this episode is less about 

a mother and aon d~eiving a blind father and 110re about a 

perceptive father inquiring aa to his son's readiness to 

assume a diff~ent identity . than hi• own. · when read 

carefully, the text reveal• that I~ Jcnav that tt vu 

Jacob, the JOUllVU'i not Baau, the fUitbOrn, atandfng bllfore 

hill ~Order to NC91ve th8 bleaaing ol the fin.ttiOrn • .?lib. 
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text portrays Isaac as a concerned father asking critical 

questions of his son who was about to t ake on a false 

identity. 

Jacob, with tasty morsels in hand, greeted hi s father, 

•My father" (27:18). The blind I saac r esponded in full 

inquisitive presence, "I am here (bineni). Who are you my 

son?" (27:18). Who else could it have been? After all, 

Isaac only sent one son to prepare a meal of blessing; that 

son was Beau. Isaac was not asking his son to identify 

himself through the question, 'What is your name?' Instead, 

the blind Isaac saw more than the eye beheld. What a 

probing question for a father to ask his son at the time of 

final blessing: 'Who are you my scn? •• • As I am about to 

bestow my blessing upon you, as you prepare to be a 

recipient of God's blessings, you must know who you are. 

What is your essence, ray son? What is most important to 

you? Bow will you tnov yourself, Jacob, the youngest, as 

you -aquerade a• .,_u, the firstborn?' 

Jacob vaia flilly a1Qie of the true intent of the 

queatioll. 80 he respoacled accordingly, •1 .. Baau yoar 

fintbanl, 1 uwa clone u you baft apoken to -· ( 27 s lt). 1: 
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father, taught me through the example of your own life . I 

stories you told me about Grandpa Abraham 

favoring you over Uncle Ishmael. Bow Uncle Ishmael and his 

mother were sent into the desert. Father, I have also done 

aa you have C""'N'nded me.• 

The reflective Isaac was astonished at his son's speed, 

~eov did you aucceed so quickly?" (27:20) Isaac was asking 

a vary practical question, 'Bow were you able ~o hunt, 

catch, and prepare the meal so quickly? ' were Esau to 

prepare such a meal, it would be expected that he could do 

so in a relatively short amount of time. After all, he was 

•a man who knows how to hunt, a man of the field" (25:27). 

Bis skill and his nature would surel y expedite the process 

on their own, but Baau would have been quick at his task for 

another reasons 'Isaac loved Beau because the taste of the 

hunt ia in his mouth' (25i28) . Beau's motivation (to please 

hie father), his nature and skill would have all expedited 

the had no 

speed. • 

l ) -
8at s..-o cDd qwtian 1U.a tlOlf'• speM becau .. be mew 

tbat tM - 11\'.ancHng bildm:e hi.JI vae not ttie aJd:lled bUDeer > 

.._, 'Iii* 1iiil allcl ~ dwller. Jaoab. 'IH40 Md ~ 

rMid CIB,j:. ... tan ;Gr ~ •4J.llecly non- CO 

I ~ J.tiliit A' fcai • , 
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Jacob. Bow in the world did you beat you brother t o the 

kill?' 

But Isaac once again asked a question beneat h the 

surface. Isaac previously asked Jacob, "Who are you my 

son?" (asswaing all of the impl ied questions) and Jacob 

readily responded, "I am Esau your firstborn" without 

missing a beat. So now Isaac asked the deeper question, 

"Bow did you find [yourself] (mtz') so quickly?" That is to 

say, 'Was it that easy to lose you.r own identity and take on 

your brother's?' So Jacob responded, "God granted me good 

fortune. " Jacob was really saying, 'Don't worry dad, God 

will be with me as I take Beau's blessing.• 

Then Isaac made the most perceptive statement of the 

entire sequence: "The voice is the voice of Jacob, while the 

handa are the handa of Bsau• (27:22). It is this statement 

that structures our total understanding of the struggle in 

which ~Jacob vaa comwtvad and nurtured: it ultimately 

inten•ified throagbaat the fkat few decades of hi• life, 

cnJ•t-tJ.nt in direct dialogue with ~au in c::haptar 33. 

'1'hia •••'"917 d•1aziptiva sta~nt can be read just aa 

tbata a descriptive atat•snt. '!'be blincttng J:-.: t1lrlWl to 

Ilia ••Fii of..,.,. aid -- of toaab iD ordar to c1M:e111tna 

1.w•&c~~-- ol ~ .. •taDIUDt bllfCU9 hill. o~ onume 'the 

.~ 
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just aa 'the hands are the hands of Esau,• for the skins 

made them aa hairy aa Esau's. 

•The voice is the voice of Jacob, while the hands are 

the hand• of Baau• (27:22) is a statement that informs us of 

more than the reaulta of a bad costume put together by a 

frantic Rebekah. "The voice is the voice of Jacob, while 

the handa are the hands of Esau" (27:22) informs us that two 

diatinct qualities attributed to very different brothers are 

both embodied in the person of the brother that stands 

before his father about to accept the identity of bis hairy 

armed brother. Just as they struggled in the womb, 

uncertain of the owner of each limb, so, too, they struggle 

outaide of the womb. Isaac's descri ptive statement (27:22), 

along with Jacob's self identification as Bsau (27:19), 

inform u• that the characteristic& of both Jacob and Bsau 

are •truggling within the person of Jacob. 

!'inally, the CCf;leerned Iaaac a•lted Jacob (27:2C), "Are 

you really~ aon Baaur• (27c2'6), aa if to aay, 'Jaoob, are 

YOQ •ure tMt Joa want to take on your bl!Other'• identity?' 

W JMQb Z'I ..... wJ.th a •illple GD8 worcl (m.i>r•) 3a 

Jacob - conca\%~ ao moch 

oa "•sssif tbat be could respond only throagh hi• own urrov 

101f ironic it 1• tbat both Iuae aid, 

••--tt» 
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by saying 'hinen1,' meaning, 'I am ready to perform your 

will.' Jacob would encounter God over t he next t wenty years 

in many different ways. But he would not understand the 

intense meaning of standing before God, prepared to do the 

will of God, in the same way that Esau and Isaac understood 

it until the twenty years were over . 

As the blessing scene climaxes , so does the symphony of 

senses. Since Isaac's eyes were too dim to see, he needed 

t o rely on his other senses . Be first us ed the sense of 

touch (27 :21f .) , then sound (27:22), t aste (27:25), and 

finally, smell (27:27) to determine the identity of the one 

standing before him. More than any other sense, the sense 

of smell was most powerful, "Ah, the smell of my son i s like 

t he smell of the fields that Adonai has blessed" (27:27). 

These words seal the identity switch . The nameless son was 

identified by his odor, the odor of the field, the odor of 

Esau. No longer was the one born as Jacob, the 'Jacob of 

the tents; ' the one f<>rn as Jacob was now 'Eaau of the 

field' as identified by his smell. Father Isaac would never 

again add.re•• that son by name, for it was a• if the son 

with two identities now had no name. In fact, Isaac would 

never again be with 'Jacob of the tents' during hi• 

lifet1-. 

r l to 
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favorite son she just lost to a false i dentity : she, too, 

would never be with the one born as Jacob, the one she 

particularly loved (25:28). She feared losing 'both' in one 

day (27:45). She already lost her favorite 'Jacob of the 

tents,• should the firstborn slay the younger (as promised 

in 27:41) she would not only have lost 'Jacob of the tents, ' 

but 'Esau with the smell of the field' as well. The death 

of Jacob would be the death of both Jacob and Esau , for 

Jacob embodied both identities; and she, for t he first time, 

was the mother of both (28:5). 

The confused identity of the younger son conti nued 

through Rebekah's disdain for the Hittite women (27: 46) . 

Why would she be concerned about the marital possibilities 

of her younger son, the one born Jacob? Be had not 

displayed any i nkling of fraternization with the Hittite 

women. But the firstborn Esau had already married a Hittite 

woman and this had troubled both father and mother (26:34). 

Surely, the son who just received the premier blessing would 

not dare hurt bis parents. Instead, the identity confusion 

bad taken root. Rebekah was not concerned about the one 

born Jacob marrying a Hittite wanen. She was concerned 

about Baau marrying more Hittite women. But Jacob and Bsau 

so, the younger aon, 

baring the identity of the older, was instructed to flee to 

anothu land to find a vi.fe. The identities of both 'Bsau' 
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and 'Jacob' had joined as one just a s they were practically 

one i n the womb. 

Jacob would spend the next twenty years of his life in 

the body of Jacob with the blessing of Esau. The overriding 

identity crisis during these years would be a crisis between 

the personalities of Esau and Jacob. Everything that Jacob 

did from the time he left Esau, to the time he would meet 

him twenty years later, was rooted i n this crisis. While 

they might have gone their separate ways, Jacob to Paddan

aram and Esau to Canaan, they never really parted because 

they were both in the person of Jacob . "And Jacob said, "I 

am Esau, your firstborn." • •• And he meant it! 

I 



CHAPTER 3 

" •• • AND I, I DID NOT KNOW." 

GENESIS 28:10-22 
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The Biblical Text 

The Bxperience at Bethel Genesis 28:10-12 
10 

Jacob left Beer-Sheba and set out for Haran. 11 He came upon 
a certain place and stopped there for the night, for the sun had 
set Taking from the stones of that place, he put them under his 
head and lay down in that place. 12 He had a dream; a stairway 
was set on the ground and its top reached to the sky, and angels 
of God ware going up and down on it 13 And Adonai was 
standing beside it and He said, •t am Adonai, the God of your 
father Abraham and the God of Isaac; the ground on which you 
are tying I will assign to you and to your offspring. 14 Your 
descendants shall be as the dust of the earth; you shall spread 
out to the wast and to the east, to the north and to the south. All 
the families of the earth shall bless themselves by you and your 
descendants. 16 Remember, I am with you; I will protect you 
wherever you go and wlll bring you back to this land. I will not 
leave you until I have done what I have promised you." 

1
• Jacob awoke from his sleep and said, •surety, Adonai is 

present In this place and I, I did not know 1t1• 17 Shaken, he said, 
•How awesome is this placel This is none other than the abode 
of God, and that is the gateway to heaven.• 18 Earty In the 
morning Jacob took the stone that he had put under his head 
and set it up as a pillar and poured oil on top of it 111 He named 
that site Bethel; but previously the name of the city had been Luz. 

• Jacob then made a vaw, saying, ,, God remains with 
me, if He p1otacts me on this jouTley that I am making, and gives 
me bnlad tD eat and ~to wr, ., and if I ratLm safe to my 
fall•• houle • Adonai shall be my God. a And this stone, which 
I have alt up a a pl .... shall be God's abode; and of all that You 
gtw me, I wll set aaid• tithe for You.• 

I 

on the way to Padd•n-aru, Jacob decided to apend the 

night iD a place ~hat looked like any other place along the 

journey. 9- place bad no ldatory for J-=ob or- for hia 

fathers.• ru afl•al for the tired traveler vu S>re 

1 - saru, g=•i•, •axcuraus 22,' 398ff. for a 
deacr~llli6 ta "'+"DrY df tbat place tor other peoples . 
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bappenatance than anything else: the sun had set and there 

was a rock that would make an adequate pillow. No sooner 

than he lay down, placed his hands behind his head for added 

comfort, did he begin reviewing the events of the day. In 

his rush to escape the wrath of Esau, he hadn't the time to 

think about the past. Up until that moment he had only 

thought about his destination . Bis ultimate destination was 

to be a fatal meeting with his brother, "Let but the 

mourning period of my father come and I will kill my brother 

Jacob" (27:41) . 

Thoughts of the events of the day r i ffled through his 

mind . Yes, father and mother had prepared him to take the 

blessing of the firstborn, even God had promised it to him, 

but be never imagined what it would be like to actually have 

that blessing. Be looked around only to realize that to 

have the blessing apparently meant to be alone, for that was 

his current atatua. 

The biography of Jacob as an independent 
personality, a p&triarch in hia own riqht, now 
begina. t!lae be•• lori.Dg favorite. of an 
overprotective S>ther ia now an exile, utterly 
aloae alld friendleu, .marking on a lon9 perilous 
journey that ia to take hill from Beer-Sheba in 
aaatll8nl c-a•an to Bann in nordaern llUClpOtami.a._ 
Bi• cbaracter i• to be teated and refined, hia 
penand1tf 9>lded and tru•fomad by tba 
experience. 2 

l 

I ) 
, 

J sarna, Gan•is, 197. 
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Would that he had known t hat t he bl essing brought exile and 

loneliness, perhaps he would not have agreed to take it. 

After all, he was ' Jacob who sat in the tents ,• who probably 

sat for hours in tents with others, sharing s tor ies, gossip, 

and dreams. Be was a people-person, now al l alone in a 

certain place. 

The bu.rden of t he physical journey had taken its toll. 

Be fell asleep only to dream of angels as~ending and 

descending a s tairway rooted in the earth r eaching towards 

t he sky . All the time, God was standing along side the 

stairway, saying, 

"I am Adonai, the God of your father Abraham and 
t he God of Isaac; t he gro1ind on which you are 
lying I will assign to you and to your offspring. 
Your descendants shall be as the dust of the 
earth; you shall spread out t o the west and t o the 
east, to the north and to the south. All the 
families of the earth shall bless themselves by 
you and your descendants. Remember, I am with 
you; I will protect you wherever you go and will 
bring you back to this land. I will not leave you 
until I have done what I have promised you." 
(28113-15 

Thie blessing consists of elements of land ownership 

and nWl8rous offspring; Jacob and his offspring serving as a 

veaael of bl•••ing and Divine providence. It shares only 

the el8119Dt of •veasel of blessing• with the original 

bleaaing beatowed by Isaac. In fact, this blessing was 

predicted by Inac (28:3ff.). 
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The el..ant of land ownership is an expansion of the 

original blessing of 'abundance of grain and wine• (27:28). 

A blessing related to grain and wine can only be realized by 

one who is grounded. Jacob was in the beginning stages of 

journey. Be may not have understood how it is that he would 

' come to be the recipient of grain and wine. God's promise 

of land reassured him of the feasibility of the previous 

blessing. 

The promise of numerous offspring is a reflection of a 

promise made to grandfather Abraham (13:16). For two 

generations his f aa.ily had only been able to produce two 

children per gener~tion. This Divine promise would enable 

Jacob to break the mold by having thirteen children. 

Divine pravidence is nothing other than an awareness of 
I 

the Divine reality in one's life. Just as Jacob would come 

to apprec~e the Divine source of his material wealth 

(33:ll~ and the Divine nature of his interactions with 
r -:.. ·o .J re. ~ L • .. ~ , 

others (30.127), ao, too, would he always be aware of God's 
~ ~ ' 

provJdeace at all timu. . 
~ ... i lu "W • "*" 

When he lay down 

When he 
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all of the patriarchs: 

This reaction of amazement is unprecedented in the 
patriarchal stories. Reither Abraham nor Isaac 
exhibit any surprise at their initial experience 
of God's sudden self-revelation. 3 

The syntax of the verse, "Surely Adonai is in this 
~ 

place and I, I did not know itl " (28:16) is often t ranslated 

as, "Surely the Lord is present in this place, and I did not 
~ 

know itJ"' The difference between such a t ranslation and 

the one offered above, is the duplication of the 'I ' found 

in the first and excluded from the second. The last part of 

the verse reads in Hebrew, "v'anocbi lo' yadati." This 

literally translates as, "v'a.nocbi - and I; lo ' - no; yadati 

- I knew," renderinq a duplication of the 'I . ' In other 

words, tbe verse could have been written, "lo' yadati, I 

didn't know,• and rendered as the same basic meaning. The 

inclusion of •anocb1, (I)• serves as an opportunity to 

interpret the -duplication. 5 

Jacob'• reaponae to the encounter did not end with awe 

and ews•snt. ea took definitive action in response to the 

dr..a by establi•hing a pillU' with the etone on ·vhioh he 

slept, .. ilrtilMJ it, and newing the place Bethel, the house 
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of God (28:18£.). Jacob then made a conditional vow. 

Should God remain with him and protect him on this journey, 

provide him with bread and clothing, and return him safely 

to bis father's house , then Adonai would be his God, the 

place would serve as God's a.bode, and Jacob would set aside 

a tenth for God (28:20ff.). Interestingly enough, all of 

the conditions of the vow have already been promised to 

Jacob by God (28:15). 

Rabbinic Voices 

When 'Jacob co.me upon a certain place,' he stumbled 

into more than he bargained for. The 'place, makom,' was 

more than a ra.ndom place to spend the night. That 'place' 

was a synonym God, for God is also known as 'the Place. '' 

When Jacob came upon a certain place, he came upon God, who 

is in every place of the world. As Jacob left his father's 

house with God's blessing, he soon learned that God would be 

with hiJll in every place. 

When •Jacob oame upon a certain place' be did more than 

find a geograpbic location. Jacob, throUCJh his own actions, 

found God. 

&nothar interpretation - What is the 118AJling of 
• h• 0 - upon?• Prayer. •A certain place?' Be 

r 

' a.-llit Rabba.b 68:9. 
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prayed in the Holy Temple. 7 

The encounter that Jacob experienced was not in a random 

place involving a random dream. When Jacob came to that 

place he came upon God in the Boly Temple and he responded 

by prayi.nq. 

When 'Jacob came upon a certain place' "he tried to 

pass it, but the entire world made a type of wall before 

him." 8 Be tried to avoid the entire experience but was 

forced to confr ont it. Just as it was fate that determined 

his relationship to the birthright and the blessing, so it 

was fate that determined this experience. 

While the stones he placed under his head might have 

been random atones, Jacob's intent, according to the Rabbis, 

was to create a spiritual bridge between thos e who came 

before hiJll and those who would come after him. Playing on 

the plural reference to the atones in verse 11, the Rabbis 
• created three unique yet aillilar interpretation&. 

In the f irat interpretation, the Rabbis have Jacob 

playing a fartility 9a119 •.iJlilar to pick up sticks. The 

goal va• to place twelve different atone• in such a way that 

' Ibid. , 
I Ibid. 68:10. 
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each touched another, thus forming one stone. I f be was 

successful in this task, he would then be successful in 

establishing twelve tribes . 

"Taking from the stones of t hat place" - Rav 
Yehudah and Rav Nehemiah and the Rabbis - Rabbi 
Yehudah said: Be took twelve stones, saying, "So 
has the Holy One of Blessing decreed that I will 
create twelve tribes. Abraham did not ~reate 
them, Isaac did not create them, but I, if I place 
all twelve together so that each is touching 
another, I know that I will create twelve tribes. " 
As soon as he placed all twelve stones touching 
one another, he knew that he would create twelve 
tribes. 9 

In a second i.nterpret ation , Jacob only took three 

stones, each representative of one of the three patriarchs. 

The objective was the same: place all three stones in a 

configuration such that each touched another. If Jacob was 

to be successful in t his task, he, like his fathers, would 

be associated with God's name. 

Rav Nehemiah said: Be took three stones, saying, 
"Abraham declared the unity of the Holy one of 
Blessing and God'I name is associated with him; 
Iaaac declared th unity of the Holy One of 
B1easinq and God's naJl8 is associated with him; 
and I - if J can brinq toqether the•• three stones 
so that each touches another - I know that the 
Boly one of Bl•••in9 will unite Bia name with me.• 
Once he brought all of the atones toqetber [in the 
pre.ori.becl •nnar) he Jtnev that the Boly one of 
Bleaaing vould unite Bia name with Jacob. 10 

t Ibid. 68: 11. 

' u lbJ.d. 
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The third interpretation is again voiced as a 

challenge. In this case, Jacob only took two stones as 

representative of the offspring of bis fathers, each having 

two children. 

The Rabbis say: What is the minimum number of 
atones (possible Vben •atones• is written in the 
plural]? Two. Jacob said, •unworthy offspring 
[lit. stone chips, garbage] came from Abraham: 
Ishmael and all of the children of Keturah. 
[Unworthy offspring came frat] Isaac: Beau and all 
of his generals. But I, if I am able to place 
together these two stones so that they touch one 
another, I know that unworthy offspring will not 
issue frat me. • 11 

In each of the three cases, the Rabbis interpreted 

Jacob's simple action of selecting stones on which to sleep, 

as a determinant of his fertility, spirituality, or legacy 

through worthy children. Each of these three concerns was 

appropriate- for one who just received the blessing of his 

father but now found himaelf alone. 

Jacob• s actions were an attempt to guide fate. Already 
t ( JG· ' 1 

bleaiaed with Divine abundance (27:28), mastery over others, 
' ,. i 

blessing potential (27:29), fertility (28:3), and land 

(28:f), Jacob tried to ,seal the blessing through his own 
- ... 0[ ~ ' . 

actiona. Bf interpreting Jacob's actions in this way, the 
a<l p a tu .J / 

Rabbis portr.,ecl Jacob u one who was looking for more 
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The dream itself was interpreted in many different ways 

by the Rabbis. They approached the dream with a great deal 

of reverence, explaining that it was a combination of dream 

and prophecy unlike any other dream recorded in the Bible . 

