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CHAPTER 28
THE BIRTH OF JACOB AND ESAU

28.1. THE TOLDOT (“LINEAGE”)
PORTION

Toldot is the second of the two weekly portions that recount Isaac’s
life story. It consists of three parts: (1) the birth of Jacob and Esau and
the sale of the birthright, (2) the interactions of Isaac and the Philistines,
(3) Isaac’s blessing of Jacob and Esau.

Thus, Isaac, the second of the Patriarchs, is considered in this
portion from two different viewpoints: His external relations with the
Philistines and his relationship with his own children.

The portion is called Toldot, but not merely because it opens with
the words “These are the toldot (descendants) of Isaac.” We noted (6:9)
that the story of Noah likewise begins with the word toldot, “This is the
ancestry of Noah,” but that portion is nevertheless called “Noah,” not
Toldot as this one is. The difference is that the central figure of the “Noah”
portion is Noah himself, while in this weekly portion the central figure
is not Isaac, but the actual process of toldot — the personal development
that occurs in the course of a generational transition.

In Isaac we see the beginning of a new kind of holiness, a holiness
which is not only individual, but of an entire sequence of generations
as a whole; that is, the holiness of all of human history. Isaac is
correlated here to the historical process. Therefore, this Toldot portion
deals with the question of how heritage is transmitted. Accordingly, its
central themes will be birthright and blessing, two crucial aspects of
inheritance.
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28.2. GEVURAH MUST ACKNOWLEDGE ITSELF
A CONTINUATION OF CHESED (25:19).
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[19] This is the story of Isaac, son of Abraham. Abraham begot
Isaac.

We detect a redundancy in this verse: Twice we are told that
Abraham is the father of Isaac. Which is why most likely toldot here
means not pedigree, but offspring, or descendants. This verse can
therefore be translated as follows: “These are the descendants born
to Isaac, Abraham’s son; [which became possible because] Abraham
begot Isaac.” In other words, Isaac could bear descendants only because
Abraham first begot him. Only when Isaac, as Gevurah (strict judgment)
acknowledges that he is the son of Abraham, Chesed (kindness), can
Isaac beget descendants of his own.

A thirst for justice is in and of itself barren. Only when that desire
feels that it is the offspring of Chesed - a facilitator in the implementation
of mercy — will it be able to develop further, to create new structures in
the universe.

28.3. THE HISTORY OF MANKIND AS A PATH
FROM ADAM TO THE MESSIAH

The very idea of toldot - the transition from one generation to the
next, but at the same time also the development of what came before —
is unusually important in Judaism.

The word toldot appears ten times in Tanach. The first occurrence
we encountered at 2:4: “Such is the story of heaven and earth” and
the last in the book of Ruth at (4:18): “This is the line of Perez” which
enumerates the lineage of David, or the forebears of the Messiah. When
the Talmud deliberates on which verse in the Torah is the most “central,”
i.e.,in which the essence of the Torah is most clearly expressed, the verse

“Such is the story of heaven and earth” is proposed as one possibility — in
the sense that a central idea of the Torah is the concept of toldot.
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Rav I. L. Ashkenazi-Manitou notes that the idea of toldot is expressed
in the fact that the Messiah is called ben Adam, “son of man” (Daniel 7:13,
Psalms 80:18). The Messiah is of course a human being. The appellation

“son of man” can therefore be understood in an additional sense. He is
not only the “son of man,” but also the “son of mankind.” (The Hebrew
word Adam can refer to a specific human being, and also to “man” as all
of humanity.)

The Messiah is the offspring of mankind: God created man, and
humanity itself begets the Messiah and brings him into the world. The
Messiah does not come to humanity “from the outside” in order to “save”
the human race, because they are not able to save themselves; on the
contrary, humanity itself brings the Messiah into existence. The Messiah
is a stage in the development of all mankind, when they enter the proper
path on their own. From the point of view of the Torah, the meaning of
history consists precisely in moving humanity along that path, through
the mission entrusted to the Jewish people.

Thus, the idea of toldot, means understanding the path of humankind
as the gradual transition from Adam to the Messiah. Thus, the Messiah
arrives as the result of a synthesis of God’s efforts and the efforts of
humanity.

28.4. JEWISHNESS
AND “ARAMEAN-NESS” (25:20)
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[20] Isaac was forty years old when he took to wife Rebekah,
daughter of Bethuel the Aramean of Paddan-aram, sister of
Laban the Aramean.

(20) Rebekah, daughter of Bethuel the Aramean of Paddan-
aram, sister of Laban the Aramean ¢ In this description of Rebekah,
the root Aram is repeated three times: In the name of her place of birth
and as a defining characteristic of both her father and her brother. One
can then infer that this is a very significant point. It means that there
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is still much that is Aramean in Rebekah, and that Jacob and Esau come
from the union of Isaac the Hebrew and Rebekah the Aramean.

As a people, the Arameans are completely different from the
Jews. They too are descendants of Shem, but of a different lineage not
connected with the Jews in any way (10:22). The Arameans were widely
settled in the Middle East, and Aramaic was the universal language
of communication. Nahor, Bethuel and Laban are scions of the Terah
family, not Arameans by birth but Hebrews — descendants of Eber. But
they assimilated among the Arameans, losing their Jewish identity and
acquiring Arameanidentityinstead —the universal,cosmopolitanidentity
of that time. In their self-identification as Arameans we can detect the
classical Jewish desire and temptation to become cosmopolitan, that
is, the desire to forget their Jewish isolation and become “just normal
people” by assimilating with other nations.

Rebekah brings this aspect of Aramean identity to Isaac’s family. And
this means that “cosmopolitan Judaism” must also have a place in the
overall picture. It should not be dominant, of course, but it is important
that it too be present. If Jews are too tightly confined only to their
internal Jewish identity, discarding all elements of cosmopolitanism,
this leads to the improper development of the Jewish people and makes
fulfilling their universal mission impossible. The men of the house of
Abraham therefore take wives from the daughters of the house of Nahor,
so that the specifically Jewish component will be most important, but a
measure of cosmopolitanism will be present as well.

28.5. GOD ACCEPTS
ISAAC’S PRAYER (25:21)
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[21] Isaac pleaded with the Lord on behalf of his wife, because

she was barren; and the Lord responded to his plea, and his
wife Rebekah conceived.

[21] The Lord responded to his plea ¢ God answered his plea; that is,
Isaac’s, and not Rebekah’s. The Midrash adds that Isaac’s prayer, as he
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was “himself righteous, and a son of the righteous,” was more efficacious
than Rebekah’s prayer, for she was “herself righteous, but the daughter
of a villain.” This is rather strange, however, for we would have expected
exactly the opposite. A person who is “himself righteous, but the child of
avillain” treads a longer, more difficult path than one born to an already
righteous household and should therefore be deemed more worthy.

The point is that a child of the righteous will not become himself
truly righteous if he simply continues on the path already blazed for
him, but cannot tell the world anything new. To genuinely influence the
world, he must become a righteous individual of a completely different
type than his father. And Isaac was exactly that in relation to his father
Abraham. It is much more difficult to achieve that than it is for the son
of a villain to become righteous.

It is usually easiest for children to follow in the footsteps of their
parents. Frequently, however, it also happens that children rebel against
the ideology of their parents and head in the opposite direction. Instead
of doing either of those things, it is much more important to maintain
one’s own independence and originality while also recognizing the
importance of one’s parents’ path; to stay on our parents path and
further their accomplishments while also moving in our own individual
direction. This is precisely what a person who is “himself righteous, and
also a child of the righteous” is able to accomplish. God will therefore
favor him and answer his prayer.

28.6. PRAYER-REQUEST AS CORRECTION
OF THE RIGHTEOUS IN GEVURAH

[21] Isaac pleaded with the Lord on behalf of his wife ¢ Literally
translated, this verse means “Isaac prayed to the Lord opposite his
wife.” The Midrash understands that this means “because of his wife,”
that is, under the influence of his wife. The Midrash then adds that it
was Rebekah who taught Isaac to employ prayer as a form of petition,
whereas Isaac himself has previously used prayer only as Divine service.

There are two forms of religious devotion both of which have the
purpose of actualizing man’s dialogue with God: sacrifice and prayer. We
find that in the beginning of Bereshit Cain, Abel, and Noah all brought
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sacrifices, and prayer began to appear only much later in the Torah,
among the Patriarchs. The essence of sacrifice (and of prayer as Divine
service) is our expression of gratitude to the Almighty for all that He
bestows, and our attempt to preserve the status quo. In contrast, the
essence of prayer as petition is the desire to effect productive change in
the world, our desire to see the world develop.

When with the destruction of the Temple sacrifices were abolished,
both of the functions just mentioned were assumed by daily prayer, and
that is why today our prayers combine both petition and Divine service,
two aspects that were initially distinct. Prayer as petition derives from
the category of Chesed, and has the function of promoting peace, while
prayer as Divine service, like sacrifice, is derived from the category of
Gevurah, preservation of the universe.

The natural tendency of the righteous in the Gevurah category is to
justify the existing state of affairs without asking God to change it. What
can we possibly ask of God, Who has made the world such that all is for
the best, and Who even without us knows what we need for our own
good? Why bother Him with requests? If Rebekah happens to have no
children, then surely that too is God’s will.

But to a person in the category of Chesed, quite the contrary is true

— it is essential that we ask for change. In my prayers I declare that the
state of the world is not what it should be, and I therefore come to God
asking Him to change the status quo.

Rebekah, who is Chesed, induces Isaac to begin praying in order to
ask God to change His ways. Thus, “Isaac pleaded with the Lord on behalf
of his wife” has an alternate meaning: “Isaac prayed in the presence of his
wife,” — that is, under her influence.

The position of Gevurah, unquestioningly justifying and accepting
how God made the world, is correct in its own way, but its absolutization
contradicts the Creator’s desire to correct and improve the world in the
process of human co-creation. For example, if a person is sick, we can
say, “Since God has sent this person an illness, that is most likely how
it has to be.” But we can also see it another way. God wants us to make
efforts, both spiritual and physical, to improve the world. He wants us
to repent, to improve and to pray for healing. Yet He also wants us to
develop science, technology and medicine in order to combat disease.
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Because, yes, the disease comes from God, but the physician’s ability to
treat and heal it also comes from God.

To correct those who are inclined to justify their own inaction by
saying that everything is an act of God, He puts them in a situation in
which they are nevertheless forced to turn to Him - not for their own
sake, but for the sake of others. Rebekah influences Isaac to ask God
for children, not for his own sake, but for the world’s sake. How could it
be that the wife of our patriarch Isaac was barren? After all, a patriarch
must have offspring — without that he cannot possibly fulfill his mission.
Therefore, we must not be satisfied with the current state of affairs;
instead, we must strive to correct them. Isaac gradually comes to realize
this and begins to pray.

For Isaac, prayer is a much more complicated thing than it is for
Rebekah. Once he starts to pray, Isaac advances significantly. Because
of prayer his Gevurah shifts towards Chesed, allowing the Patriarchs’
process of purifying the Sefirot (the ten attributes of Divine Revelation)
to take place. This is why Isaac’s prayer is so important, and why “the
Lord responded to his plea.”

28.7.“BUT THE CHILDREN STRUGGLED
IN HER WOMB” (25:22)
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[22] But the children struggled in her womb, and she said, “If
so, why do | exist?” She went to inquire of the Lord.

[22] But the children struggled in her womb ¢ The Midrash, in
explaining this expression, describes in vivid terms how Rebekah would
pass by the yeshivah of Shem and Eber, and would feel Jacob kicking and
bursting forth from her womb. And when she passed a site of idolatry,
Esau would likewise show his character. Thus, the Midrash sees in this
“struggle” a conflict of the two realities of the unborn children inside
Rebekah. (It is the conflict of the Jewish and Aramean influences within
this family.)
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Regarding the clash of Jacob and Esau, the Midrash explains that
“they clashed and argued over who would take control of each of two
worlds: this world and the World to Come.” Each of them firmly owns
one of these worlds, but wants to take possession of the other one too in
order to rule over both. Jacob has a natural tendency to own the World to
Come, but he lacks the stamina needed to exist in this world, and fights
to gain stability in it. Esau, by his nature, dominates in this world, but he
also wants to receive the World to Come.

The term “olam ha-ba,” “The World to Come,” does not mean “the
other world” or “the world beyond the grave.” It is a world of goals and
aspirations that sits higher than our world. Jacob and Esau are competing
for power and dominance both in this world and in that world of goals
and aspirations. They clash with each other in the struggle for whose
lineage will lead — who will drive the development of human society.

And she said, “If so, why do I exist?” ¢ The wording seems rather
strange, and her commonplace perception of her predicament (“Why is
this happening to me?”) adds little to our understanding of the meaning
of the passage. The Midrash therefore offers an alternate translation:
“Why [is there a clash between] ‘this’ and ‘T’?.” In Kabbalistic terminology
the concept of Zeh, “this,” refers to God as the ruler of this world, while
Anochi, “I,” means God as the ruler of the World to Come.

Note that in Hebrew the pronoun “I” has two forms: the more
common short form ani and the longer fuller form anochi which
emphasizes the speaker as subject. The World to Come, i.e., the “goal,” -
spiritual aspirations, and ethical standards — are precisely represented
by anochi, the full form of the word “I,” which emphasizes the personal
aspect, the personal God Who stands above this world. (We also note in
passing that the Ten Commandments begin with the word anochi: “I the
Lord am your God” [Exod. 20:2].)

Thus, the question facing Rebekah here is this: Who is the God of
these children soon to be born? Is He Zeh or is He Anochi? Feeling a
conflict within herself, Rebekah wants to know to which world her
children will belong. And her question begins with the word lamah,“why.”
However, she is not asking about reasons, but about goals — why is this
conflict necessary and what is its meaning.
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28.8. THE CONNECTION OF THE PATRIARCHS
TO NOAH, SHEM, AND EBER

[22] She went to inquire of the Lord ¢ From the text that follows we
see that prophecy as received by Rebekah was not known in her family.
That is, she “went to inquire” not of Abraham or Isaac, but of some other
“prophets of the Lord” of those times. The Midrash says that she went
to Shem and Eber, who, according to the chronology given in the Torah
(11:10-26), were still alive at that time.

The Midrash has much to say about the connection between the
Jewish Patriarchs and the “original monotheists.” Abraham studied
with Noah, Shem, and Eber, Isaac studied with Shem and Eber, and even
Jacob studied for several years in Eber’s yeshivah. This emphasizes two
essential aspects of Jewish tradition. First, that tradition begins not
only with the Jewish Patriarchs but harks back to an earlier period
of human history. Second, that each of the Jewish Patriarchs was an
independent spiritual personality. It was not enough for Isaac to learn
from Abraham; he required more study, which he did with Shem and
Eber. And for Jacob too, the teachings of Abraham and Isaac alone were
insufficient.

28.9. A PROPHECY OF TWO
NATIONS (25:23)

D71 172 TPRR DRRD JW TIR32 B 9 ) 0K 5
TR TAY) 37 PN, DD

[23] And the Lord answered her, “Two nations are in your
womb, two separate peoples shall issue from your body; One
people shall be mightier than the other, and the older shall
serve the younger.”

In response to her question, Rebekah receives an important
prophecy that speaks about the relationship between Jacob and Esau,
or even more broadly the relationship between Jewish and European
civilizations. It is a typical example of prophecy and we have several
options for understanding it.
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[23] Two nations are in your womb, Two separate peoples shall
issue from your body ¢ Each of the twins to be born will manifest
himself not only as a goy, a tribal ethnic group, but as a le’om, nation
- a particular people with its own national consciousness, national
character and national ideas. Once the twins are born, they will be
unable to remain together and will necessarily be separated, because
these two national identities are in direct conflict.

One people shall be mightier than the other, and the older shall
serve the younger” ¢ The relationship between these future peoples is
expressed with very ambiguous phrasing, which can be interpreted in
opposite senses.

The translation given above is typical: “One people shall be mightier
than the other, and the older shall serve the younger.” But the Midrash
adds to this: One of the nations will always be stronger than the other.
When Israel rises, Esau falls, and vice versa — they cannot stand together.
However, it is also promised that the youngest, Israel, will be primarily
stronger.

But this prophecy can also be translated and understood in quite
the opposite sense: “Each nation shall derive its strength from the other,
and the younger shall labor intensely.” That is, each of the two nations,
Jacob and Esau, will have its own form of power, which it will share with
the other. Moreover, the younger, Jacob, will need to expend particularly
great effort for the success of this joint advancement.

Thus, Rebekah receives a highly ambiguous prophecy, which depends
on both Jacob and Esau (the Jews and Western civilization, respectively)
for how it will play out, whether their relationship will be one of conflict,
or of mutual assistance.

How this prophecy will be realized depends on the humanity’s level
of maturity. In the initial stages of our development, each side sees the
other as an enemy and a competitor who needs to be defeated. Initially,
we cannot say that that one or the other is wrong; on the contrary,
development at the initial stages is possible only when each side isolates
itself from the other, each seeing an irreconcilable element in the other.

But that kind of attitude must eventually be overcome. At a higher
level of understanding we are aware that our relationship should not
be one of confrontation, but of mutual enrichment, with each side
complementing the other (“each nation shall derive its strength from
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the other”). This will require a great deal of work, but in the end, success
will be achieved.

Prophecy is always ambiguous, having not one, but several possible
realizations. Prophecy determines the various paths that the world can
follow in order for it to develop, but the choice of a specific path depends
on mankind itself.

We find a classic example of this, the dependence of the realization
of a prophecy on people’s behavior, in the book of Jonah: Nineveh
was supposed to be “overturned” after forty days (Jonah 3:4), but its
inhabitants turned themselves around through their repentance and
brought about a spiritual revolution, after which a physical destruction
was no longer necessary. (The Hebrew word of the prophecy, nehpechet,
can mean both “overturned” and “turned around.”) This variability in
the realization of prophecy is particularly important, because it is the
reason that human destiny depends on people’s actions.

Thus, Rebekah’s prophecy does not determine the nature of the
relationship between Jacob and Esau, it only establishes various
possibilities for that relationship. Inevitably, it will be realized either
the one way or the other, but it is we, humankind, who influence the
outcome. Whether the Jewish and Western worlds, Jacob and Esau, will
continue to perceive each other as competitors and enemies, or learn to
cooperate and to complement each other, depends entirely on us.

28.10. THE BIRTH
OF ESAU (25:24-25)
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[24] When her time to give birth was at hand, there were
twins in her womb.

[25] The first one emerged red, like a hairy mantle all over; so
they named him Esau.

[24] There were twins in her womb ¢ An important introductory
word in the Hebrew text, ve-hinneh, has not been rendered here at
all, because its essence is difficult to capture in translation. Hinneh is
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often approximated as behold. When it says, “her time to give birth was
at hand, and, behold, there were twins in her womb,” the word hinneh
expresses surprise: Yes, despite Jacob and Esau’s external dissimilarity,
they are in fact twins, with all the closeness and deep connections that
that entails.

In view of the confrontations and conflicts that will accompany
Jacob, Esau, and their descendants, we are sometimes tempted to forget
their brotherhood and to emphasize only their differences and rivalries.
However, this approach is wrong for it is precisely the brotherhood
of Jacob and Esau that will serve in the future as the foundation for
correcting the world.

[25] Red, like a hairy mantle all over ¢ Esau has two characteristics,
which correspond to his two names: Edom and Esau. Edom from adom
“red,” (which linguistically also shares a root with adamah “earth,”
indicating a passion for this world), and Esau, “ready-made,” from
aseh “(to) make.” His hairiness from birth symbolizes this. Esau likes
wholeness and completeness, for in those, being a man of this world, he
sees perfection. He receives the name “Esau” immediately, but acquires
the name “Edom” only gradually — although its foundations too were
laid from birth, at which time he is already called “red,” beginning with
the red lentil soup (v. 29 ff.) and continuing with his leaving the Land
of Israel and creating his own state (“Esau - that is Edom” [35:1,9,19]).
For only when we live in our own state does our spiritual essence reveal
itself: Just as Jacob gradually becomes Israel, so does Esau become Edom.

In gematria, the numerical value of the name Esau (376) is equal to
that of the word shalom “peace” which indicates the ability to maintain
total calmness in a situation — completeness and perfection. But this is
one of those situations where peace, shalom, is a state that is less than
ideal, because one of the characteristics of such “completeness” is the
absence of any further movement or development.

As we know, when one fails to advance, he eventually falls. And in
falling, Esau becomes Edom; thus does his name, whose meaning is
associated with adamah, earth, find its expression. (The name “Adam,”
which in its more general meaning refers to all of mankind, derives
from the same root.) Even so, after his fall Esau can rise again, for this
is the normal human process. But for that to happen, Esau will need
Jacob’s help.
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Se’ar, “hair,” the second characteristic of Esau mentioned at his
birth, is revealed later in the name of the country, Seir, in which Esau’s
descendants will settle (36:8). Moreover, Jacob himself later calls
his brother Esau sa’ir, “a hairy man” (27:11), but the very same word
also means “goat” (i.e., “shaggy”). For that reason, Esau will later be
connected, symbolically and mystically, with the scapegoat sent into the
wilderness on Yom Kippur! (Lev. 16:10).

28.11. THE BIRTH
OF JACOB (25:26)
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[26] Then his brother emerged, holding on to the heel of
Esau; so they named him Jacob. Isaac was sixty years old
when they were born.

[26] His brother ¢ In its first mention of Jacob, the Torah identifies
him merely as “his (Esau’s) brother.” At birth Jacobs holds Esau by
the akev, “heel,” and he is therefore given the name Ya’akov (Jacob).
Thus, his fundamental self-identification is determined not only by his
relationship with his parents and the outside world, but also by how
he behaves toward his brother, Esau. Jacob, “Yaakov,” lives in a state of
constant competition with Esau. (Akov, means to catch and overtake.)

Holding on to the heel of Esau ¢ The heel is not a very significant part
of the human body, which would seem to indicate that a person called by
that name is likewise unimportant. Moreover, akov also means “indirect,
curved, crooked” — in both the physical and ethical senses. (Cf. Jer. 17:9,
akov halev, “The heart is deceitful.”)

So they named him Jacob ¢ Indeed, Jacob often acts indirectly, and it
is no coincidence that Esau later says about his brother: “Was he, then,
named Jacob that he might outsmart me (vaya’kveni) these two times?

1 See also §43.4, “Arrival in Sukkot”.
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(27:36 [alternate translation]). The problem of curvature, indirectness, is
indeed a significant problem of Jewish life in exile. However, Jacob (and
the Jewish people) corrects that when he moves to the Land of Israel and
receives the name “Israel” in the country which shares his name, which
is linguistically associated with yashar, “straight, direct.”

Jacob’s great merit is that he is self-motivated to improve and “align,”
to become straight and direct where he was “curved” before. Jacob begins
his life from a very subordinate position, grasping Esau’s heel. Jacob is
then forced to persuade his brother to sell him the birthright. Later, he
must deceive his father, run away from home, and then work for Laban
and submit to his whims.

Neither Abraham nor Isaac came from such a subordinate position,;
they were endowed with greatness from the very beginning. Surrounded
by disciples and followers, Abraham was a recognized spiritual leader
and “the elect of God” (23:6). His problem consisted merely in limiting
his excessive Chesed (kindness). Isaac is likewise always successful and
always his own boss. Although he chooses an inactive mode of behavior,
preferring not to take initiative, but only to respond to circumstances,
Isaac nevertheless follows that approach as a matter of his own free
choice.

Abraham who is Chesed, and Isaac who is Gevurah, occupy the right
and left sides of the Sefirot tree, respectively. Initially they are in the
gadlut (greatness) category — a major stage in the development of the
corresponding Sefirah. Each is assigned the task of shifting his Sefirah
in the proper direction. In contrast, Tiferet (glory, splendor), Jacob’s
attribute, is on the median, central line of the tree from the beginning,
and his task is not to shift his attribute, but to nurture it. Jacob is forced
to obey by beginning with katnut (smallness), the smallest stage in
development of the Sefirah, and he must raise it from katnut to gadlut.
Jacob begins with a “small truth,” and he must elevate it to become a

“great truth.”

Jacob is born a subordinate, but he will succeed in traversing the
path from “Jacob” to “Israel” and becoming a leader, which in a sense is
also the embodiment of the ascent from Exile to Redemption. It is a path
that belongs to Jacob alone, a path that Abraham and Isaac did not have.

The story of Esau and Jacob parallels the story of Cain and Abel.
Referring to the birth of Cain, her first son, Eve said: “I have gained
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(kaniti) a male child with the help of the Lord” (4:1, alternate translation:

“Ihave acquired”). The Midrash understands this in the sense that “kayin
kullo kanui,” “Cain is fully acquired” or completed, just as Esau is born
here “completed.”

Then his brother emerged ¢ Jacob’s relationship to Esau is like that
of Abel to Cain, where very similar wording is used (4:2). This indicates
that from birth Abel’s identity is defined by his being a brother to Cain.
Although Abel could not influence Cain and was killed by him, Jacob is
Abel’s correction, and he will succeed at reforming Esau.

Isaac was sixty years old when they were born ¢ Isaac married at age
forty, and his sons were born when he was sixty years old. Twenty years
had to pass for Isaac’s initial correction - for him to be ready to become
a father to Jacob and Esau.

As already discussed, the first stage in Isaac’s correction was that he
began to pray. This meant a shift toward the attribute of Chesed, thus
faceting and reducing his Gevurah, eliminating some of its superfluous
aspects. We also noted that Isaac was born when Abraham was one
hundred years old, and Abraham was 175 years old when he died. Thus,
Jacob and Esau (who were born when their father Isaac was sixty years
old) were fifteen years old at the time of Abraham’s death. This means
that in their youth, Jacob and Esau must have received traditions
and teachings not only from Isaac, but from Abraham as well. In fact,
only after Abraham’s death did Jacob’s and Esau’s paths diverge. For,
according to the Midrash, the day of Abraham’s death was the day of the
birthright sale (v. 31 ff.).

28.12. COMPLETION VS. CONTINUOUS
DEVELOPMENT

In connection with Esau’s “completeness” and Jacob’s dynamism,
his constant movement and thirst for advancement, it is interesting for
us to note the differences between the European and Jewish spiritual
and philosophical paradigms.

European philosophy always strives for completeness, where all
concepts are well-defined, everything is neatly laid out like the books
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on a library shelf and completeness is thought of as a necessary part of
perfection.

But Jewish spiritual constructions, on the other hand - in both the
Talmud and the Kabbalah — are always themselves unfinished, requiring
further development. Only a general direction is given, after which the
initial concepts of any such construction are determined and refined
only in the process of its further use.

In general, it is a Jewish characteristic to be perpetually on the move
(Europeans often perceive it as restlessness), demolishing standards
and established concepts, constantly rethinking everything as one goes
along.

The Germans, in particular, are the most precise and organized of
all the European peoples. Their national character is the pinnacle of
the European desire for “completeness.” (Among the most prominent
of German expressions is “ordnung muss sein,” “there must be order.”)
Therefore, the Germans see the Jewish people as an anomaly and a
disturbing element because Jews feel no need for such completeness.
This is one of the root causes of German anti-Semitism.

28.13. THE ILLUSORY STABILITY OF THE NATIONS
AND JACOB’S REAL ENDURANCE

Just as Jacob was born holding Esau by the heel, so too throughout
his entire life he will be in pursuit of Esau, which shows that he is in a
certain sense “dependent,” and not entirely self-sufficient. Esau, on the
other hand, with his feet planted firmly on the ground, considers his
civilization very stable. Because of this he has no need to run anywhere,
because he already has everything, and everything is just fine. But
Jacob’s status, on the other hand, is always “doubtful” and problematic.

Esau (who represents the peoples of the West) never questions his
own existence. It would never occur to a Russian or a Frenchman to ask,
“Why do Russians and Frenchmen exist in the world? Does our existence
really make any sense?” They take their existence for granted and feel
solidly self-sufficient in that existence.

For the Jewish people, however, the question of their continued
existence never ceases to be relevant. This is because the reality for
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the Jewish people has always been that unless they take appropriate
measures, every generation could be their last.

But Esau’s people only appear to be stable. Viewing the history
of mankind, we see dozens of nations that have ceased to exist. Their
states were destroyed, after which they themselves disappeared among
all the other nations, and their culture lives on only in museums. And
all the while, the Jews, who often doubt the very meaning of their own
existence, continue to live.

In other words, Jacob, whose existence is always in doubt, is more
viable and stable than those nations whose existence seems solid. Jacob,
always afraid of “running out of time,” is running all the time. But he
always catches up, which never fails to annoy Esau. Jacob is forever on
the move, while Esau wants peace. But thanks to his perpetual motion,
Jacob lives on.

28.14. ESAU AND YAAKOV AS A PRODUCT OF THE
DUALITY IN ISAAC AND REBEKAH

The source of the differences between Esau and Jacob is the duality
of Isaac and Rebekah: Isaac is a man of Gevurah, who, as he progresses,
must correct and perfect that attribute. To do this he must separate the
correct and proper “Gevurah of holiness” from the excessive “Gevurah of
impurity.” Rebekah, a representative of the Nahor family - i.e., Hebrews
who assimilated in Aram - carries within herself a conflict between her

“Jewishness” and her “Aramean-ness.”

Rebekah’s Jewishness is expressed in her Chesed (we have noted that
offering hospitality to travelers is an essential practice of Abraham and
of all Hebrews in general), while her Aramean element draws her toward
cosmopolitanism; she thus avoids the limitations of an excessively
narrow nationalist or clan-based framework. This quality, although, not
dominant in Rebekah herself, manifests, first and foremost, in her father
and brother, Bethuel and Laban. But given that Rebekah is so close to her
immediate family, it is not by mere happenstance that she later sends
Jacob to take a wife for himself from among Laban’s daughters.

When we read them together, these two lines offer us two options for
combining the qualities of Isaac and Rebekah. Isaac’s purified Gevurah
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in conjunction with Rebekah’s Chesed give us Jacob, who represents
the Sefirah of Tiferet. But unpurified, excess Gevurah, combined with
Aramean cosmopolitanism, gives rise to Esau. Excessive Gevurah will
later be expressed in Roman imperial cruelty and a penchant for violence,
which seeks to find balance in the adoption of Christianity, the religion
of Chesed. Meanwhile, the Aramean component moves Esau towards
imperial universalism.

As a result, Esau’s Hebrew roots endure, albeit in a variation that is
significantly diminished. But they can manifest nonetheless, and that
gives Esau a path to improvement.

28.15. FIELD AND
TENT (25:27)
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[27]1 When the boys grew up, Esau became a skillful hunter, a
man of the outdoors; but Jacob was a mild man who stayed
in camp.

[27] Esau became a skillful hunter, a man of the outdoors; but
Jacob was a mild man who stayed in camp ¢ The literal translation is
“Jacob was a simple man dwelling in tents.” As children, the difference
between the brothers was not too apparent, but upon reaching
adulthood they went their different ways. Esau became a man of the
field and open spaces, actively working in the world around him. We
should recall here that Isaac too loved the field: “And Isaac went out
walking in the field toward evening...” (24:63).Isaac is a farmer planting
in the field (24:12), while Jacob is “a simple man dwelling in tents.” This
is why Isaac feels that Esau is spiritually and psychologically closer to
him than Jacob is.

Isaac understands the birth of twins to mean that the chosen
people will consist of two tribes, the tribe of Esau and the tribe of
Jacob. Moreover, Isaac believes that Esau should be the leader, as he
is competent in practical matters, and involved with the larger world.
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He is physically strong and capable of sustained political power. Esau
is even able to kill and to conquer. And since Isaac’s goal is to give rise
not only to a religion, but to a great nation, he of course gives primacy
to Esau.

The distinction that divides Jacob and Esau according to the “tent
vs. field” dichotomy is clearly associated with a very similar distinction
between two of Noah’s sons, Shem and Japheth. Shem is the “tent,”
while Japheth is the “enlarged” space (“May God enlarge Japheth, and
let him dwell in the tents of Shem” [9:27])%.* Accordingly, Jacob’s essence
is that of the Semitic world, while Esau will become the spiritual leader
of the Japhetic world.

28.16. ISAAC FAVORS
ESAU (25:28)
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[28] Isaac favored Esau because he had a taste for game; but
Rebekah favored Jacob.

[28] Isaac favored Esau ¢ It is tempting to believe that Isaac, being blind,
and thus unaware of Esau’s unworthy deeds, favored the latter simply
because of the victuals that he provided, whereas Rebekah had an
accurate view of the reality and therefore favored Jacob. But to believe
this would be a mistake. The origins of these preferences of Isaac and
Rebekah actually lie much deeper. Isaac feels a psychological kinship
with Esau, for both of them are men of the field.

Because he had a taste for game ¢ We can understand this description
of the relationship between Isaac and Esau in several ways. The very
literal translation is “for it (or he) was prey in his mouth.” This can be
understood to mean that the game that Esau hunted became prey in
Isaac’s mouth. But it can also mean that Isaac himself was prey in Esau’s

2 See the detailed coverage in §12.5, “Noah and His Descendants After the Flood”.



40 Bible Dynamics. Book of Genesis

mouth. That is, Esau used his mouth (speech) to “capture” his father
Isaac.

The Midrash understands this to mean that Esau would pose difficult
religious questions. For example, he would ask Isaac, “How does one
tithe salt and straw?” With such questions, he “captured” (captivated)
his father Isaac.

Typically, tithes are separated from harvested produce, but neither
salt nor straw fall into that category. On the other hand, however, salt
too is a “product of the earth”; perhaps then, said Esau, we would do well
to tithe salt too? And straw, likewise, while not an edible harvest item
for humans, serves as food for livestock. Perhaps, then, straw too should
be tithed?

These were excellent questions that greatly pleased Isaac. He
believed that Esau, given that he wanted to tithe even salt and straw,
must have been, in his potential at least, an exceptionally righteous
man. If Esau did bad things in life (and Isaac knew that to be the case, of
course), well, those are the kind of mistakes that to just about anyone
can make.

However, one ought not think that Esau was simply deceiving his
father. Esau’s questions derived not from any falsehood or hypocrisy
whatsoever on his part. Rather, they were genuine questions, the
expression of Esau’s true essence.

What lies at the heart of the question of tithing salt and straw?
When one separates tithes or sacrificial offerings from produce, it means
that he wishes to reveal the holiness of a given thing by donating it to
the Temple. Why is it so difficult to find the holiness of tithing in salt
and straw? Salt is inanimate; it does not grow. The holiness of tithing
is expressed only in things that live and grow. Straw too, although it
is itself plant matter, becomes waste unsuitable for humans once the
edible grains have been removed. There can be no holiness in that which
is unfit for human consumption.

However, both salt and straw qualify as foodstuffs. Esau, in asking
about the separation of tithes, adopts a comprehensive approach to
revealing holiness: If we tithe at all, then all food in the world should be
tithed. Esau is a maximalist, and this is an element of his greatness and
his power. He aims to discover the holiness in all things.
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Isaac is essentially satisfied. Of course he explains to Esau that there
is no need to separate tithes from salt and straw. Nonetheless, he is
impressed by this attribute in Esau, for it fully expresses the aspirations
of a person such as Isaac, who is righteous in the category of strict legal
justice. For him, there is no separation between the sacred and the
profane. In principle, everything should be holy.

Indeed, Judaism believes that there is sanctity in all things.
Actualizing that sanctity, however, is by far not always easy, or even
possible.

Jacob is a man of compromise. Upon learning that salt and straw
cannot be tithed, he will nonetheless tithe bread, wine, and olive oil;
that is, he will do what is right, even if it is imperfect. But Esau, the
man of extremes, in this same situation comes to a completely different
decision. “If I cannot tithe everything,” says he, “then I will tithe nothing!”
Esau sees no reason to do anything half-heartedly. If it is impossible to
fix everything, then let nothing be fixed!

This craving for total holiness, the desire to see holiness in everything
without exception is also characteristic of Isaac. But Isaac, unlike Esau,
is able to restrain himself. Fully aware that we live in an imperfect world,
he avoids a breakdown and continues further along on his path, all of
which is possible because Isaac limits his Gevurah. Esau is unable to do
so, nor does he care to.

Isaac loves Esau most of all because of their psychological affinity.
We have already noted that fathers are often mistaken in choosing
their heirs. Very often a father wants his heir to be the son who is most
like him, but another son who follows a different, non-paternal path
then becomes the actual successor. If a father has been extraordinarily
successful in his endeavors, then his heir must blaze a new trail, and not
merely repeat what has already been accomplished. It is often difficult
for a father to acknowledge and accept this reality.

28.17. REBEKAH
FAVORS JACOB

At that time neither Esau nor Jacob was close to qualifying for the
role of leading the future people. Someone who has no spirituality,
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who has no “tent,” cannot be the leader of the Chosen People. Nor can
one who only dwells in tents qualify for this role. Given that their two
sons were distinguished so starkly by this feature, what were Isaac and
Rebekah to do?

In contemporary terms, Jacob, sitting at home, is the yeshivah
student who does not engage with the surrounding world and has only
a limited understanding of everyday life. And yet, from the next verse
we see that there is a division of labor in the family, and that Jacob has
other tasks apart from studying. Esau runs about the fields, catching and
bringing home game, which Jacob then prepares for eating. Returning
from the hunt, Esau is hardly surprised that Jacob has prepared a meal,
because, so far as we can tell, this is the norm in their family. Jacob is also
busy with his “homework,” as is the lot of a family’s younger members.
In other words, his status in the family hierarchy is quite low. So far, all
responsibility for maintaining the “world order” lies with Esau.

Isaac, being the man of Gevurah, evaluates and accepts the world
as it is. In the current situation he therefore favors Esau, who is at least
able to cope with everyday, real-life problems.

But Rebekah, a person of Chesed, has a different mindset. She does
not want to remain stagnant; on the contrary, she wants to improve the
world. Rebekah sees not only what each of her sons is today, but also
their development potential — what they can become in the future.

Esau is content with his static self; he wants to remain as he is. But
Jacob, a dynamic personality, strives to move forward - he is “holding on
to the heel of Esau” — and has clear development potential.

Thus, Isaac, seeing his sons for what they are today, favors Esau. But
Rebekah favors Jacob, for she sees what her sons will become tomorrow.

28.18. ESAU’S FATIGUE
AND DOWNFALL (25:29-30)
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[29] Once when Jacob was cooking a stew, Esau came in from
the open, famished.

[30] And Esau said to Jacob, “Give me some of that red stuff to
gulp down, for | am famished” - which is why he was named
Edom.

[29] Esau came in from the open, famished ¢ The literal meaning is:

“Esau came from the field, and he was exhausted.” Although the field is
Esau’s natural element, he returns from the field completely spent. This
fatigue is not only physical (for in that case the Torah would not need
to mention it); it is also spiritual. Being tired is a negative characteristic
that indicates a problem. The Torah is telling us that Esau has come
home on edge and impatient, ready to pounce on food, and unable to
think of anything else.

Esau is spiritually tired, because he cannot find what he seeks:
a way to tithe salt and straw and everything else in the world. The
Midrash notes that “for I am famished” is expressed in the Torah with
the long form of the pronoun “I,” anochi. Thus, Esau’s words can be
understood as “I am tired [of seeking] Anochi” — the God of the World
to Come. After these searches, Esau has decided that it is impossible
to find Him. In other words, Esau is tired of his own futile search for
absolute perfection. Esau’s passion for totality is bringing him down. He
concludes categorically that if God cannot be revealed in salt and straw,
then His presence cannot be found anywhere.

The Midrash adds that this incident between Jacob and Esau takes
place on the very day of Abraham’s death. Because Isaac is in mourning
for his father, he must not cook food for himself. Jacob, to whom, as a
grandson, the laws of mourning do not apply, prepares the traditional
funereal meal for his father. Abraham’s death is obviously a moment of
crisis for Esau. The great and righteous patriarch, who, by rights, should
have lived forever, is suddenly found to be mortal — that is (as Esau
perceives it), imperfect. This devastating realization demolishes Esau’s
worldview. Hence, Esau is “exhausted” — his world is disintegrating, and
he ceases to strive for spirituality.

[30] Give me some of that red stuff to gulp down, for  am famished”
- which is why he was named Edom ¢ The literal translation is: “... of
this red, red (stuff), for I am exhausted.” As if guided by Nietzschean
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principles, Esau decides: “Since there is no God, I might as well just
gulp down this supremely red - i.e., earthy — concoction. I’ve been
searching for the very highest, but I have found nothing. The lowest is
now more than good enough for me.”

Which is why he was named Edom ¢ Red is the color of lust, the color
of passion. What Esau really wants is not to eat, but to fill his inner
emptiness with bodily pleasures, to distract himself from thinking
about the absurdity of existence. The potential of this “red approach,”
an integral part of Esau from birth, is now revealed, and Esau receives
the name “Edom.”

In the Jewish perception, red, at the lower end of the color spectrum,
corresponds to the word adamah, “earth.” Blue-violet, which is called
techelet, is at the upper end of the spectrum. It is the color of the sky,
associated with tachlit, a goal, aspiration, or mission. This color will later
become a symbol of the Jewish nation.

The name “Edom,” like adom, “red,” is closely related to adam,“man.”
Edom-Esau is a normal, ordinary person. But Jacob-Israel must be
somewhat abnormal if he is to have the strength and ability to bring all
the rest of “normal” humanity to God. The Jewish people are therefore,
from their very beginnings, an abnormal people.

28.19. THE SALE
OF THE BIRTHRIGHT (25:31)
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[31] Jacob said, “First sell me your birthright.”

Abraham’s death produces an earthquake-like effect in the
family, when all change becomes possible for them, and their inner
human essence is manifested. Esau at this moment, disappointed in
ideals, experiences a breakdown. But Jacob, on the contrary, decides
at this critical juncture to move forward - to leave the tent and take
responsibility for the future.

Esau’s statement that he was exhausted, that he needed nothing
more than “this red, red stuff,” is a signal of danger — danger not only
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for Esau, but for the future of the entire family. In this kind of situation,
Jacob’s desire to possess the birthright is not at all a sign of callousness,
or that he wishes to cash in on his brother’s difficulties; rather, it means
he is taking responsibility for his nearest of kin. An “exhausted” leader
must step down. He is still deserving of respect, and to receive benefits
(porridge), but he must be replaced. The purchase of the birthright — the
bilateral agreement on the reversal of the brothers’ status — therefore
became a demonstration of Jacob’s newfound sense of responsibility, his
first step toward real leadership.

28.20. “THUS DID ESAU SPURN
THE BIRTHRIGHT.” (25:32-34)
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[32] And Esau said, “| am at the point of death, so of what use
is my birthright to me?”

[33] But Jacob said, “Swear to me first.” So he swore to him,
and sold his birthright to Jacob.

[34] Jacob then gave Esau bread and lentil stew; he ate and
drank, and he rose and went away. Thus did Esau spurn the
birthright.

[32] Of what use is my birthright to me? ¢ The birthright was associated
with serving God, as practiced by the spiritual leader of the family. Esau
denigrates this role, which to him has lost its meaning.

[33] Swear to me first ¢ Since Isaac is alive, he alone remains the head
of the family. Thus, the birthright cannot be transferred at this time. So
Jacob demands of Esau an oath that will come into force only after the
passing of their father — an oath that at that future time Esau will not lay
claim to the birthright, and will instead cede it to Jacob.
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Thus did Esau spurn the birthright ¢ What matters is not only
Jacob’s desire to acquire the birthright, but also Esau’s consent. It was
Esau’s denigration of the birthright that made its transfer to Jacob
possible.

I am at the point of death ¢ Here once again, the Torah uses the full
form of “I” — anochi. Esau’s words can therefore be translated as “The ‘I,
(Anokhi, God of the World to Come) is at the point of death.” When the
loftiest of all goals dies, the birthright loses its meaning.

The birthright is not just personal property. First and foremost, it
means taking responsibility for the direction in which the family, and
the new nation now coming into existence, are headed. At this stage in
the development of the Patriarchs’ family, the structure of the future
chosen people was still unknown: Would it consist of two tribes, Jacob
and Esau? Or the descendants of only one of them?

The situation is still undefined, and it remains so even after the
sale of the birthright. But gradually, as Jacob takes possession of his
birthright, he acquires more and more of Esau’s characteristics, thus
uniting within himself the attributes of both Jacob and Esau. This
process will be completed upon Jacob’s receipt of the name “Israel,” at
which time it shall be determined that the continuation of the Jewish
nation will happen only through him.



CHAPTER 29

ISAAC AND ABIMELECH IN GERAR
AND IN BEER-SHEBA

29.1. CHRONOLOGY: TWO EVENTS
IN THE LIFE OF ISAAC

The story of Isaac’s relationship with Abimelech, and his stay in Gerar,
where he calls Rebekah his sister, is told in the Torah after the story of
the birth of Jacob and Esau. If the storyline of the Torah is linearly and
chronologically sequential, it is not clear how Isaac could call Rebekah
his sister when they already had grown children. But if the two events
occurred in the reverse order, then why did the Torah rearrange their
sequence?

In fact, both stories had a longer timeframe than it would initially
seem. For example, the first story, which covers the period starting with
the marriage of Isaac and Rebekah up to the sale of the birthright, covers
an interval of more than thirty-five years. And the second story, which
runs in parallel to, rather than following, that one, likewise recounts
events that took place over many years: Isaac lives in Gerar for a long
time, later finds himself in conflict with Abimelech, then the events
transpire that took place only after Abraham’s death, then Isaac moves
to Beer-sheba, and so on.

Thus, Isaac settles in Gerar shortly after marrying Rebekah, when
they are still childless. The two accounts then chronicle from two
different vantage points what has been happening in parallel over
several decades.
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The Torah arranges the stories thematically rather than
chronologically. It therefore first speaks of the family genealogy, the
birth of Jacob and Esau, and the sale of the birthright, for those stories
are the essence of Isaac’s life as a transmitter of the Tradition. The Torah
then moves on to an account of Isaac’s life, and how his personality
developed during his relations with Abimelech.

29.2. ISAAC CONTINUES
HIS FATHER’S PATH (26:1)
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[1] There was a famine in the land-aside from the previous
famine that had occurred in the days of Abraham - and Isaac
went to Abimelech, king of the Philistines, in Gerar.

(1] Isaac went to Abimelech ¢ “Abimelech,” which means “my father is
king,” is the standard title of Philistine kings, just as “Pharaoh” is the
standard title of the kings of Egypt. Thus, the Abimelech whom Isaac
now has dealings with is not necessarily the Abimelech whom we read
about during the Abraham narrative (20:1 ff.; 21:22 ff.).

There was a famine in the land-aside from the previous famine
that had occurred in the days of Abraham ¢ The Torah draws
our attention to parallels between events in the lives of Isaac and
of Abraham. To perpetuate the path of his father, Isaac must first
demonstrate that he is Abraham’s son, by enduring many of the same
hardships that Abraham did. However, Abraham overcame these
problems while in the Chesed category, whereas Isaac does so while he
is in the Gevurah category.

Isaac must preserve what Abraham started, because nothing can
be perpetuated unless it is first preserved. This story of Isaac therefore
began with the words “Abraham begot Isaac” (25:29), which we can also
understand figuratively. With the threat of hunger looming, Isaac, as in

“the previous famine that had occurred in the days of Abraham” (26:1),
makes his way to Abimelech king of the Philistines in Gerar.
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29.3.ISAAC REMAINS IN THE LAND
OF ISRAEL (26:2-5).
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[2] The Lord had appeared to him and said, “Do not go down
to Egypt; stay in the land which | point out to you.

[3]1 Reside in this land, and | will be with you and bless you; |
will assign all these lands to you and to your heirs, fulfilling
the oath that | swore to your father Abraham.

[41 | will make your heirs as numerous as the stars of heaven,
and assign to your heirs all these lands, so that all the nations
of the earth shall bless themselves by your heirs-

[5] inasmuch as Abraham obeyed Me and kept My charge: My
commandments, My laws, and My teachings.”

[2] Do not go down to Egypt ¢ It is against that background of similarity
that the differences between Abraham and Isaac come into focus. Unlike
his father, Isaac does not go down to Egypt. Abraham, Chesed, was sent
outward, to collect sparks of holiness from Babylon and Egypt. But Isaac,
Gevurah, must preserve what has already been achieved. This requires
him to spend his entire life within the Land of Israel.

The Midrash also associates this point with the Akedah, the Binding
of Isaac. Although the sacrifice did not actually take place, Isaac, having
been carried up to the altar, achieved a unique level of holiness. Thus, he
is not allowed to leave the Holy Land.

Upon leaving Gerar, Isaac returns to live in the Beer-sheba region,
following in the footsteps of his father Abraham. And from this same
Beer-sheba Jacob will later go into exile (28:10). Upon returning to the
Land of Israel and finding Isaac in Hebron, Jacob too will establish his
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residence there. Thus, Hebron will become a city of renown in Jewish
history.

(31 I will assign all these lands to you and to your heirs, fulfilling
the oath that I swore to your father Abraham. [4] ... so that all the
nations of the earth shall bless themselves by your heirs ¢ God’s
covenant with the Patriarchs speaks of the heritage of Abraham, of the
founding of a nation, and of the Land of Israel; that is, the national-
political aspect of life. The Patriarchal doctrine is more a system of values
than a system of precepts; the formalized system of commandments will
appear only through Moses after the Exodus from Egypt.

(3] Fulfilling the oath that I swore to your father Abraham ¢ Isaac
receives this blessing only because of Abraham. Gevurah, which itself
produces nothing new, is charged with simply preserving what Chesed
has previously created.

29.4. ISAAC CALLS REBEKAH
HIS SISTER (26:6-11)
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[6] So Isaac stayed in Gerar.

[71 When the men of the place asked him about his wife, he
said, “She is my sister,” for he was afraid to say “my wife,”
thinking, “The men of the place might kill me on account of
Rebekah, for she is beautiful.”
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[81 When some time had passed, Abimelech king of the
Philistines, looking out of the window, saw Isaac fondling
his wife Rebekah.

[9] Abimelech sent for Isaac and said, “So she is your wife!
Why then did you say: ‘She is my sister?”* Isaac said to him,
“Because | thought | might lose my life on account of her.”

[10] Abimelech said, “What have you done to us! One of the
people might have lain with your wife, and you would have
brought guilt upon us.”

[11] Abimelech then charged all the people, saying, “Anyone
who molests this man or his wife shall be put to death.”

[71 When the men of the place asked him about his wife, he said,

“She is my sister” ¢ Faced with excessive attention from the inhabitants
of Gerar, Isaac behaves much as Abraham did in the same situation
(20:2).

For he was afraid to say “my wife,” thinking, “The men of the place
might kill me” ¢ Is he doing the right thing here? Is his extra caution
a good thing, or is that caution the very source of Isaac’s conflict with
Abimelech? Perhaps Isaac is simply unaware that circumstances have
changed, and that there is no longer any threat of assault on his wife?
The fact that Isaac’s behavior is determined by older, now obsolete
standards can be understood as one of the problems of Gevurah, which
fails to see in the world any development, or any change of circumstances.
Because Gevurah believes that prior modes of behavior must be
maintained, it is difficult for Gevurah to accept the need for change.

[10] Abimelech said, “What have you done to us! ... [11] Abimelech
then charged all the people ¢ Do Abimelech’s words demonstrate
that Isaac’s fears are unfounded? Or, on the contrary, did Isaac, from
Abimelech’s point of view, act hypocritically, which means that Isaac
and Rebekah would have been in real danger if not for this royal
proclamation?

The Torah offers no definite answer to this question. When such
questions arise in life, as they often do, we have no choice but to rely
on our own intuition. But we must always consider that either approach
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can lead to damage. Overestimating danger can be just as dangerous as
underestimating it.

[8] Abimelech... saw Isaac fondling his wife Rebekah ¢ In referring
to marital relations between Isaac and Rebekah the Torah here uses the
word metzachek, which literally means to laugh, play, or flirt. Isaac’s
holiness extends to his intimate relations with his wife, and those too
are inseparable from laughter, as is Isaac’s entire path in life. But when
the same word is used (21:9) to describe Ishmael’s behavior toward his
brother, in that context it means mockery. (Relations with a brother are
fundamentally different from relations with one’s wife.)

29.5. FARMING WITH
SANCTITY (26:12)
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[12] Isaac sowed in that land and reaped a hundredfold the
same year. The Lord blessed him,

[12] Isaac sowed in that land ¢ Only Isaac of all the founders of the
Jewish nation engaged in agriculture. Abraham, Jacob and his sons, and
Moses were all shepherds. Only Isaac was a farmer.

As we noted much earlier’, farming and cattle breeding are
conflicting professions. The history of mankind opened with the farmer
Cain murdering his brother Abel, the cattle breeder.

Agriculture was initially a very difficult occupation. As he is driven
out from the Garden of Eden, God tells Adam: “Cursed be the ground
because of you ... Thorns and thistles shall it sprout for you” (3:17). That
is, the earth will yield something other than what man has sown. Abel is
therefore engaged in cattle breeding, which is easier work, while Cain is
working much harder, trying to cope with the difficulties of agriculture.
But he cannot withstand such a heavy burden.

3 See §4.3, “The Conflict of the Farmer and the Herdsman”.
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The conflict between livestock breeding and farming was one of the
causes of Joseph being sold into slavery. Joseph’s brothers were cattle
breeders, but Joseph, besides preferring to engage in farming himself,
sought also to persuade his brothers to do the same. “There we were
binding sheaves in the field.” (37:7). For that reason he was sent to
Egypt, to manage agriculture.

It is easier for a herder to be spiritual, than for a farmer. The very
foundation of Jewish religious consciousness is the image of the herder:

“Pastor,” shepherd of his “flock.”

A cattle breeder is a free man. He gazes at the sky and communicates
with the entire world, not being attached to any particular place. He is
constantly on the move and finds new places to be, unlike the farmer
who but rarely lifts his head from his tract of land, sees nothing of his
surroundings, and has no knowledge of other places, which makes him
severely limited.

The potential of agriculture, both materially and spiritually, is
much greater than that of cattle breeding, but realizing that potential
is incomparably more difficult. Therefore, only later, when the Jewish
nation is coming into its own, and is prepared to assume tasks of greater
complexity, will agriculture become the primary Jewish occupation.

It is the nature of the earth to attract humans to itself, and in the
spiritual plane this is a very ambiguous process. It is no coincidence
that the twentieth-century fascist movements of Europe arose from a
romanticizing of nature, with the promoters marching around their land,
singing praises of its “soul.” Romancing the Land of Israel can also be
dangerous. A society’s soul must include a counterbalance, in order that
that romance will not enslave them.

The earth affords enormous power, but it is dangerous. Among the
Patriarchs, only Isaac was able to bear the heavy burden of agriculture,
and through it to receive God’s blessing. Isaac embodies the idea that
there is holiness in all things: in agriculture, in digging wells, in “playing”
with Rebekah, and in eating two kids for the sake of blessing of his son
(27:9).

Isaac can cope with the greatness of the earth and remain spiritually
correct, because his own holiness rules over nature. The Jewish people
too must acquire this quality, so that they can later settle in the Land
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of Israel and engage in agriculture upon that land, while not becoming
enslaved to the land.

And reaped a hundredfold ¢ The name Me’ah Sh’earim, “Hundredfold,”
was given in 1874 to a new neighborhood of Jerusalem — one of the
first outside the Old City - marking the onset of organized agricultural
activity in the Land of Israel.

29.6. PHILISTINE
HATRED (26: 13-15)
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[13] and the man grew richer and richer until he was very
wealthy:

[14] he acquired flocks and herds, and a large household, so
that the Philistines envied him.

[15] And the Philistines stopped up all the wells which his
father’s servants had dug in the days of his father Abraham,
filling them with earth.

[13] and the man grew richer and richer until ... [14] he acquired
flocks and herds ¢ Any idealization of poverty is foreign to the Torah.
There is nothing wrong with accumulating wealth through honest
labor; Isaac’s wealth, and the efforts he expended to acquire it, were just
another aspect of his service to the Almighty. In the Divine there is the
fullness of life, and never, as some would have it, a reduction of life to
purely “spiritual” aspects.

The Philistines envied him. [15] And the Philistines stopped up
all the wells ... filling them with earth ¢ Isaac’s wealth arouses envy
among the Philistines, who, besides “stopping up the wells,” also “fill
them with earth,” so that even their location cannot be found later. The
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Philistines are prepared to destroy even their own source of wealth, if
that is what it takes to hinder Isaac’s advancement.

There is an important lesson here for the Jewish people. The nations
of the world so intensely hate the Jews for their successes, that there
is no hope of coming to terms with them based on mutually beneficial
cooperation (e.g., “As intelligent people, surely they will not work
against their very own best interests”). Jews have made that mistake in
every age, up to and including the era of modern-day Israel.

29.7. THE JEWS’ SEGREGATION FROM THE NATIONS
OF THE WORLD (26:16)
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[16] And Abimelech said to Isaac, “Go away from us, for you
have become far too big for us.”

[16] You have become far too big for us ¢ The literal translation is “You
have become much stronger than us.” But this does not mean that Isaac
is stronger than the Philistines. A more correct rendering would be “You
are too strong for us,” i.e., you are stronger than we ourselves can allow.

The Hebrew word mimennu, besides meaning “than us,” can also
mean “from us.” Thus, another possible translation is “for you are too
strong — from us.” That is, your wealth consists of what you have taken
from us. Formally speaking, you have acquired your wealth by legal
means. But since you’ve earned it in our country, you have in fact robbed
us by taking what is ours. We therefore think it is best that you should
leave.

It would be wrong, however, to understand Abimelech’s words in a
purely negative sense. In fact, for the nations of the world to embrace
Jewish enlightenment, some distance between them is needed. The Jews
must remain apart from them to some degree. Abimelech wants to expel
Isaac because of the hostility that has arisen between them. But at a
subconscious level, what is happening here is that there needs to be
some distance between them if they are to have any sort of constructive
interaction. Abimelech will later come to Isaac to forge an alliance, for
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he understands that Isaac is blessed. But this understanding cannot
arise while Isaac lives so close by, in Gerar.

To properly influence the peoples of the world the Jews must remain
separate from them. The nations will then seek out the Jews at their
own initiative. But when the Jews try to live near them, passions rage
and fuses blow. It is beyond the nations’ tolerance, and conflict will
inevitably arise.

29.8.ISAAC LEAVES THE PHILISTINES
AND DIGS WELLS (26: 17-22)
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[17] So Isaac departed from there and encamped in the wadi
of Gerar, where he settled.

[18] Isaac dug anew the wells which had been dug in the days
of his father Abraham and which the Philistines had stopped
up after Abraham’s death; and he gave them the same names
that his father had given them.

[19] But when Isaac’s servants, digging in the wadi, found
there a well of spring water,

[20] the herdsmen of Gerar quarreled with Isaac’s herdsmen,
saying, “The water is ours.” He named that well Esek, because
they contended with him.

[21] And when they dug another well, they disputed over that
one also; so he named it Sitnah.

[22] He moved from there and dug yet another well, and
they did not quarrel over it; so he called it Rehoboth, saying,
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“Now at last the Lord has granted us ample space to increase
in the land.”

[18] And which the Philistines had stopped up after Abraham’s
death ¢ Here we see the difference in the approaches of Abraham and
Isaac. Unlike Abraham, Isaac’s position among the local peoples is
problematic, and after Abraham’s death Isaac finds himselfin contention
with the Philistines. Jewish tradition considers the period of “they shall
be enslaved and oppressed four hundred years” (15:13) to have begun
from the moment of Isaac’s birth. Although Isaac lives in the Land of
Israel and not in exile, his status is no longer on the level of Abraham’s,
and the exile is therefore understood to begin with Isaac.

Isaac dug anew the wells ... and he gave them the same names ¢
Wells (like rivers) are a source of spiritual, not only physical, hydration.
The names of the wells are designed to reflect the dominant attributes
of the surrounding world - life’s goals and values.

And he gave them the same names that his father had given them ¢
Isaac not only cares for the water itself, he restores the names that
Abraham gave those wells, because Gevurah develops correctly only
when it remembers that its source is Chesed. However, at this level Isaac
only restores what Abraham has done previously; he does not carry it
any further.

[19] But when Isaac’s servants, digging in the wadi ¢ The act of
digging new wells (discovering new aspects of Tradition) are initiated
not by Isaac himself, but by his servants (i.e., students, adherents).

[20] The herdsmen of Gerar quarreled with Isaac’s herdsmen ¢ The
actions of Isaac’s servants are at this stage unsuccessful, because the
Philistines have now seized the water.

He named that well Esek, because they contended with him ¢ Isaac
behaves re-actively. Rather than planning development himself, he only
reacts to current circumstances.

[22] He moved from there and dug yet another well, and they did
not quarrel over it ¢ At first, Isaac had no desire to go far, so he settled
in the “wadi of Gerar.” But the conflicts persisted. Even when Isaac’s
slaves find a well of “living water” (that is, the water in this well actively
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bubbles forth on its own), no peace results. Only when Isaac decides to
move significantly further away, to distance himself from the Philistines,
does the situation improve.

And dug yet another well, and they did not quarrel over it; so he
called it Rehoboth ¢ This time it is not Isaac’s servants who dig the
new well, but Isaac himself. He is then granted Rehoboth, “ample space
to increase in the land.” When we ourselves dig wells, whether physical
or spiritual, rather than relying on our servants to do it, our position in
the world improves.

When faced with conflict, Isaac departs. Thus, he demonstrates
the attribute of Gevurah, which does not seek to expand, but only to
maintain the status quo. The key to this approach is to not break down
or despair, but rather to continue digging wells. Isaac does just that, and
he therefore carries the day.

29.9.ISAAC LEAVES
FOR BEER-SHEBA (26:23-25)

"DIR N RIAD N9 P PHR RN 73 :PIW IR DWR O 2
IR 301 TR IR TAKTD RYAOR TIR DR TN
"0 DWA RIPN N3 DY 131 0 273 DIIAR M3 Ty

IR PRRTTIIY DY 708 oY

[23] From there he went up to Beer-sheba.

[24] That night the Lord appeared to him and said, “I am the
God of your father Abraham. Fear not, for | am with you, and
I will bless you and increase your offspring for the sake of My
servant Abraham.”

[25] So he built an altar there and invoked the Lord by name.
Isaac pitched his tent there and his servants started digging
awell.

[23] From there he went up to Beer-sheba ¢ Isaac follows the path
tread by his father Abraham, and he too gradually becomes a recognized
teacher of spirituality living in a remote place.
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[24] Fear Not ¢ God now begins to address Isaac, as He had done for
Abraham (15:1). He promises him His protection, not only from external
threats (i.e., Isaac should not fear Abimelech), but, more fundamentally,
from internal struggles, and from his fears of regressing from the level
he had already attained due to potentially improper actions on his part.
Abraham was afraid to fight, fearing any display of excessive aggression,
Gevurah. But Isaac fears his own activity, his achievement of Rehobot,
“ample spaces.” Divine support is therefore at this moment so important
to him.

[25] So he built an altar there and invoked the Lord by name ¢
Having received the promise of Divine support, Isaac is now able to turn
his attentions to engaging with the larger world, i.e., he begins to spread
God’s teachings.

Isaac pitched his tent there ¢ He began inviting travelers to study with
him, just as Abraham had done.

And his servants started digging a well ¢ They, too, are now
successfully disseminating God’s teachings. Only when Isaac has risen
to such a level, that his followers are now themselves successful teachers,
does Abimelech visit Isaac to request a blessing.

29.10. ABIMELECH
VISITS ISAAC (26:26-31)
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[26] And Abimelech came to him from Gerar, with Ahuzzath
his councilor and Phicol chief of his troops.
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[27] Isaac said to them, “Why have you come to me, seeing
that you have been hostile to me and have driven me away
from you?”

[28] And they said, “We now see plainly that the Lord has
been with you, and we thought: Let there be a sworn treaty
between our two parties, between you and us. Let us make
a pact with you

[29] that you will not do us harm, just as we have not molested
you but have always dealt kindly with you and sent you away
in peace. From now on, be you blessed of the Lord!”

[30] Then he made for them a feast, and they ate and drank.

[31] Early in the morning, they exchanged oaths. Isaac then
bade them farewell, and they departed from him in peace.

[29] That you will not do us harm ¢ Now that Isaac has made a life apart
from the Philistines and proved his success to them, his relationship
with Abimelech changes. Abimelech begins to fear Isaac.

Just as we ... have always dealt kindly with you ¢ Abimelech does
not forget to present himself in a positive light.

From now on, be you blessed of the Lord! ¢ Abimelech now
acknowledges Isaac’s status.

After separating ourselves from the nations of the world and
achieving success, we are far more effective at glorifying the Divine
name than we could have been had we been living among the nations.

The wealth Isaac had accumulated in Gerar was of no help to
him: Abimelech still deemed his achievements illegitimate, and the
Philistines stopped up his wells. Only when Isaac built his life separately
from the surrounding nations did they recognize that what Isaac had
achieved rightfully belonged to him, and that he was endowed with a
Divine blessing. Only then did they seek to make peace and establish a
union with him.

[27] Why have you come to me, seeing that you have been hostile
to me and have driven me away from you? ¢ Isaac’s behavior during
Abimelech’s visit is different from Abraham’s. Abraham mentioned
the problem of the wells only after the conclusion of the treaty, which
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is why he received a rather evasive answer (21:26). But Isaac begins
to make his grievances known to Abimelech straightaway. This is a
manifestation of Gevurah.

311 They exchanged oaths ¢ Moreover, Isaac makes an oath to
Abimelech that will remain in force only so long as Isaac is alive,
but creates no alliance with him that would extend to future
generations — as Abimelech had requested, and Abraham had done
before. Gevurah contends with external conflict far more effectively
than Chesed does.

29.11.“THE NAME OF THE CITY
IS BEER-SHEBA.” (26:32-33)
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[32] That same day Isaac’s servants came and told him about
the well they had dug, and said to him, “We have found
water!”

[33] He named it Shibah; therefore the name of the city is
Beer-sheba to this day.

[32] That same day ¢ Once Abimelech acknowledges Isaac’s greatness
and honors him with a visit, Isaac’s slaves’ self-esteem increases, and
this advances them forward.

[32] Isaac’s servants came and told him about the well they had
dug ¢ As his servant-disciples themselves develop and advance God’s
teachings further, Isaac supports their efforts by naming the well
accordingly. Besides learning himself to embrace new paths of behavior,
Isaac supports this same approach in his students as well. For Gevurah,
this is an important advancement.

[33] He named it Shibah; therefore the name of the city is Beer-
sheba to this day ¢ The names of the well and the city are reinterpreted
again here. Under Abraham, they were associated with an oath and
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with seven sheep (21:28). But now, as the Midrash notes, the name of
the well derives from its being the seventh one dug by Isaac and his
servants. (The six previous wells were the three wells dug by Abraham,
plus three more: Esek, Sitnah and Rehoboth). The number seven
completes the usefulness of the natural cycle of development. By so
naming the well, Isaac emphasizes the integrity and completeness of
his activities.



CHAPTER 30

JACOB AND ESAU RECEIVE
THEIR BLESSINGS

30.1. ESAU’S WIVES (26:34-35)
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[34] When Esau was forty years old, he took to wife Judith
daughter of Beeri the Hittite, and Basemath daughter of Elon
the Hittite;

[35] and they were a source of bitterness to Isaac and Rebekah.

The story of the blessings is framed by the marriages of Isaac’s sons.
First we are told about Esau’s wives, and then, at the end of the portion,
about the plans for Jacob’s marriage, and about Esau’s new wives.

Isaac will be blessing his sons within the context of toldot, the
sequence of the generations. They are more than just personal blessings;
they are blessings for posterity. But for those blessings to be realized,
their recipients must have suitable wives.

[34] When Esau was forty years old, he took to wife Judith
daughter of Beeri the Hittite, and Basemath daughter of Elon the
Hittite ¢ Esau, in a superficial attempt to emulate his father Isaac,
marries like him at age forty. But at the same time he violates his
grandfather Abraham’s traditions, by marrying local women instead of
taking a wife from among the ivrim (Hebrews).
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[35] And they were a source of bitterness to Isaac and Rebekah ¢ It
is not just that Esau’s wives kept aloof from his parents, like strangers.
Far worse, they behaved offensively toward Isaac and Rebekah. Esau’s
marriages were so improper, that they alone were a sufficient reason for
him to forfeit his father’s blessing.

30.2. ISAAC’S OLD AGE
AND FAILING EYESIGHT (27:1)
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[1] When Isaac was old and his eyes were too dim to see,
he called his older son Esau and said to him, “My son.” He
answered, “Here | am.”

[1]1 When Isaac was old ¢ “Old age” usually means a loss of dynamics
and a cessation of development. However, we will see here that even
in his old age, Isaac will still need to perform a vital spiritual act of
“faceting” his Gevurah, which is for him the central link in this story of
the blessings. Having successfully coped with this challenge, Isaac does
not stop, but moves from Beer-sheba to Hebron (35:27), thus completing
his journey along Abraham’s path.

His eyes were too dim to see ¢ Literally, “his eyes dimmed from vision.”
The Midrash explains that when Isaac was lying upon the altar, tied up
to become a sacrifice, the heavens opened. The sheer radiance of that
“vision” overwhelmed his eyes, consequently weakening his eyesight.

A person who is too exalted, too close to higher worlds, looks and
sees far afield, but, paradoxically, he often cannot make out what is
happening right next to him.

We would be mistaken to think that Isaac, with his poor eyesight,
simply did not realize that Esau was deceiving him. Of course Isaac
knew what was going on. But “knowing” and correctly assessing the
consequences are two very different things. Even highly righteous
individuals will sometimes err, incorrectly evaluating the potentialities
of events. Isaac, however, while mistaken in his actual relations with
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his two sons, nonetheless correctly perceived, in the abstract, the higher
meaning of what was happening. And realizing his mistakes, he was able
to advance himself, and also the world at large.

30.3. ISAAC CHOOSES
ESAU (27:2-4)
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[2] And he said, “I am old now, and I do not know how soon
| may die.

[3] Take your gear, your quiver and bow, and go out into the
open and hunt me some game.

[4]1 Then prepare a dish for me such as | like, and bring it
to me to eat, so that | may give you my innermost blessing
before | die.”

[3] Take your gear, your quiver and bow, and go out into the
open ¢ God’s covenant with the Patriarchs was aimed not only at
creating a religious movement, but at creating a people living a full-
fledged national life. To realize such an ideal, a man (or clan, or tribe)
was needed who would be capable of maintaining political power.
Understanding this, Isaac reasonably believes that Esau, who can cope
with economic problems, and who “rules the field,” is the one worthy
of the blessing. Also, a state cannot survive without readiness to wage
war, and Esau knows how to use weapons. And so, in anticipation of
giving him the blessing, Isaac invites Esau to demonstrate these two
qualities.

Isaac sees the future Jewish people as consisting of two tribes: the
tribe of Esau, who will be occupied with the logistics of daily existence
(which is why the blessing needs to be Esau’s), and the tribe of Jacob,
focused on spiritual life (like the tribe of Levi in the future). Isaac is
aware of Esau’s shortcomings: The Torah states plainly that Esau’s wives

“were a source of bitterness to Isaac and Rebekah.” But he misjudges the
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relative potentials of Esau and Jacob. Rebekah could not hope to change
his mind simply by bringing to his attention a few additional facts.

[4] So that I may give you my innermost blessing ¢ Isaac believes
that the blessing itself will be able to correct Esau. Fundamentally, this
was not a mistake on Isaac’s part, because Isaac, although he errs in
his assessment of the potentialities of current development, correctly
perceives the world as a whole. The blessing can in fact correct Esau —
but only if he receives it through Jacob and not directly. So to would be
the future relationship of the Jews and Western civilization.

30.4. REBEKAH CHOOSES
JACOB (27: 5-10)

Y7 NTYD WY 721 B3 WP 0N PR 13T3 NYRY 1p3 A

..... 2

MYAY NI IRRY A1 APYIOR NIAKR NpIN 1 iNan? TR
TR TR Y RN 1 IRRE TR WPTOR 2270 TIRTR
PRV M3 nAYY e onin 0% 7 u0Y 22138 1K) DRYLD
W DWR 2R INRATOR RITTY v R MIRD I8 KD 2ba
DRINT* 120K TR TIRG DRYOD DOR AYYRI D0 D T

1inin 97 7730 WK 73Y3 YR TIRY
[5] Rebekah had been listening as Isaac spoke to his son Esau.

When Esau had gone out into the open to hunt game to bring
home,

[6] Rebekah said to her son Jacob, “I overheard your father
speaking to your brother Esau, saying,

[7] ‘Bring me some game and prepare a dish for me to eat,
that | may bless you, with the Lord’s approval, before I die.’

[8]1 Now, my son, listen carefully as | instruct you.

[9] Go to the flock and fetch me two choice kids, and | will
make of them a dish for your father, such as he likes.

[10] Then take it to your father to eat, in order that he may
bless you before he dies.”
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[5] Isaac spoke to his son Esau ... [6] Rebekah said to her son
Jacob ¢ The Torah emphasizes the contrast. Isaac considers Esau his
son, but Rebekah’s son is Jacob.

Isaac and Esau are both Gevurah personalities, but Isaac can develop
and remove from himself his “unclean Gevurah,” which Esau on his own
is not able to do. Rebekah and Jacob, however, incline towards Chesed.
Besides being able to see the existing situation, they are also able to
change it.

[6] Your father speaking to your brother Esau ¢ Jacob is capable of
further development, but in this connection it is important for him to
remember that Esau is his brother, and Rebekah reminds him of this.
Jacob develops not only for his own sake, but in order to change the
world, which includes advancing his brother Esau’s descendants.

[8] Now, my son, listen carefully as I instruct you ¢ The literal
translation is: “Now my son, obey my voice, as to what I am commanding
you to do.” If one’s parents order him to commit a crime, the son must
not obey. Therefore, when Rebekah proposes that Jacob deceive his
father, Jacob, it would seem, should refuse.

But instead of just saying, “Do what I am commanding you,” Rebekah
adds the words “obey my voice.” We have already encountered this
formulation in the Torah: “And Abram heeded Sarai’s request” (16:2);
literally, “And Abram obeyed Sarai’s voice.” This is no mere coincidence;
Rebekah words here are a prophecy, and Jacob therefore obeys her
decision. On the issue of toldot — successive generations and determining
the future nation’s lineage — the opinion of the Matriarchs was always
decisive, because in that aspect their prophetic spirit surpassed that of
the Patriarchs.

Perhaps Rebekah was also relying on the prediction “And the older
will serve the younger” (25:23), which can be understood in both senses:
relative position within the hierarchy, and the enormous challenge
of changing oneself. Jacob was weak in comparison to Esau; his own
qualities alone would not have enabled him to create the Chosen People.
But he is a dynamic personality who in the future will acquire some of
Esau’s attributes, thanks to which he will succeed at creating the Jewish
nation.
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For this advancement to begin, some change must occur in Jacob’s
personality to prove that he is worthy of the blessing. The most important
the action needed to effect that change is for Jacob to appear before his
father as Esau.

30.5.REMOVING THE THREAT
OF THE CURSE (27:11-13)
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[11] Jacob answered his mother Rebekah, “But my brother
Esau is a hairy man and | am smooth-skinned.

[12] If my father touches me, | shall appear to him as a trickster
and bring upon myself a curse, not a blessing.”

[13] But his mother said to him, “Your curse, my son, be upon
me! Just do as | say and go fetch them for me.”

[13] Just do as I say ¢ Rebekah repeats the instruction to obey her “voice,”
i.e., her prophecies.

Your curse, my son, be upon me! ¢ The meaning of this expression is
not entirely clear. Rebekah could have said something like, “Do not be
afraid, nothing bad will happen,” or other such reassuring words. But
how could she say, “your curse be upon me”?

In truth, perhaps she should not have said any such words. For as we
learn later, after Jacob departed for Haran, Rebekah never saw her son
again; she died before he returned.

But we can also understand Rebekah’s words quite differently. IL.e.,
not “may the curse fall upon me,” but “responsibility for your curse
is upon me,” as if some part of the curse comes from within Rebekah
herself. Being a product of the house of Laban the Aramean, Rebekah
incorporates Aramean elements. And that is itself the source of the
conflict between Jacob and Esau, and, consequently, the difficulties that
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have arisen in the family. Rebekah’s Aramean component gives her both
versatility and cunning (Aram is associated with arum, “cunning,” and
with rama’ut, “deception.” It is these properties that enable Rebekah to
develop a scheme for deceiving Isaac and to force Jacob to implement it.
Having herself partly become a source of the family’s problems, Rebekah
must correct the situation in order to avert the “curse” that still lingers,
if only in its potential.

In fact, Rebekah has a broader view of the problem than Jacob does.
Jacob is troubled about what will become of him (“I shall bring upon
myself a curse, not a blessing”), while Rebekah deals with the situation
as a whole, in the context of the family’s future. Jacob wants to be good,
honest, and upright (“a blameless man,” 25:27 [alternate translation]),
but Rebekah understands that without conflict and crisis the situation
cannot be resolved.

There is nothing good, of course, in this deception. But allowing
the situation to develop in the wrong direction by allowing it to take
its natural course would be catastrophic. Deception was a necessary
expedient, and Rebekah herself saw it in just that light.

30.6. REBEKAH DISGUISES
JACOB (27:14-17)
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[14] He got them and brought them to his mother, and his
mother prepared a dish such as his father liked.

[15] Rebekah then took the best clothes of her older son Esau,
which were there in the house, and had her younger son
Jacob put them on;

[16] and she covered his hands and the hairless part of his
neck with the skins of the kids.
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[17] Then she put in the hands of her son Jacob the dish and
the bread that she had prepared.

[15] Rebekah then took the best clothes of her older son Esau,
which were there in the house, and had her younger son Jacob
put them on ¢ A different aspect is already being emphasized here:
Both Esau and Jacob are Rebekah’s sons, and Esau is the eldest. He
stores in her house (not in his wives’ houses!) his favorite clothing
in which he attends to his father. Although Esau cannot become the
leader of the people, he possesses some essential qualities that Jacob
must adopt. Therefore, the goal of Rebekah’s action is not merely to
deceive Isaac, but to re-educate Jacob by dressing him up “in Esau.”

30.7.JACOB TRIES ON
“ESAU-NESS” (27:18-20)
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[18] He went to his father and said, “Father.” And he said, “Yes,
which of my sons are you?”

[19] Jacob said to his father, “| am Esau, your first-born; | have
done as you told me. Pray sit up and eat of my game, that you
may give me your innermost blessing.”

[20] Isaac said to his son, “How did you succeed so quickly, my
son?” And he said, “Because the Lord your God granted me
good fortune.”

[19] I am Esau, your first-born ¢ Jacob speaks these words not only to
Isaac, but also to himself. He is altering his identity and trying on Esau’s
properties. But at the same time Jacob remains Jacob, speaking of God
as the creator of events.
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[20] God granted me good fortune ¢ Jacob ascribes both of those
circumstances to God - the possible reasons for his speedy capture of
game, and his appearance to Isaac in the image of Esau.

30.8. THE VOICE IS JACOB’S,
THE HANDS ARE ESAU’S (27:21-27)
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[21] Isaac said to Jacob, “Come closer that | may feel you, my
son-whether you are really my son Esau or not.”

[22] So Jacob drew close to his father Isaac, who felt him and
wondered. “The voice is the voice of Jacob, yet the hands are
the hands of Esau.”

[23] He did not recognize him, because his hands were hairy
like those of his brother Esau; and so he blessed him.

[24] He asked, “Are you really my son Esau?” And when he
said, “l am,”

[25] he said, “Serve me and let me eat of my son’s game that
I may give you my innermost blessing.” So he served him and
he ate, and he brought him wine and he drank.

[26] Then his father Isaac said to him, “Come close and kiss
me, my son”;

[27]1 and he went up and kissed him. And he smelled his
clothes and he blessed him, saying, “Ah, the smell of my son
is like the smell of the fields that the Lord has blessed.
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[27] The smell of my son is like the smell of the fields that the
Lord has blessed ¢ Esau is a master of the field, but that is not enough
to create a people, because his field is severed from contact with the
Almighty. Only Jacob, by donning Esau’s clothing, can create “the field
that the Lord has blessed.”

[22] The voice is the voice of Jacob, yet the hands are the hands of
Esau ¢ Neither Jacob nor Esau alone can receive the blessing. Only the
“hybrid son” is worthy of that - the son who internally is Jacob, but can
externally behave like Esau.

[23] He did not recognize him ... and so he blessed him ¢ Isaac
bestows the blessing while neither recognizing nor understanding just
who stands before him. And this is itself Isaac’s personal advancement -
overcoming his excessive Gevurah.

30.9. THE BLESSING OF SUCCESS
AND POWER (27:28-29)
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[28] “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 brothers, And let your mother’s sons bow to you.
Cursed be they who curse you, Blessed they who bless you.”

[29] Be master ¢ This is a blessing of strength, power, and success, but
it is not the blessing of Abraham. It does not speak of the Land, of
communication with God, or of Abraham’s heritage. All these aspects,
however, are mentioned later in another blessing that Isaac will give
Jacob before sending him off to Laban (28:3).

By all appearances, Isaac from the very beginning was planning
to give his blessing for the family mission to Jacob. The only question
was whether Jacob needed to receive also the “blessing of this-worldly
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success” in order to fulfill that mission, or whether Esau could take
that blessing for himself. Isaac wanted to separate them, but Rebekah
decided that Jacob must receive both blessings. And that is exactly what
happened.

30.10. THE FACETING
OF GEVURAH

The story of the blessings represents a great spiritual achievement
for Isaac. He had to realize his choice under conditions of uncertainty,
separating proper Gevurah from its improper variant. Just as Abraham
had to “facet” his Chesed and give it the correct shape in order to be
suitable as the foundation of the Jewish people, so too Isaac’s task was
to facet his Gevurah. Correctness and legitimacy, thoroughness and
conscientiousness are all highly essential attributes, but they must
not be allowed to overpower extra-systemic spontaneity. They must be
restrained, so as not to hinder our ability to act freely in unpredictable
situations.

Our world often develops along completely illogical lines, but in
that illogic there is a greater harmony than in strict, causal regularity.
In order to do the right thing even when everything going on around us
is illogical and improper, we need to limit Gevurah. This is the task that
Isaac is charged with accomplishing.

The attribute of Gevurah has a deep connection to the concepts
of planning, causality, and order. Strict legality demands that we
objectively consider each individual situation, and seek a clear, causal
relationship between the intentions of the actors and their actions. The
law itself also implements this cause-and-effect relationship in the form
of a just sentence, when a good deed leads to a reward, and a bad one to
retribution.

But at the same time, unclean, excessive Gevurah - a fanatical desire
for the total application of law and deserved retribution - lead not to a
correction of a problematic situation, but to its exacerbation and even
its breakdown. Exaggerated application of any of the Sefirot attributes is
antithetical to harmony and balance. Thus, the trials of our Patriarchs
consisted in harmonizing the excesses of their personality traits.
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But all that concerns Gevurah most of all, because excess Gevurah
may turn out to be far more dangerous than excessive Chesed. There is
even an idea in Kabbalah that the source of evil in our world is Gevurah,
which has strayed from the equilibrium of the Sefirot tree and is now

“swimming freestyle.” Since the world is imperfect, any attempt to
implement everything too correctly, fairly, and juridically carries within
it the seeds of destruction.

Isaac’s truest test must be a situation in which events develop
unplanned. When Jacob arrives to receive the blessing in Esau’s place,
Isaac senses that there is something abnormal happening. Standing
before him is not the son he had expected to see, for he has “the voice
of Jacob, but the hands of Esau.” And although Isaac asks him time and
again, “Are you really my son Esau?” he still cannot but doubt that there
is someone strange standing before him.

Had Isaac acted “properly” then of course he should not have given
the blessing to such a strange son. He should have said, “Something
is wrong here. Let’s just call off these blessings for now and open an
investigation, so we can get to the bottom of who this person really is,
who has Jacob’s voice but Esau’s hands.” Isaac does otherwise, however.
He overcomes his Gevurah and gives this strange son the blessing, thus
proclaiming that logic, justice and the law are certainly important, but
not absolute.

In giving a blessing to an unknown son in an unplanned situation,
Isaac learns to “facet” excessive correctness, order, and rigidity brought
on by pedantry and an over-demanding demeanor. Such faceting is
necessary in order to properly build the future nation.

30.11 ISAAC’S
LAUGH

The name Isaac means “he will laugh” - in the grammatical future
tense. When Isaac got his name, everyone laughed except for Isaac
himself. Everyone else was laughing (albeit all of them differently) —
Abraham, Sarah and Ishmael. But not Isaac. His time to laugh would
come later.
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As already noted, laughter expresses our joy over an unplanned
development of events, when the level of harmony one experiences
exceeds what was originally expected. Laughter is the recognition of a
higher-order harmony in an external irregularity. Seeing such harmony,
Isaac corrects his excess Gevurah and lays the foundation for Jewish
laughter.

Laughter frees us from that which is mechanical and coerced, even
if it is something experienced only internally. God is free, and, in acting
freely, we feel that we too are approaching God. So we laugh for joy.

Now, a complete rejection of logic would of course destroy the
universe, so most events obey the rules of logic. However, those events
that do not obey logic are no less an essential part of the universe. At
critical points the world develops unpredictably; to react properly to
those events you need to be able to laugh at yourself - that is, to limit
your own Gevurah, your ability to act “correctly.”

The choice of the “abnormal son” — Jacob with Esau’s hands — was
Isaac’s true laugh. (It is a laugh not in the sense of an external emotional
reaction, but a laugh as an action, an act.) And in this, his most important
test, Isaac realizes the true meaning of his name: “He who will laugh.”

30.12. DIVINE
LAUGHTER

As we have already observed, Scripture teaches* that God too
laughs. The Midrash expands on this, telling us that God “plays with the
Leviathan daily, and laughs with him.” Thus, laughter is understood as
an attribute of such importance, that it is even among the attributes of
the Divinity.

As expressed in the Psalms, God laughs first and foremost when He
crushes evil designs. In a broader sense, however, the same applies to all
human projects. This does not mean that God routinely hinders humans
from realizing their plans. On the contrary, God will usually allow a
person to fully execute his plan, except that the outcome is very often

4 Ps.2:4,37:13,104:26.
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quite different from what was first conceived. Sometimes what results is
even the very opposite of the original plan. And that is what we mean
when we say that “God laughs.”

Given that laughter is nothing less than a Divine attribute, it is vital
that human beings too, created as they are in the image and likeness
of God, will be able to laugh. Most important, however, is our ability
to laugh at ourselves. We need this ability in order to overcome our
limitations.

Indeed, because of our normal human limitations, any of our ideas
can be erroneous and inaccurate, with the result that we cannot regard
our ideas as of universal validity. We should not take ourselves too
seriously. If we cannot laugh at ourselves, we become ridiculous to
others. When a person takes himself too seriously, the effect is so utterly
ridiculous that it is ludicrous even to mention it. Thus, by adopting
an unexpected option that he himself had initially not foreseen, our
laughing patriarch Isaac furthered both his own personal development
and the creation of the Jewish nation.

30.13. ISAAC’S EXTREME TREPIDATION (27:30-33)
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[30] No sooner had Jacob left the presence of his father Isaac-

after Isaac had finished blessing Jacob-than his brother Esau
came back from his hunt.

[31] He too prepared a dish and brought it to his father. And
he said to his father, “Let my father sit up and eat of his son’s
game, so that you may give me your innermost blessing.”

[32] His father Isaac said to him, “Who are you?” And he said,
“I am your son, Esau, your first-born!”
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[33] Isaac was seized with very violent trembling. “Who was
it then,” he demanded, “that hunted game and brought it to
me? Moreover, | ate of it before you came, and | blessed him;
now he must remain blessed!”

[33] Isaac was seized with very violent trembling ¢ Isaac’s extreme
trepidation was the result of the utter collapse of his worldview, as he
realized the fallacy of his original plan for bestowing the blessings.

Now he must remain blessed! ¢ Despite his trepidation, Isaac
confirms his previous decision, thereby adding yet more force to the
faceting of his Gevurah.

30.14. ESAU’S ANGUISH (27:34-38)
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[34] When Esau heard his father’s words, he burst into wild

and bitter sobbing, and said to his father, “Bless me too,
Father!”

[35] But he answered, “Your brother came with guile and took
away your blessing.”

[36] [Esau] said, “Was he, then, named Jacob that he might
supplant me these two times? First he took away my
birthright and now he has taken away my blessing!” And he
added, “Have you not reserved a blessing for me?”

[37] Isaac answered, saying to Esau, “But | have made him
master over you: | have given him all his brothers for servants,
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and sustained him with grain and wine. What, then, can | still
do for you, my son?”

[38] And Esau said to his father, “Have you but one blessing,
Father? Bless me too, Father!” And Esau wept aloud.

[34] Bless me too, Father! ¢ Esau had offhandedly disparaged the
birthright, but now, tragically, he understands that he has forfeited the
blessing. The birthright was a responsibility of which he wished to be
relieved, but the blessing is a gift of which he is now deprived.

[36] First he took away my birthright and now he has taken away
my blessing! ¢ Esau, in a fit of emotion, conflates the loss of the
birthright with his loss of the blessing. In fact, at this moment he is
informing his father of his transfer of the birthright. Esau apparently
sees his sale of the birthright as legitimizing, in a certain sense, Jacob’s
receipt of the blessing. Therefore, rather than asking Isaac to return
to him the blessing already given to Jacob, Esau asks for some other,
different blessing.

Have you not reserved a blessing for me? ¢ Esau had viewed the
blessing from Isaac, an outstandingly righteous man, as his only hope
of finding a place with God in the World to Come. Although Esau feels
that he is the master in this world, he is not at all confident of what his
destiny will be in the World to Come.

[37] But I have made him master over you: I have given him all
his brothers for servants ¢ Esau understands at this moment that
since Jacob has already received the blessing, apparently he, Esau, must
obtain his “salvation from hell” through Jacob (and the Western world
through the adoption of the religion of the Jews). This is the cause of
Esau’s anguished wail.

[38] Have you but one blessing, Father ¢ Esau is not at all happy with
the prospect of receiving his religion through Jacob. Only his fear of
losing his place in the World to Come, and his realization that Jacob’s
blessings can at this point never be undone, allow him to be reconciled
with such a fate.
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But even now Esau is still hoping to receive an independent blessing
from Isaac — his own path to the World to Come, not connected in any
way with Jacob.

30.15.ESAU RECEIVES THE BLESSING OF
“OPPOSITION TO JACOB” (27: 39-40)
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[39] And his father Isaac answered, saying to him, “See, your
abode shall enjoy the fat of the earth And the dew of heaven
above.

[40] Yet by your sword you shall live, And you shall serve your
brother; But when you grow restive, You shall break his yoke
from your neck.”

Esau’s hopes for an independent blessing are not realized. He indeed
receives a blessing, but it is again connected with his brother.

[39] See, your abode shall enjoy the fat of the earth And the dew of
heaven above ¢ This blessing is similar to Jacob’s (“May God give you of
the dew of heaven and the fat of the earth”), but the sources on which
it draws are here enumerated in the opposite order. The starting point
of Jacob’s vitality is “the dew of heaven,” but for Esau it is the “fat of the
earth.” This reciprocal relationship can easily develop into conflict, but
it can also be a source of mutual enrichment.

[40] Yet by your sword you shall live ¢ Esau’s primary means of
changing the world will be his sword, whereas Jacob was told (27:29):
“Let peoples serve you, and nations bow to you”- with no need to wage
war. Jacob’s material well-being, and the admiration he receives from
the nations, will be natural consequences of his spirituality, while Esau
is characterized by his use of military means to subjugate humankind.

But when you grow restive, You shall break his yoke from your
neck ¢ Esau’s most important function is to serve as opposition to
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Jacob. He will serve Jacob until he, Esau, “becomes restive”; that is,
Esau will always provoke confrontation with Jacob, and be a source of
trouble for him. Jacob therefore has no choice but to conduct himself
properly with Esau, so as not to arouse Esau’s “indignation,” which
would lead to disaster in their relationship.

30.16. ESAU THREATENS
TO KILL JACOB (27:41)
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[41] Now Esau harbored a grudge against Jacob because of
the blessing which his father had given him, and Esau said
to himself, “Let but the mourning period of my father come,
and | will kill my brother Jacob.”

[41] Now Esau harbored a grudge against Jacob ¢ Esau now hated his
brother for the blessing that Jacob had received, and also for his own
blessing, which, as he believed, now bound him humiliatingly to Jacob.

And I will kill my brother Jacob ¢ But why did Esau feel a need to
talk about the murder, instead of just carrying it out straightaway? And
why does he invoke their brotherhood? Unconsciously, it seems, Esau
is not really interested in this murder, and he therefore poses his own
psychological barriers to it. The first obstacle is temporary: So long as
Isaac is alive, Jacob must not be killed. But the second barrier is a moral
and ethical one: Esau calls Jacob his “brother.” Esau understands that he
and Jacob have common roots and a common source of vitality, and that
their connection must therefore not be destroyed.

30.17.REBEKAH SENDS JACOB
TO HARAN (27:42-46)
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[42] When the words of her older son Esau were reported
to Rebekah, she sent for her younger son Jacob and said to
him, “Your brother Esau is consoling himself by planning to
kill you.

[43] Now, my son, listen to me. Flee at once to Haran, to my
brother Laban.

[44] Stay with him a while, until your brother’s fury subsides-

[45] until your brother’s anger against you subsides-and he
forgets what you have done to him. Then | will fetch you
from there. Let me not lose you both in one day!”

[46] Rebekah said to Isaac, “I am disgusted with my life
because of the Hittite women. If Jacob marries a Hittite
woman like these, from among the native women, what good
will life be to me?”

[42] The words of her older son Esau were reported to Rebekah ...
[45] “Let me not lose you both in one day!” ¢ The Torah emphasizes
here that because Esau too is Rebekah’s son, she is acting in both their
interests. Rebekah protects Esau from fratricide, because when one
brother Kkills the other, it becomes impossible to maintain a relationship
of any kind with even the surviving one.

She sent for her younger son Jacob and said to him ¢ Rebekah
again intervenes in the situation. We see here what a critical role the
Matriarchs played in deciding along which lines the lineage of the Jewish
people would be determined.

[45] Then I will fetch you from there ¢ From verse 35:8 we may
conclude that Rebekah at some point did send her nurse Deborah for
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Jacob (see also 24:59). But Jacob did not return immediately to his
father’s house, and Rebekah died, never seeing Jacob again.

[46] If Jacob marries a Hittite woman like these, from among the
native women, what good will life be to me? ¢ Besides wanting to
put distance between him and Esau, Rebekah sends Jacob to Haran with
the intent that he will marry Laban’s daughters. This was apparently
her plan from the very beginning; it did not arise only as a response to
Esau’s anger.

30.18.JACOB RECEIVES THE BLESSING
OF ABRAHAM (28: 1-4)
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[1] So Isaac sent for Jacob and blessed him. He instructed him,
saying, “You shall not take a wife from among the Canaanite
women.

[21 Up, go to Paddan-aram, to the house of Bethuel, your
mother’s father, and take a wife there from among the
daughters of Laban, your mother’s brother,

[3] May EL Shaddai bless you, make you fertile and numerous,
so that you become an assembly of peoples.

[4] May He grant the blessing of Abraham to you and your
offspring, that you may possess the land where you are
sojourning, which God assigned to Abraham.”

[1] So Isaac sent for Jacob and blessed him ¢ In this story, then, there
are three different blessings that Isaac has given his sons. The first
blessing Isaac gave Jacob, believing that it was Esau. The second blessing
Isaac gave Esau, when he already knew that his first blessing had been
given to Jacob. And the third blessing is given to Jacob here.
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3] May El Shaddai bless you ... [4] May He grant the blessing of
Abraham...that you may possess the land where you are sojourning,
which God assigned to Abraham ¢ Of those three blessings, only the
last is the “blessing of the Covenant,” mentioning the Land of Israel and
Abraham. Thus, the legacy of the Covenant was from the very beginning
intended for Jacob; only the “blessing of power” was at issue. At first Isaac
had reserved that blessing for Esau, but in the end, through Rebekah’s
intervention, Jacob received both blessings.

[2] Up, go to Paddan-aram, to the house of Bethuel, your mother’s
father, and take a wife there from among the daughters of
Laban, your mother’s brother. [3] May El Shaddai bless you ¢ The
Blessing of the Covenant is associated with proper marriage. Only by
marrying the daughters of Laban, rather than taking a wife from Egypt
or Canaan, as Ishmael and Esau did, can Jacob be worthy of receiving
the blessing of Abraham. Jacob’s parents have brought him to a certain
point of development, but now the process of his further education
and advancement is no longer in their hands. From this point forward
it is Jacob’s wife who will determine to what level he will ultimately
rise in life.

30.19. REBEKAH, MOTHER
OF JACOB AND ESAU (28:5)
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[51 Then Isaac sent Jacob off, and he went to Paddan-aram,
to Laban the son of Bethuel the Aramean, the brother of
Rebekah, mother of Jacob and Esau.

Rebekah, mother of Jacob and Esau ¢ Yet again the Torah emphasizes
that Rebekah is the “mother of Jacob and Esau,” i.e., she acts in the best
interests of both. It was important not only for Jacob that he would
receive the blessings, but for Esau as well. That is, it was important
for the Western (Christian) world in the long run that both of those
blessings went to Jacob. Indeed, Jacob will be able on that basis to create
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the Jewish nation, from which, in the end, Esau will also receive Divine
light. For without the Jewish people, Esau cannot build his relationship
with God.

30.20. ESAU TAKES A WIFE FROM THE DAUGHTERS OF
ISHMAEL (28:6-9)
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[6] When Esau saw that Isaac had blessed Jacob and sent him
off to Paddan-aram to take a wife from there, charging him,
as he blessed him, “You shall not take a wife from among the
Canaanite women,”

[7]1 and that Jacob had obeyed his father and mother and
gone to Paddan-aram,

[8] Esau realized that the Canaanite women displeased his
father Isaac.

[9] So Esau went to Ishmael and took to wife, in addition to
the wives he had, Mahalath the daughter of Ishmael son of
Abraham, sister of Nebaioth.

[9] So Esau went ... and took Mahalath the daughter of Ishmael ¢
At the beginning of this chapter we noted that the narrative of the
blessings is framed on both ends by the stories of Esau’s wives. It
begins with Esau taking Canaanite wives and ends with Esau marrying
a girl from the Ishmaelite clan.

[8] Esau realized that the Canaanite women displeased his father
Isaac ¢ Esau respects his father. Seeing that Isaac wishes to marry off his
children to ivrim, Hebrews, Esau wants to take a step in that direction.
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[9]1 So Esau ... took to wife, in addition to the wives he had ¢
Nonetheless, we see neither remorse nor repentance from Esau. He
marries Ishmael’s daughter not instead of Canaanite wives, but in
addition to them. His first two wives continue to be “a source of bitterness
to Isaac and Rebekah,” and it is possible that this was one of the reasons
behind Esau’s further separation from his family and his departure to
Seir, even before Jacob had returned to the Land of Israel (32:4).
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CHAPTER 31
JACOB’S LADDER

31.1.JACOB DEPARTS
FOR HARAN (28:10)
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[10] Jacob left Beer-sheba, and set out for Haran.

Like our other Patriarchs, Jacob has two weekly portions devoted to
his life story: Vayetze and Vayishlach. In both, he is the leading character.

Portion Vayetze (lit., “And he departed”) tells the story of Jacob’s
exile, in which he acquires the character traits that he will need later,
upon his return to the Land of Israel, for building his life there. The
meaning of that exile for Jacob is that, upon his return, he shall have
achieved a new level of personal development. It is this idea that Jacob
envisions in his dream of the stairway (lit., “ladder”).

The blessing that Isaac gave Jacob was preordained for his “hybrid”
son - Jacob with Esau’s hands. For that blessing to be realized, Jacob
could not just remain himself; he had to gradually integrate the qualities
of Esau into his own character. This process began with Jacob’s purchase
of the birthright from Esau, after which Isaac’s blessing then followed;
then, in Haran, Jacob marries Leah, who was originally meant to marry
Esau. And finally, Jacob’s transformation becomes complete with his
victory in his struggle with the angel.

The entire Vayetze portion is largely the story of the evolution of

“Esau-ness” within Jacob. Jacob, once he has been augmented with those
Esau characteristics, will receive the name “Israel,” as described in
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weekly portion Vayishlach, which follows this one, and relates the story
of Jacob’s life in his own land.

Unlike Abraham and Isaac, each of whom had one son who continued
the Covenant with God while the other son stepped aside, all of Jacob’s
children comprise the “chosen people.” Thus, Jacob is a “nation in
miniature,” and his departure to Haran is a prototype of the Jewish galut,
exile.

31.2. THE JEWISH NATION
TAKES FORM IN EXILE

Jacob goes into exile in order to marry the daughters of Laban the
Aramean, a necessary step for the formation of the Jewish people. Here
we have a general principle: The Jewish nation takes form in exile, in
the most prominent world centers. It must happen this way so that the
Jews will be connected in close affinity with all of humankind by their
unique spiritual threads, and thus be able to impart Divine light to the
entire world.

As discussed earlier in this commentary, the Jewish people in the
initial period of their history were in close contact with two great
civilizations: Babylon and Egypt. Jacob now goes to Haran (Babylon),
and will return from there after he has begotten children (that is, after
he has become a family, “the house of Jacob”). He will then go down with
all his descendants to Egypt, whence several centuries later the newly
formed Jewish nation will emerge.

Babylon and Egypt are the two original branches of human culture
that arose in the Garden of Eden (2:11). Using the synthesis of these
two cultures as their foundation, the Jewish people “recreate” the
Garden of Eden as a reference point for the further development of
mankind.

Unlike other nations that are formed as a result of their historical
development in their own territory, the Jewish nation arrives in its land
as a ready-made people with its own character and teachings. Therefore,
unlike other peoples for whom the relationship with their country is one
of “child and parent” (enshrined in the terms “Motherland,” “Vaterland,”
and the like), the relationship of the Jewish people to the Land of Israel
is rather like that of husband and wife; that is, the union of two adults.
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The Jewish people must therefore take form first in Babylon (the paternal

aspect), and then later in Egypt (the maternal aspect). Then, in a process

that parallels human development, they “leave their father and mother”
in order to contract a “marriage” with their land.

31.3.JACOB “COLLIDES”
WITH THE LAND (28:11)
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[11] He came upon a certain place and stopped there for the
night, for the sun had set. Taking one of the stones of that
place, he put it under his head and lay down in that place.

[11] He came upon a certain place ¢ Literally, “he collided with the
place.” At the moment he parts with the Land of Israel, Jacob “collides”
with it. It is essential that his passing into exile will not happen smoothly,
but through a collision, a crisis. Before leaving the Land of Israel Jacob
must recognize the importance of this Land, so that during his exile he
will feel the need to return to it.

Says the Midrash: Jacob wanted to pass by this place, and continue
further on his journey, but God said: “How can we allow him not to see
just what kind of place this is?!” The sun then set unexpectedly, and
Jacob was forced to spend the night.

Sometimes it happens in life that we want to push forward, but
circumstances suddenly arise that detain and delay us. We ought not
treat that kind of situation simply as a hindrance or obstacle. It just
might be a signal from Above, telling us, as it were: Have a look around
you, ponder the events, and try to figure out what new idea God is trying
to tell you.

Jacob’s dream and his actions upon awaking mark the inauguration
of his unique approach to relating to God. And since all this happened
with the setting of the sun, and concurrent with his going into “exile”
(which is also called “night”), the Midrash sees in this verse an allusion
to the traditional evening prayer, which Jacob instituted as a means of
establishing contact with God in situations of darkness and exile.
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We have already cited the Midrash that states that Abraham
established the morning prayer service, Shacharit, because he related to
God as the giver of life, an aspect most clearly manifested in the morning,
when a person awakens from sleep. And Isaac established Minchah, the
afternoon prayer service, at that time of day when one is expected to
evaluate everything he has done in the course of the day, and to give
an account of his actions. Finally, Ma’ariv, the evening prayer, was
established by Jacob. It represents the idea that one can make contact
with God at night when he feels most lonely and vulnerable, being at
that time removed from life and from society.

The exile of the Jewish people from their Land took place in
parallel with the exile of Divinity from the world. But the Jewish people
continued to testify to the unity of the Creator even in exile, when the
Divine presence was estranged from the world and direct Revelation
ceased to occur. This is an important element of the role that the Jewish
people have played in the history of mankind.

31.4. THE DREAM
OF THE STAIRWAY (28:12)
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[12] He had a dream; a stairway was set on the ground and
its top reached to the sky, and angels of God were going up
and down on it.

[12] A stairway ... and angels of God were going up and down
on it ¢ The word vehinneh, “and behold,” which appears twice in the
original Hebrew text, but is grammatically superfluous, interrupts
the flow of the text, and is therefore indicative of some non-obvious
meaning. The Midrash finds in this passage the idea that Jacob is
himself the staircase between heaven and earth. Thus, bo, means not
“on it,” but, more literally, “in him” - Jacob. That is, the angels are
ascending and descending inside Jacob himself.

Were going up and down on it ¢ The angels first ascended the
stairway from earth to heaven, and only after that did they descend
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on it back to earth. Thus, these are not angels who live in heaven, but
angels living in the heart of man. First they ascend, and although they
are tempted to seize the opportunity to remain there, at the top of the
stairs, their actual goal is different. So they “descend” from Heaven
back into this world, carrying with them what they have acquired in
those upper realms.

Likewise, a human who rises into metaphysical worlds should not
simply “dissolve in God.” No, he must release that acquired light back
into this material world. Man’s divine task is not to “protect” his soul
from this world, but on the contrary, to correct and improve this world.
Only by doing so does the soul achieve the spiritual advancement that it
needs in order to communicate with God.

Tradition says that “a dream is one sixtieth part of prophecy.”
Prophecy is very much associated with the Land of Israel. When the
people of Israel go into galut, exile, into the “night,” they utter the
evening prayer and see prophetic dreams. Dreaming is a form of
nostalgia. When a person is already far removed from some uplifting
incident that he once experienced, he relives it in a dream. We will see
later that prophecy comes to Jacob only in a dreaming state.

No such thing is found earlier in the Torah. Only once did God
appear to Abraham while he slept. In all other instances He reveals
himself to both Abraham and Isaac with no need for dreams of any kind.
But to Jacob God appears only in dreams. Dreams are, in a certain sense,
prophecy in exile.

31.5.GOD’S COVENANT
WITH JACOB (28:13-15)
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[13] And the Lord was standing beside him and He said, “I
am the Lord, the God of your father Abraham and the God of
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Isaac: the ground on which you are lying | 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 west 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.

[15] Remember, | am with you: | will protect you wherever
you go and will bring you back to this land. | will not leave
you until | have done what | have promised you.”

[13] I am the Lord, the God of your father Abraham and the God
of Isaac: the ground on which you are lying I will assign to you
and to your offspring ¢ Having acquired the birthright and received his
father’s blessing, Jacob enters into a Covenant with God. The covenant
begins by mentioning Abraham and Isaac. Since this is the covenant of
the Patriarchs, its essence is a connection with God through the Jewish
people and the Land of Israel.

Jacob is very doubtful of the path he is taking. On his own initiative
he has embarked on the path of acquiring the characteristics of Esau
(which began the moment that he bought the birthright from him),
but under pressure from outside he is now moving even further in that
direction. His mother forces him to receive a blessing. Laban forces him
to marry Leah. An angel forces him to fight. An encounter with Esau
forces Jacob to rebuild his relationship with him. And the incident with
Shechem forces Jacob’s children to fight. Thus, Jacob is constantly being
pushed towards becoming Israel. Evidently, following this path is for
Jacob himself highly problematic, and in this he is vastly different from
Abraham and Isaac.

Even after receiving his father’s blessing, Jacob is still in doubt,
and, in a certain sense, almost his entire life can be seen as a process of
ridding himself of these doubts. The process begins with God promising
to support him and confirming his status.

Abraham and Isaac follow their own paths. As leaders within their
system, they lead Jacob, who is their subordinate and underling. Thus,
Abraham and Isaac show the gadiut, “greatness,” of their attributes,
Chesed and Gevurah, while Jacob represents the katnut, “smallness,” of
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his category, which is Tiferet, adornment. The gadlut of the Sefirah of
tiferet is Israel.

[14] Your descendants shall be as the dust of the earth ¢ Speaking
with Abraham, God compared his future descendants with the stars in
the sky (15:5), while in this conversation with Jacob the Jewish people are
likened to the dust of the earth. Both of those are innumerable quantities —
something eternal that cannot be destroyed. But stars represent a state of
greatness, while dust is insignificant. Thus, God tells Abraham about the
Jews’ status in the Land of Israel, of heaven and of geulah (redemption).
But to Jacob He speaks of the dust of the earth and galut (exile).

The blessing that Abraham receives describes an ideal state. The
stars in the sky can be neither touched nor harmed. But Jacob’s blessing
describes the reality. In order to survive their long history of exile, the
Jewish people must have the property of sand. Even when trampled
underfoot, they will neither die nor disappear.

[15] I will protect you wherever you go ¢ Jacob had to follow the path
of exile so that later he could not only return to his prior level, but also
rise above it.

The nature and characteristics of Jacob (Jacob, who is not yet Israel)
gives rise to Exilic Jewry, who are perpetually dependent on others
and forced to live in submission to them. The Jews are subordinated
physically, politically, and spiritually. Their political circumstances,
their surrounding culture, and their whole way of life in the Diaspora are
determined not by the Jews themselves, but by the surrounding nations.
In this sense, the Jews in exile are an “object,” not “subject,” of history.

When Jacob receives the name “Israel,” although he appears to
be mastering Esau’s qualities, he is integrating the paths traveled by
Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.

31.6. POSSESSING THE LAND

The promise of “The ground on which you are lying I will assign
to you and to your offspring” is directly related to the Jewish mission:
“All the families of the earth shall bless themselves by you and your
descendants” (v. 13 and 14).
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In seven places in the book of Bereshit (Genesis) the Almighty makes
a covenant with the Patriarchs, and in all of those the covenant speaks
of the Land. Not only of Jewish life in the Land, but of Jewish political
authority there (“I will give you the land”). This is the central principle
of the Divine promise.

In the traditional Western view, “political” considerations are
incompatible with “spiritual” ones, and the two are often regarded as
even antithetical. But here we see that the Book of Genesis understands
things differently. By virtue of their state the Jewish people become a
historical entity, realizing their pan-national existence in the Holy Land.
As a result, a nationwide dialogue begins with God, thanks to which
the nations of the world also receive Divine light. (It is therefore no
coincidence that the history of the ancient Jewish state — the books of
Joshua, Judges, Samuel, and Kings — were included in the Holy Scriptures.
That is, they are a part of the Divine revelation.)

The central position that the Land occupies in God’s covenant with
the Patriarchs, but with no specific mention of any commandments,
demonstrates that Jewish life in the Land of Israel is primary, while the
commandments are only secondary to it, i.e., they are only a tool for
securing life in the Land of Israel. The giving of the commandments is
itself only secondary to the giving of the Land.

31.7. THE COVENANT CONCERNING
THE RETURN FROM EXILE

God concludes an accord with Jacob regarding his return from exile.
A people that goes into a long exile will most often not return. They will
either find a new place to settle or disperse and disappear. God here
promises that besides not allowing the Jewish people to disappear, He
will also return them to their land, along with the wealth they have
accumulated during their exile. For this scheme, which later in Jewish
history was realized repeatedly, the Patriarchs were intended to serve
as the first prototype. But neither Abraham nor Isaac was a nation — the
nation begins with Jacob. Jacob’s exile therefore represents the first
exile of the Jewish nation.

Jacob, forced to leave the land, is feeling significant apprehension.
Will his departure destroy his connection with his family and his legacy?
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Will Esau, who remains behind, take possession of the Land, which will
then become Esau’s country? God therefore promises Jacob that this will
not happen.

The essence of Jacob is the Judaism of galut, of exile. And it is
therefore Jacob with whom God makes a covenant for his preservation
in exile, and his eventual return to his land.

31.8.“THE LORD IS PRESENT
IN THIS PLACE” (28:16)
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[16] Jacob awoke from his sleep and said, “Surely the Lord is
present in this place, and | did not know it!”

[16] Surely the Lord is present in this place, and I did not know
it ¢ As already noted, the Kabbalah interprets the word Zeh, “this,”
as meaning the God of this world, and Anochi, emphatic “I,” as referring
to the God of the World to Come.

In other words, until now Jacob was not aware that Anochi, the God
of the World to Come, can be revealed in “this” world, and that there
is even a particular place uniquely designated for connecting the two
worlds. That place is critically important for the Jewish people because
it serves precisely that purpose: Integrating the Anochi and the Zeh into
a single, unified whole.

Many people consider the idea that God’s special presence would
inhabit a particular place unacceptable or “primitive.” Those people
find it much easier to assert that God is present everywhere, because
acknowledging His special Divine presence in a specific place is for
them problematic. This is because their sense of God’s transcendence,
universality, and absolute nature implies to them that the idea that
God would occupy a “distinct and definite location” is unacceptable.
This problem of perception bears a certain similarity to the attitude
regarding the idea of a Chosen People, which is likewise deemed
problematic.

In both cases, however, the “choosing” is carried out not for the sake
of the particular place or people per se, but in order to transmit Divine
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light through them to the rest of the world and the rest of humanity.
The notion of the holiness of a particular place, as discovered by Jacob,
contradicts neither the concept of God’s transcendence nor the idea of
His manifestation in the rest of the world, for, in fact, it only supplements
and reinforces them.

Thus, before departing from the Land of Israel, Jacob must receive
some additional “piece of Zionism,” so as not to succumb to the great
cosmopolitan temptation to remain in the Diaspora instead of returning
to the Land. It is essential that Jacob be firmly tied to the Land, and to
this end God makes a Covenant with him, thus uniting the Anochi and
the Zeh.

We have already noted that from the point of view of Judaism, this
world we live in is no less Divine than the World to Come, and God’s
presence in this world is no less significant than His presence in that
other one. The very first chapter of our book, Genesis, repeats again and
again, at each stage of the Creation, that “God saw that it was good.”
Man’s purpose by no means consists in allowing his soul to flee from this
world into the World to Come (as Gnostic religious systems, for example,
like to tell us). Rather, man’s purpose is to effect the unification of this
world and the World to Come. What Jacob understood upon awakening
was precisely that.

31.9. THE TREPIDATION OF EXPERIENCING
HOLINESS (28:17)
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[17] Shaken, he said, “How awesome is this place! This is
none other than the abode of God, and that is the gateway
to heaven.”

171 Shaken, he said, “How awesome is this place! ¢ Instead of
“shaken,” a more literal translation of va-yee-rah would be “he was
overcome with fear.” We have encountered the Hebrew root Y-R-‘ - “(to)
fear” — previously, in the story of the Akedah (ch. 22). Both va-yee-rah
and no-ra (“awesome”) of this verse derive from that root.
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This is none other than the abode of God, and that is the gateway
to heaven ¢ Jacob’s fervor is here directed equally to this particular place,
Bethel, and to the country as a whole. It is brought on by a sense of the
grandeur of the Land of Israel, and the understanding that living there is
truly difficult, because of the Divinity that manifests so powerfully there,
and therefore demands so much from its residents. Because Jacob, by his
inner nature, is a Jew of the Diaspora, he finds the Land of Israel rather
frightening, even as he is, at the same time, inexorably drawn to it.

For classical Diaspora Jewry, the idea that a place is holy can be a
source of internal conflict. Certain Diaspora Jews will therefore fail to
notice this type of holiness at all. That is, they will say that there is no
concept of “sanctity of place” in Judaism, but only “sanctity of time,” as
expressed through the Sabbath and the Jewish festivals. But some will
go so far as to do battle even with that idea — under the guise of militant
Jewish anti-Zionism, for example.

The fact is, however, that the true life force of the Jewish Diaspora
community derives precisely from actualizing its connection with the
Land of Israel, and “plugging into” it. In our times especially, the most
important and effective means of preserving the vitality of the Jewish
Diaspora communities is their direct involvement in Israeli current
affairs, their maintaining an emotionally personal and vital connection
with the State of Israel, and their participation in Israel-oriented projects.
Jacob likewise, notwithstanding that he must go into exile, revives his
connection with the land and draws his vitality from it.

31.10. STONE AS
MONUMENT (28:18)
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[18] Early 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
the top of it.

[18] Jacob took the stone that he had put under his head ¢ For
the monument he is about to create, Jacob takes none other than the
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stone on which he’s been sleeping. Essentially, he wishes to construct
a monument to the “stairway reaching to the sky” of which he has
dreamt.

And poured oil on the top of it ¢ In such contexts “oil” always means
olive oil. Here, the libation itself constitutes the consecration of the
monument. We encounter this form of worship for the first time in this
passage, but later in the Torah such libations of oil are the accepted
method of all consecrations — of the Temple vessels, for example, as well
as the anointing of priests and kings. In fact, the very word “messiah”
(Hebr. mashiach) means “the anointed one” - that is, the king.

In ancient times olive oil was a primary source of illumination.
Anointing with olive oil thus symbolized that the person or vessel being
anointed — or the stone, as in this story — is acknowledged as a source of
light to others.