While its COlllpOnent pa.rte cannot be totally allegorized, 

they attempted several different confiqurations. 12 

One of those conf iqurations envisioned the angels as 

escorts for Jacob. Those who escorted him in the Land of 

Israel ascended as they completed their task, while those 

who would escort him outside of the Land of Israel descended 

to begin their task. 13 This mid.rash explains why it is 

that the angels first went up and then down . One would 

think that angels would begin in heaven and need to deacend 

before ascending. In this case, those who were with Jacob 

in the Land of Israel first ascended before their colleagues 

de9Cended. The basic: assumption of the II.id.rash is that 

Jacob was in need of eac:ort. Related to the promise, 

"llalmher, I aa with Yiu ••• " (28:15), this mid.rash provided 

Jacob with Divine aooc1111P&Dt.ent. &. 

A ....cl. iU.drUh on the dr.- tranafcmu th_• U- from 

itm m'i.tvt U- and pl.ae into a hiatorioal •un97 f tbe 

• • 'q. ... .. 
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riae and fall of the kingdoms of the world. Again, the odd 

order of ascent of the heavenly beings before their descent 

ia handily addresaed in this midrash. 

Rabbi Sbmu'el bar Nachman said: These are the 
ai:nistera of the nations of the world •••• It 
teachea that the Holy One of Blessing showed Jacob 
our father that the minister of Babylonia went up 
seventy rungs and then came down; of Persia, fifty 
two and then came down; of Greece, one trund.red and 
then came down; and of Rome, he went up but [God] 
didn't Jcnov bow llaDY. At that ti.lie Jacob our 
father feared and said, "What if this one doesn't 
have a fall?" The Holy one of Blessing said, ""Do 
not fear Ny servant Jacob, and do not be dismayed 
Iarael• (Jer-.iah 30110). As if it were possible 
for you to see this one go up with Me, from there 
I will force hill down, as it is written, "Should 
you soar like an eagle and place your nest among 
the atara, fraa their I will bring you down, the 
word of Adonai" (Obadiah 1:4) . 14 

According to thia interpretation, the angels represent 

the nations of the world, particularly Rome (the descendent 

of Baau.) The aacent of the angels is representative of the 

ascent of the nations . Likewise, the descent is 

repreaentative of the fall of the nations. 

, 
Thi• i• an exqui•it• aid.raah for many reasons. Pirat 

and f~, it reflect• tba fears of th• Rabbi• concerning 

~ beigb~ ~t the amen Bllpir• will aoar to in their day. 

'l'beir ~ vaa, 'Ia tben DO end to their aucceaa?I' and 

•Don• t worry. That which goes up mu1t 
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becauae of the illa.ge of the eagle taken from the book of 

Obadiah: that eagle is none other than the eagle of the 

Jo.an seal. It is almost as if the verse in Obadiah, 

written long before the Roman Empire was a reality, was 

written explicitly for the Roman Bmpire. 

The aid.rash is poignant for one more re"llson. Of all of 

the nations of the world that could serve as the climax of 

such an interpretation, that could climb a countless number 

of rungs, it had to be Rome : Edom, the descendants of Esau. 

Jacob placed bis head on a rock pillow to rest as be fled 

the wrath of Bsau, only to dream about Esau ' s descendants 

overta.k.ing his own deacendants. No matter where he dreamt, 

Jacob would always dream of Esau. 

Another Interpretation 

Aa Jacob attempted to flee the wrath of Esau, he knew 

that he could never truly escape Esau, because Esau was a 

part of hi.ill. &av diffi cult i t was for the 'one who sits in 
I 

tenta• to be on the road, blessed and alone. Ultimately, he 
• 

tnev that there would be trials and tribulations he must 

S.tdlecl with th• blessing of the firstborn, this 

JOQDgar 80D - musar• of the road ahead of hi.JI. 

·1 . 
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down and surveyed the situation. There were some rocks that 

might aalte for a qood pillow. This seemed like as qood a 

place as any to spend the niqht. But wait! As he unpacked 

his baq and deterained which rocks to collect, be just 

didn't feel right about that certain place. ee quickly 

gathered his thinqa and attempted to move on to the next 

place . But he couldn't! Something was blocking his 

journey. Be tried to move straight ahead but was quickly 

turned back. Be charged ahead only to be met by an 

invisible wall keeping him in that certain place. Be turned 

to the right thinking to move around it, with no success. 

Be met the same end on the left . No matter how he tried to 

leave that certain place, fate kept him there. There was 

something in that place that this traveller needed to 

encounter. 

Beaitantly, he again unpacked his bag. Be nervoualy 

gathered roalta to make a pillow. Be first collected twelve, 

thtnktng of th• bl•••~ of f ertility. Be placed the twelve 

in aach a vq that they all touched another, as if they were 
• 

one. Be tried it out, but waa uncoafortable. Be got rid of 

nine and ga~l*l tb9 rza-tnt119 tm.e: one for grandpa, one 

t« .... aid OM for - - • Jlay I be u spiritual u ar. . 

tat .. t:lllO to 



·------------------~ 

Page 74 

be . Eaau might have been bac k in Beer-Sheba, marrying a 

Canaanite woman, but he was also in that certain place with 

Jacob. Juat aa they emerged from the womb, Jacob dependent 

on Beau, so was be dependent upon Esau in t hat place. Jacob 

souqht the comfort of a good night's s leep with his head 

restinq on a stone dedicated t o Esau. 

Ah, to dream - tha t he was not alone, that God was with 

him even on bis journey. A stairway grounded i n the earth 

and headinq to the sky appeared to be filled with those who 

have already escorted him and those who would escort him as 

he continued his journey. Bow peaceful and comforting to 

lie back and be escorted. 

Be continued to dream, anticipating more of t he same . 

But the passive peace and comfort quickly t ra.nsformed . one 

ascended seventy runqa and then c ame down. Jacob recognized 

hill as the minister of Babylonia and was satisfied with his 

deacent. The 118118 ran1 true for Persia and Greece, and 

Jacob was aqain satisfied at their descent . 

And then came RolDe. Be ascended and ascended and 

ascended in a blaze of red, apparently never to descend. 

Jacob awoke in his sleep and cried out to God, "It's Bsaul 

God, don't let hia take controll " God vu caafortinq and 

uaured Jacob that Bsau, too, would fall. r 
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Jacob awoke from the dream and exclaimed, "Surely 

Adonai is present in this place, and J , I did not know it!" 

Bow could he have known that God was there when he didn't 

even know who his own 'I' was? The statement was less a 

description of the past than it was a foreshadowing of the 

future. Jacob would spend the next twenty years in places 

where he never expected tc find God . He would only find God 

in those places when he knew who his 'I' was, when he 

figured out how the Jacob and Esau inside of him could 

interact and diverge. 

This task would take him twenty yea=s of 'journeying' 

with God by his side and Ecau in his dreams. They would be 

difficult years of deciphering how his role as a vessel of 

blessing was different than his role as a younger son. 

Throughout them all, Jacob would always "Remember, I [God) 

am with you: I will protect you •.. " (28:15) and would be 

unsure of his own 'I.' Be would struggle looking for God, 

yet unsure of his own identity. 



CHAPTER 4 

" ••• SINCE ADONA! BAS BLESSED YOU WHEREVER I TURNED· " 

GENESIS 29:1-30 :{0 

' .. ·' ... . 
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The Biblical Text 

way: 

These two chapters may be outlined in the following 

29:1-14a Jacob arrives at the well, encounters 
the shepherds and meets Rachel and 
Laban. 

29:15b-30 Jacob marries Leah and Rachel. 

29:31-
30:24 Jacob's first t welve children are born . 

30:25-4 3 Jacob prepares to take leave of Laban by 
acquiring his wages . 

As Jacob continued along his journey, his life, as 

described through the narrative, was fil led with resonances 

of previous experiences. These two chapters constantly 

remind Jacob that although he was alone, away from his 

family, he could never truly leave them. The biblical 

author accomplished this task through the repetition of key 

phrases that describe family relationships. The word 

'father• is used with reference to Laban three times. 1 

'Sister,• as it refers to the relationship between Rachel 

and Leah and ~n and Rebekah, is also used three tilles. 2 

' Brother,• ill the strictest sense of the word and as it 

1 QenMh 29:9,12. 

1 Ga•ia 2h 13; 30:, 8. Wbil• the actual word ' 'acbot, ' 
aiater, .,.. DOt Uecl before with regard to Jacob, it is 
lingai•t~lJ' ud gdfbly nlated to ''acb,' b~er, a key 
phr- 1D dfl ~ nattat!Y.. 
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generally means 'kinsman, ' is repeated six times. 3 Raebel, 

Leah, and Dinah are referred to as 'daughters' nine times.' 

(The general female population is referred to as 'daughters• 

once . 5
) Rebekah is twice referred to as Jacob's ' mother. •' 

Finally, the word 'son' is repeated an incredible twenty 

three times. 7 If Jacob were ever to forget his place of 

origin, those who brought him into the world and entered it 

with h.im, all that he had to do was to interact with those 

around him as they reflected his own family (forty seven 

times.) 

As if those reminders were not enough, Jacob was also 

reminded of the stop be ma.de between Canaan and Mesopotamia. 

Jacob arrived at a well covered with a 'stone,' just like 

the stone he placed under his head for a good night's sleep 

in Bethel (28:11). That stone appears five times in the 

opening dialogue of chapter 29. 1 Jacob became a part of a 

'place' of a faaily that had it& own customs with regard to 

, Genas!• 29:4,10,11,15. 

• a.n .. ia 29:9,16,18,23,24,28,29; 30:21. 

5 Ganeaia 30:9. 

~ Geneai• 29:10. 
: 

' Gene.i• 29&4,12,13,31,33,34,35; 
30is,s,10,12,1•,1s,16,11,19,20,23,24,2s • 

• ; 3 
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rejoicing and with regard to marriage ceremonies. 9 That 

'place ' is reminiscent of the place that Jacob found along 

the way (28:10). Ultimately, he requested to go back to his 

own 'place. • 10 

Most important, Jacob, who was promised that his 

' brothers would serve him,' (25:23) ironically found himself 

'serving• Laban. And did he serve ! Over t went y years of 

faithful service mentioned ten t imes. 11 

Jacob Met Rachel and Laban Genesis 29:1-14a 

29 Jacob Ufted his feet [to continue his journey) and came to the 
land of the Easterners. 2 He saw and beheld a well in the open. 
Three flocks of sheep were tying there beside It, for the flocks 
were watered from that well. The ltone on the mouth of the well 
was large. ' When all the flocks were gathered there, they would 
roll the .aor. from the mouth of the weU and water the flocks; 
then they would return the ltOne to the mouth of the well. 
4 Jacob saJd to them, "My brothers, where are you from?' And 
they said, 'We are from Haran.• ' He said to them, •0o you know 
Laban the 80l'I c:l Nahor'r And they said, 'We know.• 8 He said 
to them. 1a he W9ll?" And they said, "Yes; and there is his 
...., Rachej, coming With the ftock. • 7 He said, 1t is still 
broad~ too ,.iy to RMld ~the rinals; water the flock 
and take them to p6tln. • • But they said, 'We camot. until the 
ftocka .. n:u1ded up: .., tt.y roll the ..... from the mouth c:l 
the Ml Md ........ the ftocka.• 

• Whlle he was ltil splelclng wfth them, Rachel came wfth 
ts lllllwt• lock; tar Iha w a ahephardn11. 10 And when 
Jacob eaw Rachel, the .......... c:l Laban {ttl8 brca. c:l his 

• Genesis 29:22,26. 
f 0 

Geneal• 3Ch25. 

J ~0 u eeneiia 29115,18,20,25,27,30; 30:26,29. 
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mother), and the flocks of Laban (the brother of his mother) , 
Jacob went up ar.d rolled the atone from the mouth of the well. 
and watered the flocks of Laban (the brother of his mother.) 
11 

Then Jacob kissed Rachel, raised his voice, and cried. 
12 

Jacob told Rachel that he is her father'• brother and that he is 
Rebekatts eon; and she ran to tell her father. 

1
' On hearing the news of his elat_.a son Jacob, Laban 

ran to greet him. He hugged him, kissed him, and brought him to 
his house. Jacob told Laban everything that happened (lit all 
these words). 14 Laban said to him, -You are truly my bone and 
my flesh.• 

The narrative begins with Jacob ' lifting his feet' as 

he began his journey from Bethel (29:1). This phrase 

appears only this one time in the entire Bible . When Jacob 

arrived at the well, he only saw sheep, despite the fact 

that the sheep were tended by shepherds (29:2). In fact , 

the shepherds are first referred to as 'them ' (29:3) without 

ever being identified before hand. 

As soon as Jacob identified their relationship to 

Laban, Rachel appeared in the horizon. In a beautiful 

linguiatic lay, Jacob sti.11 only saw sheep, for ' Rachel' 

mean• 'little ewe. • All if Raebel' a appearance was the cause 
• 

of Jacob'• nen action, be instructed the na11eleas shepherds 

to r ,... the •tone from the well . They refuaed baaed on 

their local custcm. When Raebel was close enough to see the 

detail• of the action, Jacob hillaelf rolled the atone off of 

the well. Thia atone needed aany ahepber da to mave it, but 

Jacob vaa able to do it on hia own. / Jacob watered Labul' a 
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sheep, kissed Rachel, raised his voice, and cr ied (29:6-

11). 

Rachel ran to her father in order to report Jacob's 

arrival. La.ban qreeted Jacob warmly with hugs and kisses. 

Jacob informed Laban of all of th~ events that occurred t o 

him using the word devarim, which can mean, 'events, things 

or words. ' Laban then identified Jacob as a kinsman (29:12-

14) . 

The entire episode is strikingly similar to the events 

surrounding the acquisition of a wife for Isaac (Genesis 

24). In both cases, the events center around activities at 

a well. Kindness is shown in both through the act of 

watering another's flock . The stranger is then escorted 

back to the tent of the family. The scenes differ in two 

important waya. The events recorded in chapter 24 portray 

an attempt by Abraham to procure a wife for his son Isaac 

through a messenger servant . In this case, however, Jacob 

himself ie an active participant in the events. In the 

fOX118r caae, th• servant took with him all of the 'bounty of 

hill master' (25:10). In the latter case, Jacob, the one 

bleeaeclto be aened, arrived apparently pennil.ess. 

t;h• t 
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Jaco b Married Genes i s 29 : 14b-30 

When Jacob stayed with Laban a month's time, 15 Laban 
said to Jacob, "Just because you are my brother, should you 
MrVe me for nothing? Tell me, what are your wages?" 16 Now 
Laban had two d•ughtera; the name of the older one was Leah 
and the name of the younger was Rachel. 17 Leah had weak 
eyes; Rachel was shapely and beautiful. 18 Jacob loved Rachel; 
so he said, "I will aerve you seven years for Rachel your younger 
d.ughts." 111 Laban said, "Better I should give her to you than I 
should give her to a stranger. Stay with me." 20 So Jacob aerved 
seven years for Rachel and they seemed to him but a few days 
because of his love for her. 

21 Then Jacob said to Laban, "Give me my wife for my time 
is fulfilled, that I may cohabit with her. A 

22 And Laban gathered all 
of the people of the pl8Ce and made a feast 23 When evening 
came, he took his d1ughtw Leah and brought her to him; and he 
cohabited with her. - 214 Laban had given his maidservant Zilpah 
to his daughtw Leah as her maid. - 25 When morning came, 
there was Leah! So he said to Laban, 'What is this you have 
done to me? Did I not eerve you for Rachel?! Why did you 
deceive me?" •Laban said, •tt is not the practice in our place to 
marry off the younger before the older. -o Wait until the bridal 
week of this one is over and we will give you that one too, 
provided you Ml'V9 me another seven years." 2111 Jacob did so; he 
fulfilled this vow and gave him his daughter Rachel as wife. -
211 Laban had glwn his maidservant Bihah to his d.ughter Rachel 
as her maid. - 30 And Jacob cohabited with Rachel also and also 
loved Rachel more than Leah. And he MrYed him another seven 
years. 

• LaJ>an had two daughters, the name of the older one was 

Leah, and the name of the younger was Rachel " (29:16) . What 

a wonderful perallel to Jaeob ' a own family. Hot only vaa 

there a younger and an older, but they are deaeribed using 

tbe .... language found in chapter 27 (gedolllb/ketanllb) • 

... 
.&tt.r a montll'• tJae, Lahm offered Jacob a con~act ng 



Page 83 

for his service. Laba.n asked Jacob to name his price and 

Jacob very clearly a.nnounced bis intentions to marry the 

younger daughter, Rachel. Is it surprising that Jacob loved 

Rachel over Leah? Yes, "Lea.h had weak eyes; Rachel was 

shapely a.nd beautiful" (29:17), but we could have guessed 

from that very first meeting (29:6,10,11) that Jacob and 

Rachel would wind up in love. They shared an incredible 

experience at the well. They were similar: both were the 

younger sibling. Laban and Jacob agreed on seven years of 

service for the ha.nd of Rachel . Those seven years passed 

quickly for Jacob because of his love for Rachel (29:14-20). 

Jacob requested payment after seven years. A great 

party was held for all of the people of that place in honor 

of the wedding. But, in the shadows of evening, Laban gave 

Jacob Leah, not Rachel. The two cohabited only for Jacob to 

discover the trickery in the morning. Jacob then confronted 

Laban with bia misdeed. 

Laban responded, "It is not the practice in our place 

to marry off the younger before the older" (29:26). 'OUr 

place,• a• opposed to •your place:• Jacob miqh~ have thought 

that it waa atandard practice to ignore primoqeniture, but 

Laban did~. Labo could have aaid, • ••• to 11arry off the 

ketualJ befon tbe gedolab. • This terminology would have 

been aouiateet vitb ~ dMariptive ~ r9C)Uding 

I, 
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the older and the younger. When Jacob and Esau are 

described in relative age terms, Lhey are always described 

with these two words (ktn/gdl) just as Rachel and Leah have 

been in this chapter (29:16). But Laban carefully selected 

his language: "It is not the practi ce in our place to marry 

off the younger (tz'irah) before the older (b'chirah)" 

(29:26). La.ban's word selection triggered a precious memory 

in Jacob's mind. Jacob was aescribed as the tza'iL 9nly 

once in his life: when God explained to Rebekah that there 

were two nations in her womb, "and the older shall serve the 

younger (tza'ir)" (25:23). Laban's words triggered yet 

another memory for the troubled Jacob. "I am Esau your 

firstborn (b'cborcba)" (27:19), Jaco~ responded to his 

father's question. 

They agreed on another seven year contract for Rachel. 

Jacob served the seven years, married Rachel, and then 

served yet another seven years. In sum, twenty one years . 
have passed since. Jacob firat arrived at the we1l (29:21-

30). 

The <:btldrell -U• Born - Tbe Sisters Fi¢t 
''- Ge~ai. 2-9::31-30:24 



Page 85 

is because Adonai heard that I was unloved and has given me 
this one aJso•; so she named him Simeon. 34 Again she 
conceived and bore a.,,.. and declared, 'This time my husband 
will become attached to me, for I have born him three aona.11 

Therefore he was named Levi. 35 She conceived again and bore 
a eon, and declared, "This time I will praise Adonai.u Therefore 
she named him Judah. Then she stopped bearing. 

30 When Rachel saw that she had borne Jacob no children, she 
became envious of her alat•; and Rachel said to Jacob, "Give 
me children, or I shall die." 2 Jacob was incensed at Rachel, and 
said, -Can I take the place of God, who has denied you fruit of 
the womb?" 3 She said, "Here Is my maid Bilhah. Consort with 
her, that she may bear on my knees and that through her I too 
may have children." 4 So she gave him her maid Bilhah as 
concubine, and Jacob cohabited with her. 5 Bilhah conceived 
and bore Jacob a 80'1. 8 And Rachel said, "God has vindicated 
me; indeed, He has heeded my ~lea and given me a 80'1." 
Therefore she named him Dan. Rachers maid Bilhah conceived 
again and bore Jacob a second eon. 8 And Rachel said, "A 
contest for God I waged with my slater; yes, and I have 
prevailed.• So she named him Naphtali. 

8 When Leah saw that she had stopped bearing, she took 
her maid Zllpah and gave her to Jacob as concubine. 10 And 
when Leah's maid Zilpah bore Jacob a eon, 11 Leah said, "What 
luck!" So she named him Gad. 12 When Leah's maid Zilpah bore 
Jacob a second 80'1, 13 Leah declared, 'What fortune!• meaning, 
'Women [lit d•ughtera] will deem me fortunate." So she named 
him Asher. 