And set it up as a pillar ¢ Constructing any such stone monument
(matzevah) was later strictly forbidden to the Children of Israel (Deut.
16:22). Only altars consisting of many stones were allowed. The Talmud
notes in this connection: “What was beloved to God in the times of the
Patriarchs (e.g., the stone here erected by Jacob) became hateful to Him
and prohibited in the era of their descendants.” A monolith symbolizes
Divine Providence as directed toward the individual, whereas an altar,
a single structure of many stones, represents God’s Providence with
respect to the entire nation. After the birth of the Jewish nation it was
forbidden to erect a “monument,” because an individual Jew could no
longer have that kind of direct communication with God. Thenceforth,
such communication could only happen within the context of the nation
as a whole.

31.11. BETHEL HAD PREVIOUSLY
BEEN CALLED “LUZ” (28:19)

YooY mH DR ORI DIPRNTOWTIR RPN v
MWK

[19] He named that site Bethel; but previously the name of
the city had been Luz.
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[19] Bethel ¢ We have met Bethel earlier in the Torah. It was one of
Abraham’s stopovers during his southbound migration. (12:8). But here
Jacob reimagines that place and updates its name.

Previously the name of the city had been Luz ¢ The Torah’s mention
of the former name is important not only for its historical value, for it
has a metaphysical meaning as well. There is a Jewish idea that luz is the
name of a certain tiny but indestructible bone in the human body. (It
cannot be burned, wear out, or the like.) And from just this bone humans
will be resurrected at the end of time. The city of Bethel and Jacob’s
Ladder are a luz bone for the Jewish nation as a whole — an indestructible
point from which the national presence of Jews in the Land of Israel will
at the proper time be resurrected.

31.12. MOUNTAIN, FIELD,
AND HOUSE (28:20-22)
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[20] Jacob then made a vow, saying, “If God remains with me,
if He protects me on this journey that | am making, and gives
me bread to eat and clothing to wear,

[21] and if | return safe to my father’s house - the Lord shall
be my God.

[22] And this stone, which | have set up as a pillar, shall be
God’s abode; ...

[22] And this stone ... shall be God’s abode ¢ In Abraham’s encounter
with God, the place of their meeting is called a “mountain” (i.e., Mount
Moriah, 22:2). Isaac’s place of meeting God is a “field” (24:63). But Jacob
experiences the meeting place as “God’s abode,” a whole new level of
awareness in the encounter.

Abraham’s “mountain” rises above everyone and everything; it
dominates, thus representing Chesed, which diffuses widely. Isaac’s
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“field” is the object of an action: plowing. It symbolizes the role of a
subordinate, which is Gevurah - conserving the status quo. In both
cases, however, it is nature in all its majesty, gadlut - its own category
of greatness.

Here, “God’s abode” (lit., “God’s house”) of Jacob is something
completely different - it represents not nature, but society. Jacob is the
first of the Patriarchs to be aware of God’s dialogue with society, which
is why he becomes the progenitor of the Twelve Tribes that comprise
the structure of the people. In this house a person must find his
connection with God, first and foremost through relationships of mutual
understanding that he shares with other people.

[22] And this stone, which I have set up as a pillar ¢ A monument
is an object surrounded by people from every direction, but always
from the outside. A house, on the other hand, represents the opposite
idea. Its walls are outside, and the people are inside. Jacob’s category
is Tiferet: beauty and balance. Every person who gathers inside that
house is an independent — and therefore complex — individual. The
relationships among those individuals will sometimes involve conflict,
giving rise to the ambiguity and confusion that are typical of Jacob’s
story.

In the lives of Abraham and Isaac the proper course of action is
usually clear. Their problem is to transcend their natural inclinations and
find the strength to take the necessary action. But in Jacob’s narrative
it is often not clear to us how we think he should proceed, and on what
basis to decide which behavior will be correct.

And so, Jacob frequently finds himself in complex and “improper”
situations. He receives a blessing intended for his brother Esau. When
he finally marries at an advanced age after working seven years for the
woman he loves, on his wedding night he receives not her, but a different
woman. His wives are in constant conflict. His own sons sell their little
brother Joseph — Jacob’s favorite son — into slavery.

And yet, only as the result of a personal development like Jacob’s can
a nation be created. Since the goal of Judaism is to consecrate society,
and not only the individual, the necessary advancement would not be
possible without severe internal conflicts and the efforts to find their
resolution.
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Shall be God’s abode ¢ If there is a place for all inside the common
house, then the quarrels are neither extrinsic and random, but an
inevitable and indispensable part of life. Since they cannot be avoided,
they must be overcome. Any such conflict will then be not an obstacle on
the path to God, but the foundation on which such a path can and will
be constructed.

31.13. TITHING (28:22)
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[22] “... and of all that You give me, | will set aside a tithe for
You.”

Jacob’s declaration here explicates the idea of tithing, an important
commandment in Judaism. In a later era (after the giving of the Torah at
Mount Sinai) tithing became obligatory, but here the Torah refers to it
as only a general principle.

The essence of the revelation that Jacob has received is the
unification of Heaven and Earth, based on the idea that the spiritual
and material aspects of life are inseparable. This time that principle has
been revealed to Jacob in clear terms, but later, throughout his life and
the lives of his descendants, this fundamental idea will manifest itself
only covertly. Therefore, Jacob needs a token to serve as a reminder.

Were God to bestow his His gifts in an obvious manner, man would
always be aware of their miraculous character. But those gifts normally
come to us instead through “natural” means. For example, a person
labors, and in exchange he reaps a harvest or collects wages. The natural
cause and effect of that process hinders our realization that we are
receiving all those benefits only from God. When one tithes his earnings,
he proclaims to God, as it were: “I know well that all I have acquired has
come to me only through Your benevolent assistance, and not as the
result of my own efforts.”



CHAPTER 32
JACOB AND LABAN’S DAUGHTERS

32.1. AJOURNEY TO THE EAST IN SEARCH
OF THE UNITY OF MANKIND (29:1)
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[1] Jacob resumed his journey and came to the land of the
Easterners.

In the Torah the east is called kedem, which means, literally,
“primordial” — something that was in the universe ab initio. The same
word is used with reference to the Garden of Eden: “The Lord God planted
a garden in Eden, in the east (mi-kedem)” (2:8), which is of course telling
us not just a fact of geography, but something about the essence of the
Garden. In the Torah, the concept of “east” refers not only to relative
geographical position, but also to intrinsic value.

Geographically, Jacob’s destination is Haran. But substantively, he
seeks to travel to the “east,” to a rebirth of the Divine image that was
primordially invested in man. A dream of a stairway changes Jacob. If his
original goal in departing for Haran was to hide from Esau’s wrath, he is
now searching for origins, for he is aware of his mission (and that of the
future Jewish people) with respect to humanity. This is an essential step
on the path of his transformation from Jacob to Israel.

32.2. THREE FLOCKS OF SHEEP
AT THE WELL (29:2)
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[2] There before his eyes was a well in the open. Three flocks
of sheep were lying there beside it, for the flocks were
watered from that well. The stone on the mouth of the well
was large.

[2] Three flocks of sheep ¢ Such details do not seem all that relevant
to Jacob’s life story. The approach of our Jewish tradition to such
passages that seem “extraneous” to the narrative is to seek and find their
allegorical significance.

Thus, in this case the Midrash identifies the three herds with the
three races of mankind - the descendants of Shem, Ham, and Japheth.
(In Scripture the nations of the world are often called “flocks,” and their
kings — “shepherds.”) Metaphysically, Jacob meets these three categories
of humanity at a well in the East, which are meant to become an object
of careful deliberation on his part.

32.3. MUTUAL DISTRUST
AND WATER SHORTAGE (29:3)
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[31 When all the flocks were gathered there, the stone would
be rolled from the mouth of the well and the sheep watered;
then the stone would be put back in its place on the mouth
of the well.

One of potential allegoric interpretation of this verse can be
the following: the peoples of the world lack water — both materially
and spiritually. Here the well’s orifice is secured with a heavy stone,
indicating great concern for water; only after it is rolled away through
joint communal effort will it then be possible to water the sheep. But
because water is in short supply, the stone must then be also rolled back
into place, to assure that no one will draw water in excess of his allotted
quantity. Thus, while a pragmatic peace among the nations (accord
among the shepherds) can guarantee that none of them will die of thirst,
it cannot provide any of those nations with enough drinking water.
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There is no mutual trust among the shepherds of the flocks, and
each one fears not receiving his fair share. All this illustrates mankind’s
principal problem; its distortion of the concept of brotherhood. The
shepherds believe that the existing system allows each of them to
safeguard his guaranteed ration of water. But exactly the opposite is
true: The absence of true brotherhood is itself the reason that there is a
water shortage at all.

32.4.JACOB BRINGS NEWS
OF BROTHERHOOD (29:4)
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[4] Jacob said to them, “My friends, where are you from?” And
they said, “We are from Haran.”

[4] Jacob said to them, “My friends, where are you from?” ¢ The
literal translation is, “My brothers, where are you from?”

Jacob goes into exile toward the East in order to beget the Jewish
people, but at the same time he strives to make contact with the origins
of all mankind, in order to understand their essential problems. Jacob’s
descendants, after all, will need to solve those same problems in the
future.

Jacob believes that humanity’s most pressing problem is their
violation of the tenets of fraternity. Jacob’s flight from Esau, his twin
brother who has threatened to kill him, inspires Jacob to search for the
brotherhood in humanity. In the stone that seals the opening to the well
Jacob sees a problem. And so, when Jacob greets the strangers, his first
words to them are Achai!, “My brothers!”

As do the Jewish people, Jacob brings the message of brotherhood to
the nations of the world, while also pointing to its origins. His question,
“Where are you from?” is not about geography (for isn’t it clear that the
shepherds hail from nearby Haran?), but an invitation to those shepherds
to contemplate their own essence. “Just think about it, guys — how did all
of you get here? Since we are all created by God, we all have one Father.
And that means that we are brothers.”
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It is these very ideas that the Torah will later proclaim, and that
the Jews will proffer to humanity: If we are to feel a sense of universal
brotherhood, we must acknowledge that everything in the universe
shares the same, identical origins. But for now, at least, the “shepherds” —
leaders of the three major branches of humanity — are not very attentive
to his call. With their response “we are from Haran” they go no further
than the question of their physical location, the natural order of things.
At this early stage of human history, Jacob’s uniquely Jewish approach
is too visionary for the peoples of the world, and it therefore remains
alien to them.

32.5.DEFICIENT BROTHERHOOD:
AN ANCIENT PROBLEM

Relations between brothers are a central topic in the book of Genesis.
Throughout this rather long book, we repeatedly encounter conflicts
between brothers: Cain and Abel, Isaac and Ishmael, Jacob and Esau,
Joseph and his brothers. Like civil war, such conflicts are always difficult
to resolve.

A primary cause of these conflicts is that brothers lay claim to a
common inheritance, needing to share it among themselves. But this
applies especially to the twins Esau and Jacob.

The biblical commandment (Lev. 19:18) “Love your fellow as
yourself” primarily concerns close relatives, such as brothers. Peace
among brothers is the basis of human progress, its foundation. The
problems of brotherhood are most acutely felt in the story of Joseph, and
they receive true resolution in the story of Moses and Aaron, who shared
no inheritance, but attained the level of a mutually complementary
relationship.

32.6. RACHEL ACTUALIZES JACOB’S INTERVENTION
IN THE LIFE OF HARAN (29:5-10)
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[5] He said to them, “Do you know Laban the son of Nahor?”
And they said, “Yes, we do.”

[6] He continued, “Is he well?” They answered, “Yes, he is;
and there is his daughter Rachel, coming with the flock.”

[7] He said, “It is still broad daylight, too early to round up
the animals; water the flock and take them to pasture.”

[8] But they said, “We cannot, until all the flocks are rounded
up; then the stone is rolled off the mouth of the well and we
water the sheep.”

[91 While he was still speaking with them, Rachel came with
her father’s flock; for she was a shepherdess.

[10] And when Jacob saw Rachel, the daughter of his uncle
Laban, and the flock of his uncle Laban, Jacob went up and
rolled the stone off the mouth of the well, and watered the
flock of his uncle Laban.

[7] Water the flock and take them to pasture ¢ Seeing Rachel and
sensing his deep connection with her, Jacob suddenly feels himself
involved in the affairs of Haran. This city is now becoming for him
not just a refuge from his brother’s vengeance, but a home, if only a
temporary one. Jacob then takes to intervening in the situation, to such
an extent that he even asks the shepherds why they are not properly
tending to their work, why they are not taking their sheep to graze.

[8] But they said ¢ The shepherds react to the intervention quite
calmly and constructively, which seems to indicate their willingness to
listen to Jacob’s message.
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We cannot, until all the flocks are rounded up; then the stone
is rolled off the mouth of the well and we water the sheep ¢ The
shepherds agree that affairs in their country are being improperly
handled. However, they attribute the problem not to their lack of
brotherhood, but to objective, situational difficulties — in this case, the
water shortage.

[10] Jacob went up and rolled the stone off the mouth of the well, and
watered the flock of his uncle Laban ¢ With no hesitation whatsoever,
Jacob takes up the problem and immediately solves it. Firstly, his own
strength is sufficient to roll away the stone, which normally yields only
to a concerted communal effort. Secondly, according to the Midrash,
there is suddenly enough water for everyone, and there is no longer any
need to reseal the mouth of the well with the stone.

Jacob is the Jewry of the Diaspora, who undertake the task of
transforming the world around them and are phenomenally successful.

Only later does it become clear that the problem was not one of
objective, physical limitations at all, but only a lack of fraternity. And
therefore, despite the blessing that Jacob has brought to the inhabitants
of Haran, they (in the person of “Laban’s sons,” [31:1]) despise him.
This, of course, also quite accurately reflects the situation of the Jewish
people in exile.

[9] Rachel came with her father’s flock ¢ In the Torah’s value system,
the fact that Rachel herds the sheep testifies to her qualities as a leader,
a “pastor.” And that is why Rachel’s opinion will carry so much weight in
determining the family’s future direction.

32.7.JACOB’S
TEARS (29: 11-12)
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[11] Then Jacob kissed Rachel, and broke into tears.

[12] Jacob told Rachel that he was her father’s kinsman, that
he was Rebekah’s son; and she ran and told her father.
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[11] Then Jacob kissed Rachel ¢ The grammatical construction of the
Hebrew here is not et rachel, “(he kissed) Rachel,” but le-rachel, which
means that he kissed Rachel’s hand. It would be quite inaccurate to
imagine Jacob forcing his kisses on a total stranger.

And broke into tears ¢ The Midrash explains that Jacob cried because
he called to mind the matchmaking events that led to his own parents’
marriage. Those events apparently took place at this same Haran well.
Eliezer, Abraham’s steward, had brought an entire caravan of camels,
and “all the bounty of his master” (23:10), when he came to find a wife
for Isaac. But Jacob, hastily fleeing his brother’s wrath, has come to meet
his bride completely empty-handed.

Note, by contrast, that Eliezer did not communicate with the local
residents. He had only one objective: to collect Rebekah and bring her
home to Isaac, for at Isaac’s stage of development, Gevurah, the Jews are
still withdrawn within themselves and are not trying to influence the
world. But Jacob enters into dialogue with the shepherds, because he is
planning to live in this place, and he wants to improve it.

The Midrash adds that Isaac was by no means poor. When Jacob’s
parents sent him off to Laban for the purpose of marriage, they provided
him with gifts for the bride and for her father. But Eliphaz, Esau’s son,
attacked Jacob en route and threatened to kill him.

Jacob bought him off with all available property, explaining that
“being poor is like being dead.” Eliphaz assented and let Jacob be. But
now, Jacob is distressed that having come to get married, he has no gifts
to offer his bride.

In fact, Jacob tends to downplay his attainments, accomplishments,
and status (see for example 47:9). But this feeling of “not quite
measuring up” does not depress Jacob; rather, it motivates him to “take
the situation by the heel” and run with it.

32.8.JACOB’S AGREEMENT WITH LABAN
FOR MARRYING RACHEL (29: 13-20)
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[13] On hearing the news of his sister’s son Jacob, Laban ran
to greet him; he embraced him and kissed him, and took him
into his house. He told Laban all that had happened,

[14] and Laban said to him, “You are truly my bone and flesh.”
When he had stayed with him a month’s time,

[15] Laban said to Jacob, “Just because you are a kinsman,
should you serve me for nothing? Tell me, what shall your
wages be?”

[16] Now Laban had two daughters; 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 answered, “I will serve you
seven years for your younger daughter Rachel.”

[19] Laban said, “Better that | give her to you than that I
should give her to an outsider. Stay with me.”

[20] So Jacob served seven years for Rachel and they seemed
to him but a few days because of his love for her.

[14] You are truly my bone and flesh ¢ There is a clear allusion here to
the story of Adam and Eve (2:23). Laban’s words are an indication not
only of his familial kinship with Jacob, but of his consent to let Jacob
marry Rachel.

He had stayed with him a month’s time ¢ Laban at first tests
Jacob. In order to determine the seriousness of his intentions, Laban
accommodates Jacob in his house for a full month.



112  Bible Dynamics. Book of Genesis

Just because you are a kinsman, should you serve me for
nothing? ¢ From these words we understand that this first month Jacob
not only lived with Laban, but worked for him, and, moreover, received
no compensation. Laban poses the question “Tell me, what shall your
wages be?” to determine the magnitude of Jacob’s pretensions, and to
learn how he, Jacob, views the situation.

[16] Now Laban had two daughters ¢ The Midrash adds that Leah
and Rachel were twins, like Esau and Jacob, but ten years younger than
them.

[17] Leah had weak eyes; Rachel was shapely and beautiful ¢ It is
not entirely clear at first why Rachel’s beauty and Leah’s weak eyes are
being contrasted here. The meaning of this contrast finds full expression
not so much in the story of Rachel and Leah as in the dynamics of the
relations of their children, Joseph and Judah. But in general terms,
Leah’s weak eyes represent a view of eternity that pays no attention to
ephemeral trifles, while Rachel’s beauty is the transience that is realized
in the richness of a this-worldly existence. Later we will consider in
more detail the entire complex of these relationships.

[18] Jacob loved Rachel ¢ Jacob fell in love with Rachel because of
the affinity he felt with her as Jacob - his level of development at that
moment. But it is from Leah that the primary spiritual forces of the
Jewish nation will later be born, namely: the Levites (the priesthood
and the Temple) and the dynasty of King David and the Messiah.
Moreover, Leah’s final resting place will be alongside Jacob in the cave
of Machpelah, the nation’s preeminent tomb, while Rachel will be
buried on the road leading to Bethlehem. Thus, Leah is Jacob’s wife “in
perpetuity,” after he is already Israel, but Rachel is his “interim” wife,
while he is still Jacob.

Jacob loved ¢ It is interesting to observe how the Torah represents the
different attitude of each Patriarch toward his choice of a wife. Nothing
at all is said about how Abraham came to marry Sarah. About Isaac,
however, we know that Abraham’s servant chose his wife, while Isaac
himself had no say of his own in that process. Only at the level of Jacob
do we see not only his exercise of independent choice, but a genuine
struggle to find a wife whom he considers suitable to himself.
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I will serve you seven years for ... Rachel ¢ Jacob himself offers to
work seven years for Laban in exchange for Rachel, rather than asking
to marry her immediately. By all appearances, this was a mistake on his
part. Jacob feels his poverty too keenly, with the result that he must pay
for his low self-esteem and inadequate expectations. Instead, he should
have merely communicated to Laban his wish to marry Rachel, offering
no payment at all, and then waited to see how his future father-in-law
would respond. Perhaps Laban would have demanded a lower price, or
would himself have proposed that Jacob marry Rachel first and work
for him afterwards. But now Laban accepts Jacob’s highly attractive
offer: His daughter will be married with no dowry, while he, meanwhile,
will receive at no cost to himself the services of a laborer now highly
motivated by the promise of his future reward.

[20] So Jacob served seven years for Rachel and they seemed to
him but a few days because of his love for her ¢ Indeed, these seven
years pass imperceptibly to Jacob, because he is energized by love and
romance. But he finds the next seven years, during which he suddenly
finds himself working for his second wife, not nearly so romantic. And
Rachel too, we can imagine, was less than thrilled to have had to wait so
many years to marry Jacob.

When we compare all this with the story of his mother Rebekah’s
betrothal, when Eliezer refused to wait at all, and carried off the bride
forthwith, we see that Jacob’s expectations are very significantly
understated. Later, however, over the course of his long-standing
relationship with Laban, Jacob will learn to act more staunchly and
directly. Thus, Jacob gradually continues to develop into Israel.

32.9.JACOB MARRIES
LEAH (29:21-25)
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[21] Then Jacob said to Laban, “Give me my wife, for my time
is fulfilled, that | may cohabit with her.”

[22] And Laban gathered all the people of the place and made
a feast.

[23] When evening came, he took his daughter Leah and
brought her to him; and he cohabited with her. -

[24] Laban had given his maidservant Zilpah to his daughter
Leah as her maid. -

[25] When morning came, there was Leah! ...

[21] Give me my wife ... that I may cohabit with her ¢ The Midrash
remarks: “But even a simpleton would not speak so crudely!” (That is,
directly and frankly.) It then adds: “Because Jacob knew that he had to
beget twelve sons, he felt that he must hurry.”

Over the course of his seven years working for Laban, Jacob learned
to be tougher than he had been when he left his parental home. But as it
turned out, even that was not enough.

[25] When morning came, there was Leah! ¢ The Midrash adds that
Jacob indeed suspected that Laban might deceive him. He therefore
arranged with Rachel in advance that just before the wedding ceremony
she would give him certain signals they had agreed upon, in order to
confirm that the bride he was about to marry was in fact Rachel. (Her
identity could otherwise not be known, because of the established
custom that a bride’s face would always be concealed with a veil.) But
Rachel, upon learning that her father had decided to deceive Jacob, and
not wanting to disgrace and expose her sister, shared those signs with
Leah, who did everything just as Jacob and Rachel had agreed. Jacob
therefore did not suspect the deception.

All that was a major display of generosity on Rachel’s part, thanks
to which she eventually assumed the role of a senior wife in the family.
Jacob’s marriage to Leah turned out to be a necessary element for his
further development, as we shall see.
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32.10.JACOB MARRIES
RACHEL (29:25-30)
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[25] ... So he said to Laban, “What is this you have done to
me? | was in your service for Rachel! Why did you deceive
me?”

[26] Laban said, “It is not the practice in our place to marry off
the younger before the older.

[27] Wait until the bridal week of this one is over and we will
give you that one too, provided you serve me another seven
years.”

[28] Jacob did so; he waited out the bridal week of the one,
and then he gave him his daughter Rachel as wife. -

[29] Laban had given his maidservant Bilhah to his daughter
Rachel as her maid. -

[30] And Jacob cohabited with Rachel also; indeed, he loved
Rachel more than Leah. And he served him another seven
years.

[26] It is not the practice in our place to marry off the younger
before the older ¢ The literal translation is “to marry off the younger
before the firstborn.” Laban’s choice of words recalls Jacob’s declaration
to his father: “I am your son Esau, your firstborn” (27:32). As Jacob
deceived his father, so does Laban deceive Jacob.

It is not the practice in our place ¢ The emphasis is on “our.” Laban
seems to be saying: “I suppose that in Canaan, where you come from,
such impudence - a younger brother usurping his father’s blessing by
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means of a deception — is considered perfectly normal. But here in Haran
we are a decent folk, and we always act responsibly. We would never
marry off the younger before the older.

[28] Jacob did so ¢ Jacob chooses to not respond to Laban’s argument,
because he feels that it is to a certain extent defensible. However, the
question of why Jacob would think so — that is, on what basis Laban’s
position can be justified — is in fact far from simple. The essence of the
situation, which is more complicated than mere “measure-for-measure”
retribution, is as follows. Jacob, having received Esau’s blessing, should
also — as a kind of “package deal” — get Leah, the woman originally
intended for Esau.

The Midrash explains: Because Rebekah had twin sons, and her
brother Laban had twin daughters, the people of the community used
to say: “The two pairs of twins are well-suited: the elder (Leah) to the
elder (Esau), and the younger to the younger.” The Midrash then adds,
that Leah was so distressed by all the talk of her being expected to
marry the villain Esau, that she cried her eyes out. Hence: “Leah had
weak eyes” (v. 17).

However, Leah was not the “revenge” taken on Jacob for having
deceived his father, but on the contrary, it helped him to reveal his
potential and achieve greatness. But Jacob at the time of his marriage
still does not understand this. The situation seems unfair to him, but
he remains silent, because, from a moral perspective, there is no valid
objection that he can possibly raise.

[27] Wait until the bridal week of this one is over ¢ Jacob marries
Rachel immediately after the seven-day wedding feast for him and Leah.
(We note that the Jewish people still observe the same seven-day wedding
celebration even today.) Then, after consummating this second marriage,
Jacob works for Laban yet another seven years. Regarding Bilhah and
Zilpah, the Tradition tells us that they, too, were the daughters of Laban,
born to him from his maidservant, however, and not his wife. Thus, all
four wives of Jacob were Laban’s daughters.
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32.11. THE PROBLEM OF JACOB
MARRYING TWO SISTERS

Although polygamy is not prohibited by the Torah, neither is
it encouraged. Judaism deems monogamous marriage the ideal.
(Throughout Jewish history, the practice of polygamy was always rare,
even before it was finally prohibited outright much later, in the Middle
Ages.)

On the other hand, the Torah very explicitly forbids marrying two
sisters. And furthermore, even after a divorce, one is forbidden to marry
his ex-wife’s sister so long as the divorced sister is still alive (Lev. 18:18).
Thus, according to Torah law, after he married Leah it was forbidden for
Jacob to marry Rachel, even if he were to divorce Leah. How, then, could
Jacob enter into such a marriage with Rachel?

The explanation is that before the giving of the Torah, the doctrines
of Judaism were not yet established law, and the Patriarchs were not
obliged to observe the laws of the Torah, which would be formalized
only in the future. Of course, spiritual and moral principles, which in the
future would become laws, were known and recognized by the Patriarchs,
and in this sense, “the Patriarchs observed the Torah even before it was
given.”

But those principles at that time had the status of “desirable but not
binding.” Had Jacob originally intended to marry two sisters, that would
have been wrong. But since the situation arose post factum, Jacob had
the right to decide (and did decide) that the undesirability of marrying
two sisters was in this case far less than the enormous damage that
refraining from marrying Rachel would have caused.

Had this happened after the giving of the Torah, Jacob could not have
married Rachel, irrespective of that “damage.” But because doing so was
at that time only undesirable, but not forbidden, Jacob was within his
rights to evaluate the undesirability versus the damage, and to choose
whichever he deemed the lesser of the two evils.

Thisis not the onlyinstance inthe Torah where the Patriarchs violated
a prohibition that would become formalized only later. For example, as
noted earlier (28:18) Jacob erected a “stone pillar,” notwithstanding that
the Torah explicitly forbids it, in unusually strong terms, as abhorrent to
God (Deut. 16:22). This is a clear illustration of the principle that “the
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Teachings given to the forefathers are not the same as the Teachings
given to their descendants.” In those two fundamentally different eras,
the Torah is likewise realized in different ways.

Another important aspect of this story is that the Torah’s prohibition
of marrying sisters can be seen as itself a consequence of Jacob’s difficult
relationship with his wives. Those complications would lead to conflict
betweenbrothers, the sale of Joseph,and other unfortunate consequences.
The point here is that the absolute meaning of a commandment in no
way negates the historical nature of its formalization. For example, the
commandment to eat matzah during Passover has, simultaneously, both
an absolute, moral significance and a philosophical, concretely historical
one (namely, the Israelites’ hasty departure from Egypt, which left them
no time to prepare leavened bread).

In other words, certain fundamental principles do exist in the
universe, but these descend into the world in the form of specific events
in the lives of the Patriarchs and the Jewish nation, through whom
fundamental principles of the universe are then realized in this lower
world.

Says the Talmud: “The affairs of the Patriarchs serve as future
indicators for their descendants.” In other words, what for posterity
would be realized as law was for the Patriarchs merely an aspect of their
life story. Thus, as concerns the prohibition of marrying sisters, we can
suggest that Jacob had to experience his ordeal concerning Rachel and
Leah in order that, as a result, the law that banned marrying sisters
would be formulated.

(See also the discussion of this topic below in portion 36.17, “Events
in the Life of the Patriarchs as a Source of the Commandments.”)



CHAPTER 33

THE BIRTH OF RACHEL’S AND LEAH’S
CHILDREN

33.1. LEAH’S FIRST CHILDREN
ARE BORN (29:31-35)
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[31] The Lord saw that Leah was unloved and he opened her
womb; but Rachel was barren.

[32] Leah conceived and bore a son, and named him Reuben;
for she declared, “It means: ‘The Lord has seen my affliction’;
it also means: ‘Now my husband will love me.”

[33] She conceived again and bore a son, and declared, “This
is because the Lord heard that | was unloved and has given
me this one also”; so she named him Simeon.

[34] Again she conceived and bore a son and declared, “This
time my husband will become attached to me, for | have
borne him three sons.” Therefore he was named Levi.
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[35] She conceived again and bore a son, and declared, “This
time | will praise the Lord.” Therefore she named him Judah.
Then she stopped bearing.

[31] The Lord saw that Leah was unloved and he opened her womb;
but Rachel was barren ¢ The Torah essentially holds Jacob responsible
for Rachel’s childlessness. Jacob should have understood that since,
however unexpectedly, Leah had become his wife, it was not mere
happenstance, but the Divine will, and he should have tried to love Leah
more. But he did not. God therefore intervened in order to balance the
situation, and Leah gave birth, while Rachel remained childless.

When we shy away from a challenge that life places in our path, then
besides leaving it to God to compensate for our failures, we also run the
risk of paying a steep price for them.

[32] Reuben - The Lord has seen my affliction ... the Lord heard
that I was unloved and has given me this one also ... - Simeon.
[34] ... This time my husband will become attached to me, for I
have borne him three sons. ... - Levi ¢ The names of Leah’s first
three children reflect her passionate desire to win Jacob’s love by
bearing him children.

This time I will praise the Lord. Therefore she named him Judah ¢
Only after giving birth to a fourth son, Leah begins to feel that she is an
independent, autonomous personality. She therefore gives him a name
that expresses her personal relationship with God but has no direct
connection with Jacob.

Leah’s sons’ names speak of her gradual personal growth. The name
of her firstborn, Reuben (from ra’oh, “(to) see,”), tells of her difficult
marriage. She hopes that God will see her distress, having been forced
to marry Jacob through a deception, and that Jacob will therefore soften
his attitude towards her.

Leah’s distress is, in a sense, a reflection of Jacob’s own distress over
having received his father’s blessing through a deception. It is striking
that, evidently, Jacob himself cannot see this profound parallelism in
their destinies. We have already noted that it is Leah who is Jacob’s wife

“in perpetuity,” for she is his gadlut, his greatness. But Jacob, who has not
yet become Israel, is at first completely unaware of that.
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The name of Leah’s second son, “Simon,” is this time formed not
from “God sees,” but from shamo’a, “(to) hear: “God hears.” Even after
Leah has given birth to Jacob’s firstborn, his love for her remains
constrained. The name she gives her son this time is a reproach to
Jacob (and not to her father Laban, as was the name of her first son). To
hear means to evaluate, to make a careful assessment (as opposed to
vision, which indicates only a general, high-level view of a situation).
Leah continues to love Jacob, but gradually learns to view him more
critically.

The name of Leah’s third son, “Levi,” is formed from the root hilaveh,
“(to) accompany”: my husband will now cling to me. Having despaired of
any hope of influencing Jacob at a deeper level, Leah now hopes for his
“mechanical” attachment to her through their children.

Onlywhen all that fails does Leah finally free herself of her complexes
with respect to Jacob and Rachel, and turn to a personal dialogue with
God. The name of her fourth son speaks of this: “Judah,” from the root
(le)hodot,“(to) give thanks.”

33.2.RACHEL'S ENVY
AND JACOB’S ANGER (30:1-2)
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[1] When Rachel saw that she had borne Jacob no children,
she became envious of her sister; and Rachel said to Jacob,
“Give me children, or | shall die.”

[2] Jacob was incensed at Rachel, and said, “Can | take the
place of God, who has denied you fruit of the womb?”

[1]1 Rachel ... became envious of her sister; and ... said to Jacob,
“Give me children, or I shall die” ¢ The literal translation is: “Give
me children, for without [children] I die” (that is, I am as good as dead).
Rachel is quite clear in expressing her feelings that being childless is for
her a fate equivalent to death. But we also know that what she is “dying”
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from more than anything else is envy — from the fact that her sister has
children, but she does not.

This approach to dealing with life’s problems is of course completely
wrong. But we must not judge Rachel too harshly for saying such things.
In life, it often happens that even improper motives can prod us to ask
the right questions. Rachel’s envy leads her to a realization of the crisis,
and to register complaints that are not entirely unjustified. And that is
because the source of the problem here is not Rachel, the problem is
Jacob.

[2] Jacob was incensed at Rachel ¢ Leah loves Jacob, Jacob loves Rachel,
and Rachel envies Leah. Strictly speaking, Jacob in this kind of situation
has every reason to be dissatisfied with Rachel, and to tell her so, for
she demands of him something that only God can grant. But in fact, it is
Jacob here who is in the wrong for not loving Leah enough, and he knows
that. Jacob’s underlying sense of guilt, his attempt to protect himself
from that feeling, exasperates him.

33.3.JACOB MARRIES BILHAH,
RACHEL'S HANDMAIDEN (30:3-4)
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[3] She said, “Here is my maid Bilhah. Consort with her, that
she may bear on my knees and that through her | too may
have children.”

[4] So she gave him her maid Bilhah as concubine, and Jacob
cohabited with her.

Having purchased the birthright from Esau, and then received
the blessing previously designated for Esau, Jacob still did not realize
how heavy the burden he had taken upon himself was. Perhaps this
was for the best. By knowing in advance what difficulties lie ahead, we
might abandon our chosen path, and our lost opportunities could be
considerable.
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But now Jacob must solve the problem of his marriage with Leah,
who was originally supposed to be Esau’s wife, but who ended up
married to him. For now he is not able to love Leah as much as he loves
Rachel, because so far he is only Jacob, not yet having integrated enough
of Esau’s qualities into his own.

Because he could not sufficiently love his two wives, Jacob gets a
third, and then a fourth wife. He must learn to properly apportion his
feelings among them, which is precisely the path he must follow in order
to acquire Esau’s qualities.

Needless to say, it is impossible to force oneself to love a stranger.
But Jacob’s situation is rather different. He is close to both wives — as
they, too, are to him. They bear him children, and he willingly also
accepts his marriage to Leah. The only problem is the level of attention
that he pays to each of them. It is truly difficult to behave properly
under such conditions, and this is one of the reasons that Jewish
tradition did not recommend polygamy, and subsequently prohibited
it outright.

The troubled relations between Jacob’s wives affected his family for
a very long time. After Rachel’s death, these problems led to a conflict
with Reuben over Bilhah (35:22). But in the end a resolution was
achieved, and it was Leah who then became Jacob’s “wife for all eternity.”
She was buried with him in the cave of Machpelah, and the descendants
of her sons Judah and Levi received the kingship and the priesthood in
Israel, respectively.

3] That she may bear on my knees and that through her I too may
have children ¢ These words recall the story of Sarah and Hagar (16:2).
But Rachel is not afraid that she will have issues with Bilhah — perhaps
because, in view of the conflict with Leah, each handmaiden, unlike
Hagar, remains loyal to her mistress. Because Bilhah and Zilpah conduct
themselves with dignity in this situation, as did their children later,
their descendants will be fully included in the framework of the Jewish
people. This contrasts even more starkly with the behavior of Ishmael,
who was expelled from Abraham’s family, because he was unwilling to
be satisfied with a subordinate position.
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33.4. CHILDREN
OF BILHAH (30: 5-8)
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[5]1 Bilhah conceived and bore Jacob a son.

(6] And Rachel said, “God has vindicated me; indeed, He has
heeded my plea and given me a son.” Therefore she named
him Dan.

[71 Rachel’'s maid Bilhah conceived again and bore Jacob a
second son.

(8] And Rachel said, “A fateful contest | waged with my sister;
yes, and | have prevailed.” So she named him Naphtali.

[5] Bilhah ... bore ... a son. [6] And Rachel said ¢ It is Rachel who
names Bilhah’s children, which shows that she considers them her own.

[6] God has vindicated me; ... she named him Dan. [8] A fateful
contest I waged with my sister ... she named him Naphtali ¢ Rachel
sees the rivalry with her sister as din, judgment and naftulim, struggle.
From these words she creates names for the newborns. Her perception
of life as a rivalry with her sister continues to be the source of Rachel’s
problems. Only when she abandons the conflict with her sister, and
focuses instead on her relationship with Jacob and with God, can she
then give birth.

One of the central internal tasks of Jacob’s family is to address the
problem of conflict between brothers, in order to achieve unity even
while experiencing crisis. (In the book of Genesis, as we have already
mentioned, this is mankind’s primary problem.) To reinforce the
potentialities of the tension of this confrontation, four firstborns must
be born in Jacob’s family. The birth of each will become a step on the
path to constructing an effective system of “moral birthright.”

Bilhah’s firstborn son Dan is pivotal in this system, because he is

“the firstborn who lays no claim to the right of the firstborn.” He perfects
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the concept of brotherhood, and thus facilitates — indeed makes possible
— the birth of Joseph.

33.5.JACOB’S MARRIAGE TO ZILPAH, LEAH’S
MAIDSERVANT, AND HIS CHILDREN FROM HER (30:9-13)
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[91 When Leah saw that she had stopped bearing, she took
her maid Zilpah and gave her to Jacob as concubine.

[10] And when Leah’s maid Zilpah bore Jacob a son,
[11] Leah said, “What luck!” So she named him Gad.
[12] When Leah’s maid Zilpah bore Jacob a second son,

[13] Leah declared, “What fortune!” meaning, “Women will
deem me fortunate.” So she named him Asher.

[9] Leah saw that she had stopped bearing ¢ At first Leah was hoping
that the huge preponderance in the number of her children would
gradually make her more attractive to Jacob. But now, with the weight
of her advantage at risk, she is still receiving insufficient attention from
him. She therefore resolves to improve her status.

[11] Leah said, “What luck!” ¢ When Rachel gave her handmaiden to
Jacob, she was motivated by a sense of tragedy. But Leah’s problems are
not as great as Rachel’s, and the birth of additional children therefore
seems to her in some sense a bonus. But it is, in fact, a “needed bonus,”
because her feeling of happiness depends on it.

Gad ... Asher ¢ From the names of the sons (Gad, “luck, happiness”;
Asher, “bliss”), we see that although in Leah’s actions too there is
an element of competition with Rachel, Leah is not fixated on this
conflict. She rejoices in what she has, which testifies to her higher
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spiritual level, and corresponds to Jacob’s status in his further
development as Israel.

33.6. HIERARCHY IN JACOB’S FAMILY
AND IN THE JEWISH PEOPLE

Bilhah and Zilpah gradually became Jacob’s full-fledged wives,
and their sons too were an essential component of the Jewish people,
unlike Ishmael in his time, who had been expelled. In the patriarchal
family there is always a hierarchy - some family members are higher
and some lower. But the sons of Bilhah and Zilpah placidly accept their
lesser status. They do not try to break the system, as Hagar and Ishmael
did, and their status therefore becomes normalized over time. At first,
the sons of Leah are primary, and the other brothers are subordinate
to them. But after Jacob blesses each of his sons (ch. 49) — and Moses
will later do likewise (Deut. 33) — the unified mosaic of the Jewish
people will consist of all twelve sons, each becoming a tribe in every
sense.

When we try to demolish a naturally occurring structure, and
mechanically replace it with one that is supposedly more correct and
more just, nothing good will usually come of that. First we need to grow
correctly within the existing, fundamental structure, and to assure our
proper development in our elemental state. Only then can we introduce
changes and improvements for our own benefit, and the benefit of the
system as a whole.

33.7. THE STORY
OF THE MANDRAKES (30:14-16)
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[14] Once, at the time of the wheat harvest, Reuben came
upon some mandrakes in the field and brought them to his
mother Leah. Rachel said to Leah, “Please give me some of
your son’s mandrakes.”

[15] But she said to her, “Was it not enough for you to
take away my husband, that you would also take my son’s
mandrakes?” Rachel replied, “I promise, he shall lie with you
tonight, in return for your son’s mandrakes.”

[16] When Jacob came home from the field in the evening,
Leah went out to meet him and said, “You are to sleep with
me, for | have hired you with my son’s mandrakes.” And he
lay with her that night.

[14] Give me some of your son’s mandrakes ¢ Rachel is still childless.
Neither Jacob’s love nor the birth of children by her maidservant can
help her. She therefore tries to exploit every means at her disposal.
When Reuben goes walking in the fields and finds the berries of duda’im
(mandrakes), considered conducive to conception, Rachel asks Leah for
those, and agrees to her conditions.

[15] Rachel replied, “I promise, he shall lie with you tonight, in
return for your son’s mandrakes” ¢ This was not Leah’s condition,
but Rachel’s offer. Rachel offers as payment something that is very
dear to her.

It would be completely wrong, however, to imagine that this was the
only option available to Leah for bringing Jacob into her tent. Jacob all
these years had of course not left Leah, notwithstanding that Rachel’s
residence is his primary home.

It should be noted that a man who has two or more wives is required
by Torah law to live regularly with each of them. The very fact that Leah,
having ceased to give birth, gives Jacob her handmaiden shows the
degree of connection and trust that existed between them. But even one
night spent with Jacob is precious to Leah, and she agrees to hand over
the mandrakes in exchange for that. Leah is therefore rewarded with her
next child.
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33.8. THE BIRTH OF THE YOUNGEST SONS
OF LEAH (30: 17-20)
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[17] God heeded Leah, and she conceived and bore him
a fifth son.

[18] And Leah said, “God has given me my reward for having
given my maid to my husband.” So she named him Issachar.

[19] When Leah conceived again and bore Jacob a sixth son,

[20] Leah said, “God has given me a choice gift; this time my
husband will exalt me, for | have borne him six sons.” So she
named him Zebulun.

»

(18] Issachar ¢ “Reward.” [20] Zevulun ¢ “My husband will exalt me.
These names too show that Leah views the situation not as a conflict with
Rachel, but as an element of her relationship with Jacob and with God.

[17] God heeded Leah ¢ When Leah finally turns to God, He hears her.

[18] God has given me my reward for having given my maid to my
husband ¢ While Rachel relies on technical solutions, Leah views the
situation from a moral perspective. Leah sees her merit not in the fact
that she has bought a night with Jacob for the price of mandrakes, but
that, having ceased to give birth, she has given her handmaiden to her
husband, thereby sacrificing some of her own intimate relations for the
good of both Jacob and her own inner family. And so she receives another
child as compensation.

33.9. THE BIRTH OF DINAH (30:21)
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[21] Last, she bore him a daughter, and named her Dinah.
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The Torah mentions the birth of a daughter rather infrequently,
and even when it does so here, the meaning of the name “Dinah”
(“judgment”) is nonetheless not explained. However, immediately after
Dinah’s birth we are informed of the birth of Joseph. The Midrash offers
the following elaboration.

Everyone in the family knew that Jacob could have a maximum of
twelve sons. Leah already had six sons, and the two maidservants each
had two. Thus, Jacob already had ten sons. Were Leah now to give birth
to another boy, Rachel could have only one son; that is, even fewer than
either maidservant. According to the Midrash, Leah was now supposed
to give birth to a boy. But Leah, wanting Rachel to have at least two sons,
prayed to God to change the sex of her child, and Dinah was born.

Leah’s submitting to “self-judgment” made it possible for Rachel
to give birth to Joseph and Benjamin, and also afforded Leah herself
an opportunity to attain yet one more level of spiritual growth. Leah
therefore names her daughter “Dinah,” from din, “judgment.”

33.10. THE DYNAMICS
OF LEAH’S DEVELOPMENT

The dynamics of Leah’s development and correction consist in her
gradually coming to understand and acknowledge that Rachel, not Leah,
is Jacob’s foundational wife.

Technically, Leah was Jacob’s wife before Rachel was, and her words
to Rachel “Was it not enough for you to take away my husband?” (30:15)
demonstrate the tension of their conflict. It is quite difficult for Leah to
acknowledge her sister’s primacy. Recall that according to the Midrash,
it was Rachel who acted nobly and helped Leah get married by passing
to her sister the signs that she and Jacob had agreed upon, whereas Leah
asked God to give her sister Rachel children only after she already had
six children of her own.

But Leah does gradually yield to Rachel’s primacy. This is evident
from their relationship at the family conclave (31:14). Many centuries
later, in the era of the Judges, when Boaz took Ruth as his wife, the
inhabitants of Beit-Lechem (Bethlehem), who are the descendants
of Leah’s son Judah, proclaimed “May the Lord make the woman who
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is coming into your house like Rachel and Leah.” (Ruth 4:11) Thus,
Scripture puts Rachel ahead of Leah and establishes the fixed relative
positions of the two Matriarchs within the Jewish people. Rachel comes
first, although her legacy is transitory, and Leah follows, although her
legacy is eternal.

The significance of this relative placement of the sisters is that

“eternity,” or Leah’s weak eyes, must acknowledge that certain primacy
of “transience,” or Rachel’s beauty. Transience goes first, paving the
way for eternity. The same is true of the monarchy. Rachel’s son
Joseph’s kingdom must come first, and only then the kingdom of Leah’s
son Judah.

When Joseph’s brothers initially refused to recognize his supremacy,
it was the sin of Leah not accepting Rachel’s primacy. Later, however,
Leah and her children will acknowledge the errors of their approach, and
this will be their correction.

33.11. THE STATUS OF WOMEN
IN JACOB’S FAMILY

Wives occupy a leading position in Jacob’s family. Jacob’s wives
decide with whom he will spend the night, what names to give his
children, and when their family should return to Canaan. Although
the elevated status of wives is typical of the Jewish Patriarchs, this is
especially evident in the Jacob narrative. But Jacob’s wives’ influence is
particularly strong for yet another reason: they are native citizens in
their home country, while Jacob is their “guest.”

With rare exceptions among the peoples of the world, patrilocal
settlement has always been the norm. A man brings his wife to his
parents’ home; son and daughter-in-law and their young family then
live with the husband’s parents. A husband in this situation continues
to live in the place where he was raised, where everything is familiar
to him. He feels that he is the master of his domain, while his wife for
a long time feels like a stranger. The position of the daughter-in-law
in this situation is of course not simple: she often disagrees with her
mother-in-law on how to run the household, and her status overall is
rather low.
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Contrarily, in the case of matrilocal settlement of a new family, the
wife continues to live in the house in which she grew up, and she feels
she is the mistress of her own domain. This approach is exactly the
one that was accepted over the centuries among Ashkenazi Jews, thus
providing Ashkenazi women with an incomparably higher social status
than women of other nations routinely had.

The position that his wives occupied was a serious challenge for
Jacob himself, but greatly advanced the Jewish people. In general, the
elevated status of a woman is a challenge for her husband in and of itself.
The higher her status, the higher the man’s level must be to accept and
successfully deal with the challenge, and the more difficult it will be for
him. But this is also a condition of his proper development.

The social-familial structure of Ashkenazi communities, which were
based on matrilocal settlement, created especially salutary conditions
for significant intellectual and socio-psychological growth among
Ashkenazi men.

33.12. THE BIRTH OF JOSEPH (30:22-24)
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[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 the Lord
add another son for me.”

[22] God heeded her ¢ This is the first time the Torah mentions that
Rachel prayed. Rachel at first relied on technical methods for solving
the problem of her infertility: on Jacob’s miraculous intervention, on
her maidservant Bilhah, and on the mandrakes. But the situation is now
changing. Rachel bears Jacob a son only after she herself begins to pray,
relying on her own dialogue with God.
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[23] God has taken away my disgrace ¢ Although Rachel still speaks of
her disgrace that has been removed (for she perceives childlessness as
something shameful), she gives her son the positive name Joseph, from
the Hebrew root Y-S-P, “(to) add, continue,” expressing her confidence
that she will continue to bear yet more children.

[24] May the Lord add another son for me ¢ Rachel has moved beyond
the stage of competing with Leah, and is now seeking solutions to her
own internal problems. This is the basis for repairing relations in their
family.



CHAPTER 34
JACOB AND LABAN’S SHEEP

34.1. THE BIRTH OF JOSEPH, AND THE OPPORTUNITY
TO RETURN TO THE LAND OF ISRAEL (30:25-26)
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[25] After Rachel had borne Joseph, Jacob said to Laban, “Give
me leave to go back to my own homeland.

[26] Give me my wives and my children, for whom | have
served you, that | may go; for well you know what services |
have rendered you.”

[25] After Rachel had borne Joseph, Jacob said to Laban, “Give me
leave” ¢ We understand from the context that Jacob’s seven years of
working for Rachel are now ending. The end of Jacob’s agreed term of
service for his wives could also be a reason for him to leave his father-in-
law. However, the Torah does not mention this explicitly, citing only the
birth of Joseph as the signal to Jacob that he should leave Laban, because
it was precisely Joseph’s birth that served as a major turning point in
Jacob’s life. After all, Jacob came to Laban to marry and have children,
and he considers Rachel his first and primary wife. When Rachel gives
birth to Joseph, the original task is deemed complete.
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The birth of Joseph was also necessary for balancing relations
within the family. So long as Rachel had no children, she could not
take her rightful, first place among Jacob’s wives. Jacob’s family is
finally achieving balance and they are now ready to return to the Land
of Israel.

Moreover, Joseph is Esau’s antipode, his opposition. Because Joseph,
like Esau, rules over the material world, he can be positioned as Esau’s
antithesis. Neither in war, nor in economics, nor in politics can Jewish
spirituality or the priesthood (i.e., Jews like Judah) be used to counter
hostile forces. For that we need Joseph, whose knowledge and skill are
a match for Esau himself. In the person of Joseph, a Jewish personality
has at last been born who can cope with Esau. There is no need for Jacob
to remain in exile any longer; he can return home and engage in settling
the land.

It is interesting to note that in gematria (the sum of the numerical
values of the letters in a word), the names “Joseph” and “Zion” share
the same value (156). As concerns modern-day Israel, this equivalence
alludes to the fact that only Jews like Joseph can become the core of
the Zionist movement that builds the Jewish state. Jews like Judah are
unable to create such a movement - although it is they who in the future
will fill the Jewish state with spiritual content.

In other words, Zionism cannot survive as a purely religious
movement. It must have a connection with the material world, and it
must be able to manage it. In its first stage, Zionism therefore manifests
as Mashiach ben Yosef, i.e., the kingdom of Joseph’s descendants. Only
at the next stage, the era of Mashiach ben David, can purely spiritual
aspects become the foundation of Jewish statehood.

[26] Give me my wives and my children, for whom I have served you,
that I may go; for well you know what services I have rendered
you ¢ Jacob’s appeal to Laban has the character of a request, not a
demand. Jacob is now waiting to be allowed to depart, but later he will
leave without any permission, because it is life’s problems themselves
that give him his staunch resolve and independence, and the ability to
become a leader. Only by taking a stand against Laban can Jacob acquire
those qualities of Esau that are so important for him to advance to the
status of Israel.
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34.2.JACOB LINGERS WITH LABAN
FOR THE RECEIPT OF HIS WAGES (30:27-31)
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[27] But Laban said to him, “If you will indulge me, | have
learned by divination that the Lord has blessed me on your
account.”

[28] And he continued, “Name the wages due from me, and |
will pay you.”

[29] But he said, “You know well how | have served you and
how your livestock has fared with me.

[30] For the little you had before | came has grown to much,
since the Lord has blessed you wherever | turned. And now,
when shall | make provision for my own household?”

[31] He said, “What shall | pay you?” And Jacob said, “Pay me
nothing! If you will do this thing for me, | will again pasture
and keep your flocks:

[27] If you will indulge me ¢ Jacob wishes to take his family and depart.
He asks no additional compensation from Laban for his many years of
work. In response, Laban persuades Jacob to continue working for him,
and proposes that Jacob himself should name his price.

I have learned by divination that the Lord has blessed me on your
account ¢ By emphasizing that he knows that God’s blessing came to
him through Jacob, Laban creates the illusion of mutual understanding.

[31] If you will do this thing for me, I will again pasture and keep
your flocks ¢ For Jacob, any delay in departure is undesirable. Joseph has
already been born, which means it is time to return home. But despite all
this, Jacob agrees to postpone his departure. The Torah deems this delay
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so significant that it devotes two chapters to describing Jacob’s six years
of efforts to receive payment for his years of service to Laban.

The longer Jacob drags out his return, the more dangerous it will be.
But Jacob does not wish to return, if it means leaving behind even the
smallest particle of the Jewish heritage he has acquired in exile. He must
find the “golden mean,” so as not to spend too much time with Laban,
but also not to forfeit what is rightfully his due. And in this he is treading
avery fine line. Tradition tells us that Jacob stayed on with Laban longer
than he should have, which is the reason he eventually had to flee under
life-threatening conditions.

Throughout history, even after thousands of years of negative
experiences, Diaspora Jews continue to deceive themselves concerning
the good graces of neighboring peoples, and overshoot their chances for
a peaceful, uneventful departure. Tragically, they must again and again
extricate themselves from the claws of the surrounding world, paying
with their very flesh for the opportunity to return to their Land.

34.3. SPOTTED, SPECKLED,
AND MOTTLED (30:32-33)
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[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 or any sheep that are not
dark-colored, they got there by theft.”

[32] Removing from there every speckled and spotted animal -
every dark-colored sheep and every spotted and speckled goat.
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Such shall be my wages ¢ In formal terms, Jacob was proposing to take
for himself the lower-grade animals having speckles and spots. Such
wool is more difficult to process, which would make it easier for Jacob to
obtain Laban’s consent for dividing the livestock.

Every speckled and spotted animal ¢ The Torah is essentially a book
of moral and ethical teachings. Thus, since the Torah makes a point
to relate the episode of Jacob and the sheep, its significance must go
beyond the merely historical. But that said, it is not easy to find the
spiritual meaning of this story. This is therefore one of those passages
of the Torah in which we feel the Kabbalistic (mystical) aspects begging
to be included in the primary meaning of the text. According to this
Kabbalistic approach, Laban, whose name means “white,” is associated
with the Ein Sof, the “Divine Infinity,” because white light includes every
other color of the visible color spectrum.

Laban, violating the moral standards of social relations, is
understood as representing “an unclean (immoral) attempt to connect
with the Ein Sof.” He wants to devour Jacob, to see him dissolve and
disappear into the endless Aramean universality, while Jacob’s task is to
break free, finding his own specific color. Jacob therefore needs neither
pure white nor pure black; he needs “black on white,” i.e., unique shades
of “spotted, speckled, and mottled.” In other words, Jewish specificity
must break free of Aramean universality.

34.4. LABAN LEAVES JACOB
WITH WHITE SHEEP (30: 34-36)
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[34] And Laban said, “Very well, let it be as you say.”

[35] But that same day he removed the streaked and spotted
he-goats and all the speckled and spotted she-goats - every
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one that had white on it - and all the dark-colored sheep,
and left them in the charge of his sons.

[36] And he put a distance of three days’ journey between
himself and Jacob, while Jacob was pasturing the rest of
Laban’s flock.

[34] Very well, let it be as you say ¢ Laban has received an attractive
offer that he cannot refuse.

[35] But that same day he removed the streaked and spotted he-
goats and all the speckled and spotted she-goats ... and left them
in the charge of his sons ¢ Moreover, Laban immediately takes to
deceiving Jacob. He goes through the herd and culls all the colored
sheep, so that the only spotted sheep that Jacob can hope to get are the
ones that will be born to the whites. Jacob, however, does not protest
Laban’s actions.

Jacob allows Laban to take those sheep not because he needs no
payment, but because he did not raise those sheep himself. When Jacob
himself will later breed sheep of motley shades, the herd will then
unquestionably belong to him. From Babylon’s extensive cultural wealth
Jacob selects only those components that are suitable for building the
future Jewish people. He selects only the sheep that serve his needs. And

“sheep” here refers also to spiritual, not only material property.

Jacob had two tasks to accomplish in Haran: creating a family and
acquiring wealth. These two aspects, children and wealth, together
comprise a people and its culture. At the next stage of Jewish history,
as they are leaving Egypt, our ancestors too will need to take with them
a “mixed multitude” (Exodus 12:38), and gold and silver — the wealth of
Egypt.

Much earlier in Jewish history, Abraham was promised that his
descendants “in the end shall go free with great wealth” (15:14), and
these words, although directly related to the Exodus from Egypt, apply
to Jacob as well. Of course, wealth is not given away for free, and Jacob —
like the Jews in Egypt — works hard, first for his wives (i.e., for the sake of
creating a nation), and then to amass property (i.e. so that that nation
will be wealthy). But it is also important for Jacob to take from Babylon
the wealth that is his own, and not anyone else’s.
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Thus, the Jews must likewise bring back from their exile something
valuable - the spiritual achievements of other nations, the sparks that are
contained there, which they must then correctly process and integrate
into the Land of Israel. Without that the world cannot function correctly,
nor will the Jews be able to influence mankind. To a large extent, it was
for just this purpose that that they were sent into exile.

34.5.JACOB AFFECTS THE SUIT
OF SHEEP (30: 37-43)
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[37] Jacob then got fresh shoots of poplar, and of almond

and plane, and peeled white stripes in them, laying bare the
white of the shoots.

[38] The rods that he had peeled he set up in front of the
goats in the troughs, the water receptacles, that the goats
came to drink from. Their mating occurred when they came
to drink,

[39] and since the goats mated by the rods, the goats brought
forth streaked, speckled, and spotted young.

[40] But Jacob dealt separately with the sheep; he made these
animals face the streaked or wholly dark-colored animals in
Laban’s flock. And so he produced special flocks for himself,
which he did not put with Laban’s flocks.
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[41] Moreover, when the sturdier animals were mating, Jacob
would place the rods in the troughs, in full view of the
animals, so that they mated by the rods;

[42] but with the feebler animals he would not place them
there. Thus the 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.

[37] Jacob then got fresh shoots ¢ Jacob learns from Laban an Aramean
ploy: how to prevent yourself from being eaten alive by using legal
means to turn a situation to your own advantage.

[39] The goats brought forth streaked, speckled, and spotted young ¢
Jacob invokes the aid of a certain system of mystical selection, while at
the same time also hoping for Divine Providence (“And in the dream an
angel of God said to me, ‘Jacob!” ‘Here,’ I answered.” - 31:11). In the end,
he manages to extract from the white sheep the mutations that he needs.

[42] Thus the feeble ones went to Laban and the sturdy to Jacob ¢
On the one hand, Laban wants to exploit the blessing that comes to him
through Jacob, but on the other, he does not want to pay Jacob for his
work. Jacob therefore leaves Laban whatever sheep are born naturally.
Jacob does not actually select the weak animals to be Laban’s; he simply
makes no special effort to breed variegated specimens when the sheep
are weak.