14 Once, at the time of wheat harvest, Reuben came upon 
some mandrakes In the field and brought them to his mother 
Leah. Rachel said 9 Leah, "Please give me some of your 80ll'a 
mandrakes.• 16 But she said to her, 'Wu it not enough for you to 
take awmy my tulblnd, that you would also take my_,.... 
mmidrakes.• Rachel repled,, promise, he shall lie with you 
tDltlg'llt, In rwtLrT1 for -.px eon mandrakes.• • When Jacob 
came home from the field in the .....-ig, Leah came out to meet 
him and said, -You are to sleep with me, for I have hired you with 
my .. ~. And t\8 Illy wllh her that night 17 God 
h11ded t..h. .nd Iha conceived mid bore him a ftfth 90ft. 
•Md l.mh said, 'God ha~ me my NW8l'd tar~ giYan • 
my rnllld to my tulblnd.· So .,. ~ tim laadw. \Vherl 
Ll8h canoilwd lgilr1 nl bcn Jacob • lbdh eon, • t.h llld, 
'God ~~ me a choice gift; ttila lme 'l'Y tuband wll exalt 1 • 
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~e, for I have ~ him six eons.• So she named him Zebulun. 
last, she bore him a daughter, and named her Dinah. 

22 
Now God remembered Rachel; God heeded her and 

opened her womb. 23 She conceived and bore a son, and said, 
"God has taken away my disgrace.• 24 So she named him 
Joseph, which is to say, "May Adonai add another aon for me." 

The narrative now turns to the sibling rivalry between 

Leah and Rachel. This rivalry is based on their own 

individual worth as women as expressed through their ability 

to have children . Ironically, Jacob left his father's tent 

with God's blessing, was reassured along the way of God's 

providence, but up until this point has not ment ioned nor 

been reminded of God in any way at all in his new place . 

"Adonai saw that Leah was unloved .. • " (29:31) is the first 

mention of God since the experience at Pethel. God is first 

found in Jacob's life in connection with the older, unloved, 

Leah. 

In the period of four verses Leah had as many children. 

The names of the chil~ were derived from two major 

th911les: praise ~f Gdd and the hopefully mended relationship 

between Leah and Jacob. The name Reuben was attributed to 

both tb ... a: •Adonai has seen my affliction ••• llow my husband 

will love •• (29:32). sillaon was similarly named vith both 

th- in ain.4: •Th'i• is becauae Adona! heard that :r vaa 

unlovec! and ba• given - thi• one al•o• (29: 33) • Lavi was 

na1d only with Jacob in lllnd: leTbJ.11 tf.Jle my hualtanc1 Vill 
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become attached to me, for I have born him three sons " 

(29:34). Finally, when Judah was born, Leah declared, "This 

time I will praise Adonai" (29:35). In sum, the first two 

of the four children were named with both God and Jacob in 

mind, the third with only Jacob in mind, and the fourth with 

only God in mind. Leah, by naming her first two children as 

she did, was searching for God through her relationship with 

Jacob. With no success in building the marital relationship 

based on God, Leah devoted her third child to her husband. 

This attempt failed like the previous ones. Ber fourth 

child was devoted solely to God, as if to say, 'I have gi ven 

up on finding ultimate meaning in my marital relationship. 

This time, I will only praise Adonai, not my husband!' 

Rachel was greatly distressed because of her own 

infertility. She was envious of her sister and stormed into 

the presence of Jacob and said, "Give me children, or I 

shall dieJ" (30:1). Rachel's tone was reminiscent of the 

tones of Rebekah and Bsau (25:22,32). All three asked 

existential questions at critical moments in the their 

lives. Jacob, avue of bis own abilities in this matter, 

&Jl9rily responded, •can I take the place of Goci? .. (30:2). 

The eolution vu surrogate motherhood through Bilhah. Opon 

•-ing tM child that va• to b80Clle bar'•, Rachel axol••·ad., 

•Qocl bu viDdicated -; i ndaed, Be baa Jleeded -.y pl.ea and 

bore• a son• (30:6). Again, Bilhah gave birth apcl Rachel 
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declared, "A contest for God I waged with my sister; yes , 

and I have prevailed" (30:8). Where Leah saw her children 

as vindications of God ' s love and hopes for improved 

relations with Jacob, Rachel saw her children as the spoils 

of contest between herself and her older sist er . once 

again, we are in the midst of a heated sibling rivalry where 

the younger strives to overcome the older. 

Leah, in turn, was frustrated with her recent 

infertility and her sister ' s fertility. So, like her sister, 

Leah gave Jacob her handmaid as a concubine. In time, 

Zilpah bore Jacob two children. Both were named by Leah as 

a response to the contest waged by Rachel. At the sight of 

the first child, Leah exclaimed, "What l uck!" ( 30:11). 

Then, after the birth of the second, Leah similarly 

proclaimed, "What fortuneJ •.• women will deem me fortunate " 

(30:13). Leah began her berthing years in quest of holy 

relationship with God and Jacob. She continued those years 

in bitter rivalry with Raebel. 

Then, one day, Reuben, Leah's first born, came home 

with sCBe .. ndrakes, assumed to serve as an apbrodiaiac.u 

Rachel requHted the aandrakea froa Leah onl.y to be thwarted 

by a bitter respon•e, •wa1 it not enough for you to take my 

hWlband, tbat you would also take my aon•s mandrakes?• 

12 Sarna, qep11i1, 209. I 

1~ 
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(30:15). Rachel made the following arrangement: i n return 

for the mandrakes, Leah may sleep with Jacob that night. 

The nature of the deal assumed that Jacob regularly slept 

with Rachel out of preference. 

Jacob returned in the evening to be met by Leah, who 

informed him of the arrangements. Leah conceived and bore a 

child, saying, "God has given me my reward for having given 

my maid to my husband" (30:18). She again conceived and 

bore a child. This time she said, "God has given me a 

choice gift; this time my husband will exalt me, for I have 

borne him six sons" (30 :20). The general thrust of her 

statements brings God into her life only for the purpose of 

self aggrandizement. Finally, she bore a daughter, with no 

cOD1Dent (30:21). 

After long years of suffering and questioning of her 

own worth, Raebel was remembered by God, who opened her 

womb. A son was born and she said, "God has taken away my 

disgrace" (30:23) . "She named hi.a Joseph, which is to say, 

"May Adona! add aJtother son for ae"" (30:24). 'Yosef,' 

lit., •will add,• vae born in hopes of yet another child. 

Bia very a... 1a dependent upon a sibling just aa Jacob's 

n._, the •one who grasps at the heels (of hia brother),' is 

dependent upon Bnu. 
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Preparing to Leave Genesis 30:25-43 

• 
215 

After Rachel had borne Joseph, Jacob said to Laban, 
~ive me leave to go back to my place to my homeland. 28 Give 
me my wives and my children, for whom I have eerved you, that I 
may go; for well you know what eervlcea I have aerved you." 
'D But Laban said to him, "If you will indulge me, I have learned 
ttv'ough divination that Adonai has blessed me on your account." 
211 

And he continued, "Name the wages due from me, and I will 
pay you.• 29 But he said, "You know well how I have eerved you 
and how your livestock has fared with me. 30 For the Jlttle you 
had before I came has grown to much, since Adonai has blessed 
you wherever I turned. And now, when shall I make provision for 
my own household?' :n He said, "What shall I give you?• And 
Jacob said, -OOO't give me anything! If you will do this thing for 
me, I will again pasture and keep your flocks: 32 let me pass 
through your whole flock today, removing from there every 
speckled and spotted animal - every dark-colored sheep and 
every spotted and speckled goat. Such shall be my wages. 33 In 
the future, when you go over my wages, let my honesty toward 
you testify for me: if there are among my goats any that are not 
speckled or spotted are any sheep that are not dark-rolored, they 
got there by theft• S4 And Laban said, "Very well, let it be as you 
say.• 

36 But that same day he removed the streaked and spotted 
he-goats and all the speckled and spotted she-goats - every one 
that had white on it - and all the dal1c-colored sheep, and left 
them In the charge of his eons. 311 And he put a distance of three 
days' journey between himself and Jacob, while Jacob was 
pasturing the rest of Laban's flock. 

w Jacob then got fresh shoots of poplar, and of almond 
and plane, and~ wn;te strips in them, laying bare the white 
of the shoots. The rocA that he had peeled he set up in front of 
the goals In the troughs, the wal8r raoeptacles that the gOets 
came to drink from. Their mating ocaned when they came to 
drink, • 8nd since the goats mal8d by the rods, the goelS 
~ bttl strall-1, apeckled, and spotted yowig. 

40 But 
-taoob dealt separately with the sheep; he made these animals 
fllcJa h •••d « wt.olly datk~ •imlla in Lablln'9 flock. 
And 80 he produced apeclal llocka far himeelf, which he did not 

a put wllh tab8n's flocka. 41 MOl9CMr, Whan h ~ arimals 
.. ~ J9oob would ~the n>da In the~. In full 
.W r/6 • ..,_, 80 hi fWf nilllid by the rods; • but with .. 11.~•••hlwouldnot,_twm..._ nutaae u 
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feeble ones went to Laban and the sturdy to Jacob. 43 So the 
man grew exceedingly prosperous, and came to own large flocks, 
maidservants and menservants, camels and asses. 

It was only after Joseph's birth, that Jacob requested 

of Laban, "Give me leave to go back to my place to my 

homeland •• • " (30 :25 ). Jacob's departure from Laban's place 

to his own place was dependent upon the birth of Joseph . 

Jacob then entered into another contract with ~aban for 

the purpose of paying his wages for twenty one years of 

service. In his initial speech, Jacob mentioned three times 

his ' service• to Laban (30:26) . Laban then acknowledged 

God ' s blessings that flowed through Jacob, as did Jacob 

acknowledge the same (30:27-30). The language of service 

and blessing was a clear recollection of the original 

blessing offered by Isaac, "Blessed be those who bless you" 

(27:29), and by God, "And the older shall serve the younger" 

(25 : 23). 

The two agreed to a contract that would give Jacob 

"every speckled and spotted anhul - every dark-colored 

sheep and every spotted and speckled goat" (30 : 32). Laban 

such ani•l• and put them in the 

charge of hi• sons. Be put a three days journey between 

ta.- -and Jacob J.n an att911pt to lower Jacob's wages 

I ..... 

'· I 
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for tbe animals that would produce a maximum number of 

speckled and spot-ced animals. ae put tbe ritual to work and 

achieved gr ea t success to the extent that, . . . "the man 

(Jacob] grew exceedingly prosperous, and came to own large 

flocks . . • " (30;43). 

Rabbinic Voices 

"Jacob l ifted his feet and went to t he land of the 

children of Kedem" (29:1). •Jacob lifted his feet' at no 

other time than at the beginning of his journey . The 

possibilities of interpreting the one time phrase are 

numerous. 'Jacob lifted his feet' - as a result of the 

blessing, the going was now easier. 13 'Jacob lifted his 

feet' - he directed bis journey with resolve and 

confidence.a 'Jacob lifted his feet' - he had to force 

himself to leave that place of encouragement he found along 

the road as he began the journey of his life. 15 

When he finally arrived at the well, be scarcely 

acknowledged the presence of the shepherds, saw Raebel, 

instructed the shepherds, was rebuked, and t>ben moved the 

u Reebi, BekboJ' Shorr, and lladak on Genesis 29: l. All 
three are medieval biblical comnentators. 

u sforno ·on Geneais 29: 1. Sforno is also a medieval 
biblical O!J w 1nUt:Gr. - .. 

29:1. Akedat Yitzbak is a 
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rock from the mouth of the well . A~ter all of this, be 

approached Raebel, kissed her, raised his voice, and cried. 

"Be raised his voice and cried out" (29:11) - Why 
did he cry? Be said: What is written about 
Eliezer, the servant of Abraham, at the time when 
be went to bring Rebekah? "The servant took ten 
camels • •• and all of the bounty of his master in 
his hand" (Genesis 24:10) . But I have come 
without a single ring or bracelet. 16 

The above rabbinic interpretation compares the events of 

this chapter with those of chapter 24. The contrast is 

stark between the 'well-loaded' servant and the empty handed 

Jacob. Bow ironic it is that the servant came with all of 

the bounty of his master's house, while the one blessed with 

the service of his brothers arrived empty handed. In the 

absence of the biblical details of Jacob ' s cry, the Rabbis 

interpreted it to be a cry of desperation and anxiety a.bout 

the beginning of a life journey that had little prospect of 

material wealth. 

While that very well may be an acceptable 

interpretation, there are still other ways of interpreting 

the cry. !'he next passage, from the same aid.rasbic 

campilation, portrays the cry as one of love that will not 

find u1t.l.Jlite fulflllllent in death. Tb• scene is a 

bealu~tfQl ODe. Jacob arrived at a well in the aiddle of the 

CS.art Gilly to find out tbat the iumel•• •h9Pherda were 

, 
ll 8U'9ahit aabbah 70112. 
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associates of his kinsman. They directed his attention to a 

blurry vision on the distant horizon: 'That is Laban's 

daughter Rachel.' Inspired by her approach, Jacob 

instructed the shepherds as to what he thought they should 

do concerning the watering of the sheep. They rejected his 

instructions. As Rachel approached, Jacob was able to 

discern her beauty. Be himself rolled away the stone 

covering the well . Be watered her sheep, approached her in 

loving awe, kissed her, raised his voice and cried . 

Why did he cry? Be saw that she would not ent er 
the grave with him. It was this that Rachel said 
to Leah, "Be shall lie with you tonight." (Genesis 
30:15), meaning, with you he will sleep his last 
sleep; he will not with me . 17 

This interpretation assumes love at fi r st sight . Jacob 

might not have known that he would marry Rachel when she was 

only a blurry vision on the distant horizon. However, once 

she approached, he knew that this was the woman he would 

marry; but ironically he would not be buried with her! 

The exuberance was quickly thwarted when he realized 

that they would apend the rest of their lives on earth 

together only to be separated in death. Yes, when Jacob 

first met Rachel, he envisioned her burial place as 

Bethl.U. (Gen••i• 35:19) and hi• own aa tba cave of 

Kacbpelab (Gell••i• 50:13). The Rabbis derived this 

Ibid. 
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interpretation from Rachel's own words when she negotiated 

for the mandrakes with Leah, "Be shall lie with you tonight" 

(Genesis 30:15). That sentence originally meant that Jacob 

would cohabit with Leah during that night. In the hands of 

the Rabbis, the sentence became a foreshadowing of Leah ' s 

eternal resting place (Genesis 49:31) along side Jacob in 

the cave of Machpelab during the eternal night o f death. 

Rachel was so moved by Jacob ' s actions, that she 

quickly ran to i nform her father, Laban. More than just an 

excited relative welcoming a distant family member, Laban 

had keen memories of the l ast time someone visited from that 

side of the family. It happened one day when bis sister 

Rebekah was by the spring: 

The maiden ran and told all of this to her 
110ther's household. Now Rebekah had a brother 
whose name was Laban. Laban ran out to the man at 
the spring - when he saw the nose ring and the 
band on his sister's arms . •• (Genesis 24:28ff . ) 

When Rachel told Laban that a visitor had come from 

Abraham'• side o f the family, Laban's thoughts were on the 

ricbea that Jaco» might carry with him, like the riches that 

the aervaut carried aany years earlier. 

on hearing the news of his sister's son Jacob, 
Laban ran to greet him. Be hugged him, kissed 
him,. ... bzoagbt hi.a to b.ia baaH. Jtaeob told 1 

t Lldau all of tbe tllia9a (vord8) tbat h•ppaMCI. 6 l 
(29113) t 
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"When Laban heard" - Be said: Eliezer 11 was t he 
lesser of the house, but i t i s wri t t en about him, 
"The servant took ten camels .•• " (24 : 10). This 
one is the beloved of t he house; be i s going to 
have so much more than Eliezer l But when Laban 
didn't even see Jacob's wallet, " •.• be bugged 
hill • • • " thinking, ' Perhaps he has money in his 
girdle.' After he found nothing, " • •. be kissed 
him ••• " thinking, 'Perhaps he has precious atones 
which he is hiding in bi s mouth. After Laban 
didn • t find anything, Jacob sa.i d t o him, •What do 
you think, that I coae l aden with wea1 th? I have 
coma laden with nothing but words . • - "And he told 
Laban all of these words. "1

' 

According t o the Rabbis, El iezer arrived wi th ~he r iches of 

the house, while Jacob arrived with t he riches of words . 

The relationship between t he servant and t he one to be 

served is an inverse relationship between mat erial wealth 

and spiritual wealth. Jacob , blessed wi th a voice, only 

brought •words of wealth.' 

Jacob spent a llOnth'a tille in Laban's home observing 

the dynamics of the family. Thia family was not so 

dif~erent than hie own family. Both had two children who 

had different appearances and personalities. Esau was hairy 

and red and a lonr of the field8, while Jacob was aillple, a 

dweller of tenta. Leab had weak eyea, while Rachel vaa 

ahapely ancl _.._•ifUl.. Wbile the two b~bera ware vary i · -

differmt, ~ tMre a190 yery u.tlar. So -ft.,.. vitla the 
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sisters. They might have appeared different, but according 

to the Rabbis, they actually were quite sim.ilar . 

"Laban had two daughters" (Genesis 29:16) - Like 
two be•- running from end to end of the world. 
Bach produced generals, each produced kings, from 
each arose slayers of lions, from each arose 
conquerors of countries, from each arose dividers 
of countries. The sacrifice by the son of each 
overrode the Sabbath. The wars waged by the 
descendants of both overrode the Sabbath. To each 
was given two nights: the night of Pharaoh and the 
night of Sennacherib to Leah, and the night of 
Gideon and the night of Mordecai to Rachel, as it 
says, "On that night the king could not sleep" 
(Bather 6 : 1) • 20 

This 111.idrash is based on an unspoken word play between 

'banot, ' daughters, and 'bonot, ' builders. 21 Leah and 

Rachel a.re seen as the builders of the people of Israel 

becauae their children ultimately became the progenitors . of 

the tribes of Iarael . such a play is supported by a 

stat-nt fraa the Book of Ruth. When Boaz intended to 

marry Ruth tbr°'1gh levirate marriage, the people sitting in 

the gate blessed the marriage with tbe following words, 

"May Adonai ll&ke tla wcaan who is coaing into your 
~ be like Jlacbal and Leab, both of vbaa built 
up the house of Israel" (Ruth 4:11) • . 
Bllcb dallgbter, qua builder, produced at•flar offapring. 

ftat u to aay, t<> the deacendanta of both of their many 
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children have been attributed similar experiences . Both 

produced. captains - Leah through Judah: "They shall become 

like a capta.in in Judah" (Zechariah 9 : 7); and Raebel through 
,;;. 

Manasseh (Joseph's son): •[The following Manassites went 

over to David's side, they were] .•• t he captains of the clans 

of Manasseh" (II Chronicles 12:21). Both produced kings -

Leah, through ··Judab, produced. King David; and Rachel, 
I 

through Benjamin, produced King Saul . Both produced ki l lers 

of lions - Leah produced David who killed a lion (I Samuel 

17:36); and Rachel produced Samson who also killed a lion 

(Judges 14:5f.). Bach produced conquerors of countries -

from Leah, Hoses and David; and from Rachel, Joshua and 

Saul. Bach produced dividers of land - from Leah, Moses who 

divided the Bast Bank of the Jordan River: and from Rachel, 

Joshua who divided the West Bank of the Jordan River. Both 

produced those whose sacrifices and wars overrode the 

Sabbath in tthe 98DS8 that all the descendants observed 

Jewish lavJ" Both' produced offspring who wohld be 

aaaociatecl with night. of ~Divi1le intervention - from Leah, 

MoaeaT(BI*""'" 121'19) againat•Bgyptr and ·Jiezeki&b (:II Xi.ngs 
, 

19: 35') agAh>st Autri&; an4 f~ JLllChel,·rG£deon · (Judge& ' 

(btber 611) 

against Peraia. 

•.Jacob loved 

3:111f. 
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Rachel. ' So in his negotiations with Laban, Jacob was very 

clear as to his intent. ·'I will serve you seven years for 

Rachel your younger daughter" (29:18 ) . But the text already 

stated, "Jacob loved Rachel" ( 29: 18). Why then did Jacob 

need to be so specific regarding the daughter he wanted to 

marry? 