[43] So the man grew exceedingly prosperous ¢ Jacob is right both
legally and morally. He does nothing illicit, and acts with cunning in
response to the behavior of Laban, who is doing his utmost to assure
that Jacob will be left with nothing. When Jacob, in violation of all norms
of proper conduct and family values, later flees from Laban, he will be
justified in that too, because Laban’s behavior with Jacob has also been
unworthy. The Torah is teaching us that while we are living with “Labans”
in their countries we cannot afford to be childishly innocent and naive,
for it will be impossible for us then to survive.
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34.6. FACETING THE ATTRIBUTE
OF TIFERET

We have noted earlier that Jacob is in the category of Tiferet, “glory,
splendor,” which is also emet, “truth.” Its essence is in the balance
between Chesed and Gevurah; that is, in understanding when to use
Chesed’s mercy, and when, on the contrary, to use the harshness of
Gevurah. Jacob by means of his tests, like Abraham and Isaac before
him, successfully facets his attribute. In particular, he must realize that
not always by far is the truth expressed through the direct and candid
delivery of complete information. Sometimes it is a truly worthy deed
simply not to be a sucker.

Jacob, who inclines to honesty (“a blameless man” — 25:27 [alternate
translation]), must all his life balance himself on the edge of truthfulness

- and sometimes even cross that line — so that his attribute of “truth” will
receive the necessary faceting, in order to serve as the basis for the future
survival of the Jewish people. Living with Laban in Haran is for Jacob a

“higher education.” Time and again they try to deceive him, and Jacob,
while always acting honestly (albeit often not in the most exemplary
manner), must be cunning simply to survive.

Jacob leaves not when he notices the change in Laban’s attitude,
but when God directly orders him to leave without delay. Thus, by his
nature, Jacob (even in his relations with Laban) demonstrates a less
harsh approach to the world around him than the world truly deserves.

34.7.JACOB’S RODS
AND THE TEFILLIN

The rods that Jacob set before the sheep are associated, according
to the Midrash, with tefillin — phylacteries. These are leather boxes
containing excerpts from the Five Books of the Torah, written on
narrow strips of parchment, which Jewish men don on their upper arm
and above the forehead during morning prayers. At the same time, the
Midrash notes the “temporal” nature of the functioning of the rods
as tefillin. When Jacob uses those rods to create the desired breed of
sheep, there is a sanctity on the rods similar to that of tefillin, and
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therefore “those rods were Jacob’s tefillin.” But when Jacob removes
the rods, for he no longer has any use for them, they again become
ordinary branches.

As we have already had occasion to mention, sanctity in the era of
the Patriarchs did not adhere to material objects. It remained for only
a specified time, and then departed from the object that had received
it. Only after the giving of the Torah did sanctity achieve a quality
of permanence. Today, if sacred objects such as tefillin or a mezuzah
become unusable, they retain their full sanctity, and such objects must
therefore, rather than being summarily discarded, be placed in a genizah,
a special place of protected storage.

Similarly, in the era of the Patriarchs the Chosen People was not yet
a fixed concept. An individual who remained within Abraham’s family
belonged to that people, while those who left it ceased to be Jewish.
Only after the Exodus and the giving of the Torah did Jewishness become
a lasting and permanent attribute. Still in the same vein, the laws of
Judaism took on the form of a fixed system of commandments only after
the giving of the Torah. Until that time, only ideals, but not duties, were
the basis of the teachings of the Patriarchs.

Returning, then, to the rods as tefillin: The midrash notes that
in all tefillin there is “black and white” — the text written in black
ink, and the white (i.e., blank) expanses of parchment, respectively.
But Jacob’s rods too have a kind of “black and white.” There is black
material covered with a kelippah (“shell,” the bark that covers the rods),
and we need to reveal the white Or Ein Sof, the light of Divine Infinity
that is hidden inside it. The strippable bark and the visible white strip
correspond to the tefillin, for both represent transcendence beyond the
strictly material essence.

Moreover, Jacob’s rods, like the tefillin, are perfectly even and straight.
In referring to the head tefillin the Torah uses an unusual word, totafot,
that derives from no known Hebrew root. One interpretation of this
word is “that which is a replacement for the god Thoth.” The traditional
headdress of the pharaohs was the uraeus, an image of a cobra attached
to the forehead, a symbol of wisdom associated with the god Thoth.

(Laban said: “I have learned by divination that the Lord has blessed
me on your account.” (30:27). The Hebrew is nichashti, which can be
rendered as “I have become snakelike.”)
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It is this serpent of Egyptian royal garb that is transformed at
the Exodus into Jewish tefillin. (Totafot, “that which replaces the god
Thoth.”)

The serpent coils itself into circles — a symbol of nature, in which
there are no straight lines or sharp angles. (In the Kabbalah too, a circle
is symbolic of nature.) Tefillin must be square in shape, with sharply
delineated right angles. A straight, direct ray of light (contrasting with
everything that is natural and round) symbolizes Divine Providence,
morality, meaning. When the square, angular tefillin replaces the circular
snake, this symbolizes the victory of moral imperatives over nature, in
which no morals intrinsically exist.

Jacob’s straight rods express that same idea — the sovereignty
of Divine Providence over the forces of nature, which will later be
symbolized by the tefillin.

34.8.JACOB’S SHEEP AS THE STAGES OF DESCENT
OF THE SEFIROT FROM THE EIN SOF

(In this portion we offer an overview of the Kabbalistic interpretation
of the episode of Jacob’s sheep, which sees it as representing stages in
the creation of the universe. Readers who find this portion too difficult
may skim or skip it. Comprehension of later chapters will not be affected
in any way.)

Jacob receives a white herd of sheep for grazing (since Laban has
taken all the spotted sheep). By breeding that herd, he must obtain for
himself three types of sheep: akudim (streaked), nekudim (speckled),
and berudim (mottled). More precisely, akudim means “bound,” as in
la’akod, “to hitch (an animal),” from the same root as Akedat Yitzchak,
“the Binding of Isaac.” When used with reference to the pigmentation of
sheep it means animals marked with a pattern on their legs in the form of
ringlets. Those sheep are, as it were, hobbled by rings, “ringed.” Nekudim
is a pattern of distinct dots, and berudim means spots intersecting one
another.

White, as already noted, represents Laban (whose name literally
means “white”), and the birth of colored sheep from white ones
represents the birth of Jacob’s diverse children - “ streaked, speckled,
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and mottled” - from the daughters of Laban. White is clear parchment,
the universal, and black is the written letters, the specific. Laban’s
intentions, like white, which absorbs all other colors (i.e., it wants to
‘swallow” everything), are to devour Jacob without letting go of him.

According to the kabbalah of Rabbi Isaac Luria (d. 1572, Safed),
Jacob’s three types of sheep are interpreted as the three stages of the
descent of the Sefirot from the Or Ein Sof, “The Light of Divine Infinity.”
This scheme can be elaborated as follows:

<

(1) Before the Creation, there is only infinite light, Or Ein Sof. For
the world to come into existence, that light must give it space, and
it therefore “self-constricts,” it recedes to its edges, leaving a round,
empty space within. (In the Kabbalah this process is called tzimtzum,
“self-constriction.”) In this empty space the universe can now be
constructed.

(2) After that tzimtzum (self-constriction of the Or Ein Sof)
happened, a reshimo, “imprint,” remained in the resulting empty space
- a reflection of the original Divine light that had now retreated. It
is also called avir, “air.” This empty space (the reshimo, avir) has no
“corners,” that is, it is entirely without heterogeneities of any kind, and
is therefore called agul, “round.”

This aspect of the universe is further responsible for the ongoing,
uniform operation of the laws of nature, which are dispassionate and
impartial — there is no defined direction or aspiration. The laws of
nature know no concept of freedom or purpose, good or bad; those laws
only maintain the order of the universe, but do not themselves strive
toward anything. The coercion that exists in the world is a consequence
of the agul (that which is round or circular) as manifested in the cyclical
laws of nature.

(3) Further into this space (which is a round, wide, uniform, and
weak reflection), a kav — “direct ray, beam” is allowed to enter — a strong,
narrow directed beam of light from the Or Ein Sof. In contrast to the round

“off-reflection” that represents the cyclic, non-directional and causative
laws of nature, the direct ray represents teleological Providence, which
has its purpose and carries meaning.
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(4) The point at which this direct ray enters the circular reflection is
hereinafter referred to as the “top,” meaning that in empty space there
now arises an orientation of top and bottom. Beginning from the top, the
ray advances to the bottom, the center of the empty space, and through
this ray the formation and development of worlds takes place. The round
connects with the Almighty through all that is natural, and the direct
ray connects with the Almighty through Providence. The development
and advancement of worlds does not occur naturally; rather, it is a
manifestation of striving for the goal that God has established in the
universe.

(5) From the reshimo (“imprint”) the Sefirot are the first to be formed,
under the influence of the ray. They then undergo a process of gradual
transformation. The white light of the Or Ein Sof (it is white in the sense
that it absorbs everything into itself), when passed through the “color
filters” of the Sefirot, identifies individual lines of the Divine regulation
of the world, which are further intertwined, forming a colored image of
the universe that is filled with independence and dialogue.

The Sefirot can also be understood as “vessels of light,” categories
through which particular, specific aspects of Divinity become manifest

- such as, for example, Chochmah, Binah, Da’at, Chesed, Gevurah, and
Tiferet, all of which we have examined earlier.

The idea that “the Sefirot are formed from the reshimo under the
influence of the ray” can also be formulated as “the Sefirot descend
from the Or Ein Sof into empty space, spreading from top to bottom
along this ray.”

(6) The structure of the Sefirot is further reduplicated down, forming
worlds. This reduplication is the reason for the similarity of the higher
and lower in those worlds. Their sequence is more semantic than
chronological: they descend from the higher-spiritual to the lower-
material.

(7) And at the very top of this system of worlds (i.e., at the very
root of the semantic and causal relationships that exist in the universe
that surrounds us), are located those three stages of the descent of the
Sefirot from the Or Ein Sof, that correspond to the colors of the Jacob’s
sheep — akudim, nekudim and berudim. Jacob’s straight rods (and much
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later, the tefillin) represent the ray, because it is those very rods that are
an instrument for breeding sheep, the source of the formation of the
Sefirot and their development.

(8) At the threshold of the starting point at which the ray from the
Or Ein Sof is just about to begin, everything is one, and nothing distinct
can exist there. (Such absolute unity can exist only inside the Light of
Infinity.) But in the process of the ray entering the empty space, when
the Sefirot are supposed to appear, at the first stage of their development
they initially appear as akudim, “hobbled,” i.e., they are at that point still
rigidly bound into a single, inseparable unit.

(9) On the one hand, the unity of the Sefirot reflects the Divine unity,
and to that extent it is both good and correct. But on the other hand, when
all extremities are bound up into a single whole, advancement becomes
impossible, and the entire process is thus deprived of its meaning. The
Divine purpose, after all, is not to remain ever stagnant, but to advance
the world. Remaining stuck at the first stage, akudim, when everything is
connected and united, would be inconsistent with the Divine Plan.

Unity is important, but this unity must be achieved at the next level,
as free unification that follows separation (we have touched on this
issue earlier in this work, in our discussion of the transition from unity

“back to back” to unity “face to face”). Having “untied,” “unhobbled” the
Sefirot, they are given their freedom: Each becomes independent of all
the others and can now advance. They then move from the akudim stage
to the nekudim stage — the “points” located lower down, along the ray. At
this stage the Sefirot are represented as separate points not connected
with one another.

(10) When the Sefirot become independent of each other, the
opportunity then arises for development and advancement, and this is
essential. However, a new problem arises: the problem of concentrating
only on oneself. Having become independent, each Sefirah now sees only
itself. Each exists entirely on its own and does not correlate with the
others. In this situation, the Sefirah inevitably begins to absolutize itself.
It deems itself is so important and all-embracing that it believes it can
contain all the Divine light in its entirety.
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(11) The Sefirot are Divine categories. However, each Sefirah
represents a very narrow part of Divinity, a limited vessel for the
manifestation of one or another shade of Divine light. When a Sefirah
tries to absorb all the Divine Light in its entirety (thus declaring itself
the primary category of Divinity), then it tries to contain more than can
fit into it, and it therefore bursts. Thus, the Sefirot at the nekudim stage
“shatter from within,” and a shevirat keilim, “shattering of vessels” occurs,
after which the fragments of light, the “sparks,” fall downward, where
they are captured by the kelippah (outer shell).

(11a) The state in which the vessels are shattered is called olam
tohu, “the world of chaos.” Thus, the world of chaos and destruction
arises when certain positive ideas are trying to contain more than
they can.

(11b) Any positive and correct idea that proclaims itself the essence
of Divinity will burst and break, because, no matter how good the idea
may be, it is necessarily limited, and the attempt to “fit everything into
it” will lead to its collapse. For example, the demand for complete and
absolute justice destroys justice. Implementing a policy of universal
mercy only degrades the recipients of that mercy (that is, what they will
receive is “anti-mercy”). A desire to do everything very rationally leads
to completely irrational behavior. A declaration that “God is love” in
practice only primitivizes God. As a general principle, then, any idea of
goodness that tries to realize only itself by discarding everything else
will necessarily lead to the collapse of the system. This is the realization
in our world of the idea of shevirat keilim, “shattering of the vessels.”

(12) The next stage after shevirat keilim is the tikkun (“correction”)
stage, represented by the color of berudim, “mottled sheep” (in spots
that intersect one another, just as all individual spots on modern
camouflage clothing form a certain unified, complex spot). That
is exactly what the Sefirot must become in the process of tikkun,
“correction.” At that point they have again become a vessel capable of
receiving and containing the Divine light and transmitting it to us. In
order to facilitate that tikkun process, we must remove the sparks from
the outer shell, and glue them together to again become vessels. We
can compare this to a radio receiver that has gone to pieces and its
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components tossed into the trash. After cleaning those components
and properly rewiring their connections, we will again have a device
capable of receiving Divine “radio broadcasts.”

(13) Thus, the Sefirot can exist in three different states: akudim,
streaked, then nekudim, speckled, when each exists on its own and
there is a shevirah, shattering, and, finally, berudim, mottled, when the
Sefirot are elaborately interconnected as the result of correction, tikkun.
The Sefirot at this stage are no longer positioned independently of one
another, but form an interconnected structure, the classical Sefirot tree
(see the illustrations in portion 5.6). The equilibrium represented by
that tree provides the foundation for a mended world.

(14) The progression from akudim to nekudim to berudim is a
universal scheme that repeats itself in all elements of the universe.
And, of course, the system of the Sefirot can be observed at every level,
essentially articulating the fundamental principle of mysticism, which
asserts that the structure of higher worlds is repeated (reproduced) in
lower ones. Thus, anything that happened once in higher worlds, when
the universe was created, must later be realized again in lower worlds.
Every concept that comes into the world must pass through these three
stages, just like the stages of the descent of the Sefirot.

Thus, Jacob’s breeding sheep of different stripes is regarded in
Kabbalistic terms as representing the creation of the world, paralleling
the stages of the descent of the Sefirot. By breeding sheep while at the
same time moving away from Laban, Jacob creates worlds — he creates
coloreds from whites, and the variegated from the infinitely uniform
Or Ein Sof. A multicolored world then appears, in which all the colors
of the spectrum have been separated out, and each is individually
manifested.

Accordingly, each of the twelve sons of Jacob (each tribe of the Jewish
people), has his own character, which must then be united with the all-
encompassing scheme.

Of course, the Kabbalistic reading of the story of Jacob and his
sheep in no way negates its simple meaning, namely, that Jacob is
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engaged in breeding sheep of whatever colors allow him to maximize
his compensation for the labor he performs, in order to properly
support his family. The Kabbalah adds another layer to this reading,
but only so as to complement, but not supplant, the simple reading of
the Torah text.

Any story in the Torah, not only the story of Jacob’s sheep, can
sustain a Kabbalistic dimension of reading. The Kabbalah, an integral
part of Judaism, enables us to better understand the commandments,
study the Torah, and serve the Almighty. The above lengthy commentary
was intended to open for the reader only a small window onto that
world.



CHAPTER 35
JACOB FLEES LABAN’S HOME

35.1.JACOB PULLS
AWAY (31:1-3)
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[1] 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 this wealth.”

[21Jacob also saw that Laban’s manner toward him was not as
it had been in the past.

(3] Then the Lord said to Jacob, “Return to the land of your
fathers where you were born, and | will be with you.”

[1] Jacob has taken all that was our father’s ¢ When Laban asked Jacob
to stay on with him, he spoke of the blessing that the Lord had bestowed
on him through Jacob. But now the situation has changed, and Jacob is
seen as a thief.

In countries of the Jewish exile, there very often comes a moment
when the local population decides that the newcomers — who were
initially just weak and oppressed refugees, but have now become an
active, economically viable stratum of society — have seized all the key
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positions, and now only profit at the expense of the local residents. It is
best not to prolong one’s stay in a foreign country long enough for that
moment to arrive. But Jacob missed that moment.

Now he heard the things that Laban’s sons were saying ¢ The
“sons of Laban” in this case are the local population, and “Laban” is its
leadership. A change in public opinion (as expressed here by Laban’s
sons) occasions a change in the direction of public policy (“Laban’s
manner toward him”). Jacob has prolonged his stay with Laban to the
point of putting himself at risk of persecution.

(3] Then the Lord said to Jacob, “Return to the land of your fathers ¢
Jacob still tarries, not leaving until God directly and urgently tells him
to do so. It is an eternal Jewish problem to ignore the fact that the
living in the country of exile is only temporary; they desire to remain
there yet longer, still hoping that constructive interaction with the
surrounding foreign culture remains possible.

These six years that Jacob worked for Laban to increase his holdings
were for Jacob the most dangerous period of all those twenty years.
Because, although he realized that the time had come to return to
his ancestral land, Jacob lingered on, unsure whether he had already
collected every possible “sheep.” That is, Jacob worried about leaving
behind some element of Babylonian civilization that would be needed
for the future development of the Jewish people. Doing so might result
in damage later and could even force a return to Babylon to retrieve
whatever had been forgotten.

And I will be with you ¢ This promise gives Jacob the courage to leave
Laban without asking his permission.

35.2.JACOB CONSULTS WITH RACHEL
AND LEAH (31:4-16)
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[4]1 Jacob had Rachel and Leah called to the field, where his
flock was,

[5] and said to them, “I see that your father’s manner toward
me is not as it has been in the past. But the God of my father
has been with me.

[6] As you know, | have served your father with all my might;

[7] but your father has cheated me, changing my wages time
and again. God, however, would not let him 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]1 God has taken away your father’s livestock and given it
to me.

[10] “Once, at the mating time of the flocks, | had a dream
in which | saw that the he-goats mating with the flock were
streaked, speckled, and mottled.

[11] And in the dream an angel of God said to me, ‘Jacob!
‘Here,’ | answered.
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[12] And he said, ‘Note well that all the he-goats which are
mating with the flock are streaked, speckled, and mottled;
for | have noted all that Laban has been doing to you.

[13] | am the God of Beth-el, where you anointed a pillar and
where you made a vow to Me. Now, arise and leave this land
and return to your native land.”

[14] Then Rachel and Leah answered him, saying, “Have we
still a share in the inheritance of our father’s house?

[15] Surely, he regards us as outsiders, now that he has sold
us and has used up our purchase price.

[16] Truly, all the wealth that God has taken away from our
father belongs to us and to our children. Now then, do just
as God has told you.”

[4] Jacob had Rachel and Leah called to the field ¢ When Jacob
summons his wives to a conference out of doors (the Midrash explains
that “walls have ears”), he gives Rachel priority over Leah. But Leah does
not protest (v. 14).

[16] Belongs to us and to our children ¢ Rachel and Leah say, “our
children,” thus emphasizing unity. We see here a clear indication that
relations have now been harmonized within Jacob’s family.

[6] As you know, I have served your father with all my might ¢
Rather than simply informing them of his decision as a fait accompli,
Jacob explains the situation to his wives in detail. He needs their support
and strives for mutual understanding within the family. Once again this
underscores the wives’ exalted status in the families of the Patriarchs.

[3] Return to the land of your fathers where you were born ¢ In
departing from Laban’s house, Jacob is returning home, but Rachel and
Leah will be abandoning their home and their country. It is less than
obvious that they understood when they married Jacob that at some
point they would have to relocate to Canaan, to which at that time they
had no connection. Jacob in his monologue therefore emphasizes three
points:

(1) Laban’s unworthy behavior and the danger he poses to Jacob and
his family;
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(2) Divine intervention: Protection from Laban, the order to leave,
and God’s message to Jacob that his work in Paddan-aram is now
complete (all the “streaked, speckled, and mottled” sheep have already
been born);

(3) The Divine support is related to the Beit-El covenant, and the
return to Canaan is an integral part of that covenant.

This lengthy elaboration by Jacob was important for severing Rachel
and Leah spiritually from Paddan-aram, and to prepare them for forging
their connection with the Land of Israel. But Jacob only partially achieves
his goal. Although Rachel and Leah acknowledge that Laban’s behavior
is unworthy in the material plane, their response shows that they are
still not able to make a clean break with Paddan-aram, and to create
a connection with the Land of Israel. Because of this, Rachel cannot
restrain herself from stealing Laban’s teraphim (idols, 31:34), and this
will result in tragedy.

35.3. ESCAPE (31:17-21)
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[17] Thereupon Jacob put his children and wives on camels;

[18] and he drove off all his livestock and all the wealth that
he had amassed, the livestock in his possession that he had
acquired sin Paddan-aram, to go to his father Isaac in the
land of Canaan.

[19] Meanwhile Laban had gone to shear his sheep, and
Rachel stole her father’s household idols.

[20] Jacob kept Laban the Aramean in the dark, not telling
him that he was fleeing,

[21] and fled with all that he had. Soon he was across the
Euphrates and heading toward the hill country of Gilead.
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[20] Jacob kept Laban the Aramean in the dark ¢ Literally, “Jacob
stole the heart of Laban the Aramean.” The Torah here emphasizes the
Aramean in Laban, his cunning, which serves as additional justification
for Jacob to respond in kind.

[18] And he drove off all his livestock and all the wealth that he had
amassed ¢ Jacob takes “his livestock” (what belonged to him originally,
and what he has acquired through skillful breeding). He has no need,
however, for anything belonging to Laban, for he is now making a clean
break from Paddan-aram.

[19] Rachel stole her father’s household idols ¢ Rachel, however, who
still fails to understand the need for a clean break, steals the teraphim,
Laban’s household idols, the “guardian angels” of her parental home.
We see here a clear parallel to Lot’s wife, who looked back at Sodom
and turned into a pillar of salt (19:26). In both of these cases there is a
reluctance to break one’s spiritual connection with a former world that
must now be fully abandoned.

Household idols ¢ Such are Laban’s spirituality and aesthetics. The
teraphim are to him nothing more than “domestic religious sculpture.”
His daughters, however, have a rather different relationship with those
teraphim. Leah has “weak eyes,” and is thus relatively indifferent to
aesthetics. (Leah, in fact, sees farther and higher than ordinary beauty,
because her connection is with eternity rather than temporality.) But for
Rachel, who is “shapely and beautiful,” aesthetics and family spirituality
are paramount, and so she cannot resist the temptation to take the
teraphim with her.

Such "excessive spirituality” will actually prevent the future Jewish
nation from developing normally in the Land of Israel. Jacob by this time
felt no temptation to take any further spirituality from Laban, but Rachel
had not yet come to that level. She is still too attached to the house of
Lavan, which was important only at earlier stage in the development of
the Jewish people. In the end, this will directly lead to Raqchel’s death
while giving birth to Benjamin.

Today, too, as we, Jewish nation, return from the countries of our
Exile carrying with us the "spiritual gold of Egypt’, we must exercise
extreme care not to bring with us into the Land of Israel elements of
excessive, improper spirituality.
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35.4.LABAN CHASES
DOWN JACOB (31:22-29)
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[22] On the third day, Laban was told that Jacob had fled.

[23] So he took his kinsmen with him and pursued him
a distance of seven days, catching up with him in the hill
country of Gilead.

[24] But God appeared to Laban the Aramean in a dream by
night and said to him, “Beware of attempting anything with
Jacob, good or bad.”

[25] Laban overtook Jacob. Jacob had pitched his tent on the
Height, and Laban with his kinsmen encamped in the hill
country of Gilead.

[26] And Laban said to Jacob, “What did you mean by keeping
me in the dark and carrying off my daughters like captives of
the sword?

[27] Why did you flee in secrecy and mislead me and not
tell me? | would have sent you off with festive music, with
timbrel and lyre.

[28] You did not even let me kiss my sons and daughters
good-by! It was a foolish thing for you to do.

[291 | have it in my power to do you harm; but the God of your
father said to me last night, ‘Beware of attempting anything
with Jacob, good or bad.’
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291 I have it in my power to do you harm ¢ Laban’s words clearly
indicate that he has pursued Jacob with hostile, not at all peaceful,
intentions.

But the God of your father said to me last night ¢ Only Heavenly
intervention saves Jacob from death.

Beware of attempting anything with Jacob, good or bad ¢ You must
not try to kill him, nor to persuade him to stay.

As already mentioned, the internecine conflict between Abraham
and Nahor had to do with their different views on the future of the
ivrim (Hebrews). But more specifically, whether they should separate
themselves from the nations of the world, or would they do better to
assimilate among those peoples, spreading spirituality and ethical
monotheism.

Bethuel and Laban were descended from the Nahor line, as were
also the Matriarchs Rebekah, Rachel, and Leah. Not by chance were the
tribes of Israel born from them, for this line carries important sparks
of holiness. Indeed, the Jews exist only to facilitate the correction of
the entire world, and without the ideas of universalism the existence
of the Jewish people becomes meaningless. Even so, the line of
Abraham claims that in order to correct the peoples of the world, it is
first necessary to separate from them and to build a nation that lives
its own independent life. But the Nahor family strongly disagrees
with this idea.

Jacob arrived in the house of Laban as a poor fugitive from Canaan.
He then married Laban’s daughters, and lived with him and worked for
him many more years, thereby demonstrating the apparent correctness
of the Nahor approach.

But when Jacob now flees, the situation becomes diametrically
reversed. Jacob is now demonstrating the correctness of Abraham’s
ideas rather than Nahor’s. And Laban, who formerly wanted only to keep
Jacob at home, is now ready to kill him. Jacob’s return to Canaan “steals
the heart of Laban” (31:20, alternate translation). That is, Jacob destroys
Laban’s worldview and leaves him bereft of a future by finally resolving
the dispute of the ivrim in favor of the Land of Israel.

Zionism wrests the very heart from the Jewish Diaspora, which is
one of the main reasons that even today the State of Israel provokes
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such strong ideological and even religious opposition among many Jews
living beyond its borders.

35.5.LABAN SEARCHES
JACOB’S TENTS (31:30-35)
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[30] Very well, you had to leave because you were longing for
your father’s house; but why did you steal my gods?

[31] Jacob answered Laban, saying, “I was afraid because |
thought you would take your daughters from me by force.

[32] But anyone with whom you find your gods shall not
remain alive! In the presence of our kinsmen, point out what
| have of yours and take it.” Jacob, of course, did not know
that Rachel had stolen them.

[33] So Laban went into Jacob’s tent and Leah’s tent and the
tents of the two maidservants; but he did not find them.
Leaving Leah’s tent, he entered Rachel’s tent.

[34] Rachel, meanwhile, had taken the idols and placed them
in the camel cushion and sat on them; and Laban rummaged
through the tent without finding them.

[35] For she said to her father, “Let not my lord take it amiss
that | cannot rise before you, for the period of women is upon
me.” Thus he searched, but could not find the household
idols.
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[30] Why did you steal my gods? ¢ Although it is obvious from Jacob’s
answer in the next verse that Laban posed a real danger, Laban, after
receiving the Divine warning, cannot mention his daughters or property.
All he can do is to demand the return of the teraphim.

[32] But anyone with whom you find your gods shall not remain
alive! ¢ Jacob believes that all the members of his family relate to Laban
just the same as he himself does, and thus none of them could have
appropriated those idols for themselves. He swears a hasty oath, which
will later lead to tragic consequences.

Excessive confidence in one’s rightness, even with the best intentions,
is very dangerous, and awareness of this is an important aspect of
faceting Tiferet, “truth,” Jacob’s attribute.

[35] I cannot rise before you ¢ Notwithstanding how badly Laban
wants to find the teraphim, he will not ask Rachel to change her seat.
The Torah mandates that a place where a woman has sat during her
menstrual period is “unclean,” and this was apparently the commonly
held view also in the general culture of those times. Laban will therefore
not search for the teraphim where Rachel is sitting.

35.6.JACOB RESPONDS
TO LABAN’S ACCUSATION (31:36-43)
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[36] Now Jacob became incensed and took up his grievance
with Laban. Jacob spoke up and said to Laban, “What is my
crime, what is my guilt that you should pursue me?

[37] You rummaged through all my things; what have you
found of all your household objects? Set it here, before my
kinsmen and yours, and let them decide between us two.

[38] “These twenty years | have spent in your service, your
ewes and she-goats never miscarried, nor did | feast on rams
from your flock.

[39] That which was torn by beasts | never brought to you; |
myself made good the loss; you exacted it of me, whether
snatched by day or snatched by night.

[40] Often, scorching heat ravaged me by day and frost by
night; and sleep fled from my eyes.

[41] Of the twenty years that | spent in your household, I
served you fourteen years for your two daughters, and six
years for your flocks; and you changed my wages time and
again.

[42] 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 judgment last night.”

[43] Then Laban spoke up and said to Jacob, “The daughters
are my daughters, the children are my children, and the
flocks are my flocks; all that you see is mine. Yet what can
| do now about my daughters or the children they have
borne?

[36] Now Jacob became incensed and took up his grievance with
Laban ¢ One of the stages in Jacob’s development as he returns to his
country is that he learns to exercise his right to speak freely. Having
reached the border of Canaan, Jacob is increasingly becoming Israel.
He freely speaks his mind, despite the strength and support that Laban
has behind him. Jacob, besides addressing the baseless accusations
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of theft, also advances counterclaims for his twenty years of service.
Only now do we learn that he has been receiving less than the going
rate, even while working harder and more effectively than a typical
shepherd.

[39] That which was torn by beasts I never brought to you ¢ According
to the laws of the Torah (Ex. 22:12), and also the Code of Hammurabi, a
shepherd is not obliged to compensate for this kind of loss, and must
only show the torn remains to the owner. But Jacob declined to invoke
that escape clause.

[43] The daughters are my daughters, the children are my children,
and the flocks are my flocks; all that you see is mine ¢ Jacob’s
monologue makes not the slightest impression on Laban. Laban brazenly
asserts that everything that Jacob has — his wives, his children, and his
herds - belongs to him, Laban, and that only a Divine order is preventing
him from reclaiming it all from Jacob.

This is an important lesson for the Jews: No matter how honorably
they behave in the Diaspora, there is a high probability that they
will eventually be accused of “robbing the local population.” And no
reasonable argument will be effective to clear them of this charge.

Although Laban finds Jacob’s talk not the least convincing, it is
important in a different way, namely, it enablesJacob to correctly perceive
and position himself. Although the Jews should not hope to easily
persuade “Laban,” or expect that the surrounding nations will readily
yield to their arguments, the ability to freely formulate and express their
position is indispensable, most of all for the Jews themselves. It is an
integral part of the sense of inner freedom that is necessary for their
proper development.

35.7.LABAN AND JACOB
PART COMPANY (31:44-54)
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[44] Come, then, let us make a pact, you and |, that there may
be a witness between you and me.”

[45] Thereupon Jacob took a stone and set it up as a pillar.

[46] And Jacob said to his kinsmen, “Gather stones.” So they
took stones and made a mound; and they partook of a meal
there by the mound.

[47] Laban named it Yegar-sahadutha, but Jacob named it
Gal-ed.

[48] And Laban declared, “This mound is a witness between
you and me this day.” That is why it was named Gal-ed;

[49] And [it was called] Mizpah, because he said, “May the
Lord watch between you and me, when we are out of sight
of each other.

[50] If you ill-treat my daughters or take other wives besides
my daughters - though no one else be about, remember,
God Himself will be witness between you and me.”

[51] And Laban said to Jacob, “Here is this mound and here
the pillar which | have set up between you and me:

[52] this mound shall be witness and this pillar shall be
witness that | am not to cross to you past this mound, and
that you are not to cross to me past this mound and this pillar,
with hostile intent.

[53] May the God of Abraham and the god of Nahor - their
ancestral deities - judge between us.” And Jacob swore by
the Fear of his father Isaac.
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[54] Jacob then offered up a sacrifice on the Height, and
invited his kinsmen to partake of the meal. After the meal,
they spent the night on the Height.

[44] Come, then, let us make a pact ¢ It is no longer possible for Laban
to recover the fugitives, nor can he any longer rob Jacob. He thus has no
choice but to conclude an alliance with Jacob, a friendship treaty.

[50] If you ... take other wives besides my daughters ¢ Laban
understands that the further development of the Jewish people no longer
depends on him. He wants only a guarantee that Jacob will not marry
other wives, so that all subsequent generations will be descendants only
of his daughters.

There is a significant amount of hypocrisy in all this. Originally,
Jacob had no need at all for more than just one wife — he initially sought
to marry Rachel alone. Even so, this is a positive desire on Laban’s part,
which is aroused in him, however, only because Jacob now holds all the
cards.

(511 This mound ¢ The Torah gives the names of this “Mound of
Testimony” in two languages. In Aramaic it is “Yegar-sahadutha,” and
in Hebrew, Gal-Ed. Jacob, now returning to the Land of Israel, reverts
to speaking Hebrew, while Laban remains an Aramaean speaking the
lingua franca of that era.

Jewish self-expression cannot be complete unless Hebrew is a living
language. It is no coincidence that in the modern era, the resurrection
of Hebrew occurred contemporaneously with the rise of the Zionist
movement that revived Jewish national life in its ancient homeland.
The mound here erected serves not only as the geographical boundary
separating Laban from Jacob, but also as the sign of our internal
chronological and linguistic “boundary” separating Jacob of the Diaspora
from the future nation - Israel in the Holy Land.

35.8. THE ANGELS MEET JACOB
AT MAHANAIM (32:1-3)
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[1] Early in the morning, Laban kissed his sons and daughters
and bade them good-by; then Laban left on his journey
homeward.

[2]1 Jacob went on his way, and angels of God encountered him.

(3] When he saw them, Jacob said, “This is God’s camp.” So he
named that place Mahanaim.

Laban ... left on his journey homeward. [2] Jacob went on his way ¢
The literal translation is “Laban went and returned to his place, and
Jacob went on his way.” Laban retreats backward, while Jacob advances
forward.

[2] Angels of God encountered him ¢ Just as Jacob had seen angels
when he was leaving the Land of Israel (28:12), so does he meet them
now again upon his return. When he was departing, however, the angels
were on the stairway and in heaven. But now Jacob meets them down on
earth. And he names the place Mahanaim, “Two Camps.”

According to the Midrash, the angels who accompanied Jacob to
Paddan-aram leave him, and the angels of the Land of Israel take over
for them. There is an important difference between these two groups
of angels. Because the Land of Israel is under the direct control of the
Almighty, the angels play only a subsidiary role in it — they “live on the
land.” But the inhabitants of lands outside the borders of Israel are
governed by the leading angels of their respective regions, who exercise
their control from heaven. Each such angel is called Sar, the “minister”
of the given country (see Daniel, ch. 10).
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CHAPTER 36
JACOB BATTLES THE ANGEL

36.1.JACOB’S TRANSITION
TO “ISRAEL”

These two portions of the Torah — the one just completed, and this
one now beginning - recount the life story of the third of our three
Patriarchs. The two portions are associated, respectively, with his two
names, “Jacob” and “Israel.” The first portion, Vayetze, tells about his life
in exile, where his name is Jacob, while the second, Vayishlach, describes
his life in his own land, where he is called “Israel.” Receiving the name

“Israel” is connected with the return to the Land, where Jacob begins to
exist as an independent, national-political entity.

Earlier in this book, Genesis, we have seen a very similar situation
with the first of the three Patriarchs, whose life story, likewise under two
different names, is told in the two weekly Torah portions Lech Lecha and
Vayera. His name is “Abram” in the first of those portions, but “Abraham”
in the second.

As already noted, Israel is actually Jacob who has acquired some of
Esau’s qualities, a synthesis that results in a “hybrid” of Isaac’s two sons,
who has “Jacob’s voice but Esau’s hands” (27:22). Although originally
intended to confuse their father, this synthesis was needed for further
personal development. Jacob had to learn how to behave in the manner
of his older brother Esau: to fight, to hunt, to manage wildlife, and so on.

Jacob must master Esau’s qualities in order to achieve “Esau-ness” in
all aspects relating to hands. But Jacob’s voice (that is, what he proclaims
to the world) must always remain “the voice of Jacob.”
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For that voice to be heard by mankind, Jacob must become Israel, for
the Jewish people can influence the world only as an independent people
and state. Only in their Land and in connection with it can the Jewish
people create biblical texts that change the course of human history. In
isolation from that Land the Jews can create only Talmudic texts, which
are highly important for them, but not compelling enough to influence
the rest of mankind.

36.2. THE NATIONS OF THE WORLD
SANCTION ISRAEL’S RETURN TO ITS LAND (32:4)
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[4] Jacob sent messengers ahead to his brother Esau in the
land of Seir, the country of Edom,

[4] Jacob sent messengers ahead ¢ Jacob is now returning from the
northeast, from Haran, to his father Isaac in Hebron. Seir and Edom
are south of Hebron and south of the Dead Sea, a region that stretches
down to Eilat. Why is Jacob sending messengers to Esau (who lives, as
can be seen from this verse, apart from Isaac), instead of proceeding
directly to his father in Hebron? Jacob had fled from Esau because he
was threatening to kill him. Why would Jacob now, as the Midrash puts
it, “wake a sleeping dog by yanking its tail”?

Apparently, seeking permission from Edom to return from exile
makes historical sense. “Jacob” must keep “Esau” in the loop because
the Jews’ return to their Land will likewise affect other world nations.

In that era, Esau was just Jacob’s brother. But as already noted,
Jewish tradition identifies Esau with the Roman Empire and all of
Western Christian civilization. Edom is king of this world, a superpower,
an international authority. Israel’s return to its land causes upheaval on
the world map, and human ethical norms therefore require the Jews to
inform Esau - i.e., the nations of the world - that it is imminent. The
peoples of the world should be deeply involved in this process. The
revival of Jewish life in the Land of Israel must receive their sanction.
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Geulah, Redemption, the Messianic return of the people of Israel to
their Land, is a geulah for the entire world as well. Israel must grant the
peoples of the world the opportunity to participate in their return, so
that that event can become a beacon for them too.

Establishing statehood is a complex process for any nation, but for
the Jewish people it is even more difficult and problematic. The mission
of the Jewish people is to influence humanity. Were it otherwise, they
would long ago have left the stage of history, like so many other peoples
of antiquity. The Jewish state is an essential element of influence. The
peoples of the world must acknowledge this fact and assent to it.

And that is why Moses, in the events leading up to the Exodus from
Egypt, repeatedly asks Pharaoh’s permission for the Jews to leave his
country. (God could have led the Jews out of Egypt with or without such
permission from Pharaoh.)

Likewise, Cyrus King of Persia authorizes the building of the Second
Temple, and the creation of the modern State of Israel drew its authority
from the relevant decisions of the League of Nations and the United
Nations. From a religious perspective, this is a critical point.

Of course, the Jews’ right to their Land in no way depends on the
nations of the world. But the exercise of that right must find support in
legitimization by those nations.

36.3. JACOB ADDRESSES
ESAU (32:5-6)
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[5] and instructed them as follows, “Thus shall you say, ‘To

my lord Esau, thus says your servant Jacob: | stayed with
Laban and remained until now;

[61 | have acquired cattle, asses, sheep, and male and female
slaves; and | send this message to my lord in the hope of
gaining your favor.””
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(5] And remained until now ¢ More literally, “And I have tarried until
now.” Jacob believes that he stayed too long with Laban and should
have returned earlier.

[] Cattle, asses, sheep, and male and female slaves ¢ This
enumeration of property in no way accords with Isaac’s blessing that
Jacob preempted from Esau. That blessing promised “the dew of heaven
and the fat of the earth” (27:28), that is, land that yields a bountiful
harvest. But cattle, asses, sheep, and slaves have nothing to do with the
land or its produce.

Jacob is trying to convince Esau that Isaac’s blessing has not had its
desired effect, and that Esau therefore has no reason to be angry. This
of course demonstrates that Jacob continues to have issues with Isaac’s
blessing. He still feels that he should not have received that blessing,
that it is not rightfully his.

36.4.JACOB FEARS BEING KILLED,
BUT ALSO HAVING TO KILL (32:7-8)

B3 WPOR TRROR IR KRG APYHR 0ARIRD AYN 1
IR TRA PP R A iy WK NIRDTYIINT TONIPY TN
)

[7] The messengers returned to Jacob, saying, “We came to
your brother Esau; he himself is coming to meet you, and
there are four hundred men with him.”

[8] Jacob was greatly frightened; in his anxiety, ...

[7]1 And there are four hundred men with him ¢ An entourage of four
hundred men clearly shows that Esau is not preparing for a peaceful
meeting with his brother. Jacob has spent twenty years in exile, during
which time Esau has apparently amassed a powerful army.

[8] Jacob was greatly frightened; in his anxiety ... ¢ The Torah here
uses two related terms to describe Jacob’s internal condition: fright, and
anxiety. Rather than understanding these terms as synonymous, the
Midrash takes their meanings as complementarily opposite. Jacob is
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frightened that Esau would kill him, but anxious at the thought that he
himself might have to kill others. And he dreads both of those equally.

Jacob is afraid of killing his enemies. What if those soldiers are
completely innocent? What if they are good people who have gone to
war not by choice? We see here that Jacob is not prepared to build a state.
How can one do battle with one’s enemies while fearing that someone
having no inimical intentions might get hurt?

Jacob’s reluctance to fight and kill is a perfectly normal human
emotion, but it means that Jacob has not yet become Israel. War is bad
in and of itself, but to create a people, Jacob must learn to fight, which
includes overcoming his own fear of having to fight.

The Midrash explains that Jacob’s dread of killing Esau is his fear of
extinguishing any sparks of goodness and holiness within Esau that were
destined to be revealed only in the future through Esau’s descendants.
Indeed, among Esau’s descendants (and, in principle, among the
descendants of any of the enemies of the Jews today) there may be good
people, even truly righteous individuals, whose later appearance will be
impossible if their wicked ancestors are eliminated now.

WhatJacobishere experiencingisanatural and very characteristically
Jewish feeling. In today’s Arab-Israeli conflict, the number of Jewish
peacekeepers who deem it a priority to refrain from killing Arabs is
incommensurably greater than in any comparable situation where a
people is in a state of war threatening its very existence. And although
these Jews’ position is of course completely indefensible, we must admit
that this too is typically “Jewish” behavior.

Each element within the Jewish people sees its own aspect of truth
and is prepared to fight for that truth. There is an aspect of the highest
truth in the idea that even in our enemies “on the other side,” and in
the forces of evil generally, there are sparks of holiness and correctness.
Thus, the “Jewish peacekeepers,” even while they speak out against
Israel, are motivated by a proper Jewish sentiment.

This feeling, however, is in them not correctly realized, for it has
been elevated to the level of an absolute, which means it is trying to
embody the whole ideal of justice, while it is in fact only a limited part of
it. (This mechanism was explained in detail earlier [§34.8], in the context
of the process of shevirat keilim, the “shattering of vessels.”)
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The balanced and correct approach would be to adopt a humane
attitude toward the enemy, but with the understanding that under
conditions of danger threatening the very existence of the Jewish people,
self-preservation must always remain the highest priority. Risking the
lives of our own citizens and soldiers while we defend our enemies who
fight against us and kill us is self-destructive behavior and represents a
gross distortion of reality.

But what about those potentially righteous individuals who will
never be born from the villain whom we kill today? The answer is that
we leave it to God himself to devise a plan for preserving the sparks of
holiness that need to come from there. We can only act as our situation
today requires; all the rest is hidden from us. We must move past our fear
of destroying the spark of future good that might be hiding in today's
evil. We must fight — neither demonizing the enemy, nor being afraid to
destroy him.

36.5.JACOB’S
PRAYER (32:8-13)
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[8] ... he divided the people with him, and the flocks and
herds and camels, into two camps,

[9] thinking, “If Esau comes to the one camp and attacks it,
the other camp may yet escape.”

[10] Then Jacob said, “O God of my father Abraham and God
of my father Isaac, O Lord, who said to me, ‘Return to your
native land and | will deal bountifully with you’!
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[11] | am unworthy of all the kindness that You have so
steadfastly shown Your servant: with my staff alone | crossed
this Jordan, and now | have become two camps.

[12] Deliver me, | pray, from the hand of my brother, from the
hand of Esau; else, | fear, he may come and strike me down,
mothers and children alike.

[13] Yet You have said, ‘I will deal bountifully with you and
make your offspring as the sands of the sea, which are too
numerous to count.”

In his youth, Jacob would intentionally avoid engaging with his
brother Esau. Now, too, Jacob continues to fear Esau, but he will need to
negotiate with him.

For Jacob, meeting with Esau will be a meeting with God as well. It
is the most important encounter of Jacob’s life. The Talmud notes that
Jacob prepared for the event in three ways: gifts for Esau, prayers for
deliverance, and readiness for war. Jacob’s personal advancement in
these aspects also marked the completion of his transformation to Israel,
thus serving as a watershed between the two major periods of his life.

36.6. GIFTS FOR
ESAU (32:14-21)

PR WYY AN T3 RADTIR NN XD A723 DY 10 v
DMPY DRI DINRD D907 DY DV DNRD DY w
MYy 091 DYII NS DWOY ogum nipwn 0ong w
i72% 9TR TP PIITA iEN e Y oYY DY niny
W VTR P IR 1R DR N1 viet 113 PTapos nN
An&-n? DR THRWI MR IRY TUIN 2 0K? TwRInIN
R AR PR T7Y7 BI0RT e 307 19X R TN NN
JWaTNR 0319 5 IINR RITTDI 030 WYY TIRG Ambw
1372 TRKG DTN IR D25R0792NR 03 WU D)
TTY 730 D DHTORI & IR DINEDI 1DYOR 1T A1D
127081 197 N2PNA NNIN3 1ID N8I AR IR 2RY)

P19 R IR 1ID IRIN



174  Bible Dynamics. Book of Genesis

[14] After spending the night there, he selected from what
was at hand these presents for his brother Esau:

[15] 200 she-goats and 20 he-goats; 200 ewes and 20 rams;

[16] 30 milch camels with their colts; 40 cows and 10 bulls;
20 she-asses and 10 he-asses.

[17] These he put in the charge 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, ‘Whose man are you?
Where are you going? And whose [animals] are these ahead
of you?’

[19] you shall answer, ‘Your servant Jacob’s; they are a gift
sent to my lord Esau; and [Jacob] himself is right 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.

[21] And you shall add, ‘And your servant Jacob himself is
right behind us.” For he reasoned, “If | propitiate him with
presents in advance, and then face him, perhaps he will show
me favor.”

[14] He selected from what was at hand these presents for his
brother Esau ¢ From the list of Jacob’s gifts to Esau we can surmise how
very extensive must have been the property that Jacob brought with him
when he left Laban.

[17] Go on ahead, and keep a distance between droves ¢ This was
done in order to satisfy the eye (the greed) of Esau and to amaze him
with the size of the gift.

[21] If I propitiate him with presents in advance, and then face
him, perhaps he will show me favor ¢ Literally, “... and after that I
will see his face, perhaps he will lift my face (i.e., forgive me).” These
lofty turns of phrase are far more appropriate for addressing celestial
beings, such as angels, than a creature of flesh and blood like Esau, as
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Jacob does here. Thus, we see that Jacob, besides fearing Esau, also
genuinely reveres him.

36.7.JACOB BATTLES
THE ANGEL (32:22-25)
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[22] And so the gift went on ahead, while he remained in
camp that night.

[23] That same night he arose, and taking his two wives, his
two maidservants, and his eleven children, he crossed the
ford of the Jabbok.

[24] After taking them across the stream, he sent across all
his possessions.

[25] Jacob was left alone. And a man wrestled with him until
the break of dawn.

[23] That same night he arose ¢ Jacob can find no peace. He vacillates
between his wish to return to his country and his desire to flee from
Esau.

He crossed the ford of the Jabbok. [24] After taking them across the
stream, he sent across all his possessions ¢ Unlike other crossings
(Abraham crossing the Euphrates, and the Israelites crossing the Red
Sea and, later, the Jordan River), this crossing is carried out in two stages.
Jacob first transfers his family and property but remains himself on the
opposite shore. The reason is that there are two “crossings” that need to
be made here — an external crossing and an internal one. Jacob needs to
transition from living in exile to living independently in his own land.
And in order to achieve that, he must now also defeat the angel.

The description of Jacob’s struggle with the angel (or, possibly, with
God Himself) is a story about a mystical experience that is beyond
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our understanding, and whose details are largely hidden from us. But
its essence, apparently, is that Jacob does not automatically inherit
God’s promise given to Abraham and Isaac. Rather, he must earn that
Covenant as the result of a struggle. Jacob is not born into the Covenant,
but acquires it.

[25] Jacob was left alone ¢ The translation of levado as “alone” is not
entirely accurate. Levad means “in private (with),” but not necessarily
“alone.” (Lavud, for example, is derived similarly, and means “joined to
another.”) In other words, there is someone else with Jacob who shares a
very tight connection with him.

Jacob harbors a deep-seated fear of Esau, and lives his entire life
“in private company” with the angel of Esau. Thus, before the reunion
with his brother Jacob must defeat the angel within himself. As we shall
see below, Jacob’s struggle with the angel of Esau is simultaneously a
“struggle with God.”

During this struggle Jacob is promised that he will receive the name
“Israel,” because he has finally gained the “Esau-ness” in his own soul
by defeating the angel. However, he does not receive his new name
immediately after the victory. That will happen only after the incident
of Dinah in Shechem.

36.8. THE DISLOCATION
OF JACOB’S THIGH (32:26)
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[26] When he saw that he had not prevailed against him, he
wrenched Jacob’s hip at its socket, so that the socket of his
hip was strained as he wrestled with him.

[26] He wrenched Jacob’s hip at its socket ¢ The angel cannot defeat
Jacob, but it can inflict injury upon him by dislocating his hip. According
to the Midrash, this dislocation, which occurred before dawn had broken,
symbolizes all those Jews (descendants of Jacob) who departed from the
Jewish people during the long night of exile without waiting for the
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“light of day.” (The hip here symbolizes intimate relations and the birth
of children.)

The dislocation of Jacob’s hip means that the struggle took place
on an actual physical level. But even so, this in no way contradicts the
view that the struggle was a spiritual one within Jacob himself, and the
dislocation of his hip was its psychosomatic consequence. Either way,
the important thing here is that the struggle was real (even if it was only
Jacob’s own, internal struggle). And the wounds and losses that Jacob
sustained from it were both substantial and appreciable.

36.9. THE ANGEL'S
BLESSING (32:27)
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[27] Then he said, “Let me go, for dawn is breaking.” But he
answered, “I will not let you go, unless you bless me.”

[27] Let me go, for dawn is breaking ¢ The struggle continues until
dawn breaks, i.e., until the coming of the Messianic Redemption, when
the Divine light will illuminate the world.

As Jacob went into exile, we read: “He ... stopped there for the night,
for the sun had set” (28:11). Exile is called “night.” But here, sunrise too
is mentioned, for the return of the Jewish people to the Land of Israel
marks the onset of day, the advent of light.

I will not let you go, unless you bless me ¢ Despite the sun rising,
Jacob refuses to let go of the angel until he receives a blessing from him.
This means that even when the time has come for the Jews to return to
their land, they need Esau’s blessing.

In the history of modern-day Israel we see this point in the fact that
the Jewish state was created on a foundation of the knowledge and skills
that the Jews had learned from Esau, i.e., from the peoples of Europe (in
the fields of government, social sciences, the military, and economics,
among others). The political design of the Zionist movement could
have arisen only in Western Europe, where the Jews were sufficiently
assimilated to absorb the social, scientific, and technical knowledge
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of the broader culture. Theodore Herzl is a prime example of this idea.
Thanks to Herzl’s assimilation, he was able to promote a practical
program for creating a modern state.

36.10. JACOB’S NAME CHANGE TO “ISRAEL”
IS PROCLAIMED (32:28-29)
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[28] Said the other, “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.”

[28] What is your name? ¢ The angel asks Jacob his name not because
the angel does not know it himself, but to make Jacob aware of the
change. In this it is similar to God’s question to Adam: “Where are you?”
(3:9).

[29] Your name shall no longer be Jacob ¢ Although proclaimed here,
the actual name change will occur only later (35:10). Jacob is not quite
ready at this moment to become Israel.

Israel ¢ Here the etymology of the name Israel is from Sar-El, "he who
does battle with an angel" (or "with God"). It also can be derived from
Yashar-El, "direct to God."

For you have striven with beings divine and human ¢ The expression
sarita ‘im elohim can be understood as either "striven with God" or
"striven with an angel".

Jacob was embattled on many fronts. He faced constant pressure
exerted on him by others, which he needed to resist in order to prevail.
He fought with people (Esau and Laban) and with the angel of Esau,
overcoming his fear of him. He also "fought with God", transcending the
category of Elohim, which in this verse can be understood as judgment
and predestination. The greatness of Jacob-Israel as the "God Fighter" is
that he does not merely accept the "fate" that Heaven initially allots to
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him. Rather, he claims and takes for himself that which was intended
by Isaac for Esau. Thus, he acquires for himself an even more exalted
mission.

36.11. ISRAEL AS “HE WHO STRUGGLES
WITH GOD”

To understand the meaning of “struggling with God,” and the idea
of Israel as a “God-fighting” people, we must bear in mind that the two
most common names of God, Adonai® (the Tetragrammaton, God’s four-
letter name) and Elohim, have completely different meanings in Hebrew.
These names are usually translated as “the Lord” and “God,” respectively.
However, because the meanings of these words in the English language,
when applied to the Deity, are almost identical, many fundamental
Torah texts — including, for example, the famous Shema’ Yisrael - lose
important shades of meaning in translation.

Ha-Shem (“the Lord”) is the manifestation of God in His true essence,
the personal God Who stands above nature. But Elohim (“God”) is God’s
manifestation in the form of world harmony, the soul of nature, which is
the “veil” that conceals Him from this world.

Thus, “to struggle with God (Elohim)” means to glimpse the Divine
behind the mask of nature, to see Ha-Shem behind the mask of Elohim,
to resist the natural course of events, so as to achieve instead a direct
dialogue with God at the level that He is Ha-Shem (God beyond nature).
And in that process to transcend even that which Heaven seems to have
preordained.

Throughout their very long history the Jewish people have staunchly
opposed any concept of nature that obscures the “transcendental,

5 By long-standing Jewish religious tradition, God’s four-letter name,
pronounced “Adonai,” is represented in informal writing (and speaking)
by only the placeholder “Ha-Shem,” which means, literally, “The Name.”
Henceforth in the book we too will follow that practice. Only in this first
instance of its appearance have we, for the sake of clarity, spelled out that
name in writing in its full form, as it is actually pronounced during prayer and
obligatory communal readings of Scripture (and often in formal private study
as well).
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personal Divinity.” From the point of view of nature and naturalness
alone, the Jews should have disappeared long ago, as did so many other
peoples, their contemporaries in every age. But Israel, the “God-Fighter,”
refuses to come to terms with the natural course of history. And he
therefore lives on forever.

36.12. THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN ISRAEL AND JACOB
IN CHARACTER AND STATUS

Jacob is forced to be cunning not only because of his difficult external
circumstances. He has certain complexes regarding Esau, and still feels
that he has received his father’s blessing, originally intended for Esau,
undeservedly.

Modern-day Jews, his descendants, have likewise a certain aspect
of “resourcefulness” that is especially evident among the Jews of the
Diaspora. This skill is of course indispensable for surviving in exile. But
among the peoples of the world this typically Jewish attribute arouses
significant hostility.

Israel, however, is of a completely different character. Living in his
own country, and having a strong sense of his inalienable right to it, he
is frank and direct. His actions are sometimes even crude. But in the eyes
of the peoples of the world Israel seems much more natural and correct
than Jacob does. The world’s attitude toward Israel is far more respectful
than it is toward Jacob.

On the other hand, however, Israel has a new and different problem.
Jacob is used to seeing Esau behave in a belligerent manner, but when
the tables are turned, and Israel in war exhibits “Esau-like” behavior,
Esau is shocked, because he does not expect this from the Jews at
all. The European nations are content to endure Jacob in his state of
debasement, but when suddenly the Jews achieve the status of Israel
and break free from the familiar hierarchy, this elicits outrage among
the Esau peoples.

And yet, Esau can receive spirituality only from Israel, but not from
Jacob. The Jewish (biblical) influence on the world from the Land of
Israel is therefore incomparably greater than that of the Diaspora.
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36.13.JACOB AND ISRAEL AS A DUAL LINEAGE
WITHIN THE JEWISH PEOPLE

So, our third Patriarch has two names, “Jacob” and “Israel.” The
name Jacob derives from “-k-v,” from which root comes the noun ekev,
“heel.” As a verb, this root means “to follow behind (someone),” but
also denotes the quality of being “indirect” or “crooked,” or hindering
another’s progress by bypassing him. (“[Esau] said, ‘Was he, then, named
Jacob that he might supplant me [vayakveni] these two times?’” [27:36]).

Contrarily, the name Israel is derived from the root yashar, “straight,
direct.” Thus, these two names, “Jacob” and “Israel,” have opposite
meanings.

We have seen these two aspects — “to be direct” and “to overtake” -
in the history of the Creation. The first chapter of this book, Genesis,
describes God’s contact with man through nature: a connection with God
is achieved by man through his power over nature, matter. The Holy One
Blessed be He appears there as the God of nature, and is called Elohim.
But in the second chapter of Genesis, “Ha-Shem,” the Tetragrammaton,
is used, because the Holy One Blessed be He there reveals Himself to
Adam by “overtaking nature” - as the God of the Covenant.

A covenant is a special relationship between God and man that
bypasses the natural order of things. The names “Jacob” and “Israel”
directly correspond to these two Adams. God connects with the first
of those through nature, but to the second directly, without resorting
to nature. Jacob corresponds to Adam of the first creation story, to
Adam of the “indirect” connection with God through nature. And
Israel corresponds to Adam of the second story, the Adam of direct
connection.