"Jacob loved Rachel" - He [Jacob ] said to him 
(Laban), "Knowing that the people of y011r town are 
deceivers, I will make my business with you 
perfectly clear: "Be said, 'I will serve you seven 
years for Rachel, your younger daughter' - •for 
Rachel', not Leab; •your daughter, ' that you 
shouldn't bring me another Rachel from the market; 
'the younger one,' that you should not switch 
their names ••.. 23 

While the two daughters were very different, Jacob knew that 

they were similar enough to be switched in the shadows of 

the evening. 

The years passed and the family grew until finally 

Jacob realized that be must take leave of Laban and return 

to hia own place. What spurred his decision to move? 

"After Rachel had borne Joseph, ·Jacob said to La.ban, "Give 

me leave to 90 back to my place, to my homeland"" (30:25). 

Jacob real~ed tmat he bad to leave once Joseph was born. 

'this was the Joseph who would eventually come to be 

loved bf Jacob .:>re than all of his children, as it is 

u~ _...bit Jt~ 70117. 
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written, "Now Israel (Jacob] loved Joseph best of all of his 

sons, for he was the child of his old age" (37:3) . The 

Rabbis questioned Jacob's reasoning. After all , Benjamin 

was actually the true child of Jacob's old age. But Joseph, 

the Rabbis reasoned, was l oved more than any of his brothers 

for one special reason: Jacob and Joseph had the same facial 

features. They looked alikel 24 

Perhaps Joseph 's birth served as a rebirth for J acob 

who dwelled in someone else's place for over two decades . 

With Joseph 's birth, Jacob saw new opportunity for himself. 

So he had to leave. 

The Rabbis believed that there is one other reason why 

Joseph's birth sparked Jacob's return journey. 

"When Rachel bore Joseph •.. " - Once Joseph was 
born, Esau's adversary was born, as it is written, 
"Jacob said to Laban, •Give me leave t o go back to 
my place, to my homeland.•" Rabbi Pinchas said in 
the naae of Rabbi Samuel bar Nachman: It is an 
oral trac:tition that Beau will fall at the bands of 
none other than Rachel's descendants, as it is 
written, •surely the youngest of the flock will 
drag tbe11 [Bdoll] away." (Jeremiah 39:,20) And why 
doe• he call them 'the youngest of the flock ' ? 
Because they (the tribe of Joseph] were of the 
yoUDIJe•t of the tribe&.

25 

Joaeph•s birth reminded Jacob that be was yet to have an 

1 

..t 

It D>14. 84&8. 

15 n.14. "1li'i. 
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encounter with Esau. Jacob had no choi ce but to return t o 

his place. 

Another Interpretation 

Jacob could not seem to get away from the real i ty he 

knew in Canaan . Bis c limb up the stairway and back down 

placed him in the mids t c f a family similar t o his own. No 

matter where he turned, he was confronted with fathers, 

sisters, brothers, sons, and daughters all acti ng out the 

emotions his own family experienced. 

When he arrived at the well, Jacob was confronted with 

his first opportunity to actualize the blessing of his 

father: "Cursed be those who curse you, blessed they who 

bless you~ (27:29). Bow ironic i t is that the one who was 

blessed to be a vessel of blessing for other peoples saw 

only a well and sheep with no shepherds (29:2ff.). The 

distinction between the blessings of the two sons was most 

apparent at th& moment when Jacob first interacted with the 

reality of the world around him. The presence of the Divine 

reality in the bleaaing of the older accentuates itB absence 

in the blessing of the younger. The ·younger was to enjoy 

'the fat .of the earth and the dew of heaven" without 

actnowlec!gin9 ita 80UC•r While tb• older' wa11 to· receive the 

fat of earth &net the deW of ~.-en ~God. tfbe 'o'J..d&r was 
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to serve as a vessel of blessing/curse for those around him, 

while the younger had no such role. When Jacob only saw a 

well and sheep with no shepherds, ha acted as if he received 

the blessing of the younger, unaware of the Divine Reality, 

unaware of the people around him. J acob's silence with 

regard to the people around him was cry of desperation, 'I 

want to be the younger, not responsible for other people!' 

And so the identity crisis continued; Jacob was tor n 

between his identity as t he younger and hi s identity as the 

bearer of the blessing of the firstborn . When Jacob failed 

to acknowledge the people around him, he inter nally asked 

the question that his father formarly aaked of him, "Which 

of my sons a.re you? " (27 :18); and this time, Jacob didn't 

have a ready answer. 

As Jacob interacted with those nameless shepherds, he 

began to actualize his blessing potential. Bis questions 

were in tact centered a.round blessings as seen in bis 

concern for the well being of his f aaily 11811ber Laban 

(29c•ff.) . And then in a surprising act of assertiveness, 

Jacob inatrUotecl the abepherda, •1t is •till broad daylight, 

too early to roan4 ap the •niMl•J water the flock ud take 

thea to pasture• (29c7) . Whether thi• vaa an act of 

uaertinn•• or arrogance, the fw:t i• that Jacob 

inatnat41id ~ cBe bep• to Uye his ltl .. •ing .potential by 

\ 
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interacting with others. All would have been wonde r f ul if 

they had only listened to his directions. But they didn't. 

That first experience of blessing potential was 

meaningful and transformational for J acob. Be thought that 

he could actualize his blessing by ordering other s to take 

positive actions, while he, as it were, sat back and did 

nothing . Be practiced bis blessing potential with the 

anonymous shepherds , and failed because of his own passive 

nature. 

But onee Raebel bad approached him, Jacob realized t hat 

bis blessing potential was not going to be actualized by 

instructing others. Be realized that if be wanted to be a 

blessing for others, he needed to act on bis own. So "Jacob 

walked up and rolled the stone from the mouth of the well 

and watered the flock of La.ban, his mother 's brother• 

(29: 10). What an inspiring moment for one struggling with 

hia own identity! Be oouraqeoual.y tried t o actualize hia 

bleaaing only to learn that be needed to be even more 

courageous by •putting his entire body' into the blessing. 

It wa• •uch anrinapiring .a-ant ~or Jacob that be kissed his 

COU8Jln Jtacbel, craiaed lli• voice, and cried out (29:11): 'I 

cllAl ...itl • woula wak 'to J ? 

b ok 

Ud a.c•l~ia onee-u-a-ltfetime love-at-
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first-sight moment. Even when they first met, Jacob knew 

their destiny despite his humble beginnings. Rachel ran to 

tell her father the news, only to find him even more excited 

than she over Jacob's arrival. Yes, Laban remembered well 

his sister's experience at the well and was eager to see how 

Jacob would out do the servant who swept away his sister 

Rebekah. After contact and dialogue, Laban came to r ealize 

that the riches Jacob carried were in his words: the words 

spoken by the •voice of Jacob.' 

Because he yearned to be the younger, free of the 

responsibility of others' blessings, Jacob loved Rachel , the 

younger daughter. Be loved he.r as a result of the 

experience at the well. Be loved her because of her 

physical beauty. Be loved her because she was the younger 

child, a mirror image of himself if he hadn't said to his 

father, "I am Esau, your firstborn• (27:19). Jacob might 

have carried the blessing of the firstborn, but Rachel 

served as his vicarious experience of the younger child that 

he used to be. 

seven years later, Jacob awoke to find hiaaelf tricked. 

•When .,ming c ... , there was Leabt• (29:25). Jacob thought 

tbat he vould wake to ... a reflection of younger innocence 

in tbe face of Jtaobel. Iutead be woke to ... a reflection 

of wbat is, older re•ponaibility in the eyea of Leah. Jacob 
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confronted Laban, "What did you do to me? Didn't I serve 

with you for Rachel? Why did you deceive me?" (29:25). 

Laban's use of the roots bchr and tz •r brought Jacob back to 

the pivotal moment when he lost his own identity and took on 

his brother's (27:19). Laban's word selection served as a 

connentary on Jacob ' s life path: 'Jacob, you might be seven 

years older than when you first ca.me here parading as the 

older, but you are still, and will always be the younger! • 

Bence, even in love, Jacob struggled with his identity . 2' 

When Jacob first married Leah, Laban held a party for 

all of the people of the 'place' (29:22). Be then 

instructed Jacob of the customs of that ' place' (29:26) . 

That place, where Jacob found himself, was as important as 

the 'place' he arrived at on his way from Canaan (28:11). 

The two 'places• were very simila.r. In both places, Jacob 

had to move stones in order to accomplish his task. Be 

arrived in both placea expecting to perform normal tasks: at 

Bethel he thought that h would s leep and at the well he 

thought that he would ask for directions. Yet, in both 
. 

pla.c::ea he found 110re than he expected. 

H 8arna, Gtyutlif 1 note to 27: 26 • 
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a Divine promise, RRemember I am with you ... " (28:15). And 

so, we could have expected that God would have been with him 

throughout his future endeavors. 

Jacob arrh•ed at the well, figured out what it meant to 

be a blessing, fell in love, served out of love for a total 

of fourteen years, and married two women. Each of these 

separate experiences calls out for an interaction with 

Hamakam, the Place, the Omnipresent One. Combined, they 

demand such an experience! But no such experience is 

d.iscernablel In fact, for the first thirty verses of 

chapter 29, the equivalent of fourteen years of Jacob's 

journey, God is never mentioned as being with Jacob, nor did 

Jacob search for the God whose blessings he had received so 

many times in the past. 

Tbe Divine silence is broken in ~ way that informs us 

as to the dialectic between tbe younger and older sibling. 

"Adonai saw that Leah was unloved, and Be opened her womb• 

(29:31). God first appeared in response to the pain of 

Leah, the firstborn. If Jacob thought that he could live 

two identities in one life, Leab'• interaction with God came 

to te.ah hi.a tliat auah was not tbe c.... If Jacob wanted 

God in hi• life, he bad to Clo .ore than roll a stone off of 

a wall': llO 1CJD99r COG1d he vioamOllal.y live his life as a 

~r caiblie9~ IWl~loMd Jtacbel: ! If ..Jacob wanted 
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to find God, he had to find God in the eyes of Leah t hat 

reflected older responsibility. 

Leah's subsequent fertility, four birth ' s in as many 

verses (29:3lff.), and Rachel's infertility and existential 

frustration (30:1), serve as a reminder o f Jacob's identity 

crisis. Be might have loved the younger Rachel more than 

the older Leah (29:30), but God insisted on repeatedly 

opening Leah's womb instead of Rachel ' s. Jacob l i ved out 

his own sibling rivalry with Esau through the rivalry of 

Leah and Rachel. Be might have wanted God to be with 

Rachel, but was confronted with the reality of God's 

presence in Leah. She began to name her children in hopes 

of finding God through the relationship with Jacob. But, 

once she realized that Jacob was not capable of bringing God 

into their lives, because he insisted on identifying with 

the younger sibling (qua Raebel and himself), she turned her 

energies solely to God. ••This time I will praise Adonai." 

(29:35) because I cannot rely on Jacob to act as the older!' 

Finally, vhen ·Rachel did conceive and give birth, she 

n-ed her chi1d Joseph, meaning, 'Adona! will give me 

another aon• (30:2f). It seeas appropriate that the name of 

Jacob'• favorite son, born to bis favorite wife, reseabled 

hi• own ~. When Jacob al8rged from the~, he was 

identified tbrc!i19b b.U relationab•p with bi• J:>rotber cm 
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(25:26); when Joseph emerged from the womb, he was 

identified through the future birth of another child. 

Jacob's existence was dependent upon his older brother, j ust 

as Joseph's existence was dependent upon his younger 

brother. 

That birth, more t han any other of his older eleven 

children, provoked J acob to return to his 'place' (30:25). 

Yes, Joseph looked like Jacob and was destined to be the 

adversary of Esau, but there was one other piece to the 

puzzle of this decision. When Jacob looked into t he face of 

Joseph, he saw a mirror reflection of his own f ace and t he 

one other person who most resembled the t wo of them: Esau. 

Jacob and Esau were twins. Perhaps they were not identical, 

but one would have been hard pressed to find another person 

on earth who as closely resembled the one brother as the 

other. That is, until Joseph was born. Por Jacob, Joseph's 

face waa a atark reminder of Esau . After Joseph ' s birth, 

Jacob realized tbat rbe had unfiniahed business with Esau. 

Be realized that if he ~re ever going to invite God into 

hi• life, he vou.ld have to confront the one from whom he 

phyaically fl~ but never apiritually separated. Be knew 

all of thi:a)after looking into the face of the infant 

Jots.pa. t.o t .U 

M rJerW> pnpared to t;aka .J.eua Of I4MJi, twenty one 
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years after he first told La.ban his story, Jacob was 

reminded of the power of those two decades. Laban said, "If 

you would indulge me, I have learned through divination that 

the Lord has blessed me because of you" (30:26). How true 

it is, and we knew it all along: 

Cursed be those who curse who, blessed they who 
bless you. (27:29) 

Kay all of the families of the earth be blessed 
through you and your offspring. (28:14) 

Finally, after twenty one years of struggling with the 

identity, it appeared that Jacob was fully cognizant of bis 

blessing potential. " •• . Por the little you had before I 

came has grown to much, since Adonai has blessed you 

wherever I turned" (30:30). 

Jacob had learned even more. Twenty one years ago, at 

the well, Jacob first tried his blessing potential on the 

anonymous shepherds by telling them what to do. Two decades 

later, Jacob knew that the blessing could not be realized 

through orders. "Pay me nothing!," was Jacob 's response to 

Laban's question, "'"1at shall I pay you?" (30:31). 'You 

can't do anything for me, Laban. I have to acquire the 

blessing for myself.' And so Jacob passed through the sheep 

iJ:) order to find his own blessing. Aa a result of which, 

•The lllLD grew exceedingly prosperous, and came to own large 

flocka, maidservants and .. naervanta, camels and aa•es" 
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(30 :43), thus fulfilling the blessing of Isaac, "May God 

give you of the dew of heaven and of the fat of the earth, 

abundance of new grain and of wine" (27:28). 

Such might have been Jacob's financial situation, but 

he was practically bankrupt in so many other ways. Be was 

in a place surrounded by family, but exiled from his own. 

Be was promised Divine providence, only to find God in the 

wife he loved least. Be was blessed with the •service• of 

his brother, but spent the past twenty years serving Laban. 

That bankruptcy, like so many difficult life experiences, 

taught him to take an aggressive step towards creating his 

own future. so, after the birth of Joseph, Jacob left two 

decades of servitude and physical and spiritual exile in 

order to encounter Esau. Be was twenty years the wiser and 

destined to struggle with Esau. 

, 



CHAPTER 5 

"I HAVE SERVED YOUR FATHER WITH ALL OF MY MIGHT." 

GENESIS 31:1-32:3 

I' 
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The Biblical Text 

Chapter 31 can be divided into six distinct scenes with 

an additional related. scene found in the beginning of 

chapter 32: 

31:1-16 Jacob surveys the situation with regard 
to his relationship with Laban and his 
sons and enrolls Rachel and Leah in his 
plans during which ti.me he reports 
contact with God. 

31:17-21 Jacob and his household take flight. 

31:22-24 Laban learns of Jacob's flight, pursues 
him, and encounters God. 

31:25-35 Laban searches Jacob's encampment for 
his household idols. 

31:36-42 Jacob rebukes Laban for treating him in 
such a way after all of his years of 
faithful service. 

31:43-56 Jacob and Laban make a pact. 

32:1-3 The two go their separate ways. 

Jacob plays the dominant role in the first two scenes, while 

Laban does the same in the third and fourth scenes. The 

fifth acene is doainated by J cob as i t leads to the sixth 

climactic scene in which both parties are equals. 1 The 

action concludes in the seventh scene with the two departing 

on their aeparate ways. 

.a. )atr T 

I' 

' &arba, 9i"Wti•; 213. 

r 

, 
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Surveying and Planning Genesis 31: 1-16 

31 Now he heard the things that Laban's sons were saying: 
"Jacob has taken all that was our fathers, and from that which 
was our father's he has built up all his wealth." 2 Jacob also saw 
that Laban's face toward him was not as It had been in the past 
s Then Adona! said to Jacob, •Return to the land of your fathers, 
your birthplace, and I will be with you." 4 Jacob sent forth and 
called for Rachel and Leah in the field where his flock was, 5 and 
said to them, 91 see that your fathers face toward me is not as It 
had been in the past. But the God of my father has been with 
me. 8 As you know, I have ..-ved your father with all of my 
might; 7 but your father has cheated me ten times but God has 
not allowed him to do me harm. 8 If he said thus, 'The speckled 
shall be your wages,' then all the flocks would drop speckled 
young; and if he said thus, 'The streaked shall be your wages,' 
then all the flocks would drop streaked young. 9 God has taken 
away your father's livestock and given It to me. 

10 "Once, at the mating time of the flocks, I had a dream in 
which I saw that the he-goats mating with the flock were streaked, 
speckied, and mottled. 11 And in the dream an angel of God 
said to me, 'Jacob!' 'Here I am,' I answered. 12 And he said, 'Note 
well that the he-goats that are mati11g with the flock are streaked, 
speckled, and mottled; for I have seen all that l.Gban has been 
doing to you. 13 I am the God of Bethel, where you anointed a 
pillar and where you made a vow to Me. Now, arise and leave 
thfs land and return to the land d your birthplace."' 

14 Then Rachel and Leah answered him, saying, "Have we 
still a share in the inheritance of our fathers house? 15 Are we not 
thought of as outsiders to him now that he has sold us and used 
up OU' money? , , Truly, all of the wealth that God has taken 
away from our father belorJgs to Lm and to our children. Now 
then, do just as God has f>id you." 

. 
Until this chapter, Jacob is portrayed as livinq for 

two decades without Divine cammnication. The last time 

Jacob heard God's voice was in Bethel when God blessed Jacob 

with the following words, 

••r•her, I a vitb you: I 1'111 _protect you 
vtierft'er you 90 U4 I •ill bring you back to t his 
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land. I will not leave you until I have done what 
I have promised you. (28:15) 

Despite such reassuring and comforting words of providence, 

God did not speak with Jacob for twenty years until he had 

already decided to return to the land. Be decided to return 

to the land apparently without Divine help (30:25f.). It 

was only after the preliminary decision on Jacob's part, 

neither before nor during, that God instructed Jacob to 

return to the land as promised at Bethel. 

God's apparent absence in Jacob's life, as portrayed 

through the biblical author ' s omission of God in Jacob's 

decision to return to the land of Canaan and throughout 

Jacob's life in Paddan-aram, (God never spoke directly to 

Jacob in Paddan-ara.m), did not alter Jacob's faith. Be 

readily admitted to Rachel and Leah that "the God of my 

father has been with me" (31:5) and that "God has taken away 

your father's livestock and given it to me" (31:9). Jacob 

knew all along, despite God's apparent absence, that God was 

with him. 

' 
Thia ia alao known through Jacob's recollection of a 

dream tbat be once had (31:10-13) but was not recorded in 

the narrative. Thia dream, aa it related to the final 

negotiation• between Laban and Jacob, apparently happened 

ton.rda the end of Jacob'• stay in Paddan-ar-. Pin&lly, 
g ~ ... 
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Divine providence, as it played out in the fina l 

negotiati ons between Laban and Jacob, was also acknowledged 

by .Rachel and Leah (31 :14-16). 

Jacob made a vow at Bethel. It was a vow to give a 

tenth of everything that God gave to Jacob back to God. In 

fact, Jacob believed that God was with him, as we learn from 

hi s comment, "The God of my f a thers was with me" (31:5), and 

that he acknowledged that t he source of his abundant sheep 

was in fact God, "God has taken away your father's livestock 

and given it to me" (31:9). Jacob could have easily said, 

'I have to go back to Bethel in order to complete t he 

agreement with God,' but didn't. When will Jacob give God 

ten percent? Thi s we don't know. 

Taking Flight Genesis 31:17- 2 1 

17 Jacob arose and placed his children and wives on 
camels; 11 and he drove off all of his Hvestock and all the wealth 
he had amassed, the IMHrtock in his possession that he had 
acquired In Pacfdan.aram, to go to his father Isaac In the land of 
Canaan. 

18 Meanwhile Laban had gone to shear his sheep, and 
Rachel atole her father's household Idols. :io Jacob stole the heart 
of Laban the ArmTiean by not tellng him that he was fleeing. 
21 Jacob fled with al that he had. He arose and crossed the 
(Euphnd81) river and placed his face In the direction of the hill 
CXU1lry of Gilead. 

Jacob and his faaily left while Laban was sheering the 

ahaep. It -vaa 1u opportunity for th .. to leave without 

having to confront Laban or hia kinwn who might not have 
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taken well to Jacob ' s sudden departure after his new found 

wealth. Jacob's exit from Paddan-aram was surprisingly 

similar to his earlier exit from Beer Sheba. Note how N. 