Accordingly, Jacob’s wife is Rachel, who has beauty, because beauty
is one of the aspects of power over matter. Their son Joseph is also

“beautiful” (39: 6), he rules over matter and is therefore able to rebuild
Egypt.

But Israel’s wife is Leah, with her “weak eyes” that are indifferent to
the material world, because when one has a direct connection with God
this world is not all that interesting; Leah’s most prominent son Judah is
able to overpower nature and rise above it. (We will examine this aspect
in more detail below.)
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In other words, the two wives of our Patriarch Jacob / Israel reflect
his essential dichotomy: Jacob is married to Rachel, and Israel to Leah.
While he is only Jacob, he loves Rachel but not Leah. But Rachel dies
soon after his change of name, and Leah remains Israel’s only wife.

Leah was originally meant to marry Esau. Only by assimilating
Esau’s qualities and becoming Israel could Jacob understand her. (It is
even possible that had he loved Leah enough from the very beginning,
Jacob could have become Israel sooner than he did.)

The descendant of Jacob and Rachel is the Messiah, the son of Joseph,
who realizes his mission by transforming nature. The descendant of
Israel and Leah is the Messiah, the son of David, who achieves direct
contact with God, and teaches the same to all of humanity. The task of
all Messianic aspiration is to advance the world toward the integration
of those two.

Summarized in comprehensive table format, the scheme just
described looks like this:

Jacob

Israel

Rachel

Leah

Beauty, ephemerality

Weak eyes, eternity

Leading son: Joseph

Leading son: Judah

Characteristic story:
Joseph in command in Egypt

Characteristic story:
The Tamar incident, teshuvah
(repentance and correction)

Power to reform and control
materiality

Transcending, rising above
materiality

“Indirect” connection with God,
serving God by reforming nature

Direct connection with God,
serving God from beyond nature
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Joshua son of Nun King David
King Saul King Solomon
Mashiach ben Yosef Mashiach ben David
Capital: Shechem Capital: Hebron

Jerusalem as their unification

First Adam’s Second Adam’s
Creation Story Creation Story

Administrative professionals and
scientists:
Engineers, managers, financiers

Spiritual leaders and artists,
philosophers and mystics

Modern-day Israel The future State of Israel

Dynamics:
Holy Land Jewry transcends the
nationalist structure in order to
exert a universalist influence on
humankind

Dynamics:
Diaspora Jewry becomes a
united, nationalist-political
movement in the Land of Israel

The Messianic process consists of the unification of Joseph and
Judah, as made clear by the prophet Ezekiel (37:15-28):
[15] “The word of the Lord came to me:
[16] And you, O mortal, take a stick and write on it, “Of Judah and the
Israelites associated with him”; and take another stick and write on it,
“Of Joseph - the stick of Ephraim — and all the House of Israel associated
with him.
[17] Bring them close to each other, so that they become one stick,
joined together in your hand. ...
[21]... Thus said the Lord God: I am going to take the Israelite people
from among the nations they have gone to, and gather them from every
quarter, and bring them to their own land.
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[22] Twill make them a single nation in the land, on the hills of Israel,
and one king shall be king of them all. Never again shall they be two
nations, and never again shall they be divided into two kingdoms. ...

[27] My Presence shall rest over them; I will be their God and they
shall be My people.

[28] And when My Sanctuary abides among them forever, the nations
shall know that I the Lord do sanctify Israel.”
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Unlike Abraham and Sarah, whose former names became entirely
obsolete after they were given new ones, Jacob receives a new name,
but still also retains his former name. Thus, even as he attains the level
of Israel (a direct connection to God), he must not surrender the name
“Jacob” (having a connection with God by transforming the world). In
becoming Mashiach ben David, he must not lose his Mashiach ben Yosef.

36.14. RACHEL AND LEAH IN THE PERSPECTIVE
OF SACRED HISTORY

Apropos of Jacob’s two names, which, as we have seen, correspond
to his dual hypostases, we should address in more detail the differences
and similarities of Jacob’s two wives. Because in Jacob’s two wives we
again see a one-to-one correspondence to his two names.

Leah, wife of Israel, and mother of the lines of kingdom and
priesthood (Judah and Levi, respectively) thus symbolizes the future,
eternity, and gadlut, the category of greatness. And Rachel, the wife of
Jacob, mother of the preliminary kingdom (Joseph and Saul) represents
the present, temporality, and katnut, smallness — the Jewish people in
their lesser form.

Rachel represents beauty, and power over matter. Her son Joseph is
extraordinarily handsome and dominates Egypt. His kingdom, although
temporary, comes first. And in future Jewish history too, the kingdom
of Judah and Mashiach ben David cannot be built “from naught”; the
kingdom of Joseph and Mashiach ben Yosef must precede it. Even so,
Rachel, temporality, was buried in Beit Lechem (Bethlehem), separate
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from Jacob, while Leah, eternity, was buried with him in the Cave of
Machpelah, the tomb of the patriarchs in Hebron (49:31).

It so happened that Jacob married the two sisters in close succession.
(Divine Providence had determined that this was necessary in order for
Jacob to acquire certain characteristics of Esau.) Although Jacob wanted
and intended to marry only Rachel, Leah too became his wife - “perforce.”
Leah at first was not well-suited to Jacob, being a match only for Jacob’s
alter ego, Israel, and only after he had acquired some of Esau’s qualities.

Rachel and Leah are different also in that they correspond to the
categories of Exile (Diaspora) and the Land of Israel, respectively. In
Rachel is expressed the idea that the Jewish nation were connected to
their land even during the Exile. When the First Temple was destroyed
and the Jews went into exile to Babylonia, the prophet Jeremiah exclaims
(31:15): “Thus said the Lord: A cry is heard in Ramah - wailing, bitter
weeping — Rachel weeping for her children. She refuses to be comforted
for her children, who are gone.”

But Leah, during the Exile, cries for no one, for she is simply
nowhere to be found. Leah will awaken only upon returning to the Land.
Therefore, with the birth of Benjamin and the death of Rachel, the period
of exile ends completely. From the moment that Jacob, Jew of the Exile,
buries Rachel, the preliminary stage of the birth of the Jewish people has
reached completion. When Jacob then moves on to Hebron, he is already
not Jacob, but Israel.

At the same time, from a historical perspective there is an important
contrast between the nationalist and personal realizations of Rachel
and Leah.

At the national level, the victory is Leah’s. Jacob at first prefers
Rachel, but gradually Leah seizes more and more important positions.
Both the priesthood and the kingdom come from her, as do most of
Jacob’s children, the tribes of the Jewish people. And she is buried with
Jacob in the cave of Machpelah. Leah loves Jacob, and gradually this love
conquers all.

On the other hand, in the course of future Jewish history Rachel is
personally self-sufficient, which Leah is not. We get the feeling that all
of Leah has gone into being Jacob’s wife and the mother of his children,
that Leah’s realization happens exclusively through her descendants.
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Leah’s image is not highlighted, while Rachel is seen as a personality in
her own right.

Rachel’s grave in Beit Lechem (Bethlehem) is located a considerable
distance from the Tomb of the Patriarchs in Hebron. On the one hand,
this could be a shortcoming, but on the other hand, it emphasizes
that Rachel’s burial place is special. Numerous people come to pray at
Rachel’s Tomb. Rachel’s yahrtzeit (anniversary of death), which falls
on the eleventh day of the month of Heshvan, is an important date on
the Jewish calendar, whereas Tradition has not recorded the dates of
the deaths of our other Patriarchs and Matriarchs. No special dates in
the Jewish calendar honor the memory of Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Sarah,
Rebekah, or Leah. But for Rachel such a day is annually observed.

If we were to try to pinpoint Leah’s influence on Jacob, we could
say that she taught Jacob directness — the ability to express, candidly
and in plain terms, her problems and demands. Leah goes out to meet
Jacob (30:16) and immediately, without any tinge of bashfulness,
informs him that she has “hired” (purchased) his intimacy for herself
that night.

One of the most important milestones on Jacob’s path to becoming
Israel is that he acquires the ability to speak openly about his problems.
For example, when Esau levels an accusation, “First he took away my
birthright and now he has taken away my blessing!,” Jacob cannot bring
himself to say: “Well, actually, you sold me that birthright yourself.” Jacob
is embarrassed by his own position, a major flaw that is characteristic
also of Diaspora Jews. On his way to becoming Israel — on the way to
becoming a self-sufficient nation living in its own land - Jacob needs
to learn to overcome this shyness and to assert his own presence. Leah
teaches Jacob this quality, the same one that we later witness in Judah,
Leah’s descendant, who is not too shy to admit publicly that he is the
father of Tamar’s unborn child (38:26).

But Leah puts her entire self into influencing Jacob. She therefore
never figures as an autonomous personality in subsequent Jewish history,
nor is she ever specifically mentioned in the books of the Prophets either
by name or allusion. But Rachel, as it turns out, is seen in the historical
perspective as very much her own person. She is specifically mentioned
by name and plays a unique role.
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Rachel and Leah had to face different types of challenges. Leah felt a
constant need to win over Jacob, whom Rachel, in her opinion, had taken
from her. And she achieved that objective, by and large. But since this
was Leah’s ultimate and only goal, once it had been realized she left no
additional imprint.

Rachel’s problem was her lack of children, and in a sense this
problem never found its resolution. When Joseph is born, Rachel prays
for her next child, but then she dies in the process of giving birth
to Benjamin. Rachel’s lifelong issues relating to children remained
unrealized.

This lack of fulfillment became for Rachel a kind of desperate
melancholy, which gave rise to her uncommonly plaintive appeal to God

— a cry for help. And that is precisely the reason that Rachel will later
exert such a unique influence on the Jewish people. Even in a seemingly
unsolvable situation, the “children of Rachel” never lose hope, and life
goes on. It is therefore Rachel who prays for her children, i.e., for the
Jewish people as they go into exile.

Other nations who were expelled from their country never returned
to it. After several centuries of living in a foreign land, such return was
for them no longer possible. But the Jews set a highly unique precedent.
The return of the Jewish people to their land contravenes every law of
social history.

Inahopelesssituationitis Rachelwhois the author of animpassioned
plea to God to let her children return. In the end, her prayer is realized,
and the Jewish people do return. In this does Rachel’s unusual power
consist.

36.15. THE ANGEL'S
HIDDEN NAME (32:30)
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[30] Jacob asked, “Pray tell me your name.” But he said, “You
must not ask my name!” And he took leave of him there.
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[30] You must not ask my name! ¢ There are other instances in Tanakh
where an angel will not reveal his name to humans. The story of Samson’s
parents is one such example. “The angel said to him, “You must not ask
for my name; it is unknowable!”” (Judges 13:18).

As already noted, in Jewish culture a name reflects not the essence
of an object, but its purpose. Our correct relationship with the angels,
manifestations of the Divine will, is often possible only if the purpose
of the Divine intervention we are experiencing remains unknown to
us (just as a teacher must not fully reveal his methods to his students,
because doing so would undermine the educational process).

Such secrecy is typical of angels who make an appearance to humans.
But it is especially true of “malevolent angels” — because an awareness
of the positive, providential role of evil would prevent people from
properly responding to it.

In a sense, from the global-mystical point of view no evil exists as
an “independent entity.” What appears to us as evil is an element in the
enigmatic nature of the universe that is necessary for the realization
of good. But as soon as we descend from that certain “global-mystical,”
abstract level of eternity to the level of operational views and decisions,
an approach such as “evil does not actually exist” becomes destructive.
We must feel that evil does exist, and we must fight it, because only when
we struggle with evil and vanquish it does that evil become “a necessary
component for the realization of good.”

In order to find the strength and the energy needed for that struggle
and its ensuing victory, one often needs to “not understand” why that
evil exists at all - to “not know the name of the angel.” Only a very select
group of people of the highest spiritual attainments are able to realize
the meaning of evil while also at the same time vigorously fighting it,
and even they understand the meaning of evil only in the general sense;
the details are hidden from them. The name of an angel with whom
Jacob struggles is therefore unknown even to him.

We note as a general truth that there must be things in the world
that are incomprehensible to us, whose meaning we are not privy to.
Otherwise, we could never achieve the purpose for which these things
could descend into the world. In religious discourse there are always
questions that must remain unanswered — for the time being, at least.
For example, in our times there remains the unanswered question of
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why God saw fit to allow the Holocaust to happen, and other similar
questions whose answers we shall never know.

Had Jacob known from the outset that the angel existed expressly
to enable him, by virtue of their struggle, to triumph in his relationship
with Esau, Jacob would have felt no urgency in the situation, nor would
he have had the strength to fight a battle of that kind. Jacob must
therefore receive a blessing from an angel whose name he will never
learn, because that knowledge would only have hindered him.

Because the blessing comes to him through the angel of Esau, Jacob
achieves control over the “Esau-ness” within himself, and he feels no
further shame in that. Or, to put it differently, Jacob now understands
(i.e., the angel he has fought has now acknowledged) that the blessings
he received from his father were indeed rightfully his.

Unless one does battle with God there can be no blessing.
Israel’s chutzpah, the “boldness of Zionism” (the notorious Israeli
“impudence”) is especially pronounced “at sunrise” (32:27), i.e., at the
onset of the process of Messianic Redemption. And that “impudence”
is the most important guarantee of Israel’s advancement and survival.

36.16. TO SEE GOD
AND REMAIN ALIVE (32:31-32)
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[31] So Jacob named the place Peniel, meaning, “I have seen
a divine being face to face, yet my life has been preserved.”

[32] The sun rose upon him as he passed Penuel, limping on
his hip.

(31, 32) Peniel, ... Penuel ¢ “To God face to face.”

311 I have seen a divine being face to face ¢ As already noted, the
words Elohim and El used in these verses, and throughout this story, can
refer either to God (in the category of Elohim, “the God of nature”) or to
an angel. Thus, it is possible to interpret the text in two different ways.
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Jacob understood that his struggle was with both of those: with the
angel of Esau and with God. He recognized this meeting as a spiritual and
mystical experience of utmost significance — a new birth, the emergence
of Israel.

Yet my life has been preserved ¢ The idea of expecting death after
one has an encounter with God is found many times in Tanakh (e.g.,
Ex. 24:11, Jud. 6:22-23, 13:22, Isa. 6:5). Meeting the Supreme Harmony
of the universe face to face makes a person want to “dissolve” into the
Divine by departing this world. But Judaism considers that attraction
nothing more than a temptation that must be resisted and overcome. We
must strive not only to see God, but to remain alive; not only to rise to
the Supreme Harmony, but to bring His light into this world, and down
to this earth.

[32] The sun rose upon him as he passed Penuel ¢ In order to attain
the radiance of the sun, the Messianic liberation, one must pass through
Penuel, a face-to-face struggle in which our life itself is in true peril
from our encounter with an angel. However, when we recognize that
struggle as an encounter with God that enables us to transcend the
category of Elohim (the Divine system of nature and its laws), then the
sun will indeed rise upon us.

As he passed Penuel ¢ Jacob’s victory was not absolute. His hip was
dislocated in the process of achieving that victory. But the goal of that
struggle, receiving a blessing from God by vanquishing the angel of Esau,
was achieved. And so Jacob successfully “passes Penuel,” i.e., he acquires
the strength he needs to ascend to the Holy Land.

36.17. COMMANDMENTS DERIVED FROM EVENTS
IN THE LIVES OF THE PATRIARCHS (32:33)
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[33] 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.
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By instituting a new commandment as a remembrance of what befell
Jacob, The Torah posits his meeting with the angel and with God as a key
archetypal event for the future history of the Jewish people.

And yet, the connection between the angel’s having injured Jacob’s
tendon and the commandment that all Jews must refrain from eating a
certain tendon in the hindquarters of a cow is of course not direct but
symbolic. The Torah is merely providing an example of how the meaning
of the commandments can be revealed.

Many of the Torah’s commandments are reminders of moments in
Jewish history. The text of the Torah is divided, as it were, into portions.
Some of those acquaint us with the commandments, while others recount
historical events. But those stories too pertain to the commandments, in
that they provide an historical basis for them.

For example, the commandment to tie tzitzit (fringes) on four-
cornered garments is associated with Abraham’s words to the king of
Sodom: “I will not take so much as a thread or a sandal strap of what is
yours” (14:23).

And as previously noted, the tefillin (phylacteries), which the
Torah calls totafot, symbolize the Jewish victory over Egypt. The Torah
prescribes that the image of the Egyptian god Thoth, which had the
form of a curved snake attached to the foreheads of the pharaohs, is
to be replaced by the square tefillin that Jewish men wear above their
foreheads.

And as one final example, the prohibition of marrying two sisters
is based on the story of Jacob and his family. (This point too has been
mentioned previously.)

But even so, the symbolism of the many commandments that
derive from historical events related in the Torah in no way negates
our understanding of them as something fundamentally metaphysical,
having roots in the transcendental. The origins of the Torah’s
commandments belong to the category of the eternal that has now
descended from Heaven. The commandments belong to higher worlds,
but to find their way into our world they need to be embodied in history,
acquiring their earthly form through those historical events.



CHAPTER 37
THE REUNION OF JACOB AND ESAU

37.1. THE REUNION (33:1-4)
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[1] Looking up, Jacob saw Esau coming, accompanied by four

hundred men. He divided the children among Leah, Rachel,
and the two maids,

[2] putting the maids and their children first, Leah and her
children next, and Rachel and Joseph last.

[3] He himself went on ahead and bowed low to the ground
seven times until he was near his brother.

[4] Esau ran to greet him. He embraced him and, falling on his
neck, he kissed him; and they wept.
2] And Rachel and Joseph last ¢ Those who are most important to

him Jacob puts furthest from danger.

31 And bowed low to the ground seven times ¢ A more precise
translation is “and he prostrated himself unto the earth.” Jacob’s seven
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bows demonstrate his complete recognition of Esau’s seniority. (The
number seven represents the fullness of nature.)

[4] He embraced him and, falling on his neck, he kissed him ¢
Contrary to Jacob’s expectations, Esau, rather than attacking him, hugs
and kisses him. Perhaps this is because Jacob is still limping.

A limping Jacob is no rival. Your brother the loser won’t be causing
you any headaches. Just pity the poor guy.

[4] And they wept ¢ Consider this historical parallel: After a third of the
Jewish people died in the Holocaust, the world community — in a sudden
fit of compassion — even agreed to grant the Jews the right to create
the State of Israel, endowing them with a scrap of land that was already
puny even before it was divided into three fragments.

But a strong, proud, and independent Israel that occupies the full
extent of its biblical borders poses a problem for Esau.

37.2.JACOB PROSTRATES HIMSELF
BEFORE ESAU (33:5-11)
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[5] Looking about, he saw the women and the children. “Who,”
he asked, “are these with you?” He answered, “The children
with whom God has favored your servant.”

[6] Then the maids, with their children, came forward and
bowed low;
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[71 next Leah, with her children, came forward and
bowed low; and last, Joseph and Rachel came forward
and bowed low;

[8]1 And he asked, “What do you mean by all this company
which | have met?” He answered, “To gain my lord’s favor.”

[9] Esau said, “I have enough, my brother; let what you have
remain yours.”

[10] But Jacob said, “No, | pray you; if you would do me this
favor, accept from me this gift; for to see your face is like
seeing the face of God, and you have received me favorably.

[11] Please accept my present which has been brought to
you, for God has favored me and | have plenty.” And when he
urged him, he accepted.

[5] The children with whom God has favored your servant ¢ When
Jacob sent messengers to Esau, he ordered them: “Thus shall you say,
‘To my lord Esau, thus says your servant Jacob” (32:5). This form of
address can hardly be regarded as ordinary politeness. But here we
read that Jacob even prostrated himself on the ground seven times
while approaching his brother. The point is not only that Jacob seeks to
appease Esau, as an attempt to avoid a confrontation. The situation is
more complicated. We see this most clearly in Jacob’s reply when Esau
refuses his gifts: “No, I pray you, ... accept from me this gift; for to see
your face is like seeing the face of God.”

[8] To gain my lord’s favor ¢ Jacob has so clearly exceeded all
reasonable limits of politeness, that we are puzzled by his highly
obsequious posturing toward Esau. But the explanation is that Jacob
is still Jacob, and not yet Israel. Jacob does not just bow to Esau — he
prostrates himself before him. The turns of phrase that Jacob uses —
“To gain my lord’s favor,” “for to see your face is like seeing the face
of God” - are normally reserved in the Torah for addressing a Divine
being, not mere mortals.

Jacob, it would seem, truly sees Esau as a higher reality, and well-
nigh worships him. He is not cowering before Esau nor is he engaging
in mere flattery, for in fact Jacob truly and sincerely acknowledges
Esau’s greatness, and feels that he lacks much of what Esau has. Jacob’s
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behavior is not motivated by any fear of Esau, but by trepidation born
of reverence. Jacob is afraid to enter into a conflict with his illustrious
brother, because he is still in the process of acquiring the qualities of
Israel. For now, he has received only a promise of that name.

[10] To see your face is like seeing the face of God ¢ (Alternate
translation: “... like seeing the face of an angel.”) The Midrash concludes
from these words that Jacob fought with none other than Esau’s angel
himself. Jacob’s victory over the angel, i.e., his victory over his own
internal “Esau,” was of utmost importance. Without it, Jacob could not
have even dared a reunion Esau. But until a spiritual victory is actualized
in the material world, it has not yet been realized, and the process of
Jacob becoming Israel was as yet incomplete.

Although Jacob’s admiration for him is of course exaggerated, Esau
has an important positive core within him. Jacob has much to learn from
Esau (that is, the Jews must learn from Western civilization), and that
course of study is still today far from complete.

Esau is not a righteous man; he had even threatened in as many
words to kill Jacob. Nevertheless, Jacob sincerely admires his brother,
because only through that admiration can he adopt from Esau those
qualities that he needs for his own personal development.

Although he acknowledges his own imperfections and still lags Esau,
Jacob by no means suffers from an inferiority complex, for that would
be disastrous. On the contrary, he demonstrates his true admiration for
his brother, and seeks to acquire his own missing qualities that Esau
possesses.

It would be completely wrong for the Jewish people to disparage
or even neglect Esau’s culture. The creation of Israel, the synthesis of
Jacob and Esau, happens with Jacob, not Esau serving as its foundation

— precisely because Jacob shows a desire for such synthesis and mutual
self-examination with his brother, while Esau does not. If one or another
group within the Jewish people, as has been known to happen, decides
to wave the flag of “isolationism,” arguing that there is no need to adopt
anything from Esau nor to admire the achievements of a foreign culture,
then Israel runs the risk of never becoming Israel at all.

Although he prostrates himself before Esau, Jacob has battled Esau’s
angel, thereby defeating the very essence of Esau within himself. He has
defeated, but not destroyed. On the contrary — Jacob needs a blessing
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from the angel he has just defeated. Jacob seeks not to destroy the power
of Esau, but to achieve the proper integration of that power within
himself. Only thus can Jacob become Israel.

The victory in the end will be Jacob’s. Esau by his own choice will
cede the central place in the Holy Land to Jacob, and relocate himself
to Seir.

37.3.JACOB DISTANCES HIMSELF
FROM ESAU (33:12-15)
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[12] And [Esau] said, “Let us start on our journey, and | 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.

[14] Let my lord go on ahead of his servant, while | travel
slowly, at the pace of the cattle before me and at the pace of
the children, until | come to my lord in Seir.”

[15] Then Esau said, “Let me assign to you some of the men
who are with me.” But he said, “Oh no, my lord is too kind
to me!”

[14] Let my lord go on ahead of his servant ... [15] Then Esau said,
“Let me assign to you some of the men who are with me.” But he
said, “Oh no” ¢ As much as Jacob admires Esau, he prudently refuses
not only his company, but also his protection. (Esau’s folk are handy for
keeping you safe for a while, but in the end they are bound to become a
thorn in your side.) Jacob needs to have proper relations with Esau, but
he must not rely on Esau’s direct support.
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37.4. ARRIVAL
IN SUCCOTH (33:16-17)
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[16] So Esau started back that day on his way to Seir.

[17]1 But Jacob journeyed on to Succoth, and built a house for
himself and made stalls for his cattle; that is why the place
was called Succoth.

[17] But Jacob journeyed on to Succoth ¢ Succoth for Jacob means
building a home (sukkah, “hut”) for both his family and his livestock.
In these two verses, which prima facie speak only of geographical
peregrinations, the Kabbalah sees an allusion to the structure of the
universe as expressed in the Jewish holidays. (“Succoth,” here the name
of a place, is also a major Jewish festival that follows immediately after
Jewish New Year and the Day of Atonement. See Lev. 23:33 ff.).

Before Jacob enters Succoth, Esau has already departed for the land
of Seir. (The name “Seir” is very close to sa’ir, “goat.” Moreover, the same
word sa’ir also means “hairy,” and when Jacob calls Esau “a hairy man”
(27:11), he uses that exact word.) Esau’s departure to Seir is symbolized
by the “scapegoat” of Yom Kippur. Succoth - finding a home - is preceded
by the elimination of evil, sending into the wilderness the sa’ir la’azazel,
the “Scapegoat of Azazel” (Lev. 16:8).

Jacob tells Esau, “until I come to my lord in Seir,” but in reality, he is
not going there, nor has he any intention of doing so. The Midrash says
that Jacob will come to Seir only in the Messianic era, when “liberators
shall march up on Mount Zion to wreak judgment on Mount Esau; and
dominion shall be the Lord’s” (Obadiah v. 21). After the world finds its
correction, Jacob too will come to Seir, which by then shall have ceased
to be the abode of Esau alone. The “scapegoat,” sa’ir / Seir, which
symbolizes the Evil Inclination, will then no longer need to be sent
away into the wilderness. It will instead take its rightful place within the
structures of holiness.

The festival of Succoth is associated with the Exodus from Egypt:

“The Israelites journeyed from Raamses to Succoth .... in the first month,
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on the fifteenth day of the first month ... and encamped at Succoth.”
(Exodus 12:37, Numbers 33:3-5). From here we see that the festival of
Succoth should really be annexed to Passover, and immediately follow
it. But the ideal plans of the Exodus were not realized. Not all goals are
achieved immediately, some are left for the future.

Therefore, Succoth is a symbol of the Messianic era, for on that
holiday all the nations of the world will come to the Temple in Jerusalem
(Zechariah 14:16). For this reason, the festival of Succoth was postponed
until the autumn, and its observance follows Yom Kippur, the sending of
the Scapegoat, and the correction of all the nations of the world.



CHAPTER 38
THE INCIDENT OF DINAH IN SHECHEM

38.1.JACOB ARRIVES
IN SHECHEM (33:18-20)
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[18] Jacob arrived safe in the city of Shechem which is in the
land of Canaan - having come thus from Paddan-aram - and
he encamped before the city.

[19] 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 El-elohe-yisrael.

[18] Jacob arrived ¢ Scripture now again calls him Jacob, after it just
said: “You shall be called Jacob no more, but Israel shall be your name”
(35:10). Because even now it is still only a promise. Jacob must endure
yet another crisis in Shechem before he can truly become Israel.

Safe in the city of Shechem ¢ Jacob’s arrival in Shechem goes well. He
is now out of danger and has also to a large extent freed himself from
his complexes with respect to Esau. He has not yet, however, overcome
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his insecurities concerning the locals who continued to live in the Land
while Jacob was in exile.

[19]1 The parcel of land where he pitched his tent he purchased
from the children of Hamor, Shechem’s father, for a hundred
kesitahs ¢ Jacob is hoping for constructive cooperation with his
Canaanite neighbors, and buys a plot of land at full price to serve as his
home. The purpose of this purchase was to legitimize and reinforce his
status there. (This is the second Jewish purchase in the Land of Israel,
the first being the Cave of Machpelah.) On this site near Shechem the
tomb of Joseph still stands today.

Jacob erects an altar, thereby proclaiming his cultural and ethical
values, and calls it El-elohe-yisrael. But we shall soon see how Jacob’s
hopes for peaceful co-existence will be shattered.

It is no coincidence that Jacob chooses Shechem for implementing
his plan of integrating himself peacefully and constructively into the
life of the Land. From a geographical point of view, crossing the Jordan
in the Penuel area (this is where the Jabbok [32:23] flows into the
Jordan), Jacob, it would seem, is supposed to go south, to Hebron, to
his father, but for some reason he heads instead toward the northeast,
to Shechem.

We have previously cited the opinion that Shechem was founded
by Abraham, which would mean that the inhabitants of Shechem are
the descendants of Abraham’s disciples. Jacob believed that he could
find Abraham’s monotheism and spiritual values in Shechem, and
he hoped that with just such people he could establish a working
relationship.

[18] Jacob arrived safe in the city of Shechem ... and he encamped
before the city ¢ Vayichan, “he encamped,” is understood in the
Midrash as related to chen, “kindness, mercy, favor.” The Midrash tells
us that Jacob worked to establish a civilized society in Shechem by
endowing it with three things: A market complex, minted coinage, and
communal baths.

(Those three things were the hallmarks of Hellenic civilization in
the era when this Midrash was compiled. But for Jacob’s times, ca. 18th
century BCE, this is of course an anachronism.)
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The Midrash means to say that upon returning from Paddan-
aram (Babylonia), one of the world’s leading cultural centers of that
period, Jacob sought to bring civilization to Shechem. He believed that
since its inhabitants had a connection to monotheism, fostering their
advancement would be a worthwhile endeavor.

And he encamped before the city ¢ “Before” in the Torah’s usual
geographical orientation means “from the east.” The Shechem of the
Canaanite era was located on the site which is today the Tell Balata
mound. During archaeological excavations on this site during the
nineteenth century, the ruins of a city of that same era were discovered,
including its eastern gate. The story that is told in the next chapter of
the Torah unfolds close to that gate.

(20] And called it “El-elohe-yisrael” ¢ This name reflects Jacob’s
genuine desire to be acknowledged as Israel, an essential prerequisite
for his achieving that.

38.2. DINAH VISITS THE DAUGHTERS
OF THE LAND (34:1)
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[1]1 Now Dinah, the daughter whom Leah had borne to Jacob,
went out to visit the daughters of the land.

(11 Now Dinah ... went out to visit the daughters of the land ¢
Perhaps it was Jacob’s desire to establish positive relations with
Shechem that led to Dinah’s going out “to visit the daughters of the
land.” When one’s desire for amicable relations with the neighbors
is not tempered with caution and keeping a healthy distance, tragic
consequences may ensue.

But it is also possible that even from the very beginning Jacob had
considered marrying off Dinah to some resident of Shechem. When
Dinah picked up on her father’s idea, albeit in a distorted form, this led
to a careless act on her part.

In a certain sense, the birth of a daughter posed a serious problem
for Jacob. The tribes of Israel were supposed to descend from his sons,
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who would influence and reform humanity. The birth of a daughter could
have been understood to mean that there would now be an additional,
thirteenth tribe serving a similar purpose, but in reverse — for the peoples
of the world to influence the Jews. In the Kabbalah, the male attribute is
always understood as actively effecting change, and the female one as
being a passive receiver.

For effective communication with the peoples of the world, the
influence must go in both directions, because without the receiving
aspect, neither can the giver’s potential be realized. Dinah was
supposed to be the progenitor of Israel’s “female” tribe, which would
receive the very best that the peoples of the world had to offer. This
tribe’s purpose would be to compensate for the attributes that were
lacking in Israel’s identity. Thus, Jacob had to find among the nations
of the world one people that would represent all the positive qualities
of humanity, through which Israel’s foundation of universalism would
find completion.

Jacob believed that the best society for creating that additional,
thirteenth tribe of Israel was in Shechem.

According to the Midrash, Jacob was originally supposed to give
Dinah to Esau as a wife. Leah, Dinah’s mother, was herself meant to be
Esau’s wife, but Jacob, upon receiving Esau’s blessing, also received the
wife who had been preordained for Esau. It was correct and necessary
that Jacob would marry Leah for the sake of his personal development,
but it also meant that Esau had been deprived.

Thus, Dinah could have filled in that gap. It is no coincidence that
once again the Torah says here, “Dinah, the daughter whom Leah had
borne to Jacob.” By marrying Dinah, Esau would quite possibly have
found his own correction, and introduced into the family of Jacob, the
Jewish people, their missing components.

But Jacob was afraid to allow that. The Midrash says that Jacob,
when he was about to meet Esau, hid Dinah in a wooden chest so that
Esau would not be attracted to her. Jacob fears too strong a connection
with Esau. He wants to find someone for Dinah who, if less imposing, is
still their relative in some sense, and Jacob believes that he can find such
a person in Shechem, the city of Abraham’s students. Jacob therefore
changes direction after crossing the Jordan, and goes not to his father in
Hebron, but to Shechem.
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38.3. THE RAPE
OF DINAH (34:2-4)
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[2] Shechem son of Hamor the Hivite, chief of the country,
saw her, and took her and lay with her by force.

[3] Being strongly drawn to Dinah daughter of Jacob, and in
love with the maiden, he spoke to the maiden tenderly.

[4] So Shechem said to his father Hamor, “Get me this girl as
a wife.”

2] Shechem ... saw her ¢ The prince of Shechem bears the same
name as his city. The Midrash believes that Jacob could have seen in
that a positive sign, for it might have meant that Shechem had a ruler
who would take personal responsibility for the fate of his city and its
inhabitants. The rulers of Shechem were Hivites, one of the prominent
Canaanite nations (10:17), but this does not necessarily imply that the
same was true of the entire population of the city. The Canaanites in
Shechem might have been a newer ethnic group superimposed on a
more ancient substrate.

Jacob was hoping that the fundamental ethical norms that Shechem
had received from Abraham still remained, and that some limited
additional influence on his part would be enough to allow him to live
near them, and perhaps even to intermarry with them. But the behavior
of the inhabitants of Shechem showed that he was mistaken. Jacob’s
sons decided that because Shechem had rejected the moral standards
already instilled in him, they had no hope of correction, and had to be
destroyed for the crime they had committed.

[4] So Shechem said to his father Hamor, “Get me this girl as a
wife” ¢ Shechem acts quite prudently. Rather than renouncing his
barbaric act there and then, he wants to give it legitimacy.
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[3]1 He spoke to the maiden tenderly ¢ That is, he was able to convince
her that in view of the rape already committed, she would do better to
agree to marry him.

In Shechem’s actions we see no desire to improve. He continues to
hold Dinah in his home and has no intention of releasing her. Shechem
must obtain the consent of Jacob’s family to marry Dinah only to
normalize her status, because he will not be able to establish a normal
relationship with her otherwise.

38.4.JACOB REMAINS SILENT (34:5)
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[51 Jacob heard that he had defiled his daughter Dinah; but
since his sons were in the field with his cattle, Jacob kept
silent until they came home.

[5] Jacob kept silent ¢ Jacob’s silence is dual, not only physical but also
emotional. He is genuinely bewildered, because his plan for integrating
with Shechem is failing, and he himself cannot find a way out of the
crisis

[5] But since his sons were in the field with his cattle, Jacob kept
silent until they came home ¢ This critical moment in Jacob’s life story
represents the transfer of his initiative, including the spiritual, to his
sons. As we shall soon see, this moment will become one of the most
highly decisive for the formation of Jacob’s Israel attribute.

38.5.JACOB’S SONS RECOGNIZE THEMSELVES
AS ISRAEL (34:6-7)
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[6] Then Shechem’s father Hamor came out to Jacob to speak
to him.
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[71 Meanwhile Jacob’s sons, having heard the news, came
in from the field. The men were distressed and very angry,
because he had committed an outrage in Israel by lying with
Jacob’s daughter - a thing not to be done.

[6] Then Shechem’s father Hamor came out to Jacob to speak to
him ¢ Hamor wants to speak with Jacob, but Jacob’s sons take the lead.

[7] The men were ... very angry, because he had committed an
outrage in Israel ¢ This is the second place in the Torah that the name
“Israel” is used. (The first was in the angel’s proclamation itself of Jacob’s
impending name change.) The name “Israel” refers to the Jewish people
living their self-sufficient national life in their own land. The sons of
Jacob must not allow Shechem to hush up the rape incident, because that
would humiliate the entire Jewish people, and would also serve as an
excuse for the nations in the future to always regard Israel as occupying
the lowest position in the social hierarchy.

An individual is integrated into the larger society at three primary
levels: his family, his nationality, and humanity as a whole. But these
three levels are by their nature all quite different.

The foundation of family relationships is love. Without love a family
disintegrates. Thus, love is primary, while marital dynamics play only a
secondary role in family life.

At the national level things are different. Relations are regulated
primarily by the law, as adjudicated by the courts. Conflicts between
citizens are resolved judicially, and the penal system too is administered
through the courts.

At the international level, however, the judiciary is largely ineffective,
and the law plays only a secondary role. At this level, conflict resolution
is based primarily on raw power.

A nation’s status is largely determined by how much its people allow
themselves to be pushed around. Jacob has still not internalized this
lesson. But his sons are already Israel, for they understand that the
future existence of the Jewish nation depends precisely on how they
posture themselves now.

British Prime Minister Winston Churchill once remarked, “When a
nation that needs to choose between shame and war chooses shame, in
the end it will get both.”
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Had the citizens of Shechem perceived the actions of their prince
as a crime that demanded correction, they would have said: “We are
guilty. We are returning Dinah to you, and we want to make amends.”
But nothing like that happens. Thus, Jacob’s sons are left with no option
but to go to war.

38.6. JACOB’S SONS NEGOTIATE
WITH HAMOR AND SHECHEM (34:8-24)
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(81 And Hamor spoke with them, saying, “My son Shechem
longs for your daughter. Please give her to him in marriage.
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[9]1 Intermarry with us: give your daughters to us, and take
our daughters for yourselves:

[10] You will dwell among us, and the land will be open
before you; settle, move about, and acquire holdings in it.”

[11] Then Shechem said to her father and brothers, “Do me
this favor, and I will pay whatever you tell me.

[12] Ask of me a bride-price ever so high, as well as gifts, and
| will pay what you tell me; only give me the maiden for a
wife.”

[13] Jacob’s sons answered Shechem and his father Hamor
- speaking with guile because he had defiled their sister
Dinah -

[14] and said to them, “We cannot do this thing, to give our
sister to a man who is uncircumcised, for that is a disgrace
among us.

[15] Only on this condition will we agree with you; that
you will become like us in that every male among you is
circumcised.

[16] Then we will give our daughters to you and take your
daughters to ourselves; and we will dwell among you and
become as one kindred.

[17] But if you will not listen to us and become circumcised,
we will take our daughter and go.”

[18] Their words pleased Hamor and Hamor’s son Shechem.

[19] And the youth lost no time in doing the thing, for he
wanted Jacob’s daughter. Now he was the most respected in
his father’s house.

[20] So Hamor and his son Shechem went to the public place
of their town and spoke to their fellow townsmen, saying,

[21] “These people are our friends; let them settle in the land
and move about in it, for the land is large enough for them;
we will take their daughters to ourselves as wives and give
our daughters to them.

207



208  Bible Dynamics. Book of Genesis

[22] But only on this condition will the men agree with us to
dwell among us and be as one kindred: that all our males
become circumcised as they are circumcised.

[23] Their cattle and substance and all their beasts will be
ours, if we only agree to their terms, so that they will settle
among us.”

[24] All who went out of the gate of his town heeded Hamor
and his son Shechem, and all males, all those who went out
of the gate of his town, were circumcised.

[8] My son Shechem longs for your daughter. Please give her to
him in marriage ¢ There is no mention of a crime, and Shechem’s
passionate attachment to Dinah is advanced as the argument for
justifying the marriage.

[9] Intermarry with us ¢ Hamor and Shechem are confident that they will
be able to assimilate the Jacob family into their people. It never occurs to
them to condemn Shechem’s crime, not to mention punishing him for it.
And this means that notwithstanding their peace proposals today, they
can in the future perpetrate any violence at all against Jacob’s family.

[13] Jacob’s sons answered Shechem and his father Hamor -
speaking with guile because he had defiled their sister Dinah ¢
It is the position of Jacob’s sons that in the absence of remorse and
correction on the part of the inhabitants of Shechem, their prince’s
crime becomes nothing less than an act of war. And in a situation of war,
no act of deception is out of bounds.

[17] But if you will not listen to us and become circumcised, we will
take our daughter and go ¢ So as not to arouse suspicion, Jacob’s sons
say only “we will take our daughter” (although it is not obvious how they
could do so, seeing that Dinah is held captive in the royal residence). Nor
do they mention punishing Shechem for his crime.

[18] Their words pleased Hamor and Hamor’s son Shechem ¢ The
inhabitants of Shechem base their decisions and actions only on
economic considerations.

[23] Their cattle and substance and all their beasts will be ours ¢
The wealth and herds of Jacob and his family are apparently so
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extensive that they are an ample enticement for the entire population
of the city.

[24] All ... heeded Hamor and his son Shechem, and all males, all
those who went out of the gate of his town, were circumcised ¢
The inhabitants of Shechem agree to be circumcised only so that
they can take possession of the riches of Jacob’s family; they have no
intention of entering into a covenant with God. Moreover, they fail to
voice any condemnation whatsoever of Shechem’s crime, thus sharing
responsibility for it.

38.7. THE DESTRUCTION
OF SHECHEM (34:25-29)
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[25] On the third day, when they were in pain, Simeon and
Levi, two of Jacob’s sons, brothers of Dinah, took each his

sword, came upon the city unmolested, and slew all the
males.

[26] They put Hamor and his son Shechem to the sword, took
Dinah out of Shechem’s house, and went away.

[27]1 The other sons of Jacob came upon the slain and
plundered the town, because their sister had been defiled.

[28] They seized their flocks and herds and asses, all that was
inside the town and outside;

[29] all their wealth, all their children, and their wives, all
that was in the houses, they took as captives and booty.

[25] Simeon and Levi ... slew all the males. [26] They put Hamor and
his son Shechem to the sword ¢ To reach Hamor, Shechem, and Dinah,
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they had to first kill all the men. The Midrash takes this as evidence
that Simeon and Levi originally intended only to kill Shechem and take
Dinah. But the inhabitants of the city rose up to defend their ruler, and
they too therefore had to be killed.

[27] And plundered the town, because their sister had been defiled ¢
Maimonides notes that every nation has an obligation, as one of the
Seven Noahide Laws, to establish laws and courts of justice, and that
any society that covers for its criminals bears collective guilt ipso facto
for the offenses of those individuals. Thus, all the citizens of Shechem
are held responsible for the crime committed against Dinah.

When a nation perpetrates violence against you, this must be seen
not merely as a personal vendetta, but as outright war, and different
standards of behavior therefore apply than would be otherwise assumed
in peacetime. Acts that would be completely outside consideration in
peacetime becomes permissible (and even necessary) in war.

Had Shechem repented by returning Dinah and admitting to his crime
(even while continuing to ask for her hand in marriage), the attitude
toward him might have been completely different. But Shechem was
proposing to marry Dinah while all the while still holding her hostage.
And the inhabitants of the city fully supported him in this.

All this implies a state of war, and in war we do not seek out the
guilty party directly; everyone is held responsible. The rules of war in
those times also included the right to capture and plunder everything
that belonged to the enemy.

If the citizens of Shechem were indeed descendants of Abraham’s
disciples, then their first duty was hospitality, Abraham’s most important
ethical principle. For having violated that principle they must be held to
a higher standard than other nations, and their punishment must be
more severe.

38.8.DID SIMEON AND LEVI
ACT PROPERLY? (34:30-31)
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[30] Jacob said to Simeon and Levi, “You have brought
trouble on me, making me odious among the inhabitants of
the land, the Canaanites and the Perizzites; my men are few
in number, so that if they unite against me and attack me, |
and my house will be destroyed.”

[31] But they answered, “Should our sister be treated like a
whore?”

[30] You have brought trouble on me, making me odious among
the inhabitants of the land ¢ Note that Jacob does not accuse his
sons of immoral behavior or of having committed an injustice. He
only expresses pragmatic concern about the possible consequences of
their actions. Jacob fears war, because he is not yet Israel, but his sons
understand that in international relations, violence is the only way to
respond to an attack if one wishes to not be utterly decimated. This,
unfortunately, remains the guiding principle of relations between
nations even in our enlightened times.

If they unite against me and attack me, I and my house will be
destroyed ¢ Jacob’s reaction is an expression of the galut mentality
of survival: “Do not respond to the attack, or they will come and kill
everyone!” But the brothers’ response to him reflects the modus operandi
of an autonomous Jewish nation living in its own land.

[31] Should our sister be treated like a whore? ¢ The dialogue ends
with a question. The Torah gives no answer to it, nor does it record
Jacob’s own response. It remains an open question.

Later, when blessing his sons on his deathbed, Jacob will level a sharp
criticism against Simeon and Levi (49:5), ostensibly for their actions in
this incident of Dinah and Shechem. But the Midrash understands that
criticism as referring to the behavior of the brothers in the story of the
sale of Joseph (37:19).



CHAPTER 39
JACOB BECOMES ISRAEL

39.1.JACOB GOES UP
TO BETHEL (35:1-8)
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[1] God said to Jacob, “Arise, go up to Bethel and remain

there; and build an altar there to the God who appeared to
you when you were fleeing from your brother Esau.”

[2] So Jacob said to his household and to all who were with
him, “Rid yourselves of the alien gods in your midst, purify
yourselves, and change your clothes.
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[3]1 Come, let us go up to Bethel, and | will build an altar there
to the God who answered me when | was in distress and who
has been with me wherever | have gone.”

[4] They gave to Jacob all the alien gods that they had, and
the rings that were in their ears, and Jacob buried them under
the terebinth that was near Shechem.

[5]1 As they set out, a terror from God fell on the cities round
about, so that they did not pursue the sons of Jacob.

[6] Thus Jacob came to Luz - that is, Bethel - in the land of
Canaan, he and all the people who were with him.

[7]1 There he built an altar and named the site El-bethel, for it
was there that God had revealed Himself to him when he was
fleeing from his brother.

[8] Deborah, Rebekah’s nurse, died, and was buried under the
oak below Bethel; so it was named Allon-bacuth.

[1] Arise, go up to Bethel and remain there ¢ With Jacob’s return to
Bethel the cycle of his exile is now complete, and the fulfillment of the
promises made when he left for Haran has reached its logical conclusion.
It is there that Jacob will finally receive the name “Israel.” This change of
name happens only after the incident of Dinah and Shechem, in which
Jacob’s children demonstrated that they had moved beyond their father,
and already felt that they were Israel.

[2] Rid yourselves of the alien gods in your midst ¢ After taking
Shechem, Jacob’s sons now have “alien gods” that they could preserve
as relics. But since these are the gods of peoples who were living in
the land before Jacob and his family arrived, there was a danger that
someone might begin to regard those idols as the “authentic culture” of
the land to which they had now come. This potential hazard needed to
be addressed.

It should be noted that Jacob buried those idols under a tree, rather
than destroying them, because ancient idolatry, in principle, contains
certain correct and valid elements. These will be revealed in the future,
to become an important component of mankind’s heritage.
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[5] A terror from God fell on the cities round about, so that they did
not pursue the sons of Jacob ¢ The Torah here confirms the pragmatic
correctness of Simeon and Levi, whose acts terrified the inhabitants of
Canaan. It turned out that taking proactive measures by intimidating
potential enemies provided maximum security, even if it was of course
unpleasant for Jacob to have to acknowledge that.

[8] Deborah, Rebekah’s nurse, died ¢ The Midrash sees a rebuke to
Jacob in this report of Deborah’s death, and adds that at some point
during Jacob’s stay with Laban, Rebekah had sent her nurse Deborah to
Jacob with a message that it was now safe for him to return to Canaan.
But Jacob was then in no hurry, and even now, when he finally returns,
he does not go immediately to his parents in Hebron. The Midrash
avers that because Jacob was taking his time, Rebekah died before his
return.

39.2.JACOB BECOMES
ISRAEL (35:9-10)
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[9] God appeared again to Jacob on his arrival from Paddan-
aram, and He blessed him.

[10] God said to him, “You whose name is Jacob, You shall be
called Jacob no more, But Israel shall be your name.” Thus He
named him Israel.

[10] Thus He named him Israel ¢ The interval from Penuel (32:31)
where the angel promised Jacob that his name would be “Israel,” and
to Bethel when this renaming actually took place, was a transitional
stage. During that period Jacob already felt himself Israel in relation
to Esau and was already able to cope with Esau’s guardian angel, but
he still felt that he had no right to do battle with the inhabitants of
the Land. He has now finally learned that lesson. It is this ability
that naturally distinguishes the Jews living in the Land of Israel from
Diaspora Jews.
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39.3. RENEWAL OF THE
COVENANT (35:11-15)
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[11] And God said to him, “I am El Shaddai. Be fertile and
increase; A nation, yea an assembly of nations, Shall descend
from you. Kings shall issue from your loins.

[12] The land that | assigned to Abraham and Isaac | assign
to you; And to your offspring to come Will | assign the land.”

[13] God parted from him at the spot where He had spoken
to him;

[14] and Jacob set up a pillar at the site where He had spoken
to him, a pillar of stone, and he offered a libation on it and
poured oil upon it.

[15] Jacob gave the site, where God had spoken to him, the
name of Bethel.

[11] And God said to him ¢ God’s promise to Jacob in Bethel as he was
leaving for exile is now realized. The first stage of the Covenant is now
complete, and the Torah moves on to the second phase of the promises.
The name El Shaddai, “God Almighty,” means the Almighty as guarantor,
which corresponds to the name “God of the Covenant,” and also to the
blessings received by Abraham (17:1) and transmitted to Isaac and Jacob
(28:3).

A nation, yea an assembly of nations, shall descend from you.
Kings shall issue from your loins ¢ Here we see not only the promise of
progeny and the Land, but an indicator of the versatility and importance
of the Jewish people. Each of the twelve tribes of Israel will be, in a sense,
its own nation. The Jewish people unite those tribes in their diversity
(rather than striving for uniformity); thus the Jewish people are a
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microcosm of the diversity that is seen in all of humanity, and which is
reflected in them.

[14] Jacob set up a pillar ¢ The erection of this monument and
confirmation of the name of this place as “Bethel” completes the cycle
of exile (see 28:18).



CHAPTER 40

THE BIRTH OF BENJAMIN
AND THE RETURN TO HEBRON

40.1. THE BIRTH
OF BENJAMIN (35:16-18)
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[16] They set out from Bethel; but when they were still some
distance short of Ephrath, Rachel was in childbirth, and she
had hard labor.

[17] When her labor was at its hardest, the midwife said to
her, “Have no fear, for it is another boy for you.”

[18] But as she breathed her last - for she was dying - she
named him Ben-oni; but his father called him Benjamin.

[16] They set out from Bethel ¢ Since the cycle of exile is now complete,
Jacob leaves Bethel and goes to Hebron, back to his father Isaac.

[18] But as she breathed her last - for she was dying - she named
him Ben-oni; but his father called him Benjamin ¢ All of Jacob’s
sons are named by his wives; Jacob has no active role in that process.
Rachel too, as she lies dying on the birthstool, names her newborn baby
Ben-Oni, “son of my grief.” But Jacob changes the name to Binyamin,
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“son of my right hand.” Even in the face of Rachel’s tragic death, life
must go on.

Benjamin opens a new chapter in the formation of Israel’s identity.
As Jacob’s youngest son, he is the first to be born in the Land of Israel.
And concurrently with his birth, Jacob’s passivity ceases, and he now fully
becomes Israel. We can say that Benjamin, the first of Jacob’s children
born to Israel, is truly Israel.

From now on, all the tribes of Israel are determined by their relation
to Benjamin, who is Israel by birth, and these relationships form the
background of the upcoming story of Joseph and his brothers. When
Joseph and Judah during their confrontation in Egypt debate Benjamin’s
fate — with which of the two is their youngest brother to remain - it is
actually a debate about which of them represents the true continuation
of the Patriarchs.

Benjamin has a great many essential qualities. Because he was not
involved in the conflict of Joseph and the brothers, he can unite the
Jewish nation. His future inheritance in the Land of Israel is at the very
center of it, between the territories of Judah and Joseph. The Temple
is located in his inheritance (i.e., the Temple Mount, while the rest of
ancient Jerusalem belongs to the tribe of Judah). And from the tribe of
Benjamin will also come Saul, the first of the kings of Israel, who united
the tribes into one unified state.

At the same time, Benjamin, being the youngest, is overly obsessed
with his independence, always suspecting other tribes of trying to
displace him by occupying a more dominant position. This sometimes
led to grave consequences, and once even to a war, in which the tribe of
Benjamin nearly perished (Judges 20:13).

40.2. RACHEL'S DEATH
AND BURIAL (35:19-21)
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[19] Thus Rachel died. She was buried on the road to Ephrath
- now Bethlehem.
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[20] Over her grave Jacob set up a pillar; it is the pillar at
Rachel’s grave to this day.

[21] Israel journeyed on, and pitched his tent beyond Migdal-
eder.

[19] Thus Rachel died. She was buried on the road to Ephrath - now
Bethlehem ¢ The Tomb of Rachel is still today one of the most important
Jewish shrines and pilgrimage destinations.

[20] Jacob set up a pillar ... [21] Israel journeyed on ¢ It is Jacob who
erects the monument to Rachel. But when he journeys on to Hebron, he
is already Israel.

Two decades earlier, when Jacob went into exile, it happened in two
stages: First he was exiled from his family (from Hebron), and then from
the Land (from Bethel). So now he returns from exile also in two stages:
first to Bethel (after receiving the name “Israel”), and then to his father
in Hebron.

On his way from Bethel to Hebron, Jacob must experience the crisis
of Rachel’s death, and the restructuring of family relations.

40.3. THE INCIDENT OF REUBEN
AND BILHAH (35:22-26)
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[22] While Israel stayed in that land, Reuben went and lay

with Bilhah, his father’s concubine; and Israel found out.
Now the sons of Jacob were twelve in number.

[23] The sons of Leah: Reuben - Jacob’s first-born - Simeon,
Levi, Judah, Issachar, and Zebulun.

[24] The sons of Rachel: Joseph and Benjamin.

[25] The sons of Bilhah, Rachel’s maid: Dan and Naphtali.
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[26] And the sons of Zilpah, Leah’s maid: Gad and Asher. These
are the sons of Jacob who were born to him in Paddan-aram.

[22] Reuben went and lay with Bilhah, his father’s concubine ...
Now the sons of Jacob were twelve in number ¢ The report that
Reuben “lay with Bilhah” is followed immediately, in the very same
verse and without interruption, by the words “Now the sons of Jacob
were twelve in number.” The Torah is emphasizing that Reuben is
excluded neither from the count of Jacob’s sons nor from the list of the
progenitors of the Tribes of Israel. According to tradition, this means
that his crime is not as serious as might seem to us from a simple
reading of the Torah text.

The Midrash asserts that Reuben did not engage in intimate relations
with Bilhah, but merely rearranged his father’s bed, and lay down where
it is not a son’s place to be. This kind of behavior is viewed as a serious
sin on par with adultery. But, of course, in fact it is not.

If Reuben had actually committed adultery, then later, after entering
the Land of Israel, the Reuben tribe could not have participated in the
Covenant on Mount Gerizim and Ebal, nor responded with “Amen!” as
the Torah requires there: “Cursed be he who lies with his father’s wife ...
And all the people shall say, Amen.” (Deut. 27:20)

In human terms, Reuben is the most simple-minded of all of Jacob’s
sons. His praiseworthy acts and his missteps are equally naive. So, what
actually happened here between Reuben and Bilhah? The Midrash
explains the situation as follows.

While Rachel was alive, Jacob’s bed, i.e., his personal sleeping
quarters, was in Rachel’s tent. Leah and her sons all respected the
established family hierarchy, according to which Rachel occupied first
place within the family.

But after Rachel’s death, Jacob, instead of transferring his bed to
Leah’s tent, moved it to the tent of Bilhah, Rachel’s maidservant. As if to
say that the memory of his dead wife Rachel was more precious to him
than even his surviving wife Leah.

Reuben, Leah’s eldest son was outraged by Jacob’s actions, for
he could not bear to see his father so humiliate his mother Leah. He
therefore rearranged his father’s bed by removing it from Bilhah’s
tent. And because Reuben dared to intervene in his father’s intimate
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life, the Torah accuses him of (an act equivalent to) having committed
adultery.

Jacob, because of this act, although he did not deprive Reuben and
his tribe of their rightful place among the Jewish people, did deprive
Reuben of his primacy (49:4). Leadership must remain in the hands of
cool-headed, even-tempered individuals. Those who display unbridled
emotionality and lack of restraint should not be allowed to wield
power.

Nevertheless, Reuben’s maneuver made a positive impression on his
father. After learning of the incident, Jacob reacted as Israel (v. 22); that
is, as required by the laws of political authority. And Reuben therefore
retained his position among the tribes.

By enumerating Jacob’s children, the Torah here (and in the following
verses) outlines the structure of Jacob’s family. Within that family, Jacob
remains Jacob, his children are from Paddan-aram (i.e., descendants of
Laban), and Jacob acknowledges that the primacy remains, for now, with
Esau. The real Israel is not Jacob, but only his descendants.

40.4. THE RETURN TO HEBRON,
AND THE DEATH OF ISAAC (35: 27-29)
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[27] And Jacob came to his father Isaac at Mamre, at Kiriath-
arba - now Hebron - where Abraham and Isaac had sojourned.

[28] Isaac was a hundred and eighty years old

[29] when he breathed his last and died. He was gathered to
his kin in ripe old age; and he was buried by his sons Esau
and Jacob.

[27] And Jacob came to his father Isaac at Mamre, at Kiriath-arba
- now Hebron ¢ Jacob went into exile from Beer-sheba (28:10), but now
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returns to Hebron. This is because Isaac, sometime during the twenty
years of Jacob’s absence, had relocated from Beer-Sheba to Hebron.

Where Abraham and Isaac had sojourned ¢ From this verse we
can infer that Abraham too spent the end of his life in Hebron.

(29) He was buried by his sons Esau and Jacob ¢ Esau remains
Isaac’s eldest son. Because Jacob has ceded the leading position within
the family to Esau, here he is again called Jacob. Only when Esau finally
moves to Mount Seir does Jacob come to the fore.



CHAPTER 41
JACOB AND ESAU PART WAYS

41.1.ESAU DEPARTS FROM THE LAND
OF CANAAN (36:6)
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[6] Esau took his wives, his sons and daughters, and all the
members of his household, his cattle and all his livestock, and
all the property that he had acquired in the land of Canaan,
and went to another land because of his brother Jacob.

[6] Esau took his wives ¢ As already noted, the story of Jacob’s blessings
(ch. 27) is framed, on either end, by the accounts of Esau’s marriages
(26:34 and 28:9). The implication is that Esau is being excluded from the
Covenant because he has married improperly. Here too, the description
of Esau’s departure from Canaan begins with a description of his wives,
because it was his wives, apparently, who significantly influenced that
decision.