Sarna describes theses similarities: 

Events have come full cycle. As Jacob fled from 
his father's home to the safety of Laban's, so he 
now flees from Laban back to his native iand. The 
entire episode is brought to a conclusion by 
employing the same two verbs used at the outset. 
It began with Rebekah's directive of 27:43, "flee 
at once to Baran," which in the Bebrew really 
reads "arise, flee!" It closes here with, "Be 
fled •• • and arose •••• " (31:21] The reversal of the 
word order symbolize the reversal of direction. 2 

Such a repetition of words and a reversal of word order 

clearly portray this chapter as a 'closing chapter' in 

Jacob's life in Paddan-aram. 

The motivation for Rachel 's theft is uncl ear . No 

matter what it might have been, the severity of her crime is 

accentuated by the biblical author through the use of the 

Bebrew root gnv, which connotes illegal action.' Rachel 

stands in distinction to Jacob who only "stole the heart of 

Laban ••• • (31:20). 

I Ibid. 217. 

J Ibid. 216. 
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The Pursuit Genesis 31:22-34 
22 

It was told to Laban on the third day that Jacob had fleet. 
23 

He took his brolhera with him and chased after him for seven 
days until he caught up with him in the hill country of Gilead. 24 

God came to Laban the Aramean in a night dream, and said to 
him, "Guard yourself lest you speak with Jacob either good or 
bad." 

As Laban pursued Jacob, he was greeted by God in a 

dream who warned him concerning his actions with raga.rd to 

Jacob. God's presence in the narrative is unquestionable. 

It was such a moving experience for Laban that he later 

repeated it verbatim to Jacob (31:29). 

The Confrontation and the Search Genesis 31:25-35 

25 Laban overtook Jacob. Jacob pitched his tent on the 
mountain and Laban pitched his brothers' [tents) in the hill 
country of Gilead. ., Laban said to Jacob, 'What did you do by 
stealing my heart and canying off my daughters like captives of 
the sword? 8 Why did you flee in seaecy and steal me [fig. 
deceive me) by not telling me? I would have sent you off In joy 
and music with timbrel and lyre. 211 You did not even let me kiss 
my sorm .-xi daughtws gooc:t-byel It was a fooffsh thing for you 
to do. • I have It in my power to do you harm; but the God of 
yow father said to me last tight, 'Guard yot.nelf from speaking 
with Jacob either good or bad.' 80 So you wanted to leave - leave 
anadyt You longed for yo41 father's house, all right! But why 
did you ... my gdds'r' 

11 Jacob ..-9d Laban, saying,, was afraid beca•IS8 I 
thought you would fllka 'Pl daughtars from me by force. • But 
81¥J1W ... wham you Ind ~ gods lhlll not Nm8ln alvel In 
the p11111nce d cu ......._ pok1! out what I have d yours and 
..... J9cob. "CXU9. ,_ not known that Rad'9I had ..... ..... 

• 8o a..mn .... lnlD Jaaob'8 tent Ind t..ti'i t8nt and ttw # 

..,.. d .. two mllld11..--; tu he cld not Ind'*"· '-vim 
L8lln tn, he w...WA1r1Ws tn. • Rldhel, m~. ~ 
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taken the idols and placed them in the camel cushion and sat on 
them; and Laban rummaged through the tent without finding 
them. 

35 
She said to her father, •May it not be taken angrily in the 

eyes of my lord that I cannot get up before you, for the period of 
women is upon me.• Thus he searched, but could not find the 
household idols. 

Laban complained to Jacob and informed him of his 

ability to take punitive measures against him if it were not 

for God's intervention. Jacob rightfully pleaded his 

innocence and vowed the death of the thief. The tension 

heightens as Laban searched for the idols, beginni ng in 

Jacob's tent, t hen Leah's , the mai dservants , and f inally 

Rac hel ' s . Perhaps Laban began i n J acob ' s tent bec ause he 

truly thought that Jacob was the thief; but the reader knows 

that Rachel was the thief, so her tent was last to be 

searched, thus further mounting the tension. 

Laban's words to Jacob, "What did you do?" (31:26) are 

duplicates of Jacob's words to Laban after he awoke to find 

Leah, not Rachel, lying beside him (29:25). Laban now felt 

the pain he earlier inflicted upon Jacob. 

Last one think that Jacob's compensation was wrongfully 

acquired, the narrator inform us that the only thing that 

he •tole va• • ••• Laban'• heart by not telling hill that he 

waa leaving" (31:20). lfbil• Jacob 1119bt haft bean juatified 

in fl•ing •add•n-arma for fear of hi• life, this aubtle 
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vindication of Jacob informs us that the threat was not 

justified. Even Laban was not interes~ed in this kind of 

vengeance. Be believed that Jacob stole two other things: 

h\s heart (31:26) and his gods (31:30) , not his fortune. 

Laban, in fact, had no suspic,i.ons of Jacob's thievery 

of fortune as the motivation for his departure. He coupled 

Jacob's desire to leave with his equally powerful desire to 

return to the house of his father. In both cases, the 

appropriate infinitive is added to the verb to express the 

power of the emotions, 

So you wanted to leave - leave already! You 
longed for your father'P house, all right! But 
why did you have to steal my gods? ••. " (31:30)' 

Laban's words portray the theft of his gods as an after

thought on Jacob's way out. It is almost as if Laban said, 

'Jacob, what possible use do you have for my qods?' 

Jacob's Rebuke Genesis 31:36-42 
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to you; I myself made good the loss; you exacted it of me, 
whether snatched by day or snatched by night. 40 Often, 
scorching heat ravaged [lit. 'aworded1 me by day and frost by 
night; and sleep fled from my eyes. 41 Of the twenty years I spent 
in your household, I urved you fourteen years for your two 
daughters, and six~ for your flocks; and you changed my 
wages ten times. Had not the God of my father, the God of 
Abraham and the Fear of Isaac, been with me, you would have 
sent me away empty-handed. But God took notice of my plight 
and the toil of my hands, and He gave me judgement last night." 

Jacob began his rebuke with the latest offense and 

worked backwards . Laban had some nerve accusing him of 

t hievery after all of the years of faithful service guided 

by God. 

The Pact Genesis 31:43-54 

43 Then Laban spoke and said to Jacob, "The daughters 
are my daughters, and the children are my children, and the 
flocks are my flocks; aU that you see is mine. Yet what can I do 
now about my daughters or the children they have borne? 44 

Come, then, let us make a pad.,~ and I, that there may be a 
witness between you and me." Jacob took a atone and set it 
up as a plU.. • And Jacob said to his brothera, "Gather 
eton•• so fwy took 9laMa and made a mculd; and they 
partook " the meal there by the mcM.U1d. <1 Laban named it 
Yegm--eahadutha, but Jacoqpmed It Gal-ed. •And Laban 
declared, "llja mound is a witne8a between you and me today." 
That la vlny It was named Gal-ed; •and (it was called] Mitzpah, 
becal eie he said, "May Adonai watch between you and me, when 
one la out al~ ot 118 cbr. •If you~ my daughters or 
llb allw wlv8I balidee my dll.lglars - though no one elle be 
about. betlCi!ld, God la a wlb2111belww1~91d me!' 

• And Lllbll1 lllld tD Ja)b, ..... 1hls ...... and hare 
Jif~ ~ I t.. 8Jt UI) bll\wen you ind "* • thl8 mound 
ilil'Minla111 .nd fil~ ... _,. wlla111 hi' am not to 
cn11W.,.fl!flltlllimr1rllidW.~-natto ... to 
ftilw ,... ittd:fil'I , tJr .& •May h BOd of 
MIMilm ... iillodef • "* -=· 111111 dlllea -~ 
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between us." 
64 

Jacob then offered up a sacrifice on the 
mountain and called to his brothers to eat bread. They ate bread 
and then spent the night on the mountain. 

The pact was one of civility between the two parties as 

well as a pact of protection for Laban's children. Even 

though they were to go their separate ways, Jacob was to be 

reminded of his responsibility to the women and children by 

the mound and the pillar that were to serve as witnesses. 

The etymology of the place, Gal-ed is derived from the 

•mound,' gal, that serves as 'witness, • 'ed . 

Parting Ways Genesis 32:1-3 

32 Laban arose early in the morning, kissed his sons and 
daughters and bl-.d them; then Laban went and returned to 
his place. 2 Jacob went on his way, and angel• of God came 
upon him. 3 When Jacob saw them, he said, "This is God's 
camp.• So he named that place Mahanaim. 

Laban affectionately left his family and headed back to 

Pacldan-aram, while Jacob continued on his journey. Just as 

Jacob left the land of Canaan with a Divine experience, so 

did be enter. 

Just as Jacob's outward journey was marked by the 
appearance of angels (28tl2), so is his return to 
his native land. In neither case are the angels •••ignecl any role in the narrative, and in tbi• 
instance there is not even a divine revelation. 
PUtaapa tlleir -re preHDCe i• intezadecl to 
inaimaate the notion of divine protection such as 
is foz:malAtacl in Peal.a 91i9-llt •&ecauae you took 
th9 l...s •., zdu91,/ the llost High - u your 
bavmi,/ no ham will befall you,/ no disease to1lCh 



your tent./ For Be will order Bis angels/ to 
guard you wherever you go." 5 
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While Jacob's twenty years in Paddan-aram might have been 

devoid of Divine contact, the last few included many such 

experiences. Be had a dream before he negotiated with Laban 

(31:10ff.), a direct communication after he acquired his 

wages (31:3) , and now an incident with angels (32:2). Be 

named that place 'Mahanai.m, God's Camp.' Yet, the word only 

connotes a dual nature through the suffix •ayim,' with no 

direct reference to God. 

* * * 

These chapters, like the previous two are filled with 

literary reminiscences of past events and suggestions of 

events yet to happen. To begin with, 'brothers,' as it 

means 'k1nsmen,• appears six times.' Its insistent 

repetition here, and throughout the entire narrative reminds 

us of that first llOID8nt w~n Jacob saw the light of day, 

"Then his brother emerged, holding onto the heel of Esau" 

(25:26). 

Jacob and Laban established a pillar and ' a mound as 

witneea of their agreement. The word for 'pillar' is the 

5 sarna, gepeeis, 223. 

' ~· ~1;2,, 25, 32, 37, 46, 54. 
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same found at Bethel (28:18) as it is also referred to in 

31:13. That word, as a central element of the pact, appears 

in these chapters five times. 7 The pillar is not the only 

witness of agreement; a 'mound' is also established for the 

same purpose. The 'mound,' gal in Hebrew, is reminiscent of 

the actions of the shepherds and Jacob at the well, "When 

all of the flocks were gathered there, they would roll the 

stone from the mouth of the well •. • • " (30:3). The Hebrew 

word for 'they roll' is •galelu,' related to •gal,' mound. 

Mound appears in these chapters seven ti.mes. 8 Of course, 

both pillar and mound were created from 'stone.' ' Stone ' 

appears three times' and is reminiscent of the sLone Jacob 

placed under his head in Bethel (28:11) and the stone that 

covered the well in Paddan-aram (29:2). 

As Jacob journeyed back to his homeland, dest i ned to 

meet Beau on the way, he was also reminded of the very 

blessing that served as the point of contention between the 

two. To begin with, Laban ~imply ' blessed' his children in 

a way that Iaaac was unable to duplicate in its simplicity 
. 

(32:1; chapter 27). Jacob, biDaelf, reminded his wives 

(31:6) and hi• father-in-law (31:41) of his 'service;' this 

was the aervice due to him from the original blessing 

1 Geneais 31:13, 45, 51, 52. 

• Gen••i• 31:•6, ,8, 51, 52. 

Genui• 3h•Sf. 
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(27:29) and God's prenatal forecast (25:23). 

Twenty years before, Esau received the blessing 

intended for the second son that included the line, "Yet by 

your sword you shall live" (27:40). That same 'sword,' 

cberev, appears for the first t i.me since that blessing in 

Laban's accusation of Jacob, "What did you do by • . • carrying 

off my daughters like captives of the sword?" (31:26) The 

same root appears later in Jacob's description of thE 

scorching heat that ' ravished ' [lit. •sworded'] him as he 

tended Laban ' s flocks (31:40). 

Jacob was also poignantly reminded of his experiences 

at Bethel. There he 'came upon' a 'place' (28: i l) where he 

dreamt of 'angels of God' (28:12); here he first dreamt of 

goats, then angels (31:10f.), and then •angels of God came 

upon him' (32:2). The promise of Divine providence offered 

at Bethel (28:15) is repeatedly referred to in t hese events. 

Adonai first said to Jacot- . '' ... I will be with you" (31: 3) 

and then reminded him of the Divine experience at Bet~el 

(31:13). It was Jacob, in his anger, who expressed this 

Divine providence in the clearest language, "Bad not the God 

of my father ••• been with me •. . " (31:42). 

The experience at Bethel was considered to be so 

pervasive and important that Jacob was not the only person 

' 
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who reminisced about its impact on the current situation. 

Laban, who was not at Bethel, here dreamt of the Divine 

providence offered to Jacob (31:24). It was Laban, this 

time, who offered the blessing (32:1) and it was Laban who 

returned to his place, reminiscent of the place where Jacob 

stopped along the way (32:1). Bow did Laban know about all 

of these things? "Jacob told Laban all of these things" 

(29:13) when he first arrived in Paddan-aram; and Laban 

remembered every detail. 

It seems that J acob ' s motivation f or leaving Paddan-

aram was the preservation of his life. Apparently, Laban 

and his boys didn't take well to Jacob's compensation 

agreement with La.ban: 

So the man grew exceedingly prosperous, and came 
to own large flocks, maidservants and menservants, 
camels and asses. Now he heard the things that 
Laban's sons were saying: "Jacob has taken all 
that was our father's, and from that which was our 
father's he has built up all his wealth. 
(30:43ff.) 

Not only did Jacob bear these things being said about him, . 
but he alao, •nw that La.ban's manner towards him was not as 

it was in the past" (31:2). And so, Jacob informed bis 

family of these new developments (31:5), citing them •a the 

only J:ea~ why they shou1d pick up and leave their homeland 

for another·. 'l'he narrator, too, tel.ls us why Jacob and 

faaily left Paddan-araa, but cites yet another reaaoil, 
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Jacob arose and placed his children and wives on 
camels; and he drove off all of his livestock and 
all the wealth he had amassed, the live-stock in 
his possession that he had acquired in Paddan-
a.ram, to go to his father Isaac in the land of 
Canaan. (31 : 1 7 f. ) 

The narrator informs us that Jacob left not out of fear, nor 

out of reverence for the agreement he made with God, but in 

order to return to his father in the Land of Canaan. Laban, 

too, identified this as the reason for Jacob's flight. 

(31:30) 

Rabbinic Voices 

The Rabbis were keenly aware of the high tension 

emotions running throughout this passage an1 the previous 

two decades of service t hat Jacob gave to Laban. Jacob 

arrived in Padda.n-aram with less than what the servant 

a.rrived with in the previous generation, yet grew to be 

exceedingly wealthy. Laban was not pleased with his son-in-

law's new financial status d Jacob could see the 

displeasure in Laban's face (31:2). For the Rabbis, the 

face is the window to the emotions: 

Ben sira said: The heart of a person changes the 
face both for good and for evil. The Holy One of 
Bl .. aiD9 aa1d to hi.JI, •Your father-in-law does not 
llhaw JOU a friendly face, and you are staying 
here! - 'Go bact to the land of your fathers and 

I 
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your birthplace and I will be with you.•" lO 

The heart is the seat of the emotions. Not only did Jacob 

acquire a great deal of wealth from Laban i n a way that some 

percei ved as thievery, but Jacob also 'stole Laban 's heart' 

(31:20,26). 

Jacob's return t o the land of his birth was more t han a 

journey to a land where he used to l i ve. rt was a journey 

to a family awaiting him with open arms. Among t hose 

waiting was God: 

••• "Return to the land of your fathers, your 
birthplace and I will be with you." ( 31:3) - Your 
father waits for you, your mother waits for you , I 
Myself wait for you.a 

There was a sense that Jacob was missing something by 

staying outside of the land of Canaan. Yes, he enjoyed 

great wealth as originally promised by his father ( 27 : 39), 

but that wealth was a fleeting adventure outside of the land 

of Canaan: 

Rav Amai said in the Dall8 of Raab Lakiab: There is 
no lasting blea•ing in the wealth from abroad, 
but, oace yoa. return to the land of your fathara I 
will be vitb you ••• 12 

10 seruhit Rabbah 7 3: 12. 

u Il)icl. 7•11:. 
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While the blessing might have been fleeting in Paddan

aram, Jacob was not totally bereft of goodness during his 

stay there. The Rabbis were aware of God's presence 

throughout Jacob's stay in Paddan-aram. He said to his 

wives, "But the God of my fathar has been wit:h me " (31:5) , 

using the conunon word ' imadi to express ' with me.' As 

common as the word is, the Rabbis read more into it. Change 

the vocalization and one can read 'amdi, my pillar. ' 'God 

has been my pillar and my support throughout all of the past 

two decades.' u 

The events at Gilead were not removed from ':he previous 

events in Jacob's life . The Rabbis played on what appears 

to be Jacob ' s ever-present stone: 

After the quarrel the two men maid a treaty, and 
with his gigantic strength Jacob set up a huge 
rock as a memorial, and a mound of stones as a 
sign of their covenant.H 

While Jacob journeyed to Paddan-aram alone, the text 

informs us that he did not travel to the land of Canaan 

alone. ee traveled with at least four women, twelve 

children, animals, and others. But Jacob was not merely 

escorted by humans. Building on the experience in the 

beginning chapter 32 and the experience of the angels 

u Ibid. 74:2. 

u Hidrash Tanhwaa Ranidpas, Vayisblacb 4. 
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ascending and descending the stairway at Be<:bel (chapter 

28), the Rabbis envisioned Jacob with an entourage of anqels 

preceding and dancing before bi.ru . 15 More than joyous 

accompaniment, those angels played a key role in Jacob's 

protecti on: 

Jacob bad no need to fear either Laban or Esau 
because on his journey he was accompanied ~y two 
angel hosts, one going with him to Baran from the 
borders of the Holy Land, where he was received by 
the other host, the angels of Canaan. 1' 

And suddenly Esau returned in the Rabbis' minds. It 

was the same Esau who would eventually be defeated by 

Joseph; the reason why Jacob returned to Canaan. The 

comparison between Jacob and Esau continues, this time, i n a 

mid.rash based on a simple reversal of two words. 

Accordingly, Jacob is deemed wise and Esau a fool, based on 

a tenuous detail in the text: 

"Jacob arose and placed his children and wives on 
camels" (31:17 ); Rav Yocha.nan said, "It is 
written, 'A wise person's understanding is in his 
right hand; but a fool's understanding is at his 
left' (Ecclesiastes 10:2); ' A wise person's 
understanding in his right band ••• · - This is 
Jacob, as it is written, "Jacob arose and placed 
his children" and a~erwa.rd "his wives on camels." 
•A fool• s underst.anding is at his left. ' - This is 
Esau: 'Esau took his wives' and afterwards 'bis 
sons' and afterwards 'his daughters• (Genesis 
36: 6) •17 

15 Bereshit Rabbah 74: 17. 

16 Kid.rash Tanhuma Buber 1:163. 

17 Bereshit Rabbah 7' : 5 · 



Page 130 

J acob was deeme d wise because he placed his child:en u~ the 

c amel bef o re his wive s, wherea s Esau was deemed a fool 

bec ause he did i~ .in the reverse order. If ~ver there was a 

c heap shot at Esau, this would be it. But for some reason 

t he Rabbis needed to place such a midrash in the context of 

chapt e r 31 in which Jacob nervously traveled to meet Esau, 

yet to struggle with his own adversary. 

Esau was c learly in t he forefront of t he mi nds of both 

the Rabbis and Jacob . "And J acob s aid to his brothers [ fjg. 

kinsmen ) , "Gather s t ones "" (31 : 46 ) in orde r to make the 

mound at Gilead. Shocked by J acob ' s us e of t he word 

'brothers, ' as i f i t were a Freudi an sli p , t he Rat-bis asked, 

Bow many brothers did he 
that he had buried hi.ml 
sons who he calls i n the 
brothers . ' 18 

have? one - and wou l d 
Rather, these are hi s 
holy l anguage , •tis 

The word ' brot hers' coming from Jacob's mouth caused. t he 

Rabbis to pause, just as it mus t have caused Jacob to pause , 

and think about Esau . 