And went to another land because of his brother Jacob ¢ When Jacob
returns to the future Land of Israel, his predominance is so evident that
Esau now departs entirely of his own initiative, without war and without
struggle. Jacob has now become Israel; that is, he now is possessing
simultaneously qualities of both Jacob and Esau, while Esau remains
only Esau. And Esau therefore retreats.
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Esau was inclined even earlier to leave the Holy Land, because he
lived in Seir (32:4). But his relocation to there is now final. Jacob’s arrival
only reinforces this desire in Esau. In parallel with Jacob becoming
Israel, Esau becomes Edom - he receives a name that is, as already noted,
associated with adam, “man.” Esau becomes the “universal man,” the
primary focal point for the development of a “universal” civilization,
which in the future will derive its spirituality from Israel.

41.2. THE KINGS OF EDOM AND THE KINGS
OF ISRAEL (36:31)
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[31] These are the kings who reigned in the land of Edom
before any king reigned over the Israelites.

This verse is not merely telling us a fact of chronology, but is
stressing an essential point. The Jews are by no means the leaders in
matters of public administration. Quite the contrary, preeminence in
organizational and state matters remains with Esau, and the Jews must
learn this from him.

41.3. THE DESCENDANTS OF ESAU
AND THE BIRTH OF AMALEK (36:12)
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[12] Timna was a concubine of Esau’s son Eliphaz; she bore
Amalek to Eliphaz. Those were the descendants of Esau’s
wife Adah.

[12] Timna was a concubine of Esau’s son Eliphaz ¢ The Midrash
notes that this verse is difficult to reconcile with Timna’s origins as
a Horite princess (as follows from verses 20-22). How then did Timna
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suffer such a diminution of status, to become just a lowly concubine to
Esau’s son Eliphaz?

The Midrash explains this as follows. Timna understood that
the Jews were a nation with a brilliant future ahead. She therefore
approached Abraham, requesting that she undergo giyur (conversion);
that is, she wanted to be accepted as a Jew. But Abraham declined her
request, regarding her motives as excessively “practical.” Abraham
believed that Timna was not interested in serving the Almighty, and
only wished to improve her worldly status.

So Timna then approached Isaac, but he too sent her away. Nor
would Jacob accept her. Timna then said: “Let me be a concubine in
Abraham’s family, and not a queen among the nations of the world.” So
she went and became a concubine to Eliphaz, Esau’s son, and bore him
Amalek, who later oppressed Israel.

Timna harbored a grudge toward Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob
for not accepting her, and Amalek, the son that she bore to Eliphaz,
inherited her indignation. But Amalek learned hostility toward Jacob
from his father Eliphaz as well. From this combination of indignation
and hostility the Amalekites emerged, who were so imbued with
hatred toward Israel that they could not be reconciled even to its very
existence.

Thus, the Midrash believes that the birth of Amalek was the result
of excessively stringent requirements in matters of giyur. And this is an
important lesson that we, too, must learn from the story.

At the same time, we should not consider the birth of Amalek as
simply the result of a random mistake. His appearance was an historical
necessity. From the moment that Abraham undertook his monumental
work, there was a feeling that something momentous was taking place,
and many individuals among the surrounding nations wanted to cast
their lot with the Chosen People.

But in some cases, when that aspiration cannot find a positive outlet,
it finds a negative one, and thus was Amalek born. Therefore, the very
existence of Amalek in the world is a constitutive, essential aspect of
Israeli identity. After all, there will always be people and nations who
want to be Israel and are frustrated that they cannot become him. This
will always be the primary cause of anti-Semitism.
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The conflict of Israel vs. Amalek is essential for advancing the world
toward the era of Messianic light, which will enable all of mankind to
finally achieve a level of accession to Israel and its Torah.

Before the Torah proceeds (beginning with the next chapter) to give
a detailed account of the main line, the story of Jacob’s family, it offers,
in its typical fashion in such cases, a brief description of what is now the
side line: the descendants of Esau.

We can say that at this juncture, with Jacob’s transformation to Israel,
and Esau to Edom - the Torah’s depiction of the life of the Patriarchs
is now complete. Jacob-Israel himself lives on, but the Torah’s further
narrative will relate, primarily, to the lives of his children.
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CHAPTER 42
CONFLICTS WITHIN JACOB’S FAMILY

42.1. THE FOUR FINAL PORTIONS
OF GENESIS

The four final weekly portions of the book of Genesis tell the story of
Jacob’s children. A recurring theme in these portions is the alternating
rises and falls of Judah and Joseph.

The sons of Jacob as individuals:

(9) Vayeshev (37:1-40:23)

1.Judah’s fall, and his inability to cope with the task of leading the
Jewish people.

(10) Mikketz (41:1-44:17)

2. The exaltation of Joseph in Egypt.

The sons of Jacob as the ancestors of the tribes:

(11) Vayigash (44:18-47:27)

1.Joseph’s fall before his brothers.

(12) Vayechi (47:28-50:26)

2. The rise of Judah as the foundation of the future Jewish kingdom.

The narrative revolves around the two most prominent Jewish
leaders, Joseph and Judah, whose relationship determines the dynamics
of all of Jewish life. Joseph and Judah are the origin and the foundation
of their two respective Messianic characters, the Messiah of the House of
Joseph and the Messiah of the House of Judah. Those two are operative
throughout all Jewish history, and even up to the present day. An analysis
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of their relationship is essential for understanding biblical history, and
the modern State of Israel.

42.2.JOSEPH AND THE YESOD ATTRIBUTE
IN THE STRUCTURE OF THE JEWISH PEOPLE

Joseph is the only one of Jacob’s twelve sons who also figures as one
of the seven key personalities who shaped the soul of the Jewish nation,
and whose corresponding seven attributes are personified in the Sefirot
tree. Joseph’s Sefirah is Yesod, “foundation.”

(See the illustration at §5.6, “The Sefirot tree.”)

The triangle formed by Chesed, Gevurah, and Tiferet (Abraham, Isaac
and Jacob, respectively) represents the level of human emotions and
aspirations. And the triangle of Netzach, Hod, and Yesod (Moshe, Aaron
and Joseph, respectively) located just below it represents the level of
actual practice, and correlation with reality.

Yesod collects and concentrates the light that has passed through
the right, left, and center lines of the Sefirot tree. However, Yesod is only
the preparation for realization of Divine goals, which happens at the
stage of Malchut, corresponding to King David, of the house of Judah.

Yesod, Joseph’s attribute, is a product of Tiferet, the attribute of
Jacob. The story of Joseph and his brothers begins by emphasizing this
connection: “This, then, is the line of Jacob: Joseph” (37: 2). But Joseph
brings this quality down to the level of practice, and correlation with
reality.

Jacob as Tiferet represents a balance between the attribute of
Chesed, as personified by Abraham (the desire to give), and Gevurah, as
personified by Isaac (the desire to hold). Joseph, Yesod, is the projection
of this equilibrium to a lower level of practical activity, i.e., correctly
assessing one’s immediate situation. If Tiferet is an understanding of
the theoretically correct proportions of giving vs. holding — “the good
and right” thing to do - then Yesod is the correct assessment of practical
options: What can possibly be done to correct a situation.

Along the central line of the Sefirot tree are those categories that
strike a balance between right extroversion, which seeks to give, and
left introversion, which seeks to hold. As we move from top to bottom



Portion Vayeshev. Ch. 42. Conflicts Within Jacob’s Family 231

on the tree, the attributes become more “practical.” The level of
Da’at (knowledge) is a deep understanding of someone or something
assimilating it into oneself. The level of Tiferet is one’s sense of what is
needed by another person or thing. And Yesod is an assessment of just
how that can be accomplished. Finally, the level of Malchut is the action
itself.

Joseph, in a sense, stands between the Patriarchs, the founders
of the Jewish people, and their descendants, the nation itself. Two
tribes will descend from Joseph, and not just one, as with all the other
brothers. Since the founders of those tribes are Joseph’s sons, Manasseh
and Ephraim, Joseph has the status of a partial Patriarch. Thus, he
occupies an intermediate position between his father and his brothers
(notwithstanding that chronologically he is the youngest among them).
And this is a constant source of conflict within the family.

Joseph’s true passion in life is correcting the world around him. He
seeks to intervene in every situation that comes to his attention. All in
all this works out for him quite well, because Joseph is extraordinarily
successful in everything he undertakes.

Wherever Joseph happens to find himself, he quickly becomes the
boss, or even the chief executive. In his father’s house he is distinguished
by a multi-colored tunic, a gift from his father, and he orders his
brothers around, teaching them proper behavior. Suddenly a slave, he
immediately becomes the steward in the house of Potiphar (39:4). In
prison, he is appointed to the post of prison warden (39:21). And when
he leaves the prison, he becomes the second in command over all of
Egypt. In the end, he manages to reform his brothers as well. All this is
thanks to his ability to rule the world around him and achieve a practical
result. “The Lord lent success to everything he undertook” (39:3).

We are told that Joseph was remarkably handsome, and that he
was meticulous about his appearance (39:6). In European literature
he is even called “Joseph the Beautiful.” But in Jewish tradition he has
received instead a different moniker: “Joseph the Righteous.” Of all
Biblical characters, Joseph alone is endowed with that title.

We read in the book of Proverbs (10:25), “Tzaddik yesod olam,”
“The righteous is an everlasting foundation,” which in a more literal
translation means “The righteous is the foundation of the world.” Jewish
tradition understands this verse to be saying that a righteous person is
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one who follows the path of righteousness in the real world, while in
constant confrontation with its problems. Judaism idealizes not hermetic
righteousness, which avoids society in order to escape worldly problems,
but righteousness of action, that is, proper behavior in the civilized,
workaday world. Accordingly, the Kabbalah associates the category of
Yesod with righteousness. Thus, Yesod is the correct assessment of a
situation that leads to proper action in the world around us. And this is
Joseph’s attribute.

Joseph was sold into slavery as a matter of supreme justice, because
he misused the powers granted to him. In an effort to correct his brothers’
behavior, he says things that devalue their dignity and are personally
offensive. As a result, he is sent to Egypt, and then thrown into prison.
But all this is for Joseph a “higher education,” the process of refining
his Yesod attribute, and a lesson in how to accurately assess the world
around him.

Having sunk to the lowest of the low, incarcerated in an Egyptian
prison, Joseph correctly formulates his Yesod attribute. Whereupon he is
liberated, successfully governs all of Egypt, and even acquires the inner
fortitude he needs to correct his brothers.

Joseph’s dreams, in which his parents and his brothers are all bowing
to him, are providential — he truly has the potential to become king. But
in his view of the world there is an important flaw, namely, he absolutizes
his regal status, which seems to him the Jewish ideal.

Later, however, toward the end of Genesis, it turns out that Joseph
was wrong. His kingdom is only temporary, and the scepter must
subsequently pass to the house of Judah (meaning that the attribute of
Malchut, Kingdom, corresponds not to Joseph, but to King David, of the
tribe of Judah). The kingdom of Joseph is thus only the initial stage of
development of the greater Jewish kingdom - although this initial stage
can be realized only through him.

Joseph has yet another important characteristic that is necessary
for properly implementing the Yesod attribute, for the correction of the
world. Joseph is the ba’al hachalomot (37:19), the “master of dreams.”
Complementing his impressive pragmatic talents, he also has a dream,
a vision, and a higher aspiration. Joseph’s dream of sheaves of corn
presents this vision to us in the form of a prosperous agricultural
economy striving to feed humanity, for the common good of all. The
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lesson we are meant to learn from this is that a correct assessment of
the surrounding world cannot be built solely on a cold analysis of the
facts and on bare calculations, but must necessarily include a dream — a
higher idea and a loftier goal.

The dreamers of the world are the only true realists.

42.3. THE MESSIAH-KINGS OF THE HOUSE OF JOSEPH
AND THE HOUSE OF JUDAH

Earlier in this commentary we discussed the two ancestral lines of
the Jewish people, which descend from the two wives of Jacob-Israel —
Rachel and Leah, respectively.

(See this relationship presented in tabular form at §36.13. “Jacob
and Israel as the Two Lines of the Jewish People.”)

Rachel’s son Joseph and Leah’s son Judah represent the two central
lines of Jewish history. Two Messianic directions descend from them:
Mashiach ben Yosef and Mashiach ben Yehudah (hereinafter referred to as
Mashiach ben David). Viewed this way, the last four portions of the book
of Genesis present the dynamics of four different approaches. Joseph
and Judabh first appear as independent personalities, and then gradually
develop in their Messianic directions.

We have already discussed (§34.8) that one of the aspects of the
work of the Jewish people in the world is to carry out tikkun, “correcting
the world,” gathering the sparks that have scattered due to shevirat
keilim, the “shattering of vessels,” after which the kelippot, “shells,”
were seized.

The process of collecting sparks happens in several stages. First, the
shell that hides the Divine sparks must be penetrated. Next, we need
to connect to the spark, and “seize” it. And finally, the sparks must be
brought together by weaving them into a single network, a “vessel”
capable of containing them and receiving the Divine light. Thus, a
connection between the Almighty and the human race is created.

The various segments of the Jewish people perform different
functions within this process. Throughout his entire life, Joseph
demonstrated remarkable skill at managing the material world, a faculty
that even today is an important Jewish trait, as seen, for example, in
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Jewish managers, financiers, engineers, and scientists. The king from
Joseph’s line (Mashiach ben Yosef), who organizes Jewish life in the
fields of economics, security, and all aspects of material well-being, is
the king responsible for addressing “earthly needs.” This is an important
stage, but the process is then still far from complete. After Joseph’s
descendants have prepared the material foundation, the descendants of
Judah will arrive on the scene to propitiously continue the work.

The kingdom of Joseph is only a preliminary stage. It creates
conditions that are conducive to penetrating the kelippah (shell), and
facilitates connecting to the spark. But merely revealing the sparks is
not enough; they must also be joined into a unified whole. The Kingdom
of Joseph therefore only opens a path for the Kingdom of Judah, who
is charged with the task of promoting the idea of human dialogue with
God, and transmitting the Divine light to mankind.

The Kingdom of Joseph leads, but it only allows the Jews to exist, and
to create a political state, which Judah and David must then imbue with
inner vitality.

When in ancient times, after the era of the Judges, the Jewish people
were ready to create a state, their first nationalist king was Shaul (Saul)
of the tribe of Benjamin (i.e., from the house of Joseph). Only after that
did the kingdom pass to the dynasty of David, who was of the tribe of
Judah.

In the future too, Mashiach ben Joseph must arrive first, preparing the
external political framework, and working to penetrate the “shell,” to
give access to the “sparks.” Mashiach ben David will then follow, bringing
the Divine light to the world and combining those sparks into a unified
system of Holy Vessels.



CHAPTER 43
JOSEPH: THE INEXPERIENCE OF YOUTH

43.1. THE STRUCTURE OF THE VAYESHEV PORTION

Judah’s fall happens in the Vayeshev portion. It consists of three
separate stories.

(1) The sale of Joseph. The brothers, suspecting Joseph of intending
to expel them from the family, want to kill him outright, but Judah urges
that Joseph be sold instead, and the brothers obey.

(2) Judah’s separation from his brothers. His children, and the story of
Tamar, which causes Judah to repent.

(3) Joseph begins his stay in Egypt. (This happens in parallel with the
preceding.) Joseph’s life in Potiphar’s house, the incident with Potiphar’s
wife, Joseph’s imprisonment, and his interpretation of the dreams of
Pharaoh’s two courtiers.

43.2. LIFE IN CANAAN AND JACOB’S PREMATURE
ASPIRATIONS (37:1)
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[1] Now Jacob was settled in the land where his father had
sojourned, the land of Canaan.

[11 Now Jacob was settled in the land where his father had sojourned
¢ The Midrash notes that this verse, which uses two similar terms,
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vayeshev, and megurei, contrasts Jacob’s circumstances with those of his
ancestors. Vayeshev, “settled,” refers to a permanent abode, but megurei,
“sojourned,” implies only a temporary residence. In other words, Jacob
settled permanently where his ancestors had resided only temporarily.
Abraham and Isaac felt insecure in their new land, much like strangers.
But Jacob decides that everything now is different, that he can live a
much more secure existence than they did.

The difference between the two expressions reflects Jacob’s
aspirations, which we might even call Messianic. He identifies the
redemption that God had promised with his own return to the Land.

The first period of Jewish history is defined by the Covenant Between
the Parts (Gen. 15:9 ff.). God told Abraham that his descendants would
be in exile for four hundred years, and that those years would span
four generations (15:13-16). But these are not the same thing. The four
hundred years mentioned there are obviously not meant as an exact
figure, but only a symbolic, typological number.

We encounter the typology of the number four, and multiples
thereof, not infrequently. We see it, for example, in the expression “and
the land had rest forty years” (Judges 3:11, 5:31, 8:28). The number four
is associated, essentially, with historical periods, and accordingly, the
four hundred years of slavery as predicted to Abraham means not an
exact number of calendar years, but a period of servitude that would
span four different eras.

As Jacob sees it, these four eras - four generational transitions (“And
they shall return here in the fourth generation” [15:16]) — have already
occurred. The first generation is Abraham, the second is Isaac, the third
is Jacob himself, and the fourth is Jacob’s own children. Jacob therefore
believes that his return with his children to the Land of Israel means
that the birth of the nation and the end of exile have been achieved.
Indeed, Abraham’s prophetic vision referred to a nation descended
from Abraham, and, in Jacob’s view, he and his children could already be
considered a nation.

We have already noted (§13.8. “Babylon and Egypt”) that the birth
of the Jewish nation happened in two stages — first with Jacob’s family’s
flight from Laban’s house, and later at the Exodus from Egypt. Jacob
correctly sensed the completion of the first stage, and he therefore
believed that the creation of the Jewish nation too was now complete,
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that all their ordeals were already in the past, and that the geulah
(redemption) — the era of the Return of the Exiles and the revelation of
the Messianic light had arrived. (All of the above are events associated
with the Jews’ free and independent existence in the Land of Israel.)

But as it later turned out, Jacob had experienced only the first
geulah, the “return of the Patriarchs,” which had yet to be followed by
the second stage, the exile and subsequent return of their descendants.
Jacob, however, had no knowledge of that.

The departure of Jacob’s family from Babylon represented the birth
of the Jewish nation at the level of “exodus from the father,” and the
Exodus from Egypt was their birth at the level of “exodus from the
mother.” In other words, the “father” of the Jewish people is Babylon
and their “mother” is Egypt. In order to achieve the unification of all
mankind, the Jewish people must unite those two main branches of the
river that issued from Eden (2:10-14).

43.3.JOSEPH AS THE CAUSE
OF THE CRISIS (37:2)
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[2] This, then, is the line of Jacob: At seventeen years of age,
Joseph ...

[2] This, then, is the line of Jacob: ... Joseph ¢ These words serve as
an introduction to the entire subsequent story of Joseph’s conflict with
his brothers. The literal translation is “This is the offspring (toldot) of
Jacob: Joseph ...” that is, the verse is divided not by a period, but by a
colon. Jacob’s primary offspring is Joseph, whom Jacob wants to consider
his firstborn. After all, Rachel was the wife whom Jacob had originally
intended to marry, and Joseph was Rachel’s first child. But it is also
Joseph who will prevent Jacob from finding tranquility in the secure
possession of his own Land.

After completing the first stage of his exile — a long interval during
which he had to undergo strenuous ordeals and find working solutions
to vexing problems with Esau and Laban - Jacob had found peace. But
after eleven years of tranquil life in his own Land (Joseph, who was six
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years old when they left Laban, is now seventeen), Jacob let down his
guard and made the mistake of underestimating the complexity of the
goings on in his own family. As the Midrash explains, Jacob was quite
sure that even more peaceful times were approaching — the Messianic
era. But his son Joseph challenged that assumption. Joseph, unable to
reconcile himself to the imperfection of this world, could not be content
with Jacob’s isolated achievements. Joseph needed to correct the world
for all of mankind.

Even after you have achieved marked success, it is important to
understand that that is but one stage along life’s path. Remaining
vigilant is critical if you want to be prepared for further changes.

43.4, THE INEXPERIENCE
OF YOUTH (37:2)
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[2] ... At seventeen years of age, Joseph tended the flocks
with his brothers, as a helper ...

[2] Tended the flocks with his brothers ¢ The Hebrew particle et can
mean, as translated here, “with,” or it can indicate the accusative case,
introducing the object of the action. Thus, one can understand the
passage in two different ways: “Joseph was herding (the sheep) with his
brothers,” or “Joseph was herding his brothers (among the sheep).” That
is, he was trying to reeducate them.

The Midrash relates that Joseph, the youngest among the brothers,
approached them with advice on how they should graze their father’s
sheep. And because his advice proved exactly right, the brothers hated
him for that even more.

As a helper ¢ The literal translation is not “helper,” but “lad.” But do
we need to be told that, after just reading that Joseph at the time was
seventeen years old, the prime age of adolescence? We must therefore
understand the passage as revealing a certain characteristic of Joseph’s
behavior, and not just his age. Joseph, behaving like a youth, failed to
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perceive that his advice was downright painful to his brothers. Due to
his inexperience, Joseph could not properly realize his potential for
correcting the world around him. Joseph is a righteous man, who wishes
everyone only the absolute best. But he is still incapable of behaving
properly.

Like all the Patriarchs, who personify their Sefirah attributes, the
Yesod attribute in Joseph undergoes faceting throughout his lifetime,
being constantly improved. Joseph has uncommon potential for
correcting the world around him, but he must first undergo a rigorous
educational process in order to learn how to use that potential correctly.
In that process, “Joseph as individual” becomes Mashiach ben Yosef.

43.5. COUNTERING THE DOMINANCE
OF LEAH’S SONS (37:2)
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[2] ... to the sons of his father’s wives Bilhah and Zilpah. And
Joseph brought bad reports of them to their father.

[2] Of his father’s wives ¢ The Torah stresses that Bilhah and Zilpah
are Jacob’s wives, not his maidservants. The Midrash on this occasion
notes that Leah’s four eldest sons (Reuben, Simeon, Levi, and Judah)
had established a strict hierarchy, considering themselves the leaders
both in age and status. Joseph, seeking equity, made it a point to consort
with the sons of Bilhah and Zilpah, as if to emphasize that they were his
father’s wives, and not just maidservants.

And Joseph brought bad reports of them to their father ¢ Because
Joseph complains to his father about Leah’s sons’ arrogance, the older
brothers consider him a direct threat to the family hierarchy they have
established.

However, it later becomes clear that the system of relations under
which the sons of Leah dominate will persist among the Jewish people
for many centuries to come. When after the Exodus from Egypt the Jews
wander through the desert, this hierarchy will still find expression in the
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manner that the tribes are grouped into camps (Num. 2:1 ff.). Only much
later, after each tribe has received its inheritance in the Land of Israel,
will unification of the tribes into one nation become possible.

Joseph prematurely wishes to dismantle the hierarchy established
by Leah’s sons, because he considers it fundamentally unfair. He fails
to understand, however, that the current hierarchical structure of the
future nation is the correct one. Joseph’s inept actions therefore result
in his being expelled and sold into slavery.



CHAPTER 44

JOSEPH’S CONFLICT WITH
HIS BROTHERS

44.1. THE FAMILIAL AND NATIONALIST APPROACHES
IN CONTRAST (37:3)
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[31 Now Israel loved Joseph best of all his sons, for he was the
child of his old age ...

[3]1 Now Israel loved Joseph best ¢ This third verse contrasts with the
second: “This is the offspring (toldot) of Jacob: Joseph.” The change of
name from Jacob to Israel reveals one of the causes of this situation.
If Jacob considers Joseph his primary offspring, this is normal, because
Jacob, on a personal level, is realized in Joseph himself. But as Israel, he
is no longer just a family, but a nation, and the family hierarchy should
no longer be based on paternal feelings, but on the principles of building
that future nation. Jacob-Israel’s awareness of this change will come to
him at the end of his life, as expressed in his blessings to his children
immediately before his death.

The two previous weekly portions, Vayetze and Vayishlach, were
concerned with Jacob’s correction as an individual, whereas this portion,
Vayeshev, until the end of the book of Genesis, tells of Israel’s correction
as a nation.

Had Jacob been able, openly and clearly, to allocate a place in the
national hierarchy to each of his sons, they would have then been
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convinced that Joseph posed no danger to them, and that no one was
going to expel them from the family. But Jacob was not able to do this,
and the conflict escalated into enmity.

The child of his old age ¢ The expression ben zekunim, “child of old
age,” usually refers to the youngest child in the family. But in this case,
the youngest son is Benjamin, not Joseph. The reason for this shift
of designation is not only Benjamin’s extreme youth (if Joseph was
seventeen years old, then Benjamin must have been only about ten),
but also the particular wisdom that Joseph possessed. Zaken, “old,” in
Hebrew can refer to either age or wisdom. Thus, ben zekunim here can be
translated as either “son of old age” or “wise son.”

Because Joseph and his father have similar perceptions of the world,
Jacob understands Joseph well. But he makes the same mistake that
Abraham and Isaac did. He sees his continuation in the son who is most
comprehensible to him. (Jacob understands Joseph’s wisdom, because
Yesod extends Tiferet.) This error on Jacob’s part will be corrected only at
the very end of the events in the book of Genesis.

44.2. JOSEPH’S “ORNAMENTED
TUNIC” (37:3-4)

“720 BiPaR 20K INRTD PR IR 7:000 MDD 7 APy .
10w 1937 192 N91 InR i oy

[3] ... and he had made him an ornamented tunic.

[4]1 And when his brothers saw that their father loved him
more than any of his brothers, they hated him so that they
could not speak a friendly word to him.

[31 An ornamented tunic ¢ Literally, “a striped shirt.” Stripes of
different colors joined into a single shirt symbolize the unification of
diverse aspects, the unity of a versatile people. But it was also a symbol
of Joseph’s power over all these colors.

Expanding on this story, the Midrash says that it was a long-sleeved
shirt, indicating that Joseph, unlike all the other brothers, was not
expected to engage in manual labor. “He studied Torah at home with
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his father.” (That is, he received spiritual knowledge from Jacob’s family
heritage.) Now and again Joseph would go out to his brothers and explain
to them how to live correctly. “Father and I learned such and such. Do
you behave accordingly or do you not?” It is easy to see why the brothers
did not take kindly to such talk.

By rights, that shirt should have belonged not to Joseph, but to
Benjamin, because Benjamin would become the mainstay of the family.
It was thus not by chance that the brothers later saw fit to strip Joseph
of that shirt. Saul, the first of the kings of Israel, who will unite all the
tribes, will descend from Benjamin. Moreover, the future Temple will be
built in Benjamin’s territory.

And according to Tradition, the flag of the tribe of Benjamin, like
jasper, the gem that it resembled, was striped and multi-colored.

For Jacob to dress Joseph in this shirt was fundamentally wrong.
Thus, it could not but arouse indignation among the brothers.

[4] They hated him so that they could not speak a friendly word
to him ¢ The Midrash sees this as evidence of the brothers’ honesty.
Deeply offended by their father and by Joseph, they did not dissemble,
or attempt to give a false impression that everything was just fine.

44.3. JOSEPH’S
DREAMS (37:5-10)
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[5]1 Once Joseph had a dream which he told to his brothers;
and they hated him even more.



244  Bible Dynamics. Book of Genesis

[6] He said to them, “Hear this dream which | have dreamed:

[7]1 There we were binding sheaves in the field, when suddenly
my sheaf stood up and remained upright; then your sheaves
gathered around and bowed low to my sheaf.”

[8] His brothers answered, “Do you mean to reign over us? Do
you mean to rule over us?” And they hated him even more for
his talk about his dreams.

[9] He dreamed another dream and told it to his brothers,
saying, “Look, | have had another dream: And this time, the
sun, the moon, and eleven stars were bowing down to me.”

[10] And when he told it to his father and brothers, his father
berated him. “What,” he said to him, “is this dream you
have dreamed? Are we to come, | and your mother and your
brothers, and bow low to you to the ground?

[7]1 There we were binding sheaves in the field ¢ This is yet another
source of the brothers’ hatred. In Joseph’s dream they are all binding
sheaves, i.e., engaged in agriculture. But the brothers are by no means
farmers - they are sheep and cattle breeders.

We have already explained the conflict between herders and farmers.
Agriculture is much more profitable than cattle breeding, and produces
significantly more food. But it enslaves the farmer. The brothers want to
be free, and so they are outraged by Joseph’s agricultural dreams.

(As also noted earlier, the Jewish people were eventually able to
practice farming without compromising their essential freedom. But
how they were able to achieve that is revealed only in subsequent books
of the Torah.)

Joseph yearns to repair the world and to feed its inhabitants. He
therefore dreams of sheaves of corn. Nor is it any accident that Joseph is
ultimately sold to Egypt, which, on the one hand, is “the land of slavery,”
but on the other, is also the breadbasket of the ancient world - just the
place for Joseph to fulfill his mission. We can even say that Joseph from
the very beginning subconsciously yearned to live in Egypt, because
only from there was it possible for him to provide sustenance to the
entire surrounding world.
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Joseph arrived in the Land of Israel around the age of seven, having
already spent his most innocent childhood years in Paddan-aram,
Laban’s land. And that is why he is now so favorably disposed to other
countries, to going “abroad,” which he sees through the prism of his
positive, carefree childhood. But Joseph’s brothers were already twelve
to fifteen years old when they left Paddan-aram, and well understand
that their family had only narrowly and miraculously avoided perishing
altogether. Therefore, unlike Joseph, they value life in their Land and are
loath to the idea of losing it.

[8] And they hated him even more for his talk about his dreams ¢
They hated him for his dreaming itself — that he dreams, and they do
not. And they hated him for telling over his dreams to them, which to
them showed that he laid conscious claims to a unique mission and a
dominant role in the family.

[8] Do you mean to reign over us? Do you mean to rule over us? ¢
The Hebrew synonyms maloch (“reign”) and mashol (“rule”) are
significantly different. To reign means to govern with the consent of
the governed and in harmony with them, but to rule means to impose
one’s will by force, with no regard for the wishes of those being ruled.
In Joseph’s dreams we indeed see his desire to reign, but we do not
detect any hint of wanting to wield power. The brothers impute that to
him on their own, for they incorrectly gauge Joseph’s motives, which
leads them to tangle with him.

[9] He dreamed another dream and told it to his brothers ¢ The Torah
does not report the brothers’ reaction to his second dream, because this
time around they refuse to even respond.

[10] And when he told it to his father and brothers ¢ After the brothers’
reject him, Joseph chooses the moment when the brothers are together
with their father, and he retells his dream to all of them together. Joseph
so yearns for his brothers to acknowledge his royal status, despite their
resistance. And his pretensions now include reigning not only over all
his brothers, but even over Jacob himself.
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44.4. JOSEPH’S BROTHERS’ FEARS,
AND JACOB’S POSITION

But in fact, the brothers’ fears are by no means baseless. Before we
blame the brothers, we must try to understand them.

Dreams play a huge role in Joseph’s life. The brothers will later call
Joseph a dreamer, “the master of dreams.” No one else in the Torah is
called that. On the lips of his brothers it is just a contemptuous nickname,
but in fact it is Joseph’s great virtue that he is a dreamer who wants to
realize his grand ideas.

Basically, Joseph’s ideas were not all that bad, but at that time
they contravened the entire established system of family life. Joseph’s
realist brothers therefore perceived him as a cocky dreamer-fanatic who
endangered their very existence, while trying to force them to transition
from livestock breeding to farming (which, besides being to them highly
unpleasant work, in their minds also reeked of enslavement, making it
a spiritually depraved occupation). Still worse, he wanted to lead them
back into exile, to Egypt.

But the brothers have yet one more reason to fear Joseph. Their
whole family history leads them to perceive his actions as challenging
their existence within the family, and in a sense, even threatening their
lives. In the history of Abraham’s family it has already happened more
than once that one son (usually the youngest) inherited everything,
while the others were summarily excluded and expelled.

Isaac received Abraham’s entire spiritual heritage, plus the Land
of Israel, while Ishmael, Hagar’s son, was forced out. And only one
generation later, Jacob received Isaac’s spiritual and material blessings,
while Esau went off to Mount Seir. Thus, Joseph’s brothers had reason
to fear that the same thing would happen to them, Jacob’s sons. They
feared that the formation of the chosen people was still a work in
progress; thus, their father’s favoritism toward Joseph seemed anything
but harmless to them. They began to suspect that Jacob intended to
transfer his entire inheritance to Joseph, and to remove all the rest of
them far from himself.

Had]Joseph,atveryleast,paidlessattentiontohis father’s favoritism,
had he not shown his brothers that he too considered himself special,
then their fears would have been less serious. But seeing that Joseph
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held himself above all the rest, and even informed on them to their
father, the brothers suspected Joseph of plotting evil against them,
and wanting to push them out of the family. Thus, when it seemed to
them that their worst (albeit, as we know, erroneous) suspicions had
been confirmed, they dealt a preemptive strike, condemning Joseph
to death.

Of course, all this does not in the least justify the brothers’ actions.
But we must nonetheless do our best to understand them. The brothers
acted not out of envy or anger. They were just sadly mistaken.

In order to avoid an open conflict, Jacob does not explain to the
brothers their mistake; he only quenches the outward manifestation of
the quarrel. In response to Joseph’s story about his dream, Jacob says,

“Are we to come, I and your mother and your brothers, and bow low to
you?” He emphasizes the inconsistencies in Joseph’s dream. Rachel is
dead; how can she possibly come and bow low to Joseph?

But Jacob’s tactic was misguided. Instead of trying, together with
Joseph and all the brothers, to decipher the meaning of Joseph’s dreams,
Jacob reprimands him, thereby giving the brothers reason to believe
that from that moment Joseph had ceased to be Jacob’s “favorite,” and
that perhaps even Jacob now agrees that his presumptuous son must be
removed from the family. The brothers now have a sense that ridding
themselves of Joseph would not be too alarming a thought even for
Jacob himself, since he has now shown that he is ready for that, and,
subconsciously, perhaps even actually wants it.

Thus, Jacob’s reproach to Joseph in the presence of all hardly
corrected the situation, and perhaps even served indirectly as one of the
causes of Joseph’s being sold into slavery.

44.5. THE OUTCOME OF A DREAM
FOLLOWS ITS INTERPRETATION

Joseph, the “master of dreams,” not only has dreams of his own,
but also deciphers the dreams of others (first Pharaoh’s courtiers, and
then Pharaoh himself), a skill that elevates him to the apex of power in
Egypt. Jewish tradition says that “the outcome of a dream will follow
its interpretation.” (That is, the outcome of a dream retold will accord
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with the interpretation proposed for it by the listeners.) In this case, for
example, Joseph in the end becomes king over his brothers because the
brothers interpreted his dreams in just that way.

Dreams (and their predictions) often come true simply because
people believe in them and try to prevent them from coming true. A
prediction is realized only for those who believe in it. Faith in a dream
causes it to become substantiated in reality, sometimes even against the
actual wishes of the believer.

Among the notable examples of this in non-Jewish culture, we recall
the Greek tale of Oedipus. According to a prediction, he had to kill his
father and marry his mother. His father, disturbed by the prophecy,
sends him away, and because Oedipus grew up not knowing his parents,
everything ultimately happens just as predicted. Had his parents ignored
the prophecy and let Oedipus remain in the family, those events would
quite likely never have happened. Similarly, in The Song of the Wise Oleg,
the horse kills Oleg only because he, fearing the prediction of “death by
a horse,” has sent the horse away.

Since, as we have said, “the outcome of a dream will follow its
interpretation” — and, specifically, the interpretation given to it by the
people to whom it is told - Jewish tradition teaches that when someone
tells us of their dream, we should immediately suggest only a favorable
interpretation. This is an important element of how we demonstrate
love for our fellow human beings and improve the world.

But if, on the other hand, upon hearing a dream the listener responds
with a negative interpretation, an offensive attitude, or even actual
imprecations, we must not think that we should respond with some form
of extreme action in order to avert the danger. We must refuse to believe
that interpretation, and then nothing at all will come of it.

Joseph shared his dreams with his brothers for the express purpose
of learning what interpretations they would suggest. If only the brothers
had interpreted Joseph’s dreams differently than they did, history
could have taken a vastly different turn. We must never forget that the
difficult situations we encounter in life are the tasks assigned to us by
the Almighty. And that by solving such problems, we are improving
ourselves, our families, our nation, and the world at large.
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44.6.JOSEPH’S ECONOMIC
MESSIANISM

Joseph does not yearn for power over his brothers (which is what they
fear). He only wants to strengthen his family and help it be successful
— economically first, then spiritually. He therefore understands his
dreams differently from how his father and brothers understand them.
From his brothers’ point of view these dreams reflect Joseph’s personal
aspirations, but as he sees them, they speak of a path that is important
not only for him and his family, but for the entire surrounding world.

Joseph’s brothers believe that when he dreams of them bowing to
him, it means that he longs to rule over them. That is, since during the
day Joseph dreams of becoming king, his dreams at night are along the
very same lines. But in fact, Joseph yearns to save humanity, especially
in the economic sphere. And therefore, unlike the brothers who see their
life centering around the Land of Israel, he sees that center abroad, in
Egypt.

The brothers are herdsmen. This suits them, and they do not want
anything else. But Joseph believes that rather than breeding cattle
they should be farmers, a far more productive occupation than cattle
breeding. And he is convinced that only farming can save humanity. The
sun, moon, and stars that bow to Joseph represent the submission of
heavenly bodies, and, in a practical sense, of all natural phenomena, to
the will of man, such that an agricultural people can then exploit them
for their needs.

According to Joseph, enabling mankind to achieve material prosperity
should be the task of the Jewish people.

Joseph is not completely wrong in entertaining this view. For
example, if we evaluate the contribution of the Jewish people to the
growth of the material well-being of mankind in the twentieth century,
we can see that the results they achieved are highly significant.

However, it would be a mistake to believe that this is the primary
Jewish contribution to civilization. The purpose of the kingdom of Joseph
is only to prepare a platform for the reign of Judah. But that said, Judah
must also appreciate Joseph, and understand that economic prosperity
is neither antithetical to a higher idea nor a hindrance to it, but, on the
contrary, it is the sound material basis for the realization of that idea.
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Joseph’s desire to engage in farming represents his pretensions to
leadership among the brothers in the domain of economic, day-to-day
life, in which, by virtue of their seniority, they deem themselves more
experienced and knowledgeable. But Joseph believes that his family
should be engaged in cultivating the land; in other words, he expects his
brothers to heed his opinion, even if this means disregarding their own
experience. They must “bow” to him in this. Joseph’s self-confidence is
the source of the brothers’ indignation.

Moreover, when Joseph dreams first of the sun, and then of the
moon and stars, the brothers see in those symbols a transition from
day to night. Night always means galut, exile. And yet Joseph genuinely
believes that his entire family should relocate to a foreign country in
order to feed not only themselves, but all peoples near and far. When
Joseph sees the sun, moon, and stars all at the same time, to him this
represents the simultaneity of day and night; that is, the equality of
the Land of Israel and all foreign lands. Thus, to Joseph it is irrelevant
from which place he will influence humanity, and he is prepared to do
so even from exile. But the brothers completely disagree with Joseph
on this point.

44.7.JACOB UNDERSTANDS
THAT JOSEPH IS RIGHT (37:11)
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[11] So his brothers were wrought up at him, and his father
kept the matter in mind.

[11] His father kept the matter in mind ¢ Deep down, Jacob believes
in the veracity of Joseph’s dreams, even if it is clear to him that not
everything in them can be true.

(We should note that any inconsistencies in Joseph’s dreams are not
necessarily fundamental. For example, it could be assumed that instead
of Rachel, who is already deceased, the “moon” that bows to Joseph is
her maidservant Bilhah.)

We can therefore suggest a different interpretation for this verse,
namely, that Jacob’s reprimand was generally intended only to appease
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Joseph’s brothers, while Jacob himself sensed the prophetic meaning of
the dream, and remembered it.

44.8. JOSEPH YEARNS FOR BROTHERHOOD,
BUT HE CARRIES IT TOO FAR (37:12-17)
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[12] One time, when his brothers had gone to pasture their
father’s flock at Shechem,

[13] Israel said to Joseph, “Your brothers are pasturing at
Shechem. Come, | will send you to them.” He answered, “I
am ready.”

[14] And he said to him, “Go and see how your brothers are
and how the flocks are faring, and bring me back word.” So
he sent him from the valley of Hebron. When he reached
Shechem,

[15] a man came upon him wandering in the fields. The man
asked him, “What are you looking for?”

[16] He answered, “I am looking for my brothers. Could you
tell me where they are pasturing?”

[17] The man said, “They have gone from here, for | heard
them say: Let us go to Dothan.” So Joseph followed his
brothers and found them at Dothan.

[12] One time, when his brothers had gone to pasture their father’s
flock at Shechem ¢ Shechem is the place where Jacob’s family first
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bought land, and where later, after the incident of Dinah, the city
territory itself became, to some extent, their possession (“spoils of war”).
The brothers therefore go to graze their flocks even at such a distance, in
order to assert their ownership of the area. The locals still remember the
brothers and fear them. In Shechem and its environs the brothers can be
considered regional overlords.

His brothers had gone to pasture their father’s flock ¢ Whenever the
Torah uses this kind of expression, it is meant to symbolize leadership.

So he sent him from the valley of Hebron. When he reached
Shechem ... ¢ Hebron and Shechem are contrasted here. Jacob lives in
Hebron, but the brothers have gone to Shechem to graze their father’s
sheep. The two places are rather far apart, not less than a two-day
journey.

Perhaps a split is now brewing in the family. Since the brothers
cannot denigrate Joseph by arguing with their father, they just move away
from him. The departure to Shechem is thus not merely a relocation to
neighboring pastureland for economic reasons. Rather, it is something
akin to the future confrontation of the northern and southern tribes of
Israel, the disintegration of Solomon’s empire into the northern and
southern kingdoms having centers in Shechem and Hebron.

[13] Israel said to Joseph ¢ Israel, not Jacob. Here the Patriarch acts in
the national interest, rather than his own personal interest, and he is
thus Israel.

Your brothers are pasturing at Shechem ¢ That is, they are realizing
their leadership there. Because Jacob-Israel himself has failed to
establish a proper hierarchy in the family — which was his duty, actually —
he hopes that his children can figure it out on their own and make peace
among themselves.
But it turns out that in this kind of situation, establishing a hierarchy
“from below” can happen only through a direct confrontation.

I am ready: These words always indicate both assent and willingness.
Joseph does not suspect that the brothers are capable of acting
improperly, and he therefore, like his father, fails to assess the situation
correctly.
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[17]1 The man said, “They have gone from here, for I heard them say:
Let us go to Dothan.” So Joseph followed his brothers and found
them at Dothan ¢ The purity and nobility of Joseph’s character are
evident here. He so earnestly and righteously yearns to restore fraternal
relations, that in search of his brothers he follows the angel’s directions
even further, to Dothan (which lies northwest of Shechem).

Jacob had asked Joseph only to find his brothers in Shechem, but
Joseph goes well beyond his father’s instructions. And the direct result
is that the brothers seize Joseph and sell him into slavery.

In our efforts to restore positive relations with our brothers from
whom we have been separated (and restoring fraternal relations is
surely a matter of utmost importance!), we must be willing to meet them
halfway. But even when making concessions we should not exceed the
boundaries established by Jewish tradition (here, the boundaries that
Jacob had indicated to Joseph).

Another essential point is that identifying those boundaries is
not straightforward, for it depends on the specifics of each individual
situation. But that is a separate, complex topic beyond the scope of this
discussion.



CHAPTER 45
THE SALE OF JOSEPH

45.1.REUBEN RESCUES JOSEPH
FROM CERTAIN DEATH (37: 18-22)
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[18] They saw him from afar, and before he came close to
them they conspired to kill him.

[19] They said to one another, “Here comes that dreamer!

[20] Come now, let us kill him and throw him into one of the
pits; and we can say, ‘A savage beast devoured him." We shall
see what comes of his dreams!”

[21] But when Reuben heard it, he tried to save him from
them. He said, “Let us not take his life.”

[22] And Reuben went on, “Shed no blood! Cast him into that
pit out in the wilderness, but do not touch him yourselves” -
intending to save him from them and restore him to his father.
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(191 They said to one another, “..let us kill him” ¢ The literal
translation is “One man said to the other.” The Midrash understands this
as referring to Simeon and Levi, and believes that they were the primary
instigators to killing Joseph. (Reuben planned to return Joseph to his
father, and Judah suggested selling him. The youngest of Leah’s own
sons, and the sons of Bilhah and Zilpah all the more, felt no particular
animosity toward Joseph. The Midrash thus concludes that the plan to
murder Joseph originated with Simeon and Levi.)

“Here comes that dreamer!” ¢ The mere fact that Joseph has dreams,
that he has a vision of a better world, sets him apart from them.

[21] But when Reuben heard it .... He said... ¢ Reuben, the eldest, feels
responsible for his younger brother. Here again we see Reuben’s “simple
humanity.”

And Reuben heard, and said: We shall not deprive him of his life!
And Reuben said to them: Don’t shed blood ¢ Reuben addresses his
brothers twice, because they refused to hear him the first time.

[22] Cast him into that pit out in the wilderness, but do not touch
him yourselves ¢ When the brothers reject his first proposal, Reuben
must compromise. “Well, let’s not kill Joseph right away. We’ll just throw
him into the pit, and then we will talk further.”

Intending to save him from them and restore him to his father ¢
Reuben is not hoping to reconcile Joseph with his brothers (it is not in
his power to accomplish that). But he wants, at very least, to restore
Joseph to his father; that is, to restore the prior state of affairs, where
the brothers are on their own, and Rachel’s two sons are with Jacob, but
everyone is alive. Reuben wants to keep the atrocities to a minimum.

45.2. SELLING JOSEPH AS A MEANS
OF REEDUCATING HIM (37:23-27)
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[23] When Joseph came up to his brothers, they stripped
Joseph of his tunic, the ornamented tunic that he was wearing,

[24] and took him and cast him into the pit. The pit was empty;
there was no water in it.

[25] Then they sat down to a meal. Looking up, they saw a
caravan of Ishmaelites coming from Gilead, their camels
bearing gum, balm, and ladanum to be taken to Egypt.

[26] Then Judah said to his brothers, “What do we gain by
killing our brother and covering up his blood?

[27] Come, let us sell him to the Ishmaelites, but let us not do
away with him ourselves. After all, he is our brother, our own
flesh.” His brothers agreed.

23] They stripped Joseph of his tunic ¢ As already discussed, the
symbolically multi-colored shirt was originally intended not for Joseph,
but for his brother Benjamin, the younger of Rachel’s two sons. Benjamin
was a versatile personality of diverse accomplishments, including a gift
for effecting unification. But Joseph expropriated that role unto himself.

[24] The pit was empty; there was no water in it ¢ This is clearly
redundant. The Midrash therefore explains: There was no water in that
pit, but there were snakes and scorpions living there. Which we can
understand also in a figurative sense: Where the life-affirming aqua pura
of the Torah is lacking, snakes and scorpions are sure to soon appear.

[25] Then they sat down to a meal ¢ This detail should be understood
not only in its simple, everyday sense, for it carries a weightier message.
The point emphasized here is that only “then they sat down to a meal.”
The brothers had not yet eaten that day, because, according to Jewish
law, judges adjudicating a capital case are forbidden to eat until a verdict
is rendered.
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The brothers considered their deliberations and actions nothing less
than Joseph’s trial and sentencing. Because Joseph had threatened their
very existence in the family, the brothers tried and sentenced him.

Looking up, they saw a caravan ¢ With that out of the way, they saw fit
to “look up,” i.e., to shift their gaze from Joseph and the ongoing family
problems to a wider view of the world around them. They saw a caravan,
and their position changed.

Their camels bearing gum, balm, and ladanum ¢ The Midrash adds:
Because Joseph’s descent to Egypt was an historical necessity, God, in
order to assure Joseph a pleasant journey, expressly sent him a caravan
carrying balsam and other aromatic spices, rather than unpleasant
goods of some kind, although surely there were also many such caravans
traveling the roads.

To be taken to Egypt ¢ Literally, “On their way to bring down to Egypt.”
(That is, on their way to bring Joseph down to Egypt.) Joseph was sold
into slavery in Egypt not because his brothers randomly noticed a
caravan that just happened to be passing by. That caravan was passing
at just that moment on its way to Egypt not by chance, but as part of the
Divine Plan that required Joseph to be its passenger.

As already discussed, we can trace Joseph’s connection with Egypt
— the breadbasket of the Mediterranean — back to his first dream of the
sheaves. Because Joseph, an “economic messianist,” considers it the
primary task of the Jewish people to materially improve the world, his
descent to Egypt is inevitable.

[26] Then Judah said to his brothers ¢ It is Judah who decides Joseph’s
fate, and at this moment their confrontation begins. Moreover, the story
here is about Joseph’s fall, his descent into Egypt, but in fact, it is Judah
who falls (morally), even if — at the external level, at least — Judah seems
to be reinforcing his status as the leader among the brothers.

What do we gain by killing our brother and covering up his

blood? ¢ Literally, “What profit [do we gain] if we slay our brother and

conceal his blood?” Judah’s words to the effect that there is more profit

in selling Joseph than in killing him are not entirely clear. What “profit”
can one speak of here?
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The explanation is as follows. The brothers fear not only Joseph
himself, but the ideas that he is advancing. Joseph is so keen on his
economic messianism that he is even prepared to go into exile for it.
But the brothers know from personal experience that life in a foreign
land will only end badly, because it is not possible there to wield the
necessary influence. Abraham could not influence Nimrod, nor could
their father Jacob change Laban’s world. From the brother’s point of
view, then, Joseph’s ideology is extremely dangerous.

As already noted, Joseph has no issues with living in a foreign
country, and one of the reasons for this, perhaps, is that when Jacob
and his family fled from Laban, Joseph was only about six years old. His
brothers, who were then much older, remember how unpleasant and
dangerous the situation was — and how they barely escaped with their
lives.

But six-year-old Joseph had no comprehension of any of those
dangers. He now cherishes the memories of his childhood in Paddan-
aram (Babylon), and especially the image of his mother Rachel, who
died almost immediately upon their return to the Land of Israel. Joseph
therefore sees nothing wrong with taking up permanent residence in a
foreign land.

It should be noted that Joseph will later encourage his whole family
to emigrate from Canaan to Egypt, rather than having them remain in
Canaan and supporting them there. Only at the very end of his life, in
the process of abandoning his own long-standing fixation on Egypt —
that is, as he advances to the position of Mashiach ben Yosef — do we
read: “So Joseph made the sons of Israel swear, saying, “When God has
taken notice of you, you shall carry up my bones from here” (i.e., from
Egypt [50:25]).

Thus, the threat that the brothers are feeling is coming not from
Joseph himself, but, overwhelmingly, from the ideas that he chooses to
advance. The brothers therefore conclude that even if they kill Joseph,
the problem will by no means be resolved, and Joseph’s ideas will yet
endure, for there will be someone else in the family who will promote
them. In order to eradicate Joseph’s ideas, they will have change Joseph
himself, so that he will himself abandon them.

With just that in mind, Judah was able to persuade his brothers that
Joseph should be sold to Egypt specifically. As if saying to them, “Well,
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just let him go, so he can realize his dreams there.” And to his little
brother: “Knock yourself out, Joseph! Egypt is just the right place for
you to conduct your experiments. After personally experiencing their
tangible results, maybe then you will finally mend your misguided
ways.”

Only at the end of his life is Joseph indeed convinced that his
extraordinarily successful galut (Diaspora-oriented) self-realization, his
exceptional ability to fully actualize his ideas, has ultimately yielded no
long-term results. When he understands that his ideas were erroneous,
and feels remorse for having devoted his whole life to implementing
them, then by expressing his solemn request, “You shall carry up my
bones from here,” he has finally found his correction.

Joseph, in his role of second-in-command to Pharaoh, brought
enlightenment to Egypt and rescued it from hunger. And in recognition
of those accomplishments Egypt calmly and promptly forgot all about
him. In this sense, Joseph ultimately experienced defeat. He could not,
as he had hoped, feed all of humanity for all time to come, nor was he
able to disseminate monotheism. And he failed even to gain the respect
of the Egyptians for his people. But it was this overarching defeat that
allowed Joseph to develop and advance. And his brothers, in order to
afford Joseph that opportunity (but also to protect themselves from his
ideas), had him carted off to Egypt.

Of course, we do not wish to suggest that these considerations
actually figured into the brothers’ plan. But this was indeed their plan
at a subconscious level. The brothers (or Providence, through them)
were prepared to give Joseph the opportunity to implement his plan,
and to understand where it would lead, because that understanding
was important for the further development of the Jewish nation. In
a sense, the sale of Joseph was his only opportunity for re-education.
On a conscious level, the brothers want to rid themselves of Joseph
because he is a source of danger to them. But subconsciously they wish
to give him the opportunity to be realized, and for life itself to become
his teacher.

At the same time, it is important to emphasize that neither the
Providential nature of Joseph’s sale, nor the brothers’ genuine fear of
losing their status in the family, can absolve them in any way of their
guilt or responsibility. Moreover, the sale of Joseph, which they intended
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as the means to eliminating the danger he poses to them, becomes
instead the cause of their misfortunes.

There is an important lesson here for the Jewish people. When
conflicts arise among them, as is bound to happen, neither side should
ever demonize the other, nor deem it appropriate to do battle with other
Jews by any means. On the contrary — in spite of their differences, all
Jews remain brothers. And that is the lesson that Joseph’s brothers will
finally have learned when at the end of their lives they are once again
united with Joseph.

45.3. WHO SOLD JOSEPH
INTO SLAVERY TO EGYPT? (37:28-36)
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[28] When Midianite traders passed by, they pulled Joseph up

out of the pit. They sold Joseph for twenty pieces of silver to
the Ishmaelites, who brought Joseph to Egypt.

[29]1 When Reuben returned to the pit and saw that Joseph
was not in the pit, he rent his clothes.

[30] Returning to his brothers, he said, “The boy is gone! Now,
what am | to do?”
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[31] Then they took Joseph’s tunic, slaughtered a kid, and
dipped the tunic in the blood.

[32] They had the ornamented tunic taken to their father, and
they said, “We found this. Please examine it; is it your son’s
tunic or not?”

[33] He recognized it, and said, “My son’s tunic! A savage
beast devoured him! Joseph was torn by a beast!”

[34] Jacob rent his clothes, put sackcloth on his loins, and
observed mourning for his son many days.

[35] ALl his sons and daughters sought to comfort him; but
he refused to be comforted, saying, “No, | will go down
mourning to my son in Sheol.” Thus his father bewailed him.

[36] The Midianites, meanwhile, sold him in Egypt to Potiphar,
a courtier of Pharaoh and his chief steward.

[28] They pulled Joseph up out of the pit. They sold Joseph ... to the
Ishmaelites ¢ In the original Hebrew text: “Midianite traders passed by,
they pulled, they raised Joseph from the pit, they sold Joseph ... and they
brough Joseph to Egypt.” The Torah does not reveal who actually sold
Joseph to Egypt. The brothers had planned it, but the Midianites pulled
Joseph from the pit and sold him to the Ishmaelites, who then brought
him to Egypt.

[29] When Reuben returned to the pit and saw that Joseph was not
in the pit, he rent his clothes ¢ When Reuben sees that Joseph is not in
the pit, he runs to the brothers with his question, to which they offer no
response. Thus, the text gives us to understand that even the brothers
themselves do not know Joseph’s fate. (This may be the reason that later,
in Egypt, it never occurs to the brothers that the man they are dealing
with is Joseph.)

The brothers, because it was their decision to sell Joseph, are still
held accountable, and cannot be absolved of their guilt. Although they
did not personally sell Joseph, the Torah constructs the story so as to
have us believe that it was the brothers who contracted the sale.

[35] But he refused to be comforted ¢ These words are interpreted to
mean that at some level, at least, Jacob felt reasonably convinced that
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Joseph had not actually perished. When a person dies, the anguish of his
loved ones who mourn for him will sooner or later subside or dull. But
because Joseph was in reality still alive, Jacob could not be consoled.

[36] Sold him in Egypt to Potiphar, a courtier of Pharaoh ¢ Joseph
finds himself not in any ordinary Egyptian house, but on the estate of a
courtier to Pharaoh. This marks the beginning of Joseph’s future career
in Egypt.



CHAPTER 46
JUDAH AND TAMAR

46.1. DIMINISHING JUDAH’S
STATUS (38:1)
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[1] About that time Judah left his brothers and camped near a
certain Adullamite whose name was Hirah.

The story of Joseph is interrupted by the incident of Judah and Tamar.

1] Judah left his brothers ¢ Literally, “Judah descended from his
brothers,” which refers not only to geographical distance, but to a
decline in Judah’s social status. In their situation of family tension,
coupled with Jacob’s intense mourning, the brothers had no desire to
communicate with Judah, at whose urging Joseph had been sold. Thus,
Judah’s authority and status among them was critically shaken.

This Vayeshev portion tells of Judah’s fall, his “descent.” The story
of how “Joseph was taken down to Egypt” (39:1), for which Judah is to
blame, is pre-empted by the story of how Judah himself “descends” from
his former status. Joseph is “taken down” to Egypt by force, but Judah

“descends” as the result of his own actions.

And camped near a certain Adullamite whose name was Hirah ¢
The Midrash identifies this name with Hiram, king of Tyre, Heb. Tzor
(located in what is today Lebanon; see 1 Kings 5:15). Thus “Hirah” and
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“Hiram” are understood here as titles of the kings of Phoenicia, just as
all the kings of Egypt bear the title “Pharaoh,” and all Philistines kings
are “Abimelech.”

(Needless to say, the Midrash does not mean that this Hirah is literally
the very same Hiram who lived a thousand years later and collaborated
with Solomon. Rather, by identifying the historical figure of whom the
Torah speaks here with a much later one, the Midrash is emphasizing
Israel’s enduring influence on Phoenicia, its northern neighbor.)

Phoenicia, in modern-day Lebanon, Israel’s closest neighbor to the
north, exerts its influence on both Judah and Joseph, but in entirely
different ways.

Judah, in the person of his descendant, King Solomon, asks the
Phoenician king to assist in building the Temple, in order to promote
monotheism among humanity, and Hiram actively obliges him. But
in the Northern Kingdom, Joseph’s descendants face the opposite
situation. Jezebel, the daughter of the King of Phoenicia, becomes the
wife of King Ahab of the Northern Kingdom, bringing with her the
idols and worshippers of Baal (1 Kings 16:31). In communicating with
Phoenicia, Judah brings positive advancement to the world, while
Joseph’s descendants are a negative influence. Phoenicia is a source of
enormous power, but how this power will be directed depends on what
Israel is doing and who their leader is.