The mound of stones was to serve as more than a one 

time wi tness between Jacob and Laban. That same mound was 

t o be the battlefield between King David's armies and the 

1J Ibid. 74:13 . 
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Edomites , the descendant s of Esau , in the distan t future . " 

Aside f r om t he worr ieb, thoughts and conce rns about 

Esau e xpressed i n t he above s elections. the Rabbis read Esau 

i nt o t he scr i pt o f t he nar r a t i ve . The followi ng pa s sage 

por t rays Laban 's al lianc e wi t h Esau thus fores hadowing the 

confrontation between J acob and Esau to happen in c hapter 

33 : 

Laban' s true feel ings were revea l ed i n t he message 
he sent t o Esau at onc e upon his return to Haran , 
with his son Beor and his ten companions. The 
message read: "You have heard what your brother 
Jacob has done to me, who fi r st came to me naked 
and bare, and I went t o meet him, and took him 
into my house with honor, and brought him up, and 
gave him my two daughters f or wives, and also t wo 
of my maids? And God ?lessed him on my account , 
and he increased abundantly, and had sons and 
daughters and maidservants, and also an uncouunon 
stock of flocks and herds, c amels and asses, also 
silver and gold in abundance . But when he saw 
that his wealth increased, he left me while I went 
to shear my sheep, and he rose up and fled i n 
secrecy. And he put his wives and c hildren upon 
camels, and he led away all of his cattle and 
substance which he acquired in my land, and he 
resolved to go to his father Isaac, to the land of 
Canaan. And he did not allow me to kiss my sons 
and daughters, and he carried away my daughters as 
captives of the sword, and he also stole my gods, 
and he fled. And now I have left him in the 
mountain of the brook of the Jabbok, he and all 
belonging to him, not a jot of his substance is 
lacking. If it is your wish to go to him, go, and 
there will you find him, and you can do unto him 
as your soul desires. "20 

u Ibid. 74: 15. 

20 sefer Bayaahar, Vcyet•e S9a-b. Sefer eayasba.r is a 
thirteenth century ethical work. 
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Another Interpretation 

The s tory of Jacob's flight from Padda n- aram is 

i n t ended to infuse the past twenty yea rs with God's 

presence . J acob was pr omised providence at Bethel (26:15 ) 

but neve r d i rec t ly found God in t he na rratives of chapters 

29 and 30 . Bis personal r ela tionship with God during those 

years , i n fac t, i s de s c r ibed in terms of r e sen,tment a nd 

ange r . The i nfertile Rache l dema nded children. f r om Jacob , 

but 

Jacob was incensed at Rachel , and s aid, "'Can I 
t a ke t he pl ace of God , who has denied you fru~t 01 
the womb?" (30:2) 

Twenty years of Jacob ' s relationship with God a re 

represented by one s entence during a heated a1cgurnent with 

his jea lous wife . The sentence s eems to imp ly Jacob's 

rever e nc e for God but l ack of ability to i nter c ede Why 

didn ' t he plead on behalf of his wife i n t he p r esenc e of 

Adona i, just as his father d i d f or his mother (25:21 ) and 

his grandfather did f o r hie grandmother (17 : 1 7 )? Jacob was 

apparently lacking that intimacy with God, for according to 

the narrative, God was never wi th Jacob during those twenty 

years. 

But then we read chapter 31 and learn differently: 

Then Adonai said to Jacob, "Return to t l1te land of 
your fathers, your birthplace, and I will be wi~h 
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you." Jacob sent forth and called for Rachel and 
Leah in the field where his flock was, and said to 
them, "I see that your father's face toward me is 
not as it had been in the past. But the 1God of my 
father has been with me." (31:3-5) 

[Jacob said,] " . .. God has taken away your father's 
l i vestock and give n it to me. (31 : 9) 

(Jacob said,) "Once, at the mating time of t he 
floc ks, I had a d ream .... And in the dream an 
angel o f God said to me, 'Jacobi • ' He r e I am, · I 
answered. And he said, • ... I have seen all that 
Laban has been doing to you. T am the God of 
Bethel, where you anointed a pillar and where you 
made a vow to Me . Now, arise and leave this land 
and return to the land of your birthplace:. • " 
(31:10-13) 

Then Rachel and Leah answered him (Jacob), 
" ..• Truly, all of the wealth that God has taken 
away from our father belongs to us and to our 
children. Now then, do just as God has tolrl y0u." 
(31 :14-lC) 

God came to Laban the Ararnean in a night dr eam , 
and said to him, "Guard your self lest you speak 
with Jacob either good or bad." (31:24) 

[Laban said,] " ... I have it in my power t o do you 
harm; but the God of your father said to me last 
night, 'Guard yourself from speaking with Jacub 
either good or bad.'" (31:29) 

(Jacob s a id, ) " .. . Had not t he God of my .father, 
the God of Abraham and the ~ear of Isaac, been 
with me, you would have sent me away empty-handed. 
But God took notice of my plight and the toil of 
my hands, and He gave me j udgement last .night . " 
(31 :42) 

These seven accouHts of God ' s intervention t hroughout the 

past twenty years of Jacob' s life inform us that God was 

always with Jacob: from Bethel to Gilead and every place in 

between. While God's presence was not found in the daily 

activities of Jacob's life, God was found by Jacob in 

s 
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retrospect . 

That retrospective vision enabled Jacob to find God 

through t he people he loved, especia lly his father. When 

reprimanding Laban, Jacob commented, "Had not the God of my 

father , t he God of Abraham and the F~ar of Isaac, been with 

me •.. " (31:4 2), mentioning both the ' God of Abraham ' and 

the ' Fear of Isaac.• But, later in verse 53 , Jacob swore 

only by the 'Pear of his f a the r Isaac• adding the word 

'fa ther • and excluding mention of 'the God of Abraham. • If 

we weren't sure of Jacob's primary motivation for leaving , 

we now have no reason to question i t. Jacob o~eyed the 

conu:nand to return to t he 'land of Canaan,' to 'his 

birthplace,· to 'his father's house, ' to 'the Fear of his 

fat her Isaac· in order to make sense out of that which had 

happened over the past twenty yetirs, to go back t o t he God 

of his father . 

The journey was not made in isola tion from the previous 

twenty years. Once again, after dedic ating a stone to God 

at Bethel (28:22) and finding the blessing in the motion of 

a stone at the well of Paddan-aram (29:10), Jacob found 

holiness in a stone of testimony. As ephemeral as his 

thoughts might have been, Jacob needed the physical stone to 

remind him of his mission. 
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Jacob left Pa ddan- aram proud of his spiritua l growth. 

When he firs t arrived, Jacob sought blessi ngs t hrough 

orderi ng others (29 : 7) . He quickly learned t hat the 

b l essing he s ought must be e arned through t he wo r k of his 

own hands (29 : 10). That les son stayed with him f o r t wo 

decades. When he fin a lly prepared to leave, J acob i nformed 

Laban t hat he c ould do nothing for Jacob; that J acob would 

have to struggle for his own blessing (30:31). 

Jacob had grown a great deal, but not enough: 

Laban said to J acob, "Wha t did you do by steal ing 
my heart and carrying off my d aughters lika 
c apti ves of the sword ?" ( 31: 26 ) 

Jacob left Paddan-ararn with · s word in hand ;' tt1e sword of 

the blessing given to Es au. Jacob might have grown a gr eat 

d e a l d uring t he past two decades, but he still held on to 

ves tige s of Esau within him. Perhaps he wa s s purred to this 

ac t i o n by t h= t r ea t ment he received from Laba n , "Often, 

s corching heat ravaged [l;~ . • swo~ded') me by day a nd frost 

by night; and s l eep fled from my eyes " (31 : 40). No ma tter 

what t he reason was , when J acob lef t Paddan-aram wi th •sword 

in hand, • he left wit h Esau ' s qualiti es dominant within him . 

Jacob's hand that held the sword was ' Esau ' s hand.• 

As Jacob journeyed home , he was escorted by those 

messengers of God who escorted him on his previous j ourney. 
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Instead of Jacob coming upon a place and encountering them 

(28:11), t hey now encount ered him (32:2) . Jaco~ might have 

been journey i ng home towards God, but now, more than ever 

before, Jacob needed the ' ange ls to come upon him ' in order 

to steer him in the right direction. This time he could 11ot 

avoid them. 

Jacob left Paddan-aram on a holy pilgrimage in order to 

return to his f a ther who t wenty years before had given him 

his death bed blessing, but who was still alive. He 

journeyed to return to his father who t wenty years before 

started the odyssey of identity which brought Ja~ob to his 

new found family and wealth. But most importantly, Jacob 

journeyed on a holy pilgrimage in order to re-answer the 

question asked of him twenty years befor~, "Who are you my 

son?" ( 2 7: 18 . ) 



CHAPTER 6 

AND A MAN WRESTLED WITH HIM . 

GENESIS 32:4-33:17 
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The Biblica l Text 

This section of text portrays two 'brothers .i looking 

into the 'eye s' i of each others' 'face' 3 in search of 

'offerings•' and 'blessings' ~ to 'graciously ' 6 'pass' ~ from 

the 'hand' 8 of the 'servant· 9 to that o!: the 'lord . ' 10 

More than subtle references to other sections of texts, 

these key wor ds serve as a median through which the text 

need be understood. The text is replete with images from 

the time of the birth of the two children to the very day of 

encounter described in these chapters. 

Seven repetitions found in Genesis 32:4,7,1-,14,18; 
33:3,9. 

2 Four repetitions found in Genesis 13:1,5 , 10,15 . 

Nine r e petitions (in various forms) found in Genesis 
32 : 21,2 2 ,31; 33 :10 , 18 . 

s ix r epe tit i ons found in Genesis 32:14,19,21 ,22; 
33: 10 . 

5 Three repetitions f ound i n Genesis 32:27,30; 33:1 1 . 

Pour repetit ions f ound in Genesis 33: 5,10 ,11,15 . 

1 seven repetit ions f ound i n Genesis 32: 11, 23, 24, 32 ; 
33:3 , 14 . 

e Five repetitions found in Genesis 32: 12,14 , 17; 33: 10. 

' Eight repetitions found in Genesis 32 :5,11,17,19, 21 ; 
33 :5,14. 

io Bight repetitions found in Genesis 32:5,6,19 ; 
33:8,13,14,16. 
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The text c a n be easily outlined in the followi1g 

manner: 

32:4- 22 Jacob spiritua lly and physically 
prepa r es himself , his f amily, and Esau 
(through gifts) for the eventual 
me eting. 

32:23- 33 Jacob encounters a mysterious assailant 
as he spent the night apart from his 
f a.mily . 

33:1 - 11 Jacob and Esau meet after twenty years 
of separate lives. 

33:12-17 The two travel on their own way. 

33:18-20 Jacob arrive s in the Land of Canaan. 

J dcob ' s Preparations Genesis 32:4-2 2 

• Jacob sent messengers ahead to his brother Esau in the Land 
of Seir, the country (lit. field) of Edom, 6 and instru1..1ed them as 
follows, 'Thus shall you say, 'To my lord Esau, thus says your 
servant Jacob: I stayed with Laban and remained until now; 6 I 
have cattle, asses, sheep, and male and female slaves; and I 
send this message to my lord in the hope of gaining your favor.'" 
1 The messengers returned to Jacob, saying, 'We came to your 
brother, to Esau, he is also coming to meet you and 400 men are 
with him." 8 Jacob was greatly frightened and anxious; he divided 
the people with him, and the flocks and herds and camels, into 
two camps, 11 thinking, •tf Ecau comes to the one camp and 
atta~ it, the other camp may yet escape.'' 

10 Then Jacob said, "O God of my father Abraham and God 
of my father Isaac, Adonai who said to me, 'Return to your land 
and to your birthplace and I will deal bountifully with youl' 11 I am 
unworthy of all of the kindness and aJI of the truth that you did for 
your MMtnt: with my staff I paued aver this Jordan, and now I 
have become two camps. 12 Deliver me I pray from the hand of 
my brother, from the hand of Esau; else, I fear, he may come 
and strike me down, mothers and children alike. 18 Yet You have 
said, 'I will deal bountiful with you and make your offspring as the 
sands of the sea, which are too numerous to count .... 

'
4 Mar spsKI~ the right there, he selected from what 
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was at his hand an offering for Esau his brother: 15 200 she
goats and 20 he-goats; 200 ewes and 20 rams; 16 30 milch 
camels wtth their colts; 40 cows and 1 O bulls; 20 she-asses and 
10 he-asses. 17 These he put in the hand of his servants, drove 
by drove, and he told his servants, "Go on ahead, and keep a 
distance between droves." 18 He instructed the one in front as 
follows, 'When my brother Esau meets you and asks you, 'To 
whom do you belong? Where are you going? Whose [animals] 
are these ahead of you?' 19 you shall answer, 'They belong to your 
servant, they belong to Jacob; they are a offering sent to my 
lord, to Esau; and he is behind us.'" 20 He gave similar 
instructions to the second one, and the third, and all the others 
who followed the droves, namely, ''Thus and so shall you say to 
Esau when you reach him. 2 1 And you shall add, 'And your 
servant Jacob is behind us.''' For he reasoned, "If I atone before 
his face with this present that goes before me [lit. in front of my 
face] then afterwards when I see his face perhaps he will raise 
his face." 22 And so the offering went before his face while he 
lodged that night in the camp. 

Jacob's actions in t his section c an be divided into 

four separate strategi es : 

the 

Jacob, ever a man of action, t akes precautionary 
measures. First he gathers intelligence, then he 
prepares a stratagem of escape in the event of 
battle . This is followed by a prayer and, 
finally, by the dispatch of a hands ome gift. 11 

The opening verses of the narrative are reminiscent 

very beginnings of t he two boys l i ves. ' Jacob sent 

messengers ahead ~o hi s brother Esau i n the Land of Seir , 

the country ( l it. field) of Edom .. . ' (32 :4 ). The Hebrew 

of 

se'ir (Seir), s adeh (field), and 'Edom (Edom), are all 

r eminiscent of the original conflict. 'se'ir' reminds us of 

u Sarna, G9ne1i1, 223f. 
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the ' sa ' ar ' (hai r ) t ha t covered Es a u (25 : 25); 'sader' is t he 

verv f i e l d to which Esa u was accus tomed ( 25 : 27) ; and, 'Edom• 

i s reminiscent o f Esau' s ruddy complexion, ' adom' (25:l5). 

All t hree terms we r e i nstrumental in forcing Jdcob to flee 

f r om Es a u to Paddan-ararn. They are now embedded in the 

bac kground as Jacob returns to the l a nd of Canaa11 and 

encounters Esau . 

From the start Jacob's la~guage informs us as to the 

irony a nd tension about to be felt. He repea tedly r eferred 

to himself, the younger, as 'servant ' and to his brother 

Esau, the older, as 'lord,' whe n the f act is tha t God 

promised that "the older shall serve the younger " (25 : 23). 

The tension mounts when we learn that Esau ~ravelAd with 

four hundred men (32:7), an appar ent a rmy in the ancient 

world. l 2 

Ful l y cogni zant of Esau ' s earl ier vow, "Let but t he 

mourning period of my fathe r c ome, a nd I will ki l l my 

brother Jacob " ( 27:41 ) , Jacob immediat ely resorted to a 

defensive measure. Perhaps Esau's approach was intended as 

a premature attac k on Jacob. After all, Jacob was on his 

way to visit Isaac who was supposedly still alive and the 

motivation for bis departure from Paddan-ar am (31:18). or, 

perhaps Isaac had died and Esau was correctly fulfilling his 

Sae Sa.ma, G8neais, 224 note on verse 7. 
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vow. In either case, Jacob had good cause to fear arid. be 

a nxious. In the first case, he feared for his life; in the 

second , he f ea r ed for his life and was anxious over his 

f a ther 's unannounced deat h. 

Jacob then resorted to prayer (32 :10-13 ). The prayer 

appe ars to be a reminder to God that it was God ' s doing that 

placed Jacob in this situation in the first place. The 

image of 'passing over' is first mentioned in the context of 

t he prayer, 

"I am unworthy of al 1 of t.he kindness and a ll 0f the 
truth that you did for your s ervant: with my staff I 
passed over this Jordan, and now I have become two 
camps." ( 32: 11) 

The stark contr ast between one who passed o.-er with a staff 

twenty years ago and now is broken into two camps is 

telling. It i s as if the earlier t r ans ition f r om one land 

to another i s paralleled by t he transition f r om one camp 

i nto two. Tha t camp , Mahanaim, i s f illed with God' s 

messengers. 

Jacob t hen arranged for an offering to be given t o 

Esau . The offering , ' mi nchab , ' can e i ther be an expression 

of friendship and respec t , or a t r i bute i n recognition of 

the donor ' s subordinate s t atus . 13 That same Hebrew term is 

u Sarna, aenesis, 225 note on verse l•. 
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used the next four ti.mes the presents are mentioned. It is 

only r eplaced in 33:11 with 'berachah, ' blessing, near the 

climax of the s tor y. 14 Jacob concluded his instructions to 

his s ervants by offering a rational for sending t he 

o ffering: J acob wanted to find grace i n the Esau ' s face. 

Verses 21 and 22 have an incredible five repetitions of the 

word 'face.' 

The Mysterious Assailant Genesis 32:23-33 

23 That same night he arose, and taking his two wives , his 
two maidservants, and his eleven children, he paned over the 
ford of the Jabbok. 24 After taking them and passing them over 
the stream, he passed over all of his possessions. 25 Jacob was 
left alone. And a man wrestled with him until the break of dawn. 
26 When he saw that he had not prevailed against him, he 
wrenched his hip at the socket, so that the socket of Jacob's hip 
was strained as he wrestled with him. v Then he said , "Send me 
forth, for dawn is breaking." But he answered, "I 'f.till not send you 
forth until you bl888 me." 2.11 He said, 'What is your name?" He 
replied, "Jacob." 29 Said he, ''Your name shall no longer be 
Jacob, but Israel, for you have striven with beings divine and 
human, and have prevailed." 30 Jacob asked, "Tell me your 
name?" But he said , 'Why would you ask my name?" And he 
blessed him there. 31 So Jacob named that place Peniel, 
meaning, "I have seen God face to face and my life has been 
preserved." 32 The sun ros~ upon him as he pasaed Peniel, 
limping on his hip. ~ That Is why the children of Israel to this day 
do not eat the thigh muscle that is on the socket of the hip, since 
Jacob's hip socket was wrenched at the thigh muscle. 

Jacob was left a l l alone a f ter passing all of his 

beloved possessions to safety . The verses desc ribing bis 

encounter with the ma.n are written in such a way as to 

The reason for this will be explained on page 166 . 

' 

j 
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cre a te a great de a l of intentional ambiguity. In verBe 2~, 

for example, we a1e not sure which person saw the other as 

he did not pr evail. Did the man see that Jacob had not 

prevailed? Did the man see that he himself had not 

preva iled? Or, did Jacob see that he had not prevailed? 

was i t the ma n who Jacob saw not prevail ing ? Did J acob 

wre nch his own hip in frustration or was it the ma n who 

Or 

wrenched Jacob ' s hip. In verse 27 we are not sure who 

demanded to be sent for t h and who askea for the blessing . 

The ambiguity is as confusing as the two must have appeared 

wrestling in a cloud of dust. 

Ultimately, the ambigui ty c a n be clarilied i n t he 

following way, "When the man saw that he had not prevailed 

against Jacob, he wrenched Jacob ' s hip at the socket . The 

man then demanded to be s ent forth , but Jacob would not 

allow him to leave until J acob himself was bles sed by the 

man." It was J acob who asked for the bles sing like Esau did 

so many decades before, "Bave you but one ble s s ing f a the r? 

Bless me too father l" (27 : 38) . 

The man responded to J acob by asking him hi s name , to 

which Jacob responded, "Jacob . " The dialogue i s incredib ly 

similar to the bl essing s cene o f c hapter 27 a t whic h time 

Isaac asked Jacob, "Who are you my son?" (27 :18). 
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Jacob was then given a new name by the man: 'Israel,· 

because he prevailed (yachol) against beings Divine and 

human . The explanation of his new name is sL~ilar to words 

spoken by Rachel at the birth of Naphtali, "A fateful 

contes t I waged with my sister; yes, and I have prevailed 

(yac h ol)" (30 : 8). Jacob then asked the man 's name, but did 

not receive a reply. "And he blessed him the:re" ( 32: 30), 

and we don't know who blessed whom . Jacob tben acknowledged 

that his experience, as confusing and as painful as it was, 

was in fact a Divine experience. And he limped off to meet 

Esau. 

Reconciliation Genesis 33:J-l1 

33 Jacob raised his eyes and saw Esau coming wi1'h four 
hundred men. He divided the children among Lee:i , Rachel, and 
the two maids, 2 putting the maids and their children first, Leah 
and her children next, and Rachel and Joseph last. s He paned 
before them and bowed low to the ground seven tinnes until he 
was near him, until his brother. 4 Esau ran to greet him. 
embraced him, fell on his neck and kissed him; they cried. 5 He 
raised his •Y• and saw the women and the childmn. He asked, 
'What are these people's relation to you?" He answered, ''These 
are the children with whom (3od graced your aerv1ant." 6 Then 
the majds, with their children, came forward and bc>wed low; 7 

next Leah, with her children, came forward and bo\'¥ed low; and 
last, Joseph and Rachel came forward and bowed low. 9 And he 
asked, 'What Is your relationship to this entire camp which I met?" 
He answered, W'f o gajn grace in the ey• of my lotrd." 9 Esau 
said, •1 have a great deal, my brolher; let what you have remajn 
yours.• 10 But Jacob said, Wrth all due respect, nc>. If I have 
found grace In your ey•, then please take my oftWrtng from my 
hand, for my seeing your face Is like seeing God'!i face and you 
have received me favorably. 11 Please take my blt_.ng which 
has bMfl brought to you because God has been s.,..ctoue to me 
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and I have everything." And when he urged him, he accepted. 

Once again Jacob took defensive measures in ?rder to 

protect his family by s eparating them according to t hei r 

maternal relations. Be approached Esau and ' bowed :ow to 

the ground s e ven times' and one cannot help but think of the 

original blessing, "Be master over your brothers, and let 

your mother's sons bow down to you." (27:29) Esau was to 

bow to Jacob; but, instead, Jacob found himself bowing to 

Esa u. 

How sweet was the end ot the grudge when Esau , capable 

and apparently motivat ed t o kil l Jacob, ran to gLeet him, 

embraced him, and fe ll on his neck and kissed him; and the 

two of them, brothers born from the same w~m.b, cried . Esau 

was auly l.lnpressed by Ja~ob's family and wealth. Be 

questioned Jacob's gene rosity only to inform Jacob that he 

had everything he could possibly want. 'Everything •, •rov, ' 

i s f itting for the one who was older, 'rav • (25:23). The 

o ffering , minchah, became . beracl.ah , a blessing, and Esau 

accepted it. is The enti re experience was as holy as was 

the experience of the night before at Peniel, and J acob told 

Esau that seeing his face was like seeing God's face. 

1.5 The implicat ions of change in wording are to be 
explained on page 166. 
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Traveling Se parate Ways Genesis 33:12 - 17 

12 And [Esau] said, "Let us start on our journey and I will 
proceed at your pace!' 13 But he said to him, "My lord knows that 
the children are frail and that the flocks and herds. which are 
nursing, are a care to me; if they are driven hard a single day, all 
the flocks will die. 1

• Let my lord pass before his servant while I 
travel slowly at the pace of the work that is before me and at the 
pace of the children until I come to my lord in Seir. 

15 Esau said, "Let me assign to you from the people that 
are with me." But he said, 'Why should I find grace in the eyes 
of my lord?" 16 So Esau started back that day on his way to Seir 
17 But Jacob journeyed on to Sukkot, and built a hot..Jse for 
himself and made stalls for his cattle; that is why the place was 
called Sukkot. 

Touched by t he entire e vent, Esau insisted t hat the two 

now travel together. Jacob explained t hat his speed would 

be too slow for Esau. Esau offered t he assistance of his 

men so that they could meet in Esau 's home and J acnb once 

again refused . So the two, reconciled, parted ways with 

Esau under the impression tha t Jacob wou ld eventually come 

to Seir . Afte r Esa u's departure, Jacob ~ravelled in the 

exa ct o pposite dir ection, with no apparent intention to s e e 

Esau again. 

Jacob's Retur n to Canaan Genesi s 33 :18-20 

18 Jacob arrived whole in the city of Shechem which is in 
the land of Canaan - having come from Paddan-aram - and he 
encamped In the face of the city. 111 The parcel of land where he 
pitched his tent he purchased from the children of Hamor. 
Shechem's father, for a hundred kesitahs. 20 He set up an altar 
there and called it EJ-elohe-yisrael. 

Jacob and bis family continued their journey t o t he 

l 
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land of Canaan. He c ame to the city a Shechem in a sta te of 

whol~ness/wellness. It is the same t erm that he used 

concerning Laban when he first arrived at the well over 

twenty years ago ( 29: 6). He bought land and 1;et up an al tar 

dedicated to 'El, the God of Israel. ' 

Rabbinic Voices 

The Rabbis were very aware of the many nuances with 

which t his passage could be read and the repetition of key 

phrases wi t hin it. Their interpretations are based on these 

factors. 

They first questioned the messengers wh ich .racob sent 

out . Those messengers were described as ·m~l ' aGhim, ' the 

same word "..lsed for the ascending and descending angels of 

Bethel and the angels who encount ered J acob a t Mahanaim. 

? ramed by the angels of 32:2 that me t J acob along the way 

and t he man tha t strove with him in 32: 35 who had the power 

t:o bless him and whose own 1tatus ~ ;as quest:ionable ( 32 : 29), 

the status of the messengers that Jacob sent was 

scrutinized. The author of Bereshit Rabbah commented, 

"Messengers " - These are messengers of flesh and 
blood; but the Rabbis say they were re:ally 
angels • 1

' 

16 Bereshit Rabbah 75:4. 
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I f they we re j ust flesh and blood, then the implica ~ion of 

their missio n was as importa nt as could be under s tood 

through h uman act ion. However, if the y were actually 

angels, then Jacob 's power rea che d beyond the r ealm of human 

a ction i n to the r e alm of the divine , thus raising the 

ultimate importance of his future encounter with Esau. 

Eve n if t he e ncounter was just in the human r ealm, thP 

Rabb is were cognizant of its importa nce . Thes e c hapters, 

more tha n the previous ones, we re inter prete d by the Rabbis 

with an eye to the relationship between t h e Romans and 

themselves. For example, when Jacob sent out messengers 

before him, he sent them to Esau, 

•.. To the one whose t ime ha d come to ~ake t he 
kingshi p from befor e him. Rabbi Yehoshua says, 
" Be disrobed himself of the purple r obe and threw 
it down befo r e h im , intimating , t wo wresti ers 
c a nnot s l eep on one board . 17 

Accordi ng t o t his m.idrash , t he me e ting bet ween t he t wo 

brothers in ancient days was act ually t he meeting of two 

ancestors: one prepared to r elinquish t he k ingship, as 

eymbolized by t he r obe, and the other prepared to take it 

on. More succinc tly , when Jacob sent messengers to and 

ultimately met Esau, he was involved in a changing of the 

quard t hat was to effect the lives of the Rabbis who lived 

two millennia after the event . I t was no less than a 

l l Ibid . 
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political sunnnit. The midrash itself has weak textual 

support as t here is no apparent connection between the 

encounter and the purple robe. Nonetheless, despite their 

creativity , the Rabbis read the biblical encounter as an 

expression of their own servitude to Rome. 

More than a national story of origins, the Jacob/ Esau 

encounter instructed the Rabbis as to their own daily 

behavior visa vis Rome. Rabbi Judah the Prince was 

particularly fond of applying this t ext to his own conduct. 

Be once applied it to his l etter writing habits : 

Rabbi Judah the Prince i nstructed Rabbi Afes, 
"Write a letter in my name to our lord, t he 
Emperor Antoninus.' Thereupon he arose and wrote, 
'From Judah the Prince to our Sovereign the 
Emperor Antoninus.· Rabbi Judah took it and read 
it and tore it up and wrote , 'From your servant 
Judah to the Sovereign Emperor Antoninus.' He 
said , 'My master , why do you treat your honor so 
lightly?' He responded, 'Am I then better than my 
ancestor? Did he not say, 'Thus says your servant 
Jacob' (32 :5) . 18 

This letter was not the only ti.roe Raobi Judah the Prince 

applied this text to his own actions. He, in f act, was 

accustomed to roadi~g the text before every trip to t he 

Roman officials. rt is in this way that he metaphorically 

became J acob, prepari ng to encounter Esau. This particular 

pasaage is based on the end of ~he biblical e ncounter in 

chapter 33: 

11 Ibid. 75:5 . 
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"And Esau said, 'Let me leave with you some of mv 
people'" (33:15) - Be of fered to accompany him, -
but Jacob declined it. When Rabbi Judah the 
Prince had to travel to the goverrunent, he would 
look at this text and not take Romans with him. 
On one occasion he did not look at it, and took 
Romans with him , and before he reached Acco, he 
had already sold his horse . 19 

The one time Rabbi Judah the Prince did not read ~he text, 

he was punished by having to sell his horse, preswnably as a 

result of the theft of his other property by the Roman 

escorts . Be could have avoided such problems if only he had 

reminded himself of Jacob's wisdom visa vis Esau so many 

years before, by rereading Genesis 33 . 

The issue at hand for Jacob was the b ! essing received 

over two decades before from his fatner. It wan a blessing 

that was to give its recipient 'the dew of neaven and the 

fat of the earth' (27:28), all of the prosperity imaginable 

on this earth. This blessing was the bone of contention 

between Jacob and Esau ~ Esau vowed to kill Jacob because of 

it (27:41). Yet Jacob flaunted nis wealth before Esau by 

sending him so many gifts. If a r.ything, one would think 

that Jacob wou ld hav~ hidden his wealth in order not to 

aggravate Esau. Such a move could have been e xpressed in 

Jacob's words as, 'Esau, the blessing didn't work. There is 

no reason for you to hold a grudge against me. I have as 

little now as I did when I passed over the Jordan.• 

19 Ibid. 78: 15. 

j 
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The Rabbis were aware o f the dichotomy between Jacob ' s 

actions and his intentions to f i nd grace in Esau ' s eyes. 

They addressed it head on. ll"irrnly rooted i n the bibl ica l 

text, t hey interpreted Jacob ' s generosity in an unusual 

manner: 

Jacob sent messengers to Esau to placate hiln, and 
t hey said to him, "Thus said your servant Jac.:ob , 
'My lord, do not think that the blessing my father 
gave me profited me. 1wenty years I served Laban, 
and he deceived me, andl changed my wages ten 
times, as you well know . Yet, I labored hard in 
his house, and God saw my aff l iction, my labor, 
and the work of my hands, and afterward He caused 
me to find grace and favor in the sight of Laban. 
And through God ' s great mercy and kindness I 
acquired oxen and asseH and cattle and menservants 
and maidservants. And now I am coming to my 
country and to my home ~ to my father and mother, 
who are in the land of Canaan. And I have sent t o 
let my lord know all o :f this in order to find 
favor in the eyes of my lord, so that he may no t 
imagine that I have become a man of substance, or 
that the blessing with whic h my father bl ssed me 
has benefit ted me . .io 

Jacob's abundant wealth and gift to Esau were read by the 

Rabbis as an expression of Jacob's humilit y and God's grace. 

According to this interpret.ation, J'lcob' s wealth had nothing 

to do with Isaac's blessing. 

Jacob was greatly afraid and anxious throughout the 

entire experience (32:8). Yet he had no reason to be 

afraid. Be was traveling ito his father, thus intimating 

that Isaac was still alive and Esau could not kill him 

30 Sefer HaYasbar, Vayetze/Vayishlach 59b-60t. 

_J 
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because his vow was to take effect after the mourning period 

for Isaac had passed (27:41). Jacob had God's blessing and 

was instructed by God to return to the land of Canaan 

(3 1:3) . Nonetheless , Jacob was afraid. Why / 

Rav Yehudah, the son of Ilai, sairt, "Why would he 
have to fear or be anxious? Rather, he feared 
that he would not kill and he was anxious that he 
would not be killed. 21 

Jacob feared and was anxious because his role in relation to 

Esau was unsure. Would he kill or be killed? 

such tension was heightened when Jacob sent messengers 

bearing gifts to his brother in a civil manner only to find 

out that Esau had four hundred men with hl..m. Playing on the 

redundant usage of both 'Esau ' and 'your br0th~r· in o ne 

verse (32 :7 ), the Rabbis emphasized Jacob's brotherly 

intentions as oppose d to Esau's hostile intentions . 

"The messenge rs r e turned to Jacob saying, "We came 
to your brot her, to Esau • .• "" (32:7) You are 
treating him like a brother and he is t reating y ou 
like Esau. 22 

In response to t he report of the messengers, Jacob 

divided the c amp into two and sent gift s to Esau in an 

attempt to appease him. Those gifts, according to the 

21 Beresbit Rabbah 76:2 . 

I bid. 75: 7. 
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midrash, were a tenth of all of his cattle. a So he 

thought that he would be able to sleep comfortably tha t 

night, but was unable. He further protec~ed his dearest 

family by plac ing them on the other side of the river and 

was left all alone, and a man wrestled with him (32:25~. 

Rav Buna said, "Be appeared to him in the guise of 
a shepherd . Thus each had flocks, each had 
camels. Be said to him , ' Take your's across and 
then I will take mine across. ' So Jacob took his 
across. Then he went back to see if he had left 
anything behind, when immediately, t here wrestled 
a man with him ."H 

According to Rav Huna , the man was a mirror reflection of 

Jacob. They both were shepherds with similar animals. They 

helped each other c r oss the stream in an attempt to achievP 

a mutual goal, only to wind up wrestling wirh ~ach other. 

or, perhaps the man, as explicit as the biblical text 

might be, was no man after all. 

Rav Ba.ma the son of Rav Banina said: It was the 
guardian a.ngel of Esau; the very one which Jacob 
addressed when he sai l, "Por seeing your face is 
like seeing the face of God." (33:10) 25 

The guardian angel of Esau must have looked like Esau, t hus 

enabling Jacob to make his late r statement, " ... for my 

11 Pirke de Rabbi Eliezer 37 . 

u Bareshit Rabbah 77:2. 

25 Ibid. 77:3. 
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seeing your face is like seeing God's face ... " (33 :1 0~ t o 

Esau . 

Whether a man or an angel , a shepherd or a guardian, 

the image is unclear. Perhaps ~he wrestler was a 

representative o f both the human and the divine r ealm. 

There are those who s ugges t the wrestler was both Esau and 

his angel in one figure. 26 

Whoever the adversary was, the intent of the match was 

clear . J acob needed t he physical encounter in order to 

figure out the meaning of the blessing before he met Esau. 

The Rabbis saw this in J acob ' s own words: 

Then Jacob spoke to the angel , "My fat;er 
conferred t he blessing upon me that was i ntended 
for Esau, and now I want to know whether you will 
acknowledge the blessing as mine, or will bring 
c harges against me on account o f it ." And the 
angel said , "I acknowledge the ble s sing to be your 
right. You did not gain it by c raft or by 
cunning, and I and all the heavenly powers 
recognize it to be valid , for you have shown 
yourself as master over t he mighty powers of t he 
heavens as over Esau nd his l egions."27 

The ambiguity cl the biblical passage led the Rabbis t o 

question who actuall y won t he competition. Playing on the 

root •avak,' meaning dust , found in the word to wrestle, 

2
' Ibid. 78:3. 

27 Zohar III, 45a. See also Louis Ginzberg, The Legends 
of The Jews (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 1968) , 
5:307 n. 252. 
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' hit'avek, ' Rav Berechiah asked and answered his own 

question, 

"We do not know who was victorious. The angel or 
Jacob? " But, s i nc e it is written, 'A man wrestled 
with him' we know who was covered wit h dust. The 
man . . .. 28 

Thus he assumed Jacob ' s victory a nd t:he man' s defeat in the 

dust. 

When J acob and Esau finally did meet, it was an 

emotional encounter. According to the Rabbis, the emutions 

ran deeper than the words of the biblical text c an expres s. 

Playing on the unusual manner in which the word 'he kissed 

him ' is pointed in the traditional text, t he Rabbis read 

more into the kis s: 

"And Esau ran t o greet him and kissed him" 
( 33 : 4) - The word i s dotted. Rav Shimon the s on 
of Eleazar said: Wherever you find the plain 
writing exceeding t he dotted letters, you must 
interpret the plain writing; if the dotted letters 
exceed the plain writing, you must interpret the 
dotted letters. Here, the plain writing does not 
exceed the dots; henc~~ it teaches that he kissed 
him with all of bi s heart. Said Rav Yannai to 
him: If so, why is the word dott ed? It teaches 
however that be wished to bite him, but the 
patriarch Jacob's neck was tu.rned to marble and 
the teeth of the evil one were loosened. Bence, 
they wept, one wept because of his neck and the 
other because of his teeth . Rav Abbahu adduced it 
in Rav Yochanan's name from the following verse, 
"Your neck is like a tower of ivory" (Song 

21 Bereahit Rabbah 77 : 3. 



?age 157 

7 : 5 ) • 19 

Acccrdingly, the weeping of the two brothers was the 

opposite side of the same coin. Each had his own reaso11 to 

weep, but both were rooted in the same experience. 

While the biblical text clearly portrays J acob as 

fearful for his life at tne hands of the aggress i ve Esau, 

the Rabbis reversed their roles . In their minds , Esau's 

life was threatened, not by J a cob but by angels. 

And he said, "What do you mean by all of this camp 
I met " {33:8) - That whole night the ministering 
angels formed into bands and companies and kept 
confronting Esau's troops. When they asked them 
to whom t hey belonged and were t old, 'To Esau, ' 
t hey exclaimed, 'Give it to t hem! ' ' We belo ng to 
I saac ' s son!' They still exclaimed, 'Lay it o n !· 
'We belong to Abraham's grandson!' They still 
said, ' Lay i t onl' But when they pleaded, · we 
belong to Jacob's b r other ,' they s aid , ' Let them 
go, they are of ours. ' ... 10 

In this instance, Esau 's life was no t a t all threatened by 

Jacob . Rather, it was because of Esau 's r elationship with 

Jacob that the former•s life was sav ed. In a surprising 

turn of events, Esau, whose heel was the defining nature of 

Jacob 1 s name, was now dependent upon Jacob for the 

preservation of his life, 

)0 

Ibid. 78: 9. 

Ibid. 78:11. 
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While Jacob never made direct mention of the blessing 

scene of c hapter 27 to Esau, his use of the word 'berachah' 

for gift is enough to tell us o f his ultima t e intent. 

"Please take my blessing which was brought to you" ( 33 : 11), 

is an odd way to p hrase the sentence. Its oddness is the 

s our c e o f another interpretation: 

Be said to him , "I worked hard for this to come to 
my hand; but you, from itse lf it comes to you~ -
'that which I brought' is not written here, rather 
' whic h was brought to you • - it comes to you in 
and of itself. 3 1 

Based on t he passive nature of Jacob's words, the Rabbis 

interpreted the blessing as being naturally Esau '& . ~acob 

had to work f or the Llessing, but it naturally belonged t o 

Esau . 

The encounter between Jacob and Esau was a one time 

event . The two hadn't s een e a ch other iii twen ty y ears and 

were not to see each again until the rleath of I saac. 

Despite this , t he impact o f t he meeting did not end with t he 

parting of ways. Accordi g to tlte Rabbis, Jacob was deeply 

moved by the encounter and continued to give of himself to 

Esau for many ye ars to come. For example: 

Rav Achin said in the name of Rav Abba, "Be 
honored Esau with gifts for nine yearsn ••• l 2 

ll Ibid. 78:12 . 

Ibid. 78: 16. 
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Finally, the trying episode ended and Jacob arrived 

whole in Shechem: 

Whole in his body, as it is written "He was 
limping on his hip '' (Genesis 32 : 32): it tells us 
here that he in truth was bodily whole . Whole in 
respect to his children as it is written, "He 
said , 'Should Esau come to the camp and smite it'" 
(32:9): it tells us here that he in truth was 
whole with regard to his children. Whole i n 
respect to his money even though Rav Avin said in 
the name of Rav Acha, ' Nine years he honored Esau 
with a gift:· it comes to tell us in truth that he 
was whole with regard to his money. Rav Yochanan 
said whole in his studies . . " 

Somehow, despite the wrestling match, the division of camps , 

the gift s given to Esau . . . Jacob arrived whole, mo:-e whole 

than ever before . Be was whole in his s tudies because he 

learned more in one day through wrestling and crying than he 

had in twenty years of fleeing. 

Another Interpretation 

As Jacob continued his journey home, before t he text 

makes any mention of the ensuing encounter with Esau, 

'messengers of God' encoun~ered Jacob (32:2f.). We are not 

informed if the me sse ngers actually had a message or if they 

even said anything . Perhaps their silent encounter with 

Jacob was in fact the message they came to bring. Whatever 

did happen during that encounter, the messengers 

33 Ibid. 79 :5. 
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foreshadowed Jacob's two next actions. Just as Ja~ob 

encountered ' messengers, • so would he send out ' messengers' 

ahead of him towards Esau (32:4). The r2sult of the 

encounter with God's messengers was fur Jacob t o name the 

place Mahanaim, meaning 'this is God's c amp' (32:3). 

Therefore, when Jacob was to split his camp into two (32:8), 

it would be ' God's c amp. • J acob ' s encounter with the 

messengers of God placed him in a defensive mode. Defensive 

against whom? 