If Israel is represented by the line of Judah, in which spirituality
dominates as the central criterion, then its connection with Phoenicia
does not interfere. Quite the contrary, Phoenicia’s preeminence in the
material realm helps Judah build the Temple. But Joseph’s house, which
is already deeply enmeshed in all things material, and for whom higher
values take no priority over worldly values, is morally enslaved by its
connection with Phoenicia.

The House of Judah represents the special connection of the Jewish
state with God, and as such has the potential to redirect the forces of the
world around it for good, while the House of Joseph, representing the
material and ordinary — albeit Jewish — state, exhibits no such potential.

The modern State of Israel is built on Joseph’s principles, i.e., to

“just be no worse than all the others.” It can successfully exist on par with
other countries, but it does not have the potential to correct humanity
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and influence it. Israel will have that ability only after it adopts the
principles of Judah, thus becoming a unique, Biblical state.

Judah’s relationship with the Phoenicians could thus be positive,
overall. Judah, unlike Joseph, is not interested in leaving the Land of
Israel. He wants to integrate with the local population, which in his
opinion includes numerous upright individuals living in the same Land,
and not only by chance.

The problem is, however, that by choosing to build this connection,
Judah distances himself from his brothers. And any schism within the
Jewish people always leads to spiritual descent.

Thus, Judah’s fall, which began with the sale of Joseph, continues
with his moving away from his brothers and focusing his attention on
relations with the local Canaanite population.

46.2. JUDAH’S SONS AND THEIR
MARRIAGES TO TAMAR (38:2-11)
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[2] There Judah saw the daughter of a certain Canaanite

whose name was Shua, and he married her and cohabited
with her.

[3] She conceived and bore a son, and he named him Er.

[4] She conceived again and bore a son, and named him Onan.



266  Bible Dynamics. Book of Genesis

[5] Once again she bore a son, and named him Shelah; he was
at Chezib when she bore him.

[6] Judah got a wife for Er his first-born; her name was Tamar.

[7] But Er, Judah’s first-born, was displeasing to the Lord, and
the Lord took his life.

(8] Then Judah said to Onan, “Join with your brother’s wife
and do your duty by her as a brother-in-law, and provide
offspring for your brother.”

[9] But Onan, knowing that the seed would not count as his,
let it go to waste whenever he joined with his brother’s wife,
so as not to provide offspring for his brother.

[10] What he did was displeasing to the Lord, and He took his
life also.

[11] Then Judah said to his daughter-in-law Tamar, “Stay as a
widow in your father’s house until my son Shelah grows up” -
for he thought, “He too might die like his brothers.” So Tamar
went to live in her father’s house.

[2] There Judah saw the daughter of a certain Canaanite whose
name was Shua, and he married her and cohabited with her ¢ Judah
marries a Canaanite woman, in direct violation of the family tradition. It
had always been a family principle even from the time of Abraham that
one must not enter into a marriage with the Canaanites. Rather, a man
must choose a wife from among the ivrim (Hebrews). But Judah believes
that the birth of the Jewish nation is now already complete, and that
it is now acceptable to assimilate Canaanite elements within himself.
Moreover, it is noteworthy that Jacob too seems to agree, since he does
not object to Judah’s marriage.

The respective merits and failings of Joseph and Judah are mutually
complementary. Joseph is guided by the idea, quite correct as far it
goes, that one must begin to act through correction of the material.
But he mistakenly believes that such action is possible from galut
(exile), that is, from a foreign country. Judah, on the contrary, is quite
right in maintaining that spiritual values are primary, but his mistake
is believing that one can properly act without considering the nation’s
overall circumstances.
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Judah, confident that the Jewish nation is already fully formed,
believes that it is now permissible to marry a Canaanite, because the
Jewish nation is now a complete, organic entity, and can assimilate
Canaanite elements into itself with impunity. But, in fact, that organic,
national identity must have Joseph’s concepts as their foundation, which
always take reality into account. Therefore, by selling Joseph - and, as a
result, parting company with his brothers — Judah loses support for his
spiritual strength.

[5] He was at Chezib when she bore him ¢ The name of the place,
“Keziv,” seems neither informative nor essential to the story itself. (And,
in fact, this place is mentioned nowhere else in the Torah.) The Midrash
therefore associates it with achzavah, “disappointment,” the result
that came of Judah’s attempt to build a family by marrying into the
Canaanites.

Both Joseph and Judah are doomed to see their personal plans end
in failure. Only then will each of them find his correction, to become
Mashiach ben Yosef and Mashiach ben David, respectively.

[6] Her name was Tamar ¢ Judah’s first wife remains anonymous (only
the name of her father, Shua, is revealed), and this is because she is not
an important personality in her own right. Judah marries her not for
her own merits, but only because he wishes to integrate with the local
residents.

As for Tamar, on the other hand, we do know her name, but not her
genealogy, since this too was unimportant to Judah. The Midrash states
that Tamar was a descendant of Melchizedek (“King Melchizedek of
Salem...a priest of God Most High,” 14:18). Tamar was thus a descendant
of Noah’s son Shem, and related to the ivrim (Hebrews), while the
Canaanite peoples are descendants of Shem’s brother Ham.

(8] Then Judah said to Onan, “Join with your brother’s wife and do
your duty by her as a brother-in-law” ¢ Judah orders Onan to enter
into a levirate marriage with the widow of his childless brother.

The concept of levirate marriage (yibbum) requires that when a man
dies childless, his widow will remain “part of the family.” Rather than
leaving to go her separate way, one of the surviving brothers is expected
to marry her in order to perpetuate the lineage of the deceased.
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But Judah’s plan fails, and ultimately he must himself fulfill the
family’s levirate obligation. (Later, after the giving of the Torah, the
practice was restricted only to brothers of the deceased, but in those
days the custom was to allow other relatives as well to perform levirate
marriage.)

[9] Let it go to waste whenever he joined with his brother’s wife ¢
In European languages, the term “onanism,” derived from Onan’s
behavior here, over time came to refer to masturbation. But Onan’s
actual offense described in the Torah here was coitus interruptus.

[10] And He took his life also ¢ The Midrash understands the addition
of the words “his life also” to mean that the cause (not disclosed in the
text) of Er’s premature death was the same. He too “displeased” God by
not wanting children, and not letting Tamar conceive.

[11] “Stay as a widow in your father’s house until my son Shelah
grows up” - for he thought, “He too might die like his brothers” ¢
Judah does not understand why his sons are dying. There is a huge
psychological gap between Judah and his children - between the
generation that came to the Land of Israel as adults, and the new
generation that has grown up there. Judah does not understand what
is happening to his sons, and why. He begins to regard Tamar as a
“dangerous woman” who brings death to any man who marries her. (Does
she somehow exert a physically noxious influence on her husbands?)
Quite naturally, Judah is afraid to allow his third son to marry Tamar.

46.3. TAMAR DEMONSTRATES
HER RESOLVE (38:12-18)

-5y HYN AT DMAN ATIMTNWR YIWNa nam ot i3 v
IR IR0 TR @ ANIRN RYTYA N1 AT R N
TyR AnInR 13 Som v Ny Hh Aninn MRy TRN M0
AnIAn 7170 UK DY NN 2Um apnm yya oam
PTI DRT w NRY 1o NNy s A%Y S1ma Angy 3
"3 RN TYINOR 2R O w 0 AneD v My NN
2 DIRRTID TR R N9 3 YT N7 D TR RigN K



Portion Vayeshev. Ch. 46. Judah and Tamar 269

DR INAT IRRATT DY MWK IR N o ohR Rian
INM TTIDR WK TR AR N e InoY T 12 10
112 900 R NI AR T3 WN T 7209 Thnh

[12] A long time afterward, Shua’s daughter, the wife of Judah,
died. When his period of mourning was over, Judah went up
to Timnah to his sheepshearers, together with his friend
Hirah the Adullamite.

[13] And Tamar was told, “Your father-in-law is coming up to
Timnah for the sheepshearing.”

[14] So she took off her widow’s garb, covered her face with
a veil, and, wrapping herself up, sat down at the entrance
to Enaim, which is on the road to Timnah; for she saw that
Shelah was grown up, yet she had not been given to him as
wife.

[15] When Judah saw her, he took her for a harlot; for she had
covered her face.

[16] So he turned aside to her by the road and said, “Here,
let me sleep with you” - for he did not know that she was
his daughter-in-law. “What,” she asked, “will you pay for
sleeping with me?”

[17] He replied, “I will send a kid from my flock.” But she said,
“You must leave a pledge until you have sent it.”

[18] And he said, “What pledge shall | give you?” She replied,
“Your seal and cord, and the staff which you carry.” So he gave
them to her and slept with her, and she conceived by him.

[121 When his period of mourning was over, Judah went up to
Timnah to his sheepshearers ¢ The verb describing Judah’s action in
this verse, “went up,” and his action at the beginning of the story, “Judah
descended from his brothers” (38:1, literal translation), are opposites.
With the death of Shua’s daughter, Judah’s attempt to mingle with the
Canaanites has ended in failure. His two sons have died by this time, and
the third too has a troubled marriage. But even so, Judah, in contrast
to his initial descent, is now gradually beginning to rise. This trend is
still not outwardly visible, but a man’s “descent” or “ascent” is directly
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related to the kind of woman he marries, and it is in this that Judah’s
situation has now changed.

(131 And Tamar was told, “Your father-in-law is coming up to
Timnah for the sheepshearing” ¢ Recognizing that she will not be
given to Shelah as a wife, Tamar observes what is happening in Judah’s
house. She knows that his wife has died, that the mourning period has
ended, and that Judah has gone to shear the sheep. In those days, sheep
shearing had the character of a country fair — a celebration where they
would eat, drink, and woo.

[14] So she took off her widow’s garb, covered her face with a veil,
and, wrapping herself up, sat down at the entrance to Enaim,
which is on the road to Timnah ¢ Having learned that Judah is in
the market for a new wife, Tamar now wishes to take advantage of the
situation in order to bear him children. For her uncommon courage and
her commitment to a higher goal (bearing Judah a child and restoring
him to the status of a leader), and for her willingness to overstep the
bounds of decency, even to the point of risking her own life, Tamar’s
reward is that the Messiah himself will descend from her.

Covered her face with a veil, and, wrapping herself up ¢ The cultural
mores of the time required a harlot to conceal her face. Prostitution was
allowed, but was nonetheless considered shameful.

(18] And he said, “What pledge shall I give you?” She replied, “Your
seal and cord, and the staff which you carry.” So he gave them to
her ¢ Tamar's demand for a pledge seems unreasonably excessive. How
could Judah have agreed to give her his seal, his cord, and his staff —
every item in his possession attesting to his noble status?

We understand that Judah’s consent demonstrates his (perhaps
subconscious) desire to renounce his status, forfeit his mission as leader,
and revert to being just an ordinary citizen. All of that began with his
departure from his brothers and his marriage to a Canaanite woman,
but here it is expressed in his willingness to leave his staff and seal with
a harlot as a pledge. Judah agrees to give Tamar all the visible signs
of his absolute authority, as if he is doing so at her request, while he
himself wants only to renounce everything that they represent. Later
we will see that only Tamar can rescue Judah from a terminal fall.
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46.4.ZONAH, THE ORDINARY HARLOT,
AND KEDESHAH, THE TEMPLE HARLOT (38:19-21)
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[19] Then she went on her way. She took off her veil and again
put on her widow’s garb.

[20]Judah sent the kid by his friend the Adullamite, to redeem
the pledge from the woman; but he could not find her.

[21] He inquired of the people of that town, “Where is the
cult prostitute, the one at Enaim, by the road?” But they said,
“There has been no prostitute here.”

[21] He inquired of the people of that town, “Where is the cult
prostitute, the one at Enaim, by the road?” ¢ Above (v. 15), zonah
is the word used to denote a harlot, but here the word is kedeshah.
The word zonah is used today to refer to a woman of loose morals and
behavior. It comes from the same Hebrew root as the word mazon, “food
that sustains” — something that a person innately desires. The word
emphasizes instinctive passion, a biological desire like hunger.

The word kedeshah derives from the root K-D-SH, whence also
kadosh, “holy, consecrated,” but here in the sense of consecration to
debauchery specifically. The term kedeshah refers not only to sexual
passions, but, rather, to pagan temple prostitution - sex in the
name of satisfying the needs of the universe, as associated with the
personalization of natural forces that is typical of paganism.

Temple prostitution was a highly developed practice in ancient
Canaan. In the shrines of Astarte, for example, it was even a religious
norm. Sexual relations with the priestess of Astarte symbolized the
earth being fertilized by rain. Such practices are highly seductive,
both emotionally and spiritually, and it is not by chance that among
the pagans they became an important element of worship. And
that is precisely why the Torah absolutely forbids it to the Jews
(Deut. 23:18).
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Tamar is here called kedeshah precisely because she yearned to make
contact with Judah - and did so - for a higher purpose, and not merely
for the sake of momentary pleasure or profit. At first Judah “took her for
a zonah” (38:15), but as it turned out he was mistaken, for Tamar was
playing the role of kedeshah.

Judah tried to make good on his debt, not personally, but through

“his friend the Adullamite.” But he failed at that attempt. Judah could not
avoid meeting personally with Tamar and taking personal responsibility
for his act.

But they said, “There has been no prostitute here” ¢ The inhabitants
of the place answered, “There has been no kedeshah here,” i.e., temple
prostitution is not practiced in these parts.

Tamar’s motives were not ordinary and “provincial” — simply to bear
a child and create family ties — but ethereal and universal: to elevate
Judah, and to produce from him the ancestral line of the Messiah.

46.5. TAMAR’S OBJECTIVE IS
TO EXALT JUDAH (38:22-26)
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[22] So he returned to Judah and said, “I could not find

her; moreover, the townspeople said: There has been no
prostitute here.”

[23] Judah said, “Let her keep them, lest we become a
laughingstock. | did send her this kid, but you did not find
her.”
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[24] About three months later, Judah was told, “Your
daughter-in-law Tamar has played the harlot; in fact, she is
with child by harlotry.” “Bring her out,” said Judah, “and let
her be burned.”

[25] As she was being brought out, she sent this message to
her father-in-law, “I am with child by the man to whom these
belong.” And she added, “Examine these: whose seal and
cord and staff are these?”

[26] Judah recognized them, and said, “She is more in the
right than I, inasmuch as | did not give her to my son Shelah.”
And he was not intimate with her again.

(23] Judah said, “Let her keep them, lest we become a laughing-
stock” ¢ Judah cares about his image in the eyes of others, but he
seems indifferent to the fate of those symbols of power that he left
with Tamar as a pledge.

[24] Judah was told, “Your daughter-in-law Tamar has played
the harlot” ¢ Tamar has no husband, but she is considered legally
married: she is “inside” the family (see §47.2 on v. 39:12) because of
her connection to Judah through the obligation of yibbum, levirate
marriage. She is therefore expected to wait for Judah’s next son, and
to marry him.

In fact, she is with child by harlotry.” “Bring her out,” said Judah,
“and let her be burned” ¢ When it comes to light that she is pregnant,
the only possible conclusion is that she is guilty of fornication. Legally
speaking, and for those times, Judah’s decision to exact the death penalty
seems quite correct.

[25] As she was being brought out, she sent this message to her
father-in-law, “I am with child by the man to whom these belong” ¢
Why did Tamar wait until the very last moment to go public with the
truth about Judah? Why did she see fit to escalate the conflict, rather
than producing all the evidence much earlier? Had she done so during
the discovery phase of her trial, couldn’t all these complications have
been averted from the very beginning?
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[26] Judah recognized them, and said, “She is more in the right
than I” ¢ Tamar deliberately puts Judah in a very uncomfortable
position. He must voluntarily and publicly come clean, acknowledging
his guilt, and intervening in the wheels of justice after they have
already been set in motion. But Judah does exactly that. He publicly
admits his mistake.

Tamar’s primary goal is not to save her own skin, but to elevate
Judah by restoring his innate leadership qualities. Although Judah has
“descended” of late, Tamar is fully cognizant of his greatness and his
potential. And in the end, Tamar is successful at achieving her goal.

Tamar brings the situation to a head by forcing Judah to exert
arduous efforts that lead to a spiritual breakthrough. And as things turn
out, Tamar was not at all mistaken in her intuitive understanding of
Judah’s personality.

What would any ordinary leader have done in Judah’s place? Upon
learning that Tamar was pregnant with his child, he would not have
demanded her execution, but would have spared no effort to hush up
the case under false pretenses of judicial compassion.

But Judah does nothing of the kind. He publicly admits that he has
been with that woman, and that he has mismanaged his family. Judah’s
great merit is in this act, which elevates him to a precipitously higher
plane. Judah is capable of repenting and improving, and it is this quality
that is the source of his spiritual leadership.

Tamar’s goal, then, in presenting back to Judah the items of his
pledge, was not her own salvation, but Judah’s correction, to restore him
to the level of the task he was destined to accomplish.

King David, a descendant of Judah, will experience a similar situation
with Bath-sheba. And although no one in that case will spring a trap
for David, he too will be forced to publicly admit having committed an
unworthy act.

And he was not intimate with her again ¢ The original Hebrew can
be translated in either of two opposite senses: “He thenceforth was
not intimate with her,” or “He thenceforth did not cease being intimate
with her.”

Combining these two meanings, we can say that Judah became
at this moment an entirely new person. The former Judah was
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not intimate with Tamar again. But the new Judah did not cease
being intimate with her.

46.6. THE BIRTH OF PEREZ
AND ZERAH (38:27-30)
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[27]1 When the time came for her to give birth, there were
twins in her womb!

[28] While she was in labor, one of them put out his hand, and
the midwife tied a crimson thread on that hand, to signify:
This one came out first.

[29] But just then he drew back his hand, and out came his
brother; and she said, “What a breach you have made for
yourself!” So he was named Perez.

[30] Afterward his brother came out, on whose hand was the
crimson thread; he was named Zerah.

[27] There were twins in her womb! ¢ Tamar bears Judah two sons,
Perez ("breach") and Zerah (dawn, “bright red, crimson horizon"). We
can assume that Judah, in performing levirate marriage, is restoring
the names of Er and Onan, and Tamar therefore gives birth to twins, to
replace, as it were, Judah’s two sons who themselves died childless. But
actually, Perez and Zerah more clearly exhibit features of Jacob and Esau.

[28] One of them put out his hand, and the midwife tied a crimson
thread on that hand, to signify: This one came out first ¢ Zerah,
with the crimson thread, is directly associated with Esau, Edom, which
also means “red.”

[29] And she said, “What a breach you have made for yourself!” So
he was named Perez ¢ Perez, breaching past Zerah and ahead of him,
corresponds to Jacob, who eventually surpassed Esau.
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Perez and Zerah will later become the two main lines of the tribe of
Judah, but Shelah, although he is older than them, will be mentioned only
incidentally. Moreover, the line of David and of the Messiah is the line of
Perez. The Sabbath hymn “Lecha Dodi” explicitly refers to the Messiah
as “the Son of Perez.” Rabbi A. 1. Kook explains in this connection that
the Messiah breaches walls and breaks down barriers. Thus, the Messiah
is the descendant of Perez, and not of the more ordinary - albeit radiant

— Zerah.



CHAPTER 47

JOSEPH SERVES POTIPHAR

47.1.JOSEPH’S SUCCESS AS A SIGN
OF DIVINE BENEFICENCE (39:1-6)
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[11 When Joseph was taken down to Egypt, a certain Egyptian,

Potiphar, a courtier of Pharaoh and his chief steward, bought
him from the Ishmaelites who had brought him there.

[2] The Lord was with Joseph, and he was a successful man;
and he stayed in the house of his Egyptian master.

[31 And when his master saw that the Lord was with him and
that the Lord lent success to everything he undertook,

[4] he took a liking to Joseph. He made him his personal
attendant and put him in charge of his household, placing in
his hands all that he owned.
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[5] And from the time that the Egyptian put him in charge of
his household and of all that he owned, the Lord blessed his
house for Joseph’s sake, so that the blessing of the Lord was
upon everything that he owned, in the house and outside.

[6] He left all that he had in Joseph’s hands and, with him
there, he paid attention to nothing save the food that he ate.
Now Joseph was well built and handsome.

After the story of Judah, the Torah returns to the parallel story of
Joseph, contrasting them.

[1] When Joseph was taken down to Egypt, a certain Egyptian,
Potiphar, a courtier of Pharaoh [2] ... Joseph ... was a successful
man; and he stayed in the house of his Egyptian master ¢ To Joseph’s
good fortune, his new master is an Egyptian nobleman. Moreover, Joseph
is assigned to work at home, and not in the field, where Joseph would
have had more difficulty demonstrating his unique talents.

31 And when his master saw that the Lord was with him and that
the Lord lent success to everything he undertook ¢ Joseph’s material
success is a direct result of Divine support, blessing, and attention.
And since Joseph always declares this openly, his master too comes to
believe that it is God who “lent success to everything Joseph undertook.”
Joseph promotes the idea of Divine Providence everywhere around him.
Material as well as spiritual success are evident in everything he does.

(5] And from the time that the Egyptian put him in charge of his
household and of all that he owned, the Lord blessed his house for
Joseph’s sake ¢ Joseph — the ish matzliach, “successful man” — later came
to symbolize the righteous individual to whom God grants economic
success. It is a well-known sociological principle that if a society’s
religious ideology positively associates Divine support with economic
success, that society will develop much more successfully than one which
idealizes poverty. In Jewish tradition, the image of Joseph represents
this idea most clearly.

[6] Now Joseph was well built and handsome ¢ Based on these words,
European culture gave Joseph the title “Joseph the beautiful.” But in
Jewish tradition, as we noted earlier, he is called “Joseph the Righteous.”
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Beauty is Joseph’s inherited attribute, which was passed to him
through Rachel (29:19), and this aspect is particularly important for
him. As we have already noted, beauty represents the idea of power
over everything material, an idea that characterizes Joseph in all areas
of his life.

The Midrash understands the words “well built and handsome” as
indicating that Joseph had now begun to preen. Joseph does not consider
it a problem that he is in exile, far from his father and the Land of Israel,
and he decides that, having achieved success and now occupying a
responsible position, he must appear at all times stately and elegant.
This misunderstanding soon leads Joseph to a predicament in the person
of Potiphar’s wife, which lands him in prison. All this is meant to make
Joseph understand that he has not yet by far achieved a normal life.

47.2.JOSEPH AND POTIPHAR’S
WIFE (39:7-12)
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[7] After a time, his master’s wife cast her eyes upon Joseph
and said, “Lie with me.”

[8] But he refused. He said to his master’s wife, “Look, with
me here, my master gives no thought to anything in this
house, and all that he owns he has placed in my hands.

[9] He wields no more authority in this house than I, and he
has withheld nothing from me except yourself, since you are
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his wife. How then could | do this most wicked thing, and sin
before God?”

[10]1 And much as she coaxed Joseph day after day, he did not
yield to her request to lie beside her, to be with her.

[11] One such day, he came into the house to do his work.
None of the household being there inside,

[12] she caught hold of him by his garment and said, “Lie with
me!” But he left his garment in her hand and got away and
fled outside.

[7]1 After a time, his master’s wife cast her eyes upon Joseph and
said, “Lie with me” ¢ The story of Joseph and Potiphar’s wife echoes
motifs of the previous story of Judah and his wives, contrasting with
it and revealing another aspect of the differences between Joseph and
Judah.

Potiphar’s wife is the symbol of Egyptian femininity. She sees the
life force embodied in the seed of Israel, and wants to claim it for herself.
This is a constant test that awaits the Jew in galut, in exile.

[9] How then could I do this most wicked thing, and sin before
God?” ¢ We see in Joseph’s resistance that his ethical arguments have
a religious foundation. Jewish monotheism includes not only the idea
of the One God, but also the belief that this God demands of human
beings to behave morally. This kind of ethical monotheism became the
foundation of the further spiritual development of mankind.

[11] One such day ¢ According to the Midrash, that day happened to be
an Egyptian holiday. Everyone had gone off to attend the celebration,
and no one was home.

He came into the house to do his work ¢ If everyone has gone off to
celebrate,whyisJosephworking? The Midrash mentions two possibilities.
Perhaps he really did have actual work to perform that day. Or, he had
in fact decided to surrender to Potiphar’s wife’s advances, and “to do
his work” refers to a tryst to which they had formerly agreed. If so, the
Midrash believes that Joseph changed his mind and ran off only at the
very last moment, after the image of his father Jacob suddenly appeared
before him. Ultimately, then, according to this Midrash, Joseph resisted
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Potiphar’s wife’s advances not merely based on religious considerations,
but because of his strong sense of family and national identity.

For Joseph, and materially motivated righteous individuals like
him, the main danger is the threat of physical assimilation among other
nations. It is important for him to remain a Jew, and he therefore stops
precisely before the danger of a mixed union and the birth of descendants
from it.

But for Judah this is not a problem, because he believes that his
unique Jewish spirituality is so strong that he can successfully assimilate
into himself any foreign influence.

[12] But he left his garment in her hand and got away and fled
outside ¢ We notice two points in the incident of Joseph and Potiphar’s
wife. First, the role of Joseph’s garment, which receives special emphasis
in the story. And second, the word hachutzah, “outward, outside,”
repeated four times in reference to Joseph’s fleeing from Potiphar’s wife
(v. 12,13, 15, and 18).

(It is interesting that this word, hachutzah, appears in the Torah in
only two places: Here, and in the context of yibbum, levirate marriage
(Deut. 25:5). There, however, the word refers to something that the Torah
is saying should not be allowed to happen, i.e., for the widow of the
childless man to marry “outside” her late husband’s family. (Rather, she
should remain within the family by marrying one of her late husband’s
brothers.) In this point we notice a commonality with the story of Judah
and Tamar.)

But as concerns Joseph and Potiphar’s wife, the repetition of
hachutzah no less than four times clearly indicates that fleeing

“outward, outside” is for Joseph an especially important concept in the
general sense. Joseph “flees outside” not merely to escape harassment
by Potiphar’s wife, but because it is his overall tendency to strive
constantly “outward.” And again, also important for Joseph is the
matter of his garment, which the brothers once stripped from him, and
now Potiphar’s wife does the same.

Joseph is a “man of the world.” he wants to free himself from the
narrow confines of the Land of Israel, from the traditional occupation
of cattle breeding, and from a life of narrowly nationalist substance
within the family clan. Joseph is attracted to the larger world, to the
monumental Egyptian civilization, and to a highly developed agriculture.
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Given this lifestyle, clothing is a matter of particular significance and
importance. His clothing must command respect from the outside world,
or no one will want to have any dealings with him.

When the world with which Joseph interacts (his brothers, and
Potiphar’s wife) divest him of his clothing, this is meant to demonstrate
to Joseph the fallacies and superficiality of his worldview. But Joseph is
not yet ready to learn that lesson. He will feel the deficiencies of clothing
only toward the end of his life, when he calls on the Children of Israel to
fulfill his last wish: “Carry up my bones from here” (50:25)

47.3.POTIPHAR THROWS JOSEPH
INTO PRISON (39:13-23)
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[13] When she saw that he had left it in her hand and had fled
outside,

[14] she called out to her servants and said to them, “Look, he
had to bring us a Hebrew to dally with us! This one came to
lie with me; but | screamed loud.
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[15] And when he heard me screaming at the top of my voice,
he left his garment with me and got away and fled outside.”

[16] She kept his garment beside her, until his master came
home.

[17] Then she told him the same story, saying, “The Hebrew
slave whom you brought into our house came to me to dally
with me;

[18] but when | screamed at the top of my voice, he left his
garment with me and fled outside.”

[19] When his master heard the story that his wife told him,
namely, “Thus and so your slave did to me,” he was furious.

[20] So Joseph’s master had him put in prison, where the
king’s prisoners were confined. But even while he was there
in prison,

[21] the Lord was with Joseph: He extended kindness to him
and disposed the chief jailer favorably toward him.

[22] The chief jailer put in Joseph’s charge all the prisoners
who were in that prison, and he was the one to carry out
everything that was done there.

[23] The chief jailer did not supervise anything that was
in Joseph’s charge, because the Lord was with him, and
whatever he did the Lord made successful.

[14] She called out to her servants and said to them ¢ For her husband
to believe her, Potiphar’s wife must first win over public opinion. For this
she turns to her domestic servants.

Look, he had to bring us a Hebrew to dally with us! ... [17] The
Hebrew slave whom you brought into our house came to me to
dally with me ¢ Potiphar’s wife presents the incident differently to her
servants and to her husband.

She tells the servants that “he” (by which she means Potiphar) “had
to bring us a Hebrew to dally with us!” That is, all of us, as if to say that
she considers the servants her equals — which she does in order to garner
greater support.
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But to her husband she says that “the Hebrew slave” came (that is, of
his own accord) “to dally with me.” In other words, he is threatening the
integrity of their family.

[19] When his master heard the story that his wife told him, namely,
“Thus and so your slave did to me,” he was furious ¢ Initially Potiphar
offers almost no response to his wife’s words. She therefore continues
in her further attempts to provoke his anger, adding, “Thus and so
your slave did to me.” The Midrash explains that she said all of this to
Potiphar during their intimate relations (hence, “Thus and so your slave
did to me”).

[20] So Joseph’s master had him put in prison, where the king’s
prisoners were confined ¢ It seems that Potiphar, even in the fit of
anger skillfully aroused by his wife, did not really believe her, otherwise
he would simply have had Joseph executed. But Joseph, despite the
gravity of the accusations, only ends up in prison. And not just an
ordinary prison, but a privileged, “special prison” for dignitaries, under
Potiphar’s personal jurisdiction. Later we will see (40:3-4) that Potiphar
remained Joseph’s master and maintained contact with him - because
he understood Joseph’s uncommon aptitude and importance.

[23] The chief jailer did not supervise anything that was in Joseph’s
charge, because the Lord was with him, and whatever he did the
Lord made successful ¢ This verse parallels verse 39:6: “[Potiphar] paid
attention to nothing save the food that [Joseph] ate.” Wherever Joseph
goes, he becomes a steward, but not a master: there is always a higher
authority over him.

Joseph had been the de facto commander over his brothers in Jacob’s
house. He then managed the Potiphar estate, then the prison, and,
finally, he became second-in-command to Pharaoh over all of Egypt —
because it was obvious to all that “the Lord lent success to everything he
undertook.” Jewish resourcefulness for transforming and managing the
material world is immense. But we must remember that all that makes
sense only when it is not an end in itself, but a foundation for promoting
higher values.

Joseph himself, having enormous potential to correct the world,
failed his tests twice. The first time was with his father. The situation
ends in defeat: Joseph is sold and sent to Egypt. And Joseph’s second
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failure is in Potiphar’s house, where events also end in his defeat, and he
is sent to prison.

Joseph is not just a great man, but a righteous man, except that he
is too focused on himself. First, he delights in his dreams (that is, his
universal aspiration: he yearns to reform the world). Then he preens,
reveling in his own beauty and his ability to manage Potiphar’s house.
But he still neither feels nor understands that the purpose of all his
efforts and accomplishments in this world is only to lay a foundation for
the future - the kingdom of Judah.

Joseph had to experience slavery, prison, power over Egypt, and
disappointment in the consequences of all his social experiments, so
that he could declare at the very end of his life: “God intended it for
good, so as to bring about the present result — the survival of many
people.” (50:20). This is his correction - his transition from Joseph to
Mashiach ben Yosef.

474. TWO ASPECTS OF JEWISH CHOSENNESS:
SEGULAH AND BECHIRAH

As already noted, the incident of Joseph and the wife of Potiphar in
the Torah immediately follows the incident of Judah and Tamar. This
prompts us to attempt a comparison of the two stories.

In the situation with Potiphar’s wife, Joseph does not succumb to
temptation, nor does he commit any offense. Judah, however, does
commit an offense with Tamar, but he later corrects himself. Joseph
belongs to the category of the completely righteous, but Judah is in the
category of reformed sinners. Joseph’s life centers around correcting the
world materially, while the central focus of Judah’s life is correcting the
world spiritually.

The potentials of Joseph and Judah are developed as the categories
of Mashiach ben Yosef, the nationalist-secular Messianic aspect, and
Mashiach ben Yehudah (hereinafter Mashiach ben David), the nationalist-
religious Messianic aspect. Their relationship corresponds to two
complementary aspects of Jewish chosenness, Segulah, “chosenness
by nature,” and Bechirah, “chosenness by personal decision.” Bechirah
means free choice to follow the Jewish Doctrine, while Segulah is that
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part of the Jewish soul that under any and all conditions leaves a Jew
a Jew: Segulah is indestructible. It is not conditional on any particular
actions, and does not depend on keeping the commandments.

The Jewishness of non-religious Jews is Segulah, while for religious
Jews it is Segulah and Bechirah in combination. In the minds of religious
Jews, Bechirah outstrips Segulah. To them, Jewish behavior and conduct
always take first place. But a non-religious Jew will remind us that “once
you are born a Jew, you forever remain a Jew.” In other words, to him the
emphasis is on Segulah.

For Joseph and Mashiach ben Yosef, for nationalist-secular Jewry,
Segulah is the highest ideal. Later, when the brothers appear before
Joseph in Egypt, they mistake him for an Egyptian. His appearance and
behavior are just like those of everyone else in pagan Egypt. Nonetheless,
no matter how he behaves and no matter how he dresses, he remains a
Jew. The worst thing for him is physical assimilation — marriage with a
non-Jew — because the result will be that his children will no longer be
like him.

Joseph can lose his Segulah through personal assimilation, and in the
event of such a fall, there is virtually no possibility of a straightforward
return. His non-Jewish children can again become Jews only by following
areligious trajectory. This impossibility of return greatly hinders Joseph
and plays an important role in the piety of his actions.

But in Judah we have a completely different type of chosenness. For
him, Segulah is only the foundation, the basis for the further development
of Bechirah, “chosenness by personal decision.” To Judah, the path of
Teshuvah, repentance, is therefore always open.

Tamar was able to check Judah’s fall, thus giving him the opportunity
to begin his correction. Having repented, he first returns to his place as
leader, but he then proceeds to a yet higher level, thereby advancing the
line of the Messiah.

We have previously discussed in some detail that the Messiah can
arise only from an entangled, problematic, dysfunctional situation,
which is the reason that one of the names of the Messiah is “son of
the fall.” If Teshuvah, repentance, occurs after the fall, it not only
retroactively corrects the crime, but raises a person even higher than he
was before his misconduct. Repentance retrospectively renders the fall

“useful” in a sense — directed toward goodness. Thus, repentance reveals
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those sparks of the Divine light that are contained even in a previously
committed sin, and which the thoroughly righteous could have never
revealed.

Since Judah can repent, his fall is not critically irrevocable, as it would
be for Joseph. On the contrary, through repentance and reconstruction
he paves the way for the Messiah.

475.PHARAOH’S CUPBEARER AND THE BAKER
IN PRISON (40:1-5)
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[1] Some time later, the cupbearer and the baker of the king
of Egypt gave offense to their lord the king of Egypt.

[21 Pharaoh was angry with his two courtiers, the chief
cupbearer and the chief baker,

[3] and put them in custody, in the house of the chief steward,
in the same prison house where Joseph was confined.

[41 The chief steward assigned Joseph to them, and he
attended them. When they had been in custody for some
time,

[51 both of them - the cupbearer and the baker of the king
of Egypt, who were confined in the prison - dreamed in the
same night, each his own dream and each dream with its own
meaning.

There is an important stylistic difference between verses 1 and 5 of
this passage, on the one hand, and verses 2, 7,9, and 11, on the other. In
the first group of verses, the protagonists of this story are “the cupbearer,
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the baker, and the king of Egypt,” but in the second group they are “the
chief of the butlers, the chief of the bakers, and Pharaoh.”

Rabbi Mordechai Breuer, a leading Torah scholar of our time, has
pioneered the concept of bechinot — the various Divine aspects of a
situation that intersect one another in a single passage of the Torah.
Rabbi Breuer explains that the differences of phrasing mentioned in
the previous paragraph are a continuation of the ambiguity in the sale
of Joseph that we have already noted: Who actually sold Joseph — the
Midianites, or Joseph’s brothers?

This difference corresponds to the two levels of Divine control that
are operative in this story. On the one hand, the brothers commit a sin
and are punished and corrected. (It is then the brothers who cast Joseph
into the pit, and God raises him from there. And Potiphar who throws
Joseph into prison, and again God raises him from there.)

But on the other hand, it is a Divine necessity that Joseph (and the
Jewish people) will go down to Egypt. Joseph descends gradually. He
is in captivity with the Midianites, becomes a slave to Potiphar, serves
in prison, and, finally, is confined to a pit (v. 15). And all this because
Joseph’s re-education (and likewise that of the Jewish people after him)
made it necessary for him to descend to Egypt’s lowest depths before he
could rise again to reach its heights.

However, due to the technical (Hebrew) complexities of this analysis,
we will not investigate the topic here in any detail.

47.6.JOSEPH DECIPHERS THE DREAMS
OF PHARAOH’S COURTIERS (40:6-23)

“nR SRWN 1 oYt D3N DOR 87N P23 A0 DRYOR NI
D2UD PITD AR MITR M3 IPWNI inR WK nPID DM
DR N3 INR PR 051 150 0in YHR 10K n Dih oY)
DPYANTIW 1807 v °H K180 oFne DriabrY &ivn AoP
MWOW 19333 > 2107 1937amy Bina 19 ap8n apih hn Ny
oI 1Dy IOIYR 1WAN ALY ANYY hTib) RN DY
10K 1979 DIOR bok LOWK] DAWNTNR NPR T3 NP2
Dinwn hwHw i37na np adi 19 n8n 2 :npae 9275 oianny



Portion Vayeshev. Ch. 47. Joseph Serves Potiphar

TUNIIR TPID R OR) NWRY | Tiva » o o) nwhw
M WK TIUR) Dawna 113 PIe-oi ann 3275 Jrwm
"IV RIIPWYY 77 307 TWRD AKX AOR P P AARYD
"NA3J 23372 w 11D MATI IORYIN NPI2OR MH72M TON
W 17133 DR YD ARG TPPYN? 150N 0IYY PIRD
nim mivna AR-aR R0IHR NN N 21V 13 DRIV RN
nwyn nPIe Sarn San 1iHpn Yo v WRIOY 1R R0 nYOY
A1 N foir pm w wRa Spn Sentin onk SR qipm nak
R O NWHY | Tip3 v 07 0 MWW oven hwhy s
TV Y7 D281 PROY TRIR MO TP TUNTTIR NP2
NRWR WY NPITIR N0 OF own oia | 0N 2 Ty
DARY W YNTIR DPYRD W | URIIR ’EM 1Tap05)
"o DI I ANRWRTOY DRWRD WA W k3 (YT TiN3
NP1 32 1901 D7 N2 WK Mon AR W N 23:0919 92

SANN2WN RPN DRYRATY 12

[6] When Joseph came to them in the morning, he saw that
they were distraught.

[71 He asked Pharaoh’s courtiers, who were with him in
custody in his master’s house, saying, “Why do you appear
downcast today?”

(8] And they said to him, “We had dreams, and there is no one
to interpret them.” So Joseph said to them, “Surely God can
interpret! Tell me [your dreams].”

[9] Then the chief cupbearer told his dream to Joseph. He said
to him, “In my dream, there was a vine in front of me.

[10] On the vine were three branches. It had barely budded,
when out came its blossoms and its clusters ripened into
grapes.

[11] Pharaoh’s cup was in my hand, and | took the grapes,
pressed them into Pharaoh’s cup, and placed the cup in
Pharaoh’s hand.”

[12] Joseph said to him, “This is its interpretation: The three
branches are three days.

289
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[13] In three days Pharaoh will pardon you and restore you to
your post; you will place Pharaoh’s cup in his hand, as was
your custom formerly when you were his cupbearer.

[14] But think of me when all is well with you again, and do
me the kindness of mentioning me to Pharaoh, so as to free
me from this place.

[15] For in truth, | was kidnapped from the land of the
Hebrews; nor have | done anything here that they should
have put me in the dungeon.”

[16] When the chief baker saw how favorably he had
interpreted, he said to Joseph, “In my dream, similarly, there
were three openwork baskets on my head.

[17] In the uppermost basket were all kinds of food for
Pharaoh that a baker prepares; and the birds were eating it
out of the basket above my head.”

[18] Joseph answered, “This is its interpretation: The three
baskets are three days.

[19] In three days Pharaoh will lift off your head and impale
you upon a pole; and the birds will pick off your flesh.”

[20] On the third day - his birthday - Pharaoh made a banquet
for all his officials, and he singled out his chief cupbearer and
his chief baker from among his officials.

[21] He restored the chief cupbearer to his cupbearing, and he
placed the cup in Pharaoh’s hand;

[22] but the chief baker he impaled - just as Joseph had
interpreted to them.

[23] Yet the chief cupbearer did not think of Joseph; he
forgot him.

[6] That they were distraught ¢ They sense the bizarre nature of their
dreams rather intensely. In Egypt, such dreams were not a common
occurrence.

(8] And they said to him, “We had dreams, and there is no one
to interpret them” ¢ A series of prophetic dreams in the Torah began
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with Joseph’s dreams. (Things have a way of beginning with the Jews.)
Joseph then “infects” the courtiers of Pharaoh imprisoned with him to
have dreams of their own, after which the chief cupbearer, after gaining
his freedom, “infects” even Pharaoh himself with that same inclination
to dream.

[8] So Joseph said to them, “Surely God can interpret! ¢ Joseph loses
no time in emphasizing to Pharaoh’s courtiers that the interpretation
of dreams comes from God. But in these dreams themselves there are
important details which highlight the differences between the cupbearer
and the baker.

[11] Pharaoh’s cup was in my hand, and I took the grapes, pressed
them into Pharaoh’s cup, and placed the cup in Pharaoh’s hand” ¢
The cupbearer dreamed that he was squeezing grapes and serving
Pharaoh the juice. That is, he is properly executing his duties in every
respect.

[16] In my dream, similarly, there were three openwork baskets on
my head. [17] In the uppermost basket were all kinds of food for
Pharaoh that a baker prepares; and the birds were eating it out
of the basket above my head ¢ The baker, however, dreams of his own
passivity, and also sees birds pecking bread from the basket atop his
head.

Birds will not normally peck bread from a basket that is resting on
the head of a living person. In other words, while the cupbearer dreams
that he is alive and well and doing useful work, the baker is, essentially,
already inert and defunct. Joseph interprets their respective dreams for
them accordingly.

Joseph can see the obvious symbolism that appears in dreams. All
this seems strange to the Egyptians, because Egypt is not a country of
dreams, but a country of order, where there is no place for such things,
because the ability to decipher dreams is not rooted in their culture.

Prophetic dreams were not a component of Egyptian civilization.
The Egyptian mentality was enslaved by the constancy and immutability
of the natural cycle. Therefore, when Pharaoh later has a dream that
predicts a change of reality, none of the Egyptians can interpret it.
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[14] But think of me when all is well with you again, and do me
the kindness of mentioning me to Pharaoh ¢ Although Joseph
has no connection whatsoever with Pharaoh, he asks the cupbearer
to mention him to Pharaoh. It was Potiphar, not Pharaoh, who first
acquired Joseph and then ejected him. But because Joseph, in order
to implement his program of remaking Egypt, needs to assume a
position that only Pharaoh himself can appoint him to, he considers
the opportunity just now arisen as a signal that Divine assistance will
be soon forthcoming.

[15] For in truth, I was kidnapped from the land of the Hebrews” ¢
These words of Joseph demonstrate that the land of Canaan belonged
to the ivrim, Hebrews, the descendants of Eber, even before the
Canaanites arrived there.

[23] Yet the chief cupbearer did not think of Joseph; he forgot
him ¢ Literally, “Yet the chief cupbearer did not remember Joseph,
and forgot him.” Not only did the chief of the cupbearers not “remember
Joseph” before Pharaoh, he even - in his own mind - forgot Joseph.
This lesson should have once again demonstrated to Joseph the futility
of the hopes he had placed in Egypt. But Joseph is not yet ready to
learn any such a lesson.
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CHAPTER 48
THE EXALTATION OF JOSEPH

48.1.JOSEPH AND JUDAH IN THE WEEKLY PORTIONS
MIKKETZ AND VAYIGASH

The Mikketz portion begins with Joseph leaving prison and being
exalted over Egypt. And it ends with Joseph at the pinnacle of his
ascent, the reunion of Joseph and his brothers, and their repentance.
But from the moment that Judah begins to defend Benjamin, Joseph is
spiraling downward, which will be the topic of the next weekly portion,
Vayigash.

Throughout all of Jewish history, Joseph and Judah are usually out of
phase. But it is not an actual requirement that this must always be so. On
the contrary, the Messianic process is characterized by the simultaneous
strengthening of both forces, Joseph and Judah. However, to achieve
joint advancement they must learn to interact creatively, which is one of
the primary tasks of a well-organized Jewish life.

48.2. PHARAOH’S DREAM (41:1-16)
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[1] After two years’ time, Pharaoh dreamed that he was
standing by the Nile,

[21 when out of the Nile there came up seven cows, handsome
and sturdy, and they grazed in the reed grass.

[3] But presently, seven other cows came up from the Nile
close behind them, ugly and gaunt, and stood beside the
cows on the bank of the Nile;

[4] and the ugly gaunt cows ate up the seven handsome
sturdy cows. And Pharaoh awoke.

[5]1 He fell asleep and dreamed a second time: Seven ears of
grain, solid and healthy, grew on a single stalk.

[6] But close behind them sprouted seven ears, thin and
scorched by the east wind.

[71 And the thin ears swallowed up the seven solid and full
ears. Then Pharaoh awoke: it was a dream!
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[81 Next morning, his spirit was agitated, and he sent for all
the magicians of Egypt, and all its wise men; and Pharaoh
told them his dreams, but none could interpret them for
Pharaoh.

[9] The chief cupbearer then spoke up and said to Pharaoh, “I
must make mention today of my offenses.

[10] Once Pharaoh was angry with his servants, and placed
me in custody in the house of the chief steward, together
with the chief baker.

[11] We had dreams the same night, he and |, each of us a
dream with a meaning of its own.

[12] A Hebrew youth was there with us, a servant of the chief
steward; and when we told him our dreams, he interpreted
them for us, telling each of the meaning of his dream.

[13] And as he interpreted for us, so it came to pass: | was
restored to my post, and the other was impaled.”

[14] Thereupon Pharaoh sent for Joseph, and he was rushed
from the dungeon. He had his hair cut and changed his
clothes, and he appeared before Pharaoh.

[15] And Pharaoh said to Joseph, “I have had a dream, but no
one can interpret it. Now | have heard it said of you that for
you to hear a dream is to tell its meaning.”

[16] Joseph answered Pharaoh, saying, “Not I! God will see to
Pharaoh’s welfare.”

[1] After two years’ time ¢ The Midrash adds that because Joseph put
too much trust in the chief of the cupbearers and his assistance, God
delayed his release from prison for another two years.

[71 It was a dream! ¢ “Dream,” in the singular. Pharaoh sensed that
these were two dreams about essentially the same thing.

8] Pharaoh told them his dreams ¢ Here too the Hebrew text has
chalomo, “his dream,” in the singular.

But none could interpret them for Pharaoh ¢ “Them” is now in the
plural. Although Pharaoh had suggested to his magicians that it was but
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one dream, they interpreted it as two different dreams, which is why
Pharaoh could not accept what they were proposing.

The Midrash adds that the magicians could not interpret Pharaoh’s
dreams as relevant to Egypt as a whole, and interpreted them instead as
pertaining only to Pharaoh personally: “You will beget seven children,
and you will be bereft of seven children.” Although the magicians were
willing to allow that much could happen to Pharaoh as an individual,
they were sure as a matter of principle that no changes could befall
Egypt and the Nile.

[14] He was rushed from the dungeon. He had his hair cut and
changed his clothes, and he appeared before Pharaoh ¢ Joseph, a
prisoner languishing in a pit, is the very dregs of Egypt, unshaved and
unkempt. The Torah here stresses the enormous gap between Joseph’s
status and that of Pharaoh, who resided in the palace just upstairs.

[16] Not I! God will see to Pharaoh’s welfare ¢ Joseph emphasizes from
the outset that the interpretation of dreams comes not from him, but
from God, and that his role is only to explicate to Pharaoh the Divine
response.

48.3. JOSEPH INTERPRETS
PHARAOH’S DREAM (41:17-37)

A R0 N5y TRY 1n N3 apor Ny Nz Y
ANRI NPPIM IRD NEM WA NiIR™A N8 yaw [ Rmn
TR ARD NiYN NIHT 10K NiYY DN nineTyaw aim v
NI7OKMY 5 1PN DUIYD PIRTO2T MDD RTINS W3 nip)
x> :NR™MIN NIWRID Nan YAy Ny niyam nipan nivean
P PRI MIIRTOR R37D DT NDY MEpeOx nyNam
Mi7p 093w pay | aam N3 KR 20 SPRRL Z0na W3
NipT NiRiy D93V PIY M 3 niaby nkon 08 MIp3
Ny NP1 073W0 [¥9am w opnR ninny 01p nigTy
RN ™ 0 T PRY DRRINATOR TnR) niabn 0hawn vay
Ny DIORD WY N8 8D TR 1Ie oiyn APneuy hob
©%3WN yawy nan bYW Yaw nibn ne paw w :ApIny T



Portion Mikketz. Ch. 48. The Exaltation of Joseph

nipan niNad yawy » xR 0iYn N3n DMWY yay navn
NP D93WR YY) A DI pIY 1N movn nd
"TIAT WK I2TD RN M 2P WY yaw v oIpn nigTy
PaY M0 v APIETIR IRTD AW DTORD W8 NPIeToN
27 9w vad npl v coen P53 5 pab niva ogw
IPITNR 2PI0 N7 OOED PIRD YIWDTOD Maws 1IN
R T3272 170K R 2P0 180 PIR3 PIWA YIIND) N
OpR D377 112377 DAY AYIeTOR DN NI Pt e RN
1123 WK 170 R DAY 8 YR oRoRD Nnm ooR]
“Op DIPR TRAN AP Y T OER PINTOY MDY 0N
"U2TNR ARIPY b :YIWD YW YIWI OUIRD PINDR WM PIND
228 NYIETT NNR 71N3EN AR NR3D Nibn oywn DR
WK 2977 WY Daw? pIRY 1iTpa’ Soka nim v nw 0w
PP ITT 2R 12PIA PIRD MIANND) ORn pIRa N

IR WY AYe
[17] Then Pharaoh said to Joseph, “In my dream, | was
standing on the bank of the Nile,

[18] when out of the Nile came up seven sturdy and well-
formed cows and grazed in the reed grass.

[19] Presently there followed them seven other cows, scrawny,
ill-formed, and emaciated - never had | seen their likes for
ugliness in all the land of Egypt!

[20] And the seven lean and ugly cows ate up the first seven
cows, the sturdy ones;

[21] but when they had consumed them, one could not tell
that they had consumed them, for they looked just as bad as
before. And | awoke.

[22] In my other dream, | saw seven ears of grain, full and
healthy, growing on a single stalk;

[23] but right behind them sprouted seven ears, shriveled,
thin, and scorched by the east wind.
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[24] And the thin ears swallowed the seven healthy ears. |
have told my magicians, but none has an explanation for me.”

[25] And Joseph said to Pharaoh, “Pharaoh’s dreams are one
and the same: God has told Pharaoh what He is about to do.

[26] The seven healthy cows are seven years, and the seven
healthy ears are seven years; it is the same dream.

[27] The seven lean and ugly cows that followed are seven
years, as are also the seven empty ears scorched by the east
wind; they are seven years of famine.

[28] It is just as | have told Pharaoh: God has revealed to
Pharaoh what He is about to do.

[29] Immediately ahead are seven years of great abundance
in all the land of Egypt.

[30] After them will come seven years of famine, and all the
abundance in the land of Egypt will be forgotten. As the land
is ravaged by famine,

[31] no trace of the abundance will be left in the land because
of the famine thereafter, for it will be very severe.

[32] As for Pharaoh having had the same dream twice, it
means that the matter has been determined by God, and that
God will soon carry it out.

[33] “Accordingly, let Pharaoh find a man of discernment and
wisdom, and set him over the land of Egypt.

[34] And let Pharaoh take steps to appoint overseers over the
land, and organize the land of Egypt in the seven years of
plenty.

[35] Let all the food of these good years that are coming be
gathered, and let the grain be collected under Pharaoh’s
authority as food to be stored in the cities.

[36] Let that food be a reserve for the land for the seven years
of famine which will come upon the land of Egypt, so that
the land may not perish in the famine.”

[37]1 The plan pleased Pharaoh and all his courtiers.
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[15] And Pharaoh said to Joseph, “I have had a dream” ¢ Unlike the
Torah’s description of the dream itself and the subsequent retelling of it
to the magicians (41:7-8), here Pharaoh does not express his feeling that
they were two dreams about the same thing.

[25] And Joseph said to Pharaoh, “Pharaoh’s dreams are one and
the same” ¢ Joseph himself understands that the two dreams are in fact
just one.

Three points distinguish Joseph’s interpretation of Pharaoh’s dream:

As for Pharaoh having had the same dream twice, it means that
the matter has been determined by God, and that God will soon
carry it out ¢ Joseph interprets both parts of the dream as a single
whole, explaining the repetition of the dream as emphasizing that it will
happen soon, and without fail.

God has revealed to Pharaoh what He is about to do ¢ Joseph
interprets the dream as pertaining to the Egyptian state, which accords
with Pharaoh’s inner sense of what the dream means.

Accordingly, let Pharaoh find ... ¢ Joseph not only speaks of the
impending danger, but proposes an action plan for averting it, although
no one has asked him to do so. Despite the enormous disparity of
status between himself and Pharaoh, Joseph does not hesitate to offer
his unsolicited advice. This is a classic example of Jewish chutzpah -
impudence.

48.4. EGYPTIAN STABILITY
AND THE DISTURBING INFLUENCE OF DREAMS

Why can’t the Egyptian magicians solve the riddle of Pharaoh’s
dream? First there is food (cows, corn), and then there is no food.
Isn’t Joseph’s interpretation completely obvious? But we have already
explained the reason that the magicians are unable to see it. From the
Egyptian point of view, changes in Egypt’s way of life are impossible.
The Nile overflows its banks every year, providing the country with food,
and this is a law of nature. Therefore, there never was nor could there
ever be in Egypt anything like a famine.
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From the Torah’s accounts of the lives of both Abraham and Isaac
(12:10, 26:1), we see that when there is famine in Canaan, Egypt always
has food.

In the magicians’ conception, the whole of Egypt derives its stability,
constancy, and integrity from the Nile River, which reliably irrigates the
country and forever provides food.

Stability is just the flip side of stagnation. But Egypt cannot imagine
itself without it. Jewish tradition calls Egypt “the land of slavery,”
because all its inhabitants are slaves — even Pharaoh himself is a slave to
the River. Therefore, the Egyptians are not disposed to having prophetic
dreams. For what is a dream, after all? It is a novelty, an ideal, a desire to
achieve something impossible by breaking loose from the natural state of
affairs and events. Dreams represent aspirations, the freedom to search
for — and the possibility of attaining — outcomes that have not yet been
considered. And who brings them to Egypt (and gradually infects with
those dreams various Egyptian dignitaries, and even Pharaoh himself)?
It is that restless Jew, Joseph, to whom dreams speak of change, and a
call to action.

The Nile, a paragon of constancy and a decisive factor in driving
Egyptian civilization, is preeminent there. In his dream, Pharaoh sees
himself “standing by the Nile” (v. 1) - literally, “above the river.” But
in retelling his dream to Joseph, Pharaoh cannot bring himself to say
the words “above the River,” and says instead that in his dream he is

“standing on the bank of the Nile” (41:17). Pharaoh cannot imagine man
being above nature, for he is enslaved to it, like all the rest of Egyptian
civilization. If in a dream Pharaoh sees himself standing above the River,
this must mean that the river is not absolute, that its superior status has
been undermined. In his own mind Pharaoh is afraid to admit to any
such possibility, and therefore, when retelling the dream he introduces
into his wording a subtle change.

48.5.JOSEPH IS APPOINTED
GOVERNOR OF EGYPT (41:38-44)
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[38] And Pharaoh said to his courtiers, “Could we find another
like him, a man in whom is the spirit of God?”

[39] So Pharaoh said to Joseph, “Since God has made all this
known to you, there is none so discerning and wise as you.

[40] You shall be in charge of my court, and by your command
shall all my people be directed; only with respect to the
throne shall | be superior to you.”

[41] Pharaoh further said to Joseph, “See, | put you in charge
of all the land of Egypt.”

[42] And removing his signet ring from his hand, Pharaoh put
it on Joseph’s hand; and he had him dressed in robes of fine
linen, and put a gold chain about his neck.

[43] He had him ride in the chariot of his second-in-command,
and they cried before him, “Abrek!” Thus he placed him over
all the land of Egypt.

[44] Pharaoh said to Joseph, “| am Pharaoh; yet without you,
no one shall lift up hand or foot in all the land of Egypt.”

[39] So Pharaoh said to Joseph, “Since God has made all this known
to you, there is none so discerning and wise as you ¢ Because Joseph
stresses that dreams and their interpretation come only from God,
Pharaoh accepts his proposal.

[42] And removing his signet ring from his hand, Pharaoh put it on
Joseph’s hand; and he had him dressed in robes of fine linen, and
put a gold chain about his neck ¢ A ring and a chain with the royal
insignia are symbols of power, and the right to issue decrees.
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[43] Thus he placed him over all the land of Egypt ¢ Pharaoh
shows extraordinary facility for making radical and highly responsible
decisions. Apparently, Pharaoh’s dream made a strong impression on
him - including, perhaps, those details of the dream that he did not
retell even to Joseph (e.g., that he was standing “above” the River).

Joseph astonished Pharaoh not only by deciphering his dreams,
but by demonstrating a profound understanding of Egypt’s economic
situation. Moreover, here was a man (Joseph) who, upon learning about
the famine that was imminent, was neither flustered nor perturbed, but
immediately suggested a detailed plan of action (notwithstanding that
Joseph had only just heard the dream from Pharaoh and had had no time
to ponder it and devise a plan).

Pharaoh is of course also struck by Joseph’s colossal impudence.
Taking it upon himself to offer unsolicited advice to Pharaoh himself
was very risky, but Pharaoh senses that Joseph’s plan provinces security
in a situation of very real danger. And it is Pharaoh’s contention that
since Joseph was able to propose such a plan, then he will be able to
implement it as well.

Joseph demonstrates his willingness to change the world. Pharaoh is
careful care to maintain his supreme power, and transfers to Joseph only
the functions of economic management. But as will become apparent
from the subsequent narrative, even the most complete and intensive
management of the economy alone is not enough to effect positive
change in the world, although the idea of “changing the world by feeding
everyone” will continue to attract and seduce the Jewish followers of
Joseph for several millennia, right up to this day.