If Jacob was in fact en r oute r.o 'come to his father 

Isaac, to the land of Canaan · (31:18) because he was 

•yearning to return to his f ather ' s house' (3 1 :30), for what 

reas on would Jacob fear? Isaac was apparently still a live 

and Esau's pledge was to kill Jacob only after Isaac's death 

( 2 7 :41) . Despite these facts, Jacob took a defensive mode. 

Jacob naively instructed his messengers to inform Esau 

that he was returning from living with Laban, a direct 

outcome of the original s~rife of chapter 27 , and t hat he 

had 'cattle, asses, sheep, male and female slaves' (32:6), 

the apparent fulfillment of the blessing of chapter 27. Be 

informed Esau of all of this 'in the hope of gaining Esau's 

favor' (32:6). Jacob tried to buy his way out of the twenty 

year old conflict by placinq the very core of the conflict 

in Esau's face. Be did all of this when his father was 
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stil l alive, when there was no need for him to fear Esau. 

Jacob did not fear for his own life, but rather ror the 

lives of those who were deares t to him, " . .. for I fear him, 

lest he come and strike me down, mothers and childrer alike" 

(32:12). Should this have happened, the future of his seed 

would have been in question (32:13). While it appears to be 

a concern for the physical well - being of those with him, 

this fear was more than just fear of the physical danger . 

It was a fear of the superiority of the Esau qualities 

within Jacob. For twenty years ne struggled to ove ~come t he 

qualities of Esau within him. Yet, when he left Paddan

aram, 'the sword was in his hand, · as if his hand was 'the 

hand of Esau. ' Jacob feared who he would te aft&r the 

encounter with Esau . 

The core of Jacob's prayer , "Save me from the hand of 

my brother, from the hand of Esau . . . " (32:12 ) must be 

understood in l ight of Isaac ' s observations t wenty years 

prior , "The voice i s the voi ce of Jacob, while the hands are 

the hands of Esau" (27 :22 ) . When J acob stood before I saac 

to receive the bles s i ng of t he firstborn , he t ook on the 

identity of both Jacob, through voice , and Esau , through 

hands . These identities were t o be confused and mixed 

throughout the next two decades of his life. Finally, ~s he 

prepared to stand befor e the full length mirror called Esau, 

J 
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he prayed that he would be saved from the those qualicies 

within him that were the qualities of Esau, more 

specifical ly , 'the hands of Esau.' For the past twenty 

years, he repeatedly c ame face to face with the Esau within, 

now he had to come face to face with the real Bsau. The 

source of the conflict was not Esau's threat on Jacob's 

life . The true source of the conflict was Jacob's final 

encounter with the brother with whom he s truggled in the 

womb of his mother and in his O'tr.1 soul for t he past twenty 

years. 

"Save me from the hand o f my brother, from the hand of 

Esau ••. " (32:12). The duplicat ion implies, •save me from 

the hands that I used when I took on the identity (chapter 

27) and save me from the hands that I have used throughout 

the past two decades. Let the voice of Jacob riny out where 

the hands of Esau were dominant . ' 

J a cob' s showering Esau with offerings was less an 

attempt to appease Esau than it ~as an attempt to be true to 

the vow he made to God to give God a tenth of al l that was 

bis (28:22). 

The prayer was offered and the t ithe given , and Jacob 

tried to rest before looking into the full length mirror. 

But be couldn't sleep. Be awoke during the night, took his 
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most beloved and his possessions, both signs of the 

fulfillment of t he blessing of chapter 27, with him to the 

other side of the river Jabbok (32:23f.). 

Jacob remained alone in his last moments of his own 

identity struggle when a man struggled with him. Jacob 

hadn ' t fought like t hat since he struggled with Esau in the 

womb . In fact, wrestl i ng in the dust was the purest form of 

expression that 'the hands of Esau· knows. They struggled 

until the birth of a new day when the man realized that he 

could not overcome Jacob, so he delivered an intentional 

wound to Jacob's thigh, a wound that Jacob would carry with 

him as he humbly approached Esau and every other later 

experience. Despite the wound, Jacob, like Rachel so many 

years earlier, prevailed. The man said, "Let me go because 

the sun has risen" (32:27). Jacob res ponded, "I will not 

l e t you go unless you bless me" (32:27) . 

The two ends of t he cir c le that have waited for twenty 

years to be drawn together were now about to meet. As he 

struggled with the man , Jacob demanded a blessing. But who 

was it that demanded a blessing over twenty years ago , 

saying, "Do you only have one blessing my father? Bless me 

too my fathert • (27:38) . Just as it was Esau then, so it 

was 'Esau• now, the ' Esau• within Jacob who demanded the 

blessing. 
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The blessing itself was reminiscent of chapter 27 . Now 

the man asked, "What is your name?" ( 32 :28). Then, I saac 

asked, "Who are you my son? " (27 :18). Then Jacob responded, 

" I am Esau, your firstborn" (27: 19). Now, twenty years 

later, Jacob was able to respond with one simple heartfel t 

word, "Jacob" (32:28 ) , as if to say, ' My name is Jacob, not 

Esau, and I can say it to anyone that askst ' What a 

glorious victory for a man who has been struggling since the 

womb with the name Esau. 

And then the man continued, 

Your name shall no longer be Jacob, but Israel, 
for you have striven with bei ngs divine and human , 
and have prevailed. (32:29) 

Just when Jacob thought that he could finally speak his own 

name, he learned that he was about to enter into yet anothe~ 

identity crisis based on his name . The dif ference between 

'Jacob' and ' Israel' is the di fference between one who 

grasps for the heel of others and one who strives to 

prevail, who reaches for the Divine. The former is defined 

by others actions, whi l e the latter m.akes a name for 

himself. 

The struggle between these two names began i.nunediately 

in the next verse: "And Jacob asked •• • " should have been 

written, ' And Israel asked •• • • The Hebrew is most deceptive 

in this matter, •vayish'al ya'akov• is only missing the 
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l e t ter reish to make it into •vayisra'el ya'akov•, 'Israel 

J acob '. 

The struggle tha t led to the name change was not the 

struggle of one night along the banks of the Jabbok. It was 

the struggle of more than two decades. Despite his original 

intentions to l ive life as the firstbor n, receiving his 

blessing, acting as a light to those around him, and 

attempting to marry t he younger sister before the older, 

Jacob prevailed a nd was able to exclaim, 'My name is Jacob.· 

Girded with this new self awareness, Jacob was now r eady to 

meet his brother Esau. 

Jacob named the place of the struggle Peniel, 

explaining, 'I have seen God face to f ace, yet my life has 

been preserved" (32:31). Who exactly did Jacob see f ace to 

face? We know whom he ant icipated seeing face to f ace, 

" .. . I will s ee his [Esau ' s ] f ace and perhaps he wi ll be 

gr acious to me [ l it . l ift up his f ace ) " ( 32 : 2 1 ). Jacob saw 

God, Esau, and hims e l f at 2eniel, and his l ife was 

preserved. 

Jacob knew two t hings about his brother Esau: he lived 

in 'the land of Se'ir, t be fields of Edom' (32:4) and "he 

too is coming to meet you (Jacob] and he has 400 11ten with 

h.ia- (32:7). We know nothing of Esau ' s knowledge of J acob. 
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The scene is painted in such a way as to place us as 

onlookers as the two brothers look into opposite sides of a 

two way mirror. It is yet unclear who is being observed and 

who is observing. 

The four hundred men, apparently a s ign of war, had no 

effect on Esau. If his intention was to go to war, he did 

not let it control his actions. As Jacob bowed seven times 

on his approach to Esau, Esau had ample opportunity to 

strike the fatal blow, but didn't (33:4) . That bowiny was 

the exact fulfillment of the blessing of the firstborn son 

(27:29), but now the younger was bowing to the olcier . It 

was the blessing that Jacob received which he gave back to 

Esau through his bowing. If the bowing was not a clear 

enough message, then Jacob's words serve aj an indisputable 

proof of his intentions . Previously, Jacob referred to the 

gift he was giving to Esau as 'minchah ' (32:2lf.) but here, 

Jacob referred to the gift as a 'beracbah' (33:11). Jacob's 

intention was not just to give ~sau some gifts as the 

fulfillment of bis vow of 1 tenth to God. Jacob's intention 

was to give Bsau the blessing that was bis. 'Take my 

blessing' are words that Jacob could not have uttered twenty 

years ago, ten yea.rs ago, or the day before last night. 

'Take my blessing' a.re the words that Jacob spoke to the one 

that pleaded with their father, "Do you only have one 

blessing my father? Bless me too my father!" (27:38) . 
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'Take my blessing ' are words spoken by an empatheti~ Jacob 

who asked for a blessing just last night. • Ta~~e my 

blessing' serve as words of closure for the twernty year 

struggle through which Jacob prevailed . 

Touched by the non- material gift, Esau o ffered to join 

with Jacob on his journey (33:12) . His intentions were well 

meaning but naive. Jacob could never have lived with Esau 

after having Esau living within him fur the pa1;t two 

decades. The two went their own ways, Esau with Jacob's 

blessing which was his to begin with , and Jacob with a new 

name and a new struggle. 

Yet, throughout it all , Jacob arrived whole in Shechem. 

Be might not have had the blessing given two decades ago, 

but he certainly had so much more as a resul~ o! the 

struggle in the womb, in the dust, and in himself. 

Ultimately, he learned that to be a blessing oine must 

' serve' as if the blessing was never given. He learned this 

through twenty years of service t.o Laban and through his 

self-subjugation bef~re Esau. No matter what was to happen 

to him, he was shale.m. 



Conclusion 
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The preceding chapters are filled with biblical and 

rabbinic material that serves as a foundation for the 

interpretation offered in the sections ' Another 

Interpret ation.' Tha t interpretation suggests that the 

sibling rivalry between Esau and Jacob occurred in two 

venues . The first, and most obvious, was the exte~nal world 

concerned with birth order, parental preference, birth 

rights, blessings, and material wealth. The second, and 

more subtle, was the venue found within Jacob's own psyche 

as he lived t he life of the younger son confronted with the 

challenges of the blessing of the firstborn son. 

Of all of the material presented to this end, some 

pieces stand out from the others as ' defining factors.' 

Without these pieces, the interpretation wouid not have firm 

footing upon which to rest. With them securely in place, 

t he interpretation is feasible, and even an accurate 

portrayal of the events recorded in the book of Genesis. 

From the biblical mater~al itoelf, the followi ng serve 

as ' defining factors :' 

The struggle between the twins in the womb and 
God ' s instruction that the older ahall serve the 
younger as a foreshadowing of events yet to come. 
(25:19-26) 

The early growth of the two brothers in apparently 
divergent patha, deapite their dependance upon one 
another for _a sense of aelf-id~tyi Jacob 
defined. by Eaau•a heel and Esau defined by Jacob'• 
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red stew. (25:27-34) 

The acquisition of the blessing of the firstborn 
by Jacob, disguised as Esau through clothing, 
physical characteristics ('the hands are the hands 
of Esau •) , and self proclamation ('I am Esau, your 
firstborn ' ). Throughout the entire episode, Jacob 
bore the identity of both Esau and Jacob as 
expressed through Isaac's observation, "The voice 
is the voice of Jacob, while the hands are the 
hands of Esau." (Genesis 27) 

The irony of Jacob's 'service' to Laban in light 
of his own blessing to be served and the constant 
repetition of the root 'avad, to serve. (Genesis 
29-31) 

The parallel sibling rivalry between Leah and 
Rachel as a vicarious expression of Jacob's 
rivalry with the distant Esau. (Genesis 30) 

The birth of Joseph as the catalyst of Jacob's 
return to Canaan . (Genesis 30) 

The parenthetical encounters with God as Jacob 
both left the land of Canaan and later returned t o 
it. (Genesis 28,32) 

Jacob's retrospective awareness of God'~ role in 
his life during the twenty years of service to 
Laban. (Genesis 31) 

Jacob's return of the berachah, the blessing, to 
Beau after twenty years of separation through 
physical gifts, his own bowing to Esau and self 
description as Esau's servant. (Genesis 33) 

The often redundant repetitions of the words of 
family relations throuq out the entire eight 
biblical chapters. 

These ten 'defining factors, ' along with all of the other 

biblical material cited throughout this work, serve as a 

fi.r111 foundation on which the interpretation rests. 

The foundation is even strengthened when one considers 
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the many midrashic interpretations associated with Jacob and 

Esau . From among all of those interpretations previously 

cited, the following serve as additional 'defining factors:' 

The divergent personalities of the brothers both 
within the womb and outside of the womb. Their 
portrayal as thorn and myrtle, intertwined at 
first, ultimately to qrow in their own natural 
ways . (Bereshit Rabbah 63:6,10) 

The six interpretations of the dichotomy of 
Isaac's statement, "The voice is the voice of 
Jacob, while the hands are the hands of Esau." 
(Bereshit Rabbah 65:20f.) 

The stones thaL Jacob dedicated to Esau at Bethel. 
(Bereshit Rabbah 68:11) 

The interpretation of the dream at Bethel as the 
apparently endless rise of the Roman Empire. 
(Midrash Tanhurna Buber, Vayetze 2) 

The birth of Joseph as the time of t he birth o f 
the adversary of Esau; Joseph's physical 
resemblance to Jacob; and, Jacob's return to the 
land of Canaan. (Bereshit Rabbah 84:8; 73:7) 

Laban's contacting Esau after Jacob's flight. 
(Sefer Bayashar, Vayetze 59a-b) 

Jacob's wrestling with a man that was either a 
shepherd like Jacob, Esau, or Esau's guardian 
angel. Jacob's request for a blessing from that 
man that was related to Isaac's blessing. 
(Bereshit Rabbah 77:2; 77: ~ ; 78:3; and, Zohar 
III:4Sa) 

Jacob's gift to Esau of the blessing that was 
naturally his . (5eresbit R.abbah 78:12) 

These eight m.idrashic 'defining factors' also serve as 

foundation stones upon which the interpretation rests. If 

they were not present, the interpretation could not exist. 
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The Rabbis who l ived during the height of the Roman 

Empire , as seen as the success of the descendants of Esau, 

viewed the struggle between Jacob and Esau as a national 

struggle between Rome and thems elves. Their interpretations 

of the biblical text defined their relationship with Rome as 

a nation . Their interaction with the text and the Romans 

around them ultimately defined their relationship with one 

another as descendants of Jacob. Each individual, then, was 

able to define his own self worth as he related to t he God 

of Jacob. 

The process of studying Torah is the process of 

defining one's own i dentity as it relates to the text and to 

those seated at the study table: 

Rav Chama, the son of Chaninah , began his 
d issertation in the fo llowi ng way: "As i ron 
sharpens iron, so a man sharpens the wit [lit. 
face) of his friend" (Proverbs 27:17). Rav Chama, 
the son of Chani nah, said, "A knife can be 
sharpened only on the side [lit. thigh} of another 
knife, so can a scholar sharpen himself only 
through contact with his colleague, as it is 
written, "As iron sharpens iron , so a man sharpens 
the wit [lit. face) of his Friend" (Proverbs 
27:17). 'A man sharpens the wit [ lit . face] of 
his friend' - the •man• is Jacob - as soon as our 
father Jacob arose ' B. man sharpens the wit of his 
friend,' for the Shekhinah attached itself to him, 
as it is written, "And God was standing next to 
hill" (Genesis 28:13). 1 

Jacob's struggle to define his own identity serves as a 

1 Beresbit Rabbah 69:2. 
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paradigm for each of us to do the same. The process is 

easie s t to accomplish while sitting with a colleague as you 

share bits of wisdom. The sharing is synonymous with the 

sharpening of a knife. A knife is sharpened only on one of 

similar or greater quality. So is a person sharpened on 

another of similar or greater quality. 

When Jacob lay down to sleep at Bethel, he engaged i n 

the process of sharpening his own wit, t dentifying his own 

personality. But, unlike the colleagues sitting at a taole, 

Jacob was all alone. Be was blessed with the potential to 

serve as a vessel of blessing for other people, yet lay in 

an open field with no company. On what ' knife' was he to 

sharpen his own? Was there even t he potential for him to do 

so in isolation? 

Yes, even in isolation, J acob was able to f urther 

identify his own person. Bis 'knife ' wao none other than 

t he Shekhinah, •for God was standing next to him. ' When 

confronted with no one to sct ape against, Jacob scraped 

against God, and thus learned somet hi ng a.bout himself . 

Solitude was not to be Jacob 's lot in life. Be entered 

Laban's family, married his two daughters and fathered 

twelve children by the time Joseph was born . Jacob basked 

in the beauty of his family as represented in the tender 
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face of the infant Joseph. That face was the face of 'the 

friend' who would ultimately 'sharpen• his personality. 

Jacob saw his own face reflected in Joseph's face. The son 

looked like the f ather and the father like the son. 

Joseph' s face was like a mirror placed before J acob's life; 

and Jacob saw more than his physical qualities . He looked 

into his own face and saw Esau's face. Yes, it was redder 

and hairier than his, but it was unmisLakably Jacob's face. 

The reflection gave Jacob the opportunity to pause and 

reflect on the events of his life. He interacted with his 

brother and ultimately fled, never to truly flee. Jacob 

looked into Joseph's face and saw the same thing he saw at 

Bethel: God. 

Explaining the events at Mount Sinai, Rabbi Levi 

discusses the unique quality of the relationship between God 

and each individual. ••r am the Lord your God" (Exodus 

20:2), is written in the second person singular, as if God 

spoke individually with every person standing a t Sinai. How 

is this possible? 

God appeared to them like a mirror in which many 
faces can be reflected. A thousand may look at it 
and it reflects each of them. Thus .•. the text is 
addressed to the individual.l 

God appears to people as a mirror. The person who looks at 

i Pesikta de Rav Kahana, Plska 12:185. 
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God, sees him/herself. 

Jacob sought God by looking into a mirr0r only to see 

himself: when he looked into the face of Joseph , he saw 

himself; when he looked into that face, he saw Esau; when he 

wres t l ed with a shepherd identical to him and named the 

place Pe niel, he saw God's Face; when he wrestled wi t h Esau 

and Esau' s guardian angel and named the place Peniel, he saw 

God's Face; when the assailant wrenched tis 'thigh' he 

wrenched the 'side' of Jacob's knife that was most 

vulnerable; when be stood before Esau and said, ' Take my 

blessing for seeing your face is like seeing God's Face' 

in each case , Jacob saw God ' s face reflected i n his own and 

those who shaped his personality . 

The r efl ection was a conglomeration of so many of the 

'knives ' upon which Jacob sharpened hims elf and the 'faces' 

i n which he saw nis own r efl ect ion . When he saw Esau he saw 

t he entire history of his family beginning wi t h Abraham and 

Sarah and the rivalry between I saac and I shmael. I t 

continued with his early developed rivalry with Esau and 

their exchange of promises over a bowl of lent ils. Be saw 

Isaac 411d RebeJcah playing favorites with their children. He 

saw himself dressed in Esau' s clothing, saying , ft ! am Esau, 

your firstborn.~ 
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When he s aw Joseph reflected in God's mirror, he saw 

his past and his future. He came to Padda n-aram with 

nothing and was ultimately taken into a f:unily as he created 

his own . Be saw in Joseph ' s reflection the rivalry of Leah 

a nd Rachel, who both knew the pain of being unloved. In 

Joseph 's f ace he saw the repetition of everything that 

happened to him: parental preference leading to sibling 

rivalry and finding God in distant lands . 

When Jacob first arrived at Paddan-aram, he only saw 

sheep. When Jacob arrived at Peniel and looked into God ' s 

Face, he only saw people. It took J acob twenty years of 

'service• to oth~rs i n order to discover the meaning of the 

blessing, "Blessed they who bless you." Jacob would only 

understand the potential of being a blessing \ hen he sought 

God and found people. 

Jacob 's e xperi ences teach us that we , too , must find 

God r e flected in the people around us. Whether our interna l 

s truggl e s a r e intended. to cla ify ou1 persona l or c oDUDunal 

ide nti t y , we, like Jacob 'who sat i n t ents , ' are social 

beings whose God i s found in i nteracti ons with others . 

J acob found himself while masquerading as Esau. Jacob found 

himself through the r eality of Esau. God i s f ound in t he 

struggle , in the wrestling, and in t he empathy. The search 

is climaxed when we, l i ke Jacob, stand i n a f ull length 
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mirror and say, 

If I have found grace in your eyes, then please 
take my offering from my hand, for my seeing your 
face is like seeing God's face and you have 
received me favorably. Please take my blessing 
which has been brought to you because G0d has been 
gracious to me and I have everything. (33:20f. ) 

Only after such a humbling encounter, will we discover who 

we really are and realize the potential of our own blessing . 
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