48.6.JOSEPH MARRIES ASENATH,
DAUGHTER OF POTI-PHERA (41:45)
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[45] Pharaoh then gave Joseph the name Zaphenath-paneah;
and he gave him for a wife Asenath daughter of Poti-phera,
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priest of On. Thus Joseph emerged in charge of the land of
Egypt. -

[45] Zaphenath-paneah ¢ Literally “revealer of the hidden,” i.e. able to
decipher that which is encoded.

And he gave him for a wife Asenath daughter of Poti-phera, priest
of On ¢ Because the priests wield immense power in Egypt and are its
very soul, Joseph wants to come to a meeting of the minds with them,
to effectively become one of them. He therefore takes a wife from the
priestly class. But despite all his efforts, Joseph fails to change Egypt at
its root.

Asenath daughter of Poti-phera ¢ The name “Poti-phera” is rather
similar to the name “Potiphar.” In fact, the Midrash believes that they
are one and the same person, and that Joseph’s master was exalted
(promoted from chief of the security to priest) because Joseph himself
was exalted.

Thus, in the opinion of the Midrash, Potiphar’s wife’s intuition
was quite correct. She sensed that through Joseph something new and
important was about to happen in Egypt, and that Joseph had to achieve
consanguinity with Egypt in some sense. But she was mistaken in
thinking that all that was meant to happen through her (for ultimately
it did happen, but only through her daughter Asenath). Thus, although
she had arrived at an important and valid conclusion, Potiphar’s wife
proposed an immoral path for its implementation.

The lesson for us here is that if our comprehension of God’s ways
leads to unworthy actions, then our comprehension must be faulty. Our
sense of morality and justice should intuitively keep us from making
mistakes in judgment when we search for religious truths.

The Midrash adds, however, that Asenath was Potiphar’s daughter
by adoption only; she was actually Dinah’s daughter from Dinah’s rape
by Shechem. (The name Asenath is usually interpreted as derived from
ason, “accident, misfortune,” in this case meaning rape.) According to
the Midrash, Asenath, who as a daughter of Shechem was denigrated
in the family, abandoned them and landed in Egypt, and was then
subsequently adopted by the Potiphar family.
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This midrash should not be taken literally, of course. Its intent is
simply to connect the marriage of Joseph and the daughter of a priest
of Egypt to the incident of Joseph and Potiphar’s wife, and also to
the story of Dinah and Shechem. We noted earlier that the tragedy
of Dinah in Shechem was the outcome of Jacob’s failed attempt to
“unite with the finest exemplars of the non-Jewish world.” According to
Jacob’s plan, a thirteenth tribe of Israel was to be annexed to the Jewish
people through Dinah, and that tribe would serve as a bridge between
the Jews and the nations of the world. But all that failed to come to
fruition, because Shechem raped Dinah, instead of marrying her in the
normal way.

Joseph is now trying to rectify that situation by establishing the
necessary ties with the gentile world. In a certain sense, we can imagine
that Ephraim, Joseph’s younger son, would become that thirteenth tribe.
The Prophet Hosea (7:8) says: “Ephraim is mixed among the nations.”
That is, through him the nations of the world will create their connection
with the Jews.

Note that Joseph’s Tomb, Kever Yosef, is located in Shechem, the
same place where the rape of Dinah occurred. This underscores Joseph’s
intention to channel his idea of joining the non-Jewish clan to the
Jewish people in a more proper direction.

48.7.JOSEPH REAPS A HARVEST,
AND BEGETS CHILDREN (41:46-52)
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[46] Joseph was thirty years old when he entered the service
of Pharaoh king of Egypt. - Leaving Pharaoh’s presence,
Joseph traveled through all the land of Egypt.

[47] During the seven years of plenty, the land produced in
abundance.

[48] And he gathered all the grain of the seven years that the
land of Egypt was enjoying, and stored the grain in the cities;
he put in each city the grain of the fields around it.

[49] So Joseph collected produce in very large quantity, like
the sands of the sea, until he ceased to measure it, for it
could not be measured.

[50] Before the years of famine came, Joseph became the
father of two sons, whom Asenath daughter of Poti-phera,
priest of On, bore to him.

[51] Joseph named the first-born Manasseh, meaning, “God
has made me forget completely my hardship and my parental
home.”

[52] And the second he named Ephraim, meaning, “God has
made me fertile in the land of my affliction.”

[46] Joseph was thirty years old when he entered the service of
Pharaoh king of Egypt ¢ The chronology of Joseph’s biography is as
follows. At seventeen he was sold into slavery (37:2 ff.). He then spent a
year with Potiphar, and at eighteen years of age he was thrown in prison.
Joseph languished in prison for ten more years until he deciphered the
dreams of Pharaoh’s cupbearer and baker. And now, “after two years
time” (41:1), Joseph is thirty years old.

>

[47] During the seven years of plenty, the land produced in
abundance. [48] And he gathered all the grain of the seven years
that the land of Egypt was enjoying ¢ It seems that a very plentiful
harvest allowed Joseph to collect “all the grain,” that is, far more than
that fifth of the crop (41:34, alternate translation) of which he had
originally spoken to Pharaoh.

He put in each city the grain of the fields around it ¢ The Midrash
believes that creating a warehouse near each place where grain grew
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facilitated the preservation of that grain, and sees in this concept
evidence of Joseph’s exceptional managerial abilities.

[49] So Joseph collected produce in very large quantity, like the
sands of the sea ¢ Besides having almost unlimited power, Joseph was
given vast material resources for implementing an ongoing program of
radical economic reorganization in Egypt.

[50] Before the years of famine came, Joseph became the father of
two sons ¢ Joseph’s sons are born against this backdrop of abundance,
and he perceives this as a significant aspect of his success.

[51] Manasseh, meaning, “God has made me forget completely my
hardship and my parental home.” [52] ... Ephraim, meaning, “God
has made me fertile in the land of my affliction” ¢ In these names we
see Joseph’s desire to distance himself psychologically from his entire
past. A very similar propensity is often observed among the Jews of the
galut (Diaspora) at the height of their success.

The name Manasseh is formed from the root “N-Sh-H” “to relegate
to oblivion,” “to forget.” By giving his son this name Joseph seems to
proclaim, “How wonderful it is that I have been able to abandon my
father’s house and put all that behind me.” In this way, he shows his
deep resentment towards the abandoned family - for he says, “God
has made me forget completely my hardship and my parental home,”
and not just “God has made me forget completely the hardship of my
parental home.”

Joseph calls the second son Ephraim, from “P-R-H,” “to be fruitful,”
because “God has made me fertile in the land of my affliction.” That is,

“I left my father and my family, and although I experienced suffering
along the way, in my life I am now totally successful, productive, and
fulfilled.”

9 €€

48.8. WHY DID JOSEPH NOT MAKE CONTACT
WITH HIS FATHER?

And yet,why does Joseph not make contact with his family, and inform
his father of his whereabouts? Is it because of a feeling of resentment,
perhaps? At first, while he was a slave or languishing in prison, Joseph
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might have been unable to do that. But he later ruled Egypt for seven
whole years. Why did Joseph during all this time not bother to send his
father a message to say that he was alive and well?

There are two different answers to this question. The first, suggested
by Nachmanides, is that Joseph all this time remembered his dreams,
and understood that his sudden promotion to power in Egypt could not
be accidental. Joseph was therefore certain that the rest of his dreams
would also come true, and that the brothers would eventually arrive. But
he felt that there was no need to say anything in advance. Upon the
brothers’ arrival, he would undertake to reeducate them.

Indeed, as we shall see in due course, had Joseph notified his family
that he was alive, he could not have had the same influence on his
brothers as he ultimately did. Nachmanides believes that Joseph sought
his brothers’ remorse and correction, and their subsequent participation
in the Egyptian reorganization. In order to accomplish that, he had to
reveal himself only when he did, and no sooner.

But an alternate answer suggests that Joseph had no interest in
communicating with his father, and he really did intend to break his
connection with his family, because he considered even his father
complicit in the brothers’ actions. Joseph was at that time just a naive
seventeen-year-old lad. Didn’t his father understand that sending
Joseph to his brothers was a bad idea? Or perhaps his father was even a
willing participant in the conspiracy against him?

According to this view, reeducating his brothers was not a part of
Joseph’s plan at all; he only wanted to wrest Benjamin away from them,
for fear that the the brothers would try to destroy Benjamin too. The
underlying premise of this approach is that Joseph, who had forgotten
the dreams of his youth, was not expecting his brothers to arrive in
Egypt at all, and remembered the dreams only when the brothers
did actually arrive in Egypt (42:9). Given that, Joseph’s meeting with
the brothers contributed not only to their correction, but to Joseph’s
as well.

We need not consider these two approaches mutually exclusive.
It is possible that the second motive was Joseph’s state of mind
at a conscious level, while the first motive was present only
subconsciously.
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48.9. FAMINE IN EGYPT,
AND HOW JOSEPH ADDRESSES IT (41:53-57)
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[53] The seven years of abundance that the land of Egypt
enjoyed came to an end,

[54] and the seven years of famine set in, just as Joseph had
foretold. There was famine in all lands, but throughout the
land of Egypt there was bread.

[55] And when all the land of Egypt felt the hunger, the
people cried out to Pharaoh for bread; and Pharaoh said to
all the Egyptians, “Go to Joseph; whatever he tells you, you
shall do.” -

[56] Accordingly, when the famine became severe in the land
of Egypt, Joseph laid open all that was within, and rationed
out grain to the Egyptians. The famine, however, spread over
the whole world.

[57]1 So all the world came to Joseph in Egypt to procure
rations, for the famine had become severe throughout the
world.

[54] There was famine in all lands, but throughout the land of Egypt
there was bread ¢ Reading the text superficially, we have before us a
simple story about how the Egyptians were saved from starvation. The
Midrash, however, sees in this narrative a second, deeper layer: Joseph’s
attempt to turn the Egyptians into a chosen people.

[55] Pharaoh said to all the Egyptians, “Go to Joseph; whatever he
tells you, you shall do” ¢ The Midrash adds that in addition to selling
bread, Joseph ordered the Egyptians who came to him to be circumcised.
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But they would not agree and returned to Pharaoh, who asked them,
“If you do not want to obey Joseph, then why did you not prepare food
supplies of your own, since you knew that there would be a famine?”
To this the Egyptians replied that they had in fact stockpiled foodstuffs,
but everything they had prepared had by now decayed. Pharaoh then
ordered them to abide by Joseph’s instructions.

The meaning of this Midrash (which of course we need not
understand literally) is that Joseph’s intent was to turn the Egyptians
into a chosen people by having them undergo circumcision, which is the
sign of chosenness, the covenant of Abraham.

[56] Joseph laid open all that was within, and rationed out grain
to the Egyptians. The famine, however, spread over the whole
world ¢ The Midrash interprets the words “Joseph laid open all that
was within” as referring to the Egyptians themselves. Joseph wants to
uncover something hidden within their souls, to reveal to them the
meaning of their own spiritual aspirations. By leveraging the fact that
he is saving the Egyptians from hunger, Joseph wants to force them to
accept the concept of chosenness and to acknowledge their mission.
It then becomes clear that what immediately follows, “The famine,
however, spread over all the land”) refers not only to famine in the literal
sense, but to the spiritual hunger that has swept Egypt. When a person
discovers spiritual food that he has never tried before, his hunger for it
intensifies. And this is what happened in Egypt.

[57] So all the world came to Joseph in Egypt to procure rations ¢
It seems that at this stage Joseph had achieved tremendous success in
both economic and spiritual spheres.

Of course, all this is only a midrash. But the picture it paints
demonstrates a situation that is very common among the Jews of the
Diaspora, who come to regard the country where they are living as a
new “light to the nations of the world.” In the mid-19th century Rabbi
Samson Raphael Hirsch saw Germany in just that light, as did the Jewish
Communists of Soviet Russia in the 1920’s.

The idea that Jews do not need to build their own separate national
state at all recapitulates the approach adopted by Abraham, who, after
marrying Hagar, resolved that through his close connection with
Egypt he would influence the world. Even today we often hear certain



312  Bible Dynamics. Book of Genesis

American Jews saying that their ability to influence the world from the
United States is far greater than any Jewish influence from Israel — by
which they mean to say that all Jews should try to move to America,
rather than wasting their energy building up tiny Israel. Only when that
kind of position crashes and burns (which is exactly what Joseph himself
experienced in the end), will its supporters gradually begin to see the
fallacy and futility of their approach, and will adopt instead the principle
of Mashiach ben Yosef, whose essence is likewise material success — but
only in the Land of Israel and with the Land of Israel.



CHAPTER 49

JOSEPH INDUCES HIS BROTHERS
TO REPENT

49.1.JOSEPH’S BROTHERS
ARRIVE IN EGYPT (42:1-9)
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[1] When Jacob saw that there were food rations to be had in

Egypt, he said to his sons, “Why do you keep looking at one
another?

21 Now I hear,” he went on, “that there are rations to be had
in Egypt. Go down and procure rations for us there, that we
may live and not die.”

[3]1 So ten of Joseph’s brothers went down to get grain rations
in Egypt;
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[4] for Jacob did not send Joseph’s brother Benjamin with his
brothers, since he feared that he might meet with disaster.

[51 Thus the sons of Israel were among those who came
to procure rations, for the famine extended to the land of
Canaan.

[6] Now Joseph was the vizier of the land; it was he who
dispensed rations to all the people of the land. And Joseph’s
brothers came and bowed low to him, with their faces to the
ground.

[71 When Joseph saw his brothers, he recognized them; but
he acted like a stranger toward them and spoke harshly to
them. He asked them, “Where do you come from?” And they
said, “From the land of Canaan, to procure food.”

[8] For though Joseph recognized his brothers, they did not
recognize him.

[9]1 Recalling the dreams that he had dreamed about them ...

[1] Jacob saw that there were food rations to be had in Egypt ¢ The
Torah here uses not one of the more usual terms, lechem (“bread”) or
ochel (“food”), but the rather rare word shever, which means not only
“rations,” but also “shattering, breaking.” Jacob sees that something
is breaking in Egypt — a crisis is taking place. But any crisis is also a
potential for advancement, and it is only natural that Jacob and his
family would be involved in it.

[3] So ten of Joseph’s brothers went down to get grain rations in
Egypt ¢ Jacob’s sons have come down to Egypt as “Joseph brothers”
specifically, an indication of their openness to repentance and correction.

[71 When Joseph saw his brothers, he recognized them ... [8] ...
Joseph recognized his brothers ¢ Verses 7 and 8 seem to say the same
thing twice, which should be understood as emphasizing an especial
kind of recognition. Joseph not only recognized them, but actively
acknowledged them by treating them as brothers. And that is why he
embarks immediately on implementing his plan for their reeducation.

[9] Recalling the dreams that he had dreamed about them ¢ We
have already mentioned earlier the two points of view on Joseph’s
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behavior. Did he wish to forget about his family completely, and he
therefore forgot about his dreams too, or was he just waiting for his
brothers to arrive, so he could undertake correcting them? In the latter
case, Joseph’s “recalling the dreams that he had dreamed” does not
mean that he had already forgotten them, but only that those dreams
now dictated to him the necessary plan of action.

A person who has a dream need not attempt on his own to bring
about its realization. And therefore, we should not imagine that Joseph’s
goal in behaving as he did was the realization of his dreams. More likely,
because Joseph sensed that his dreams were a Divine suggestion to him
as to how he could achieve the correction of his brothers, he constructed
a plan of action based on those dreams.

In his original dream Joseph had seen eleven brothers bowing to him,
but now only ten stand before him. One brother (Benjamin) is missing.
And this means that as the first order of the day Joseph must demand
that all eleven brothers return to him together. But Joseph, as already
noted, might also be worried about Benjamin’s fate: Have the brothers
perhaps now abused Benjamin too, Rachel’s younger son and Joseph’s
little brother?

Even if Joseph had at some point wanted to forget his father’s house
and his brothers, he can no longer afford to do so. His anxiety about
Benjamin forces him to keep the conversation going. Thus, Benjamin
represents the point at which Joseph’s plan (if he wished to forget
about his family) breaks down. Joseph cannot separate from his father’s
house and live apart in Egypt while his younger brother still remains
with Leah’s sons. It is Benjamin who inextricably links Joseph with his
brothers, and it is he who therefore later becomes the subject of Joseph’s
conflict with Judah.

Benjamin is the “up-and-coming generation,” the future, and the
leaders are therefore always vying to influence him, each one trying
to win over Benjamin to his side. The Torah emphasizes (44:30) that
Jacob’s soul —i.e., the nation as a whole - is inextricably linked with the
soul of Benjamin, which means that where Benjamin goes, the entire
Jewish nation goes too.

Benjamin is the only one of Jacob’s sons born in the Land of Israel.
The struggle for him is a struggle for the Land of Israel itself and the
future of the nation within it. It is no coincidence that after the split of
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the Kingdom of Israel into the Northern and Southern Kingdoms, after
Benjamin had gone with Judah the other ten northern tribes disappeared
completely, and all later Jewish history became the history of Judah.

Because Joseph cannot abandon Benjamin, he is forced to remember
his dreams and focus on them, in order to discover a means of correcting
his brothers.

49.2.“YOU HAVE COME TO SEE THE LAND
INITS NAKEDNESS.” (42:9-12)
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[9] ... Joseph said to them, “You are spies, you have come to
see the land in its nakedness.”

[10] But they said to him, “No, my lord! Truly, your servants
have come to procure food.

[11] We are all of us sons of the same man; we are honest
men; your servants have never been spies!”

[12] And he said to them, “No, you have come to see the land
in its nakedness!”

[9] ... Joseph said to them, “You are spies, you have come to see
the land in its nakedness” ¢ The Midrash believes that apart from the
immediate sense (i.e., it is an excuse to detain the brothers on charges
of intent to reveal the military vulnerabilities of the land), this talk of
“nakedness” also carries within it a hidden prophetic subtext. It is the
brothers’ destiny to see Egypt as the “mother” who will give birth to
the future Jewish people. Thus, the word ervah, “nudity” - evoking the
thought of sexual nudity - is used here.

We spoke earlier of the idea that the Jewish people can be seen as
a pan-national personality, whose birth and life are patterned after
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human birth and the various other phases and events of life that humans
experience as individuals.

In this manner, Jacob’s departure with his family from Babylon,
and their later arrival in Egypt, are the nation’s “conception” (in which
Babylon is the father of the Jewish people, and Egypt is their mother).

The nation then grows and takes form under Egyptian slavery,

“inside” the Egyptian national organism. This symbolizes pregnancy.

Then come the Ten Plagues, which are the labor pains. The water
breaks (a portion of the sea splits) and the Jewish people are born just as
they are leaving Egypt.

The child grows up and is sent to school — on Mount Sinai, to receive
the Torah.

He comes of age and marries his beloved bride, the Land of Israel.
(The marriage is realized in the form of a Jewish state in the Holy Land.)

And from this marriage the Messiah is born, the king of the Jewish
state, who carries the Messianic light for the benefit of all mankind.

Thus, the hinting in the Torah text here to Egypt’s female sexual
nudity is hardly accidental. When Joseph’s words are understood in this
sense, their meaning is completely different. Joseph makes a prophetic
proclamation to his brothers that resettling the entire family in Egypt
will render Egypt fertile, such that the brothers have really come to “see
the land in its nakedness,” because the time has come for “conception,”
which will in turn pave the way for “birth,” i.e., the Exodus.

Even Joseph himself is of course not aware that his words convey
this meaning. But unconsciously imprisoned within Joseph is Mashiach
ben Yosef, who, besides seeing current events in their immediate context,
sees also their Messianic implications, and it is from him that this
subtext emanates.

49.3. JOSEPH RELEASES THE BROTHERS BUT DEMANDS
THAT THEY BRING BENJAMIN (42:13-28)
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[13] And they replied, “We your servants were twelve brothers,

sons of a certain man in the land of Canaan; the youngest,
however, is now with our father, and one is no more.”

[14] But Joseph said to them, “It is just as | have told you: You
are spies!

[15] By this you shall be put to the test: unless your youngest
brother comes here, by Pharaoh, you shall not depart from
this place!

[16] Let one of you go and bring your brother, while the rest
of you remain confined, that your words may be put to the
test whether there is truth in you. Else, by Pharaoh, you are
nothing but spies!”

[17] And he confined them in the guardhouse for three days.
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[18] On the third day Joseph said to them, “Do this and you
shall live, for | am a God-fearing man.

[19] If you are honest men, let one of you brothers be held
in your place of detention, while the rest of you go and take
home rations for your starving households;

[20] but you must bring me your youngest brother, that your
words may be verified and that you may not die.” And they
did accordingly.

[21] They said to one another, “Alas, we are being punished
on account of our brother, because we looked on at his
anguish, yet paid no heed as he pleaded with us. That is why
this distress has come upon us.”

[22] Then Reuben spoke up and said to them, “Did | not tell
you, ‘Do no wrong to the boy’? But you paid no heed. Now
comes the reckoning for his blood.”

[23] They did not know that Joseph understood, for there was
an interpreter between him and them.

[24] He turned away from them and wept. But he came back
to them and spoke to them; and he took Simeon from among
them and had him bound before their eyes.

[25] Then Joseph gave orders to fill their bags with grain,
return each one’s money to his sack, and give them provisions
for the journey; and this was done for them.

[26] So they loaded their asses with the rations and departed
from there.

[27]1 As one of them was opening his sack to give feed to his
donkey at the night encampment, he saw his money right
there at the mouth of his bag.

[28] And he said to his brothers, “My money has been returned!
It is here in my bag!” Their hearts sank; and, trembling, they
turned to one another, saying, “What is this that God has
done to us?”

319
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[16] By Pharaoh, you are nothing but spies!” ¢ Joseph first puts the
brothers under arrest, and swearing upon Pharaoh’s life, he accuses
them of espionage.

[18] On the third day Joseph said to them, “Do this and you shall
live, for I am a God-fearing man ¢ After three days Joseph changes his
point of view, declaring, “I am a God-fearing man,” and releases all but
one of the brothers, on the condition that they will bring the youngest
brother with them on their next trip.

With this change of position, Joseph, as part of his brothers
reeducation, wants to show them that one’s attitude towards others is
very dependent on what he considers life’s central value to be.

If the primary value is, as in the Egyptian system, Egypt’s security
(hence, “by Pharaoh,” i.e., “I swear by the life of Pharaoh”), then to
Joseph, who is responsible for the security of the Egyptian state, no one
is above suspicion. And since there are grounds to fear that the brothers
are indeed spies, the most prudent course of action is to proactively
arrest them.

But if, on the other hand, one’s value system is based on fear of God,
presumption of innocence is of paramount importance: all persons are
considered innocent until proven guilty.

Thus, in the first instance, when addressing his brothers Joseph
formulates the “presumption of guilt” and the accusation: “Unless your
youngest brother comes here, by Pharaoh, you shall not depart from this
place!” But in the second instance, it is about his intention to confirm his
brothers’ innocence: “If you are honest men, let one of you brothers...”

This lesson that Joseph wants to communicate to his brothers is a
reflection of their own wrongful attitude toward Joseph. The brothers
had an actual basis for suspecting that Joseph was trying to become their
father’s sole heir by expelling them from the family. But what should
guide them more cogently in deciding which course of action to take?
The fact that there are suspicions, and Joseph therefore needs to be
killed or sold? Or the fact that, despite any suspicions, there is always
a presumption of innocence, and they must therefore undertake no
hostile action until Joseph’s guilt is proven?

>

[21] They said to one another, “Alas, we are being punished on
account of our brother” ¢ Joseph’s lesson to the brothers has the
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desired effect, and immediately after hearing him say, “I am a God-
fearing man” they confess their guilt. This recognition becomes the
beginning of their repentance.

That is why this distress has come upon us ¢ The brothers are
coming to understand that their misfortune is a consequence of having
sold Joseph.

23] They did not know that Joseph understood, for there was an
interpreter between him and them ¢ According to Tradition, this
interpreter was Manasseh, Joseph’s eldest son.

[24] He turned away from them and wept ¢ Joseph’s tears demonstrate
how difficult it is for him to play the role he has taken upon himself.
Because Joseph loves his brothers, he is motivated strictly by his desire
to correct them, in order to restore family unity.

And he took Simeon from among them ¢ As previously mentioned,
the Midrash believes that it was Simon (together with Levi) who first
proposed that Joseph be killed.

And had him bound before their eyes ¢ The words “before their eyes”
seem superfluous. The Midrash therefore believes that Joseph’s intent
in detaining Simon was only, through the arrest, to intensify the total
effect of his message in the eyes of the brothers. After their departure,
Simon will be immediately freed.

[25] Then Joseph gave orders to fill their bags with grain, return
each one’s money to his sack ¢ Joseph puts money in the brothers’
bags as a lesson for them to respect the presumption of innocence even
in a situation where there is much circumstantial evidence arguing in
favor of a person’s guilt. On the way home the brothers find their money
in their bags, forcing them once again to relive their feelings of guilt
over how they had treated Joseph.

[28] Their hearts sank; and, trembling, they turned to one another,
saying, “What is this that God has done to us?” ¢ The brothers’
anguish helps them to understand that what is happening to them is the
will of Higher Providence, and not merely a simple chain of coincidences.

Jewish tradition distinguishes four stages of teshuvah, the process of
repentance, namely: Acknowledging one’s mistakes (the brothers have
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already done this); experiencing the emotional turmoil of being wrong
(this is happening now, at the moment that the brothers find the money
in their bags); correcting the actual consequences of one’s wrongful
actions; and avoiding any similar misconduct in the future (the brothers
will undergo this final stage of repentance at a later time). Thus, Joseph
leads his brothers through each successive stage of teshuvah in order
that their repentance will be complete and enduring.

49.4. THE BROTHERS RETURN TO THEIR FATHER
IN CANAAN (42:29-38)
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[29]1 When they came to their father Jacob in the land of
Canaan, they told him all that had befallen them, saying,

[30] “The man who is lord of the land spoke harshly to us and
accused us of spying on the land.

[31] We said to him, ‘We are honest men; we have never been
spies!
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[32] There were twelve of us brothers, sons by the same
father; but one is no more, and the youngest is now with our
father in the land of Canaan.’

[33] But the man who is lord of the land said to us, ‘By this
| shall know that you are honest men: leave one of your
brothers with me, and take something for your starving
households and be off.

[34] And bring your youngest brother to me, that | may know
that you are not spies but honest men. | will then restore
your brother to you, and you shall be free to move about in
the land.”

[35] As they were emptying their sacks, there, in each one’s
sack, was his money-bag! When they and their father saw
their money-bags, they were dismayed.

[36] Their father Jacob said to them, “It is always me that you
bereave: Joseph is no more and Simeon is no more, and now
you would take away Benjamin. These things always happen
to me!”

[37] Then Reuben said to his father, “You may kill my two
sons if | do not bring him back to you. Put him in my care, and
I will return him to you.”

[38] But he said, “My son must not go down with you, for his
brother is dead and he alone is left. If he meets with disaster
on the journey you are taking, you will send my white head
down to Sheol in grief.”

[30] The man who is lord of the land spoke harshly tous and accused
us of spying on the land ¢ In retelling the events, the brothers do not
report their initial arrest, and they also change certain other details,
choosing to emphasize the possibility of positive developments in the
future.

[35] When they and their father saw their money-bags, they were
dismayed ¢ What can Jacob be thinking? All the brothers have returned
but one. In their bags they have bread, but their money is untouched.
Conclusion: they have sold Simon.
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After avoiding suspicion for having in fact sold Joseph, the brothers are
now suspected of a sale that never happened, and of which they are
completely innocent.

[36] It is always me that you bereave: Joseph is no more and Simeon
is no more, and now you would take away Benjamin ¢ Jacob does
not accuse his sons outright of selling Simon, but he seems to entertain
the thought, which only reinforces his reluctance to send Benjamin with
them the next time around. If they had no qualms about selling Simon,
what would prevent them from selling Benjamin too? Thus, after finding
their money restored to their bags the brothers are now in a much more
difficult position with respect to their father.

(37] Then Reuben said to his father, “You may kill my two sons if I
do not bring him back to you” ¢ The Midrash emphasizes that Reuben’s
proposal that he kill Jacob’s own grandchildren seems completely
preposterous. Reuben is human to the core. He is motivated always by
the best of intentions, and he wants to do well for everyone. But because
he is not able to see himself from the outside, he is constantly engaged
in stupidities and absurdities.

[38] But he said, “My son must not go down with you, for his brother
is dead and he alone is left” ¢ Jacob does not even bother to address
Reuben’s proposal. He just stresses Benjamin’s special status among the
brothers, which only further complicates their decision-making.

49.5.JUDAH’S LEADERSHIP
BEGINS (43:1-14)
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[1] But the famine in the land was severe.

[2] And when they had eaten up the rations which they had
brought from Egypt, their father said to them, “Go again and
procure some food for us.”

[3] But Judah said to him, “The man warned us, ‘Do not let me
see your faces unless your brother is with you.’

[4] If you will let our brother go with us, we will go down and
procure food for you;

[5]1 but if you will not let him go, we will not go down, for
the man said to us, ‘Do not let me see your faces unless your
brother is with you.”

[6] And Israel said, “Why did you serve me so ill as to tell the
man that you had another brother?”

[7]1 They replied, “But the man kept asking about us and our
family, saying, ‘Is your father still living? Have you another
brother?’ And we answered him accordingly. How were we to
know that he would say, ‘Bring your brother here’?”

(8] Then Judah said to his father Israel, “Send the boy in my
care, and let us be on our way, that we may live and not die -
you and we and our children.
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[91 | myself will be surety for him; you may hold me
responsible: if | do not bring him back to you and set him
before you, | shall stand guilty before you forever.

[10] For we could have been there and back twice if we had
not dawdled.”

[11] Then their father Israel said to them, “If it must be so,
do this: take some of the choice products of the land in your
baggage, and carry them down as a gift for the man - some
balm and some honey, gum, ladanum, pistachio nuts, and
almonds.

[12] And take with you double the money, carrying back with
you the money that was replaced in the mouths of your bags;
perhaps it was a mistake.

[13] Take your brother too; and go back at once to the man.

[14] And may El Shaddai dispose the man to mercy toward
you, that he may release to you your other brother, as well
as Benjamin. As for me, if | am to be bereaved, | shall be
bereaved.”

(2] Their father said to them, “Go again and procure some food
for us” ¢ After Jacob rejects Reuben’s proposal the brothers fall silent,
preferring to wait until the moment when Jacob himself will again raise
the issue.

(31 The man warned us, ‘Do not let me see your faces unless your
brother is with you.... [5] for the man said to us, ‘Do not let me
see your faces unless your brother is with you.”” ¢ For additional
emphasis, Judah states his position and then repeats it a second time,
that returning to Egypt without Benjamin is unthinkable. He wants to
make sure that Jacob understands how futile that would be.

7] They replied, “But the man kept asking about us and our family,
saying, ‘Is your father still living? Have you another brother?’” ¢
The story as the brothers tell it here is different from how it actually
happened. After Joseph had accused them of spying they themselves
volunteered that one brother was missing (42:13).
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Their having sold Joseph has always remained a sore spot for them,
because they are living, as it were, a perpetual lie. So, when Joseph too
accuses them of lying (that is, of being spies), their instinctive response,
as if to justify themselves, is to begin talking about their missing brother.

But of course they cannot speak candidly about all that to their father,
and so they recount the events differently from what actually occurred.

[8] Then Judah said to his father Israel ¢ At a critical juncture Judah
assumes personal responsibility for Benjamin, and from that moment
his leadership in the family is restored.

(8] Then Judah said to his father Israel, “Send the boy in my care,
and let us be on our way, that we may live and not die - you
and we and our children” ¢ Although Judah offers Jacob no material
guarantees, his words evince a deep sense of mutual responsibility,
and this is what Jacob finds most persuasive (apart from the problem
of acute hunger, which Judah mentions as well).

[13] Take your brother too; and go back at once to the man ¢ Joseph’s
actions have put the brothers in a situation where they must answer for
each other. Without unity they cannot possibly solve the problem.

[14] As for me, if I am to be bereaved, I shall be bereaved ¢ Literally,
“As for me, if I am to remain childless, so shall I be childless.” Jacob’s two
sons from Rachel, Joseph and Benjamin, are so important to him, that
without them he feels that he has no children at all. But Leah’s sons
understand why Jacob is saying this, and they do not take offense. At this
moment, precisely in a situation of calamity, the idea of kelal yisrael, the
mutual responsibility of all Jews, is born.

49.6. THE BROTHERS
IN JOSEPH’S HOUSE (43:15-44:2)
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[15] So the men took that gift, and they took with them

double the money, as well as Benjamin. They made their way
down to Egypt, where they presented themselves to Joseph.
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[16] When Joseph saw Benjamin with them, he said to his
house steward, “Take the men into the house; slaughter and
prepare an animal, for the men will dine with me at noon.”

[17] The man did as Joseph said, and he brought the men into
Joseph'’s house.

[18] But the men were frightened at being brought into
Joseph’s house. “It must be,” they thought, “because of the
money replaced in our bags the first time that we have been
brought inside, as a pretext to attack us and seize us as
slaves, with our pack animals.”

[19] So they went up to Joseph’s house steward and spoke to
him at the entrance of the house.

[20] “If you please, my lord,” they said, “we came down once
before to procure food.

[21] But when we arrived at the night encampment and
opened our bags, there was each one’s money in the mouth
of his bag, our money in full. So we have brought it back
with us.

[22] And we have brought down with us other money to
procure food. We do not know who put the money in our
bags.”

[23] He replied, “All is well with you; do not be afraid. Your
God, the God of your father, must have put treasure in your
bags for you. | got your payment.” And he brought out
Simeon to them.

[24] Then the man brought the men into Joseph’s house; he
gave them water to bathe their feet, and he provided feed
for their asses.

[25] They laid out their gifts to await Joseph’s arrival at noon,
for they had heard that they were to dine there.

[26] When Joseph came home, they presented to him the gifts
that they had brought with them into the house, bowing low
before him to the ground.

[27] He greeted them, and he said, “How is your aged father
of whom you spoke? Is he still in good health?”
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[28] They replied, “It is well with your servant our father; he
is still in good health.” And they bowed and made obeisance.

[29] Looking about, he saw his brother Benjamin, his mother’s
son, and asked, “Is this your youngest brother of whom you
spoke to me?” And he went on, “May God be gracious to you,
my boy.”

[30] With that, Joseph hurried out, for he was overcome with
feeling toward his brother and was on the verge of tears; he
went into a room and wept there.

[31] Then he washed his face, reappeared, and - now in
control of himself - gave the order, “Serve the meal.”

[32] They served him by himself, and them by themselves,
and the Egyptians who ate with him by themselves; for the
Egyptians could not dine with the Hebrews, since that would
be abhorrent to the Egyptians.

[33] As they were seated by his direction, from the oldest in
the order of his seniority to the youngest in the order of his
youth, the men looked at one another in astonishment.

[34] Portions were served them from his table; but Benjamin’s
portion was several times that of anyone else. And they
drank their fill with him.

(44:1) Then he instructed his house steward as follows, “Fill
the men’s bags with food, as much as they can carry, and put
each one’s money in the mouth of his bag.

[2]1 Put my silver goblet in the mouth of the bag of the
youngest one, together with his money for the rations.” And
he did as Joseph told him.

[16] Take the men into the house ¢ This was highly unusual. No other
customer was ever invited to Joseph’s residence.

(23] He replied, “All is well with you; do not be afraid. Your God,
the God of your father, must have put treasure in your bags for
you” ¢ Joseph had planned everything in advance and given appropriate
instructions to his steward, who here demonstrates sympathy for the
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brothers and speaks of God as the guiding force behind everything that
is happening.

[28] It is well with your servant our father ¢ The words “your servant,
our father” are repeated here five times. According to the Midrash, since
Joseph heard these words ten times (five times directly, and five times
through the interpreter), but he never objected, his life was shortened
by ten years. Joseph therefore lived only one hundred ten years, and
not one hundred twenty, the assumed minimum for a righteous
individual.

[30] He went into a room and wept there ¢ Joseph’s tears once
again demonstrate that the role he has taken upon himself is a very
difficult one.

[32] For the Egyptians could not dine with the Hebrews, since that
would be abhorrent to the Egyptians ¢ We see once again that the
ivrim (Hebrews) are a recognized ethnonym that includes not only the
family of Abraham. And we see too that the brothers know, for it is
common knowledge, that Joseph is a Hebrew and not an Egyptian. How
could the brothers not be be aware of the story of Joseph’s astonishing
exaltation in Egypt, given that all of Egypt has heard of it. And when
Joseph, like his brothers, is served food separately from the Egyptians,
and at the same time, “portions were served them from his table,” his
Hebrew essence is openly revealed.

We note in passing: It is clear from here that even when a Hebrew
herdsman becomes second-in-command to Pharaoh in Egypt, the
Egyptian farmers still shun him. Although Joseph is Egypt’s savior, he
remains a stranger to the locals. In fact, the gap between Egyptians and
Hebrews is still so great that the Egyptians will not deign to eat with
them. The brothers however make no connection between these events
and their lost brother. Because they remember their conflict with Joseph
as a family matter exclusively, it never occurs to them to promote it to
the public plane.

[33] As they were seated by his direction, from the oldest in the
order of his seniority to the youngest in the order of his youth,
the men looked at one another in astonishment ¢ Rather than “they
were seated by his direction,” the literal translation is simply “they sat,”
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which would normally be understood to mean that it was the brothers
themselves who took up those positions. But what, then, was the reason
for their astonishment? The Midrash therefore explains that it was
Joseph who had them seated in order of seniority, and the brothers were
astounded at how Joseph could have had such knowledge.

[34] But Benjamin’s portion was several times that of anyone else ¢
We have already discussed the four stages of teshuvah (repentance), the
last of which must always be to avoid repeating the same mistake when
one finds himself again in the same (or similar) situation. Therefore,
Joseph, after leading his brothers through the initial stages of teshuvah,
now models for them the process of “selling one’s brother” (as we shall
presently explain), so that they can adequately prove themselves, and
thus complete the process of their correction.

For staging this situation of “selling the brother,” first Joseph
needs Benjamin, who, like him, is Rachel’s son - the “younger Joseph”
as it were — whom Leah’s sons were inclined from the start to dislike
and consider a competitor. Secondly, Joseph needs to treat Benjamin
as the favorite, just as Joseph himself was once his father’s favorite.
Benjamin therefore now receives the very best dishes, and his share
is “several times” greater (v. 34; literally, “five times”) than that of all
the rest.

[2] Put my silver goblet in the mouth of the bag of the youngest
one ¢ Finally, Joseph portrays Benjamin as a criminal who has stolen
the goblet, just as Joseph himself was once a criminal in the eyes of
his brothers. After all, people don’t sell their “good” brothers. Joseph
therefore needs to model the situation as the sale of a “bad” brother -
the son of a different mother, an upstart and a thief. When, after all this,
Judah stands up for Benjamin, it becomes clear that the brothers have
indeed repented.

Had he revealed himself to them any earlier, Joseph would have
gained influence over his brothers, but he could not have prompted
them to repent. A king has full discretion to inflict on his subjects any
physical act of his own choosing, but he has no power over their inner
selves. Joseph must therefore restrain himself with all his might, in order
to continue his game, and to see it through to its logical conclusion —
which in the end he will not be able to do in any case.
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49.7.JOSEPH’S GOBLET IS FOUND
IN BENJAMIN’S BAG (44:1-17)
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[1] Then he instructed his house steward as follows, “Fill the

men’s bags with food, as much as they can carry, and put
each one’s money in the mouth of his bag.

[2] Put my silver goblet in the mouth of the bag of the
youngest one, together with his money for the rations.” And
he did as Joseph told him.
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[3] With the first light of morning, the men were sent off with
their pack animals.

[4] They had just left the city and had not gone far, when
Joseph said to his steward, “Up, go after the men! And when
you overtake them, say to them, ‘Why did you repay good
with evil?

[5] It is the very one from which my master drinks and which
he uses for divination. It was a wicked thing for you to do!”

[6] He overtook them and spoke those words to them.

(71 And they said to him, “Why does my lord say such things?
Far be it from your servants to do anything of the kind!

[8] Here we brought back to you from the land of Canaan the
money that we found in the mouths of our bags. How then
could we have stolen any silver or gold from your master’s
house!

[91 Whichever of your servants it is found with shall die; the
rest of us, moreover, shall become slaves to my lord.”

[10] He replied, “Although what you are proposing is right,
only the one with whom it is found shall be my slave; but the
rest of you shall go free.”

[11] So each one hastened to lower his bag to the ground, and
each one opened his bag.

[12] He searched, beginning with the oldest and ending with
the youngest; and the goblet turned up in Benjamin’s bag.

[13] At this they rent their clothes. Each reloaded his pack
animal, and they returned to the city.

[14] When Judah and his brothers reentered the house of
Joseph, who was still there, they threw themselves on the
ground before him.

[15] Joseph said to them, “What is this deed that you have
done? Do you not know that a man like me practices
divination?”

[16] Judah replied, “What can we say to my lord? How can we
plead, how can we prove our innocence? God has uncovered
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the crime of your servants. Here we are, then, slaves of my
lord, the rest of us as much as he in whose possession the
goblet was found.”

[17] But he replied, “Far be it from me to act thus! Only he in
whose possession the goblet was found shall be my slave;
the rest of you go back in peace to your father.”

[11 And put each one’s money in the mouth of his bag ¢ Joseph once
again returns to his brothers their money, as an indication that the theft
of the goblet is staged, and also that they should not expect that their
money alone will be enough to clear them of all charges.

[2] Put my silver goblet in the mouth of the bag of the youngest
one ¢ The goblet is a valuable article in its own right, but it is also an
instrument of divination and intuition. Joseph is intimating to his
brothers that they must focus their intuition to the greatest extent
possible, in order to arrive at the correct decision.

[91 Whichever of your servants it is found with shall die; the rest
of us, moreover, shall become slaves to my lord ¢ The brothers are
convinced beyond all doubt of their own innocence (which is itself
unreasonable, given that silver has already appeared once before in their
sacks). Thus, they do not hesitate in the slightest to condemn the thief,
whoever he might be, to death, under the full severity of the law, and
also to condemn themselves to bondage. Self-confidence is always a bad
adviser.

[10] Only the one with whom it is found shall be my slave; but the
rest of you shall go free ¢ Joseph’s steward proposes a much more
lenient punishment than the one the brothers had proposed.

[12] He searched, beginning with the oldest ¢ He does it this way in
order to avoid any suspicion that he had prior knowledge of whose sack
held the goblet.

[14] When Judah and his brothers reentered the house of Joseph ¢
Judah goes first, having vouched personally for Benjamin.

[16] God has uncovered the crime of your servants ¢ Judah says
“servants” in the plural, because he understands that what is happening
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is the work of Divine Justice repaying them for their earlier sin, and that
the punishment should therefore pertain to all the brothers equally.

[17] Only he in whose possession the goblet was found shall be
my slave; the rest of you go back in peace to your father ¢ Joseph
puts them in a situation of facing a difficult choice. The can “sell out”
Benjamin and return home, or they can stand up for him.

Joseph’s objective is not to subject his brothers to an ordeal, but to
reeducate them.
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CHAPTER 50

JOSEPH REVEALS HIMSELF
TO HIS BROTHERS

50.1.JOSEPH’S FALL

Weekly portion Vayigash is the story of Joseph’s fall.

Judah, as we shall see, stood up for Benjamin and did not “sell out
his brother. Thus, it would seem, the fourth and final stage of repentance
has been accomplished (“when you find yourself again in the same
situation, do not repeat your past mistakes”) and Joseph’s plan too could
now be considered achieved.

However, Judah’s act is not yet the final correction. Joseph had a
further plan to correct his brothers — a plan that he could not, however,
successfully implement.

As Joseph is unable to complete the correction of the brothers, he
transports the whole family to Egypt, and also makes every effort to
rebuild Egypt, believing that it will bring the country prosperity, but at
the same time he decisively turns its inhabitants into slaves of Pharaoh.

This entire undertaking was wrong from the get-go. But it had to
be traversed, and its incorrectness eventually recognized, so that the
transformation from Joseph to Mashiach ben Yosef could occur.

2

50.2.JUDAH STANDS UP
FOR BENJAMIN (44:18-34)
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[18] Then Judah went up to him and said, “Please, my lord, let

your servant appeal to my lord, and do not be impatient with
your servant, you who are the equal of Pharaoh.

[19] My lord asked his servants, ‘Have you a father or another
brother?’

[20] We told my lord, ‘We have an old father, and there is a
child of his old age, the youngest; his full brother is dead, so
that he alone is left of his mother, and his father dotes on
him.

[21] Then you said to your servants, ‘Bring him down to me,
that | may set eyes on him.’

[22] We said to my lord, ‘The boy cannot leave his father; if he
were to leave him, his father would die.’

[23] But you said to your servants, ‘Unless your youngest
brother comes down with you, do not let me see your faces.’
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[24] When we came back to your servant my father, we
reported my lord’s words to him.

[25] “Later our father said, ‘Go back and procure some food
for us.

[26] We answered, ‘We cannot go down; only if our youngest
brother is with us can we go down, for we may not show our
faces to the man unless our youngest brother is with us.’

[27] Your servant my father said to us, ‘As you know, my wife
bore me two sons.

[28] But one is gone from me, and | said: Alas, he was torn by
a beast! And | have not seen him since.

[29] If you take this one from me, too, and he meets with
disaster, you will send my white head down to Sheol in
sorrow.’

[30] “Now, if | come to your servant my father and the boy is
not with us - since his own life is so bound up with his -

[31] when he sees that the boy is not with us, he will die, and
your servants will send the white head of your servant our
father down to Sheol in grief.

[32] Now your servant has pledged himself for the boy to my
father, saying, ‘If | do not bring him back to you, | shall stand
guilty before my father forever.’

[33] Therefore, please let your servant remain as a slave to
my lord instead of the boy, and let the boy go back with his
brothers.

[34] For how can | go back to my father unless the boy is with
me? Let me not be witness to the woe that would overtake
my father!”

[18] You who are the equal of Pharaoh ¢ When Judah compares Joseph
to Pharaoh, we can understand this in either a positive or negative sense
(referring either to Joseph’s greatness, or to unworthy behavior on his
part, respectively).
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[19] My lord asked his servants ¢ Judah’s recapitulation of that earlier
conversation is not entirely accurate.

[22] We said to my lord, ‘The boy cannot leave his father; if he were
to leave him, his father would die.’ [23] But you said to your servants,
‘Unless your youngest brother comes down with you, do not let me
see your faces’ ¢ Without mentioning the charges of espionage, Judah
focuses his attention only on Benjamin, on his special connection with
Jacob, and on the Egyptian governor’s unfathomable request to lay eyes
on Benjamin.

[27] As you know, my wife bore me two sons ¢ Although it is surely
extraordinarily difficult for Judah, a son of Leah, to utter such words,
Judah adopts his father’s position here, saying that Jacob’s true wife was
Rachel.

With these words, however, the whole situation begins to change.
Until now Joseph thought that Leah’s sons were trying to displace
Rachel’s sons (or to even be rid of them completely). But Joseph now
realizes that he was wrong.

[28] But one is gone from me, and I said: Alas, he was torn by a
beast! And I have not seen him since ¢ Until now Joseph could not
understand what actually happened in the family that led to his being
sold into Egypt. Only now he knows for the first time that his father did
not betray him at all.

[32] Now your servant has pledged himself for the boy to my
father ¢ When Joseph learns of the guarantee that Judah has given
for Benjamin’s safe return, this completely changes how he views the
existing relationship between the sons of Leah and of Rachel.

[34] Let me not be witness to the woe that would overtake my
father ¢ Judah not only makes a very dramatic and emotional speech;
he reveals the situation in their family. Now Joseph knows that the
brothers accept Jacob’s statement that (as he put it) he has only two
sons from his wife. And Joseph sees in their humility true greatness.
Joseph now learns how important he is to Jacob (“As you know, my
wife bore me two sons”). And that Judah has vouched for his brother
Benjamin, the “younger Joseph.” Joseph now realizes that his entire
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former understanding of the situation was distorted, and that his
previous views were erroneous.

50.3.“JOSEPH COULD NO LONGER
CONTROL HIMSELE” (45:1)
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[1] Joseph could no longer control himself before all his
attendants, and he cried out, “Have everyone withdraw from
me!” So there was no one else about when Joseph made
himself known to his brothers.

[1] Joseph could no longer control himself ... Joseph made himself
known to his brothers ¢ Because Judah has agreed to give primacy to
the sons of Rachel, Joseph, who had previously misunderstood the whole
situation, can now no longer see conflict between the sons of Rachel and
the sons of Leah. He therefore cannot continue his plan and, unable to
withstand his own internal stress, he reveals himself to his brothers.

Besides liberating Benjamin, Judah has also brought Joseph to the
point where he cannot restrain himself and confesses everything. The
brothers’ ordeal has ended, but Joseph cannot complete his plan. In the
future, this will turn out to be yet a much more serious problem, in more
ways than one.

When the Torah says that “Joseph could no longer control himself,”
the implication is that he in fact wanted to control himself, but could
not. He had not been planning to reveal himself to his brothers so
soon, which can only mean that Joseph at that moment had not yet
fully implemented his plan, that he was still planning something else.
But what could that be, given that (as it would seem) the brothers had
already completed the process of their repentance?

As already discussed, the brothers have by now undergone all
the stages of their teshuvah, repentance. They have admitted acting
improperly, and have suffered genuine anxiety for their sin of selling
Joseph. And, finally, they have now not sold out or abandoned Benjamin,
the “younger Joseph,” Rachel’s son, the official favorite who had received
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special gifts, but who, at the same time, is the criminal who stole the
goblet (as they have been led to believe, at least). It would seem that
Joseph’s job of correcting his brothers is done. What else, then, could he
be planning, and why?

The essence of the problem is that the brothers, as Joseph sees it,
had committed not just one, but two related and consecutive sins that
demanded correction. They have indeed atoned for their sin of selling
Joseph (or casting him into the pit). But that was their second sin, while
their first sin still remains, namely, their refusal to recognize Joseph as
king. From Joseph’s point of view, this sin is no less serious than the
other, and Joseph was therefore planning to correct it with additional
actions, but he could not realize his plan.

We have noted above that Joseph chose to act on his dreams not
because a person should properly strive to realize his dreams (Judaism
itself imposes no such obligation on any person), but because in
those dreams he saw God prompting him with the proper strategy for
correcting his brothers.

Josephs first dream is realized when the brothers arrive in Egypt the
second (not the first) time, because only then are they all together to a
man, and Joseph manages to bring the brothers to complete repentance
for their sin of selling him into slavery. But now, Joseph would have been
planning the implementation of his second dream, in order to correct
his brothers’ second sin — rejecting his royal status.

Apparently, Joseph was now intending to detain Benjamin, and to
demand that his father Jacob come himself to Egypt, with his wives and
children, to fetch Benjamin. Had Joseph made that demand, the brothers
would have had no choice but to return home for their father, and to
bring the entire family back to Egypt to stand before Joseph.

That would have been the realization of the second dream - the
sun, moon, and stars worshipping Joseph. Had Joseph waited to reveal
himself to his family at that moment, the effect would have been so
powerful that the brothers, in all likelihood, could not have doubted that
it was all happening according to the Divine will, and they would have
acknowledged the legitimacy and necessity of Joseph’s kingship in its
material and also spiritual aspects.

But Joseph was unable to realize this plan. And although the brothers
seem to reconcile with Joseph and recognize his supremacy on a practical
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level, no such recognition occurs on the level of spiritual values, and the
divide between them is not bridged. At later stages of Jewish history this
will result in remoteness of relations between the tribes of Joseph and
Judah, the Northern and Southern kingdoms. They will live separately,
and their relations will not always be amicable.

It is very difficult for Joseph and Judah to acknowledge each
other’s spiritual importance. We can compare this to the situation in
Israel today, where the non-religious Zionists and the ultra-Orthodox
Haredim each find it difficult to acknowledge that the opposite side
has important values that their own direction lacks. Indeed, in our
time, these “Joseph-like” and “Judah-like” camps do not kill (nor
do they usually sell) each other, but mutual respect is very lacking.
The ultra-Orthodox Haredim (an extreme form of Judah) regard the
Israeli statehood created by the people of Joseph as only a technical
foundation, but they do not recognize its spiritual value. And the
extreme supporters of Joseph, on the other hand (whose ideology is
to build a state solely in its material aspects), see no importance in
religious tradition.

But until all these aspects find their correction, such that not only
material-political but also spiritual recognition is mutually granted, the
Messianic process cannot advance. Thus, the work that Joseph was not
able to complete in Egypt remains for us to complete in the course of
Jewish history.

50.4.JOSEPH REVEALS HIMSELF
TO HIS BROTHERS (45:2-3)
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[2] His sobs were so loud that the Egyptians could hear, and
so the news reached Pharaoh’s palace.

(3] Joseph said to his brothers, “| am Joseph. Is my father still
well?” But his brothers could not answer him, so dumfounded
were they on account of him.
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(3] Is my father still well? ¢ Literally, “Does my father still live?” It
would seem that this is a rhetorical question, because Joseph has already
received the answer. But the actual meaning of Joseph’s question is
different. The emphasis is on “my”: Does Jacob continue to live and
manage the family as “Joseph’s father,” or is he completely subordinated
to Leah’s sons and their rules? Is there a place in the family not only for
shallow, paternalistical care of Rachel’s sons, but to incorporate their
spiritual living space as well?

So dumfounded were they on account of him ¢ But the brothers have
no answer for Joseph on this question, which is yet another indicator
that their education is still not complete.

50.5.JOSEPH SUMMONS HIS FAMILY
TO EGYPT (45:4-15)
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[4] Then Joseph said to his brothers, “Come forward to me.’
And when they came forward, he said, “I am your brother
Joseph, he whom you sold into Egypt.

[51 Now, do not be distressed or reproach yourselves because
you sold me hither; it was to save life that God sent me ahead
of you.

[6] It is now two years that there has been famine in the land,
and there are still five years to come in which there shall be
no yield from tilling.

[7]1 God has sent me ahead of you to ensure your survival on
earth, and to save your lives in an extraordinary deliverance.

[8] So, it was not you who sent me here, but God; and He has
made me a father to Pharaoh, lord of all his household, and
ruler over the whole land of Egypt.

[91 “Now, hurry back to my father and say to him: Thus says
your son Joseph, ‘God has made me lord of all Egypt; come
down to me without delay.

[10] You will dwell in the region of Goshen, where you will
be near me - you and your children and your grandchildren,
your flocks and herds, and all that is yours.

[11] There | will provide for you - for there are yet five years
of famine to come - that you and your household and all that
is yours may not suffer want.’

[12] You can see for yourselves, and my brother Benjamin for
himself, that it is indeed | who am speaking to you.

[13] And you must tell my father everything about my high
station in Egypt and all that you have seen; and bring my
father here with all speed.”

[14] With that he embraced his brother Benjamin around the
neck and wept, and Benjamin wept on his neck.

[15] He kissed all his brothers and wept upon them; only then
were his brothers able to talk to him.

[4]1 I am your brother Joseph ¢ Joseph feels great satisfaction for having
reunited the family. He loves his brothers and wishes them well. But
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there are important shortcomings in his approach, and in his plans for
the family’s future development.

[5] It was to save life that God sent me ahead of you ¢ Joseph sees
himself as God’s emissary, and feels that everything that happens to him
is a part of the Divine plan.

[8] So, it was not you who sent me here, but God; and He has made
me a father to Pharaoh, lord of all his household, and ruler over the
whole land of Egypt ¢ Joseph has never experienced disappointment in
Egypt. Moreover, he considers himself in some sense even superior to
Pharaoh himself. Pharaoh, in his view, is only Egypt’s titular head, while
he, Joseph, is the true ruler (“a father to Pharaoh”).

[10] You will dwell in the region of Goshen ... that you and your
household and all that is yours may not suffer want ¢ Motivated by
concern for his family, Joseph tells the brothers to take their father and
move to Egypt. Now Joseph could certainly leave his family in Canaan
and supply them with bread there. Compared to the innumerable
reserves of grain that he has collected in Egypt, the needs of a small
family are rather insignificant. Recall that Joseph answered to no one, as
demonstrated by his returning the brothers’ money to their bags.

[13] And you must tell my father everything about my high station
in Egypt ¢ Most likely, the highly dubious plan that Joseph offers his
father and brothers is based on ideological rather than economic
considerations. He has not abandoned his plans for restructuring Egypt,
and for this he needs allies and assistants. Moreover, we clearly see a
certain vanity in Joseph’s words. All of this is a sign of Joseph’s fall.

[14] With that he embraced his brother Benjamin around the neck
and wept ¢ The word “neck” appears here in an unusual form, tzaverei;
which means, literally, “necks.” Why is the plural used here?
The Midrash sees here an allusion to the two Temples, which would
be located in Jerusalem, Benjamin’s territory. (In the Song of Songs [7:5]
the Temple is likewise compared to the human neck). Says the Midrash:
“Joseph weeps on Benjamin’s ‘necks’ for the destruction of not just one
but two Temples that will be located in the territory of Benjamin.”
The meaning of this midrash is that Joseph cried not merely because
he was emotionally overwhelmed by this reunion with his beloved
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brother, but because he knows he has not completed his work, and he
understands what the future result of that will be. Joseph could not fully
realize his plan to truly and fully unite the brothers, to get Judah to
acknowledge the importance of Joseph’s kingdom, and to imbue the
spirit of Judaism with a proper understanding of the spiritual value that
resides within the material. These failings, in the end, became the cause
of the destruction of both the first and second Temples.



CHAPTER 51
JACOB’S FAMILY DESCENDS TO EGYPT

51.1.PHARAOH INVITES JACOB’S FAMILY
TO EGYPT (45:16-24)
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[16] The news reached Pharaoh’s palace: “Joseph’s brothers
have come.” Pharaoh and his courtiers were pleased.

[17] And Pharaoh said to Joseph, “Say to your brothers, ‘Do
as follows: load up your beasts and go at once to the land of
Canaan.

[18] Take your father and your households and come to me; |
will give you the best of the land of Egypt and you shall live
off the fat of the land.’
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[19] And you are bidden [to add], ‘Do as follows: take from the
land of Egypt wagons for your children and your wives, and
bring your father here.

[20] And never mind your belongings, for the best of all the
land of Egypt shall be yours.””

[21] The sons of Israel did so; Joseph gave them wagons
as Pharaoh had commanded, and he supplied them with
provisions for the journey.

[22] To each of them, moreover, he gave a change of clothing;
but to Benjamin he gave three hundred pieces of silver and
several changes of clothing.

[23] And to his father he sent the following: ten he-asses
laden with the best things of Egypt, and ten she-asses
laden with grain, bread, and provisions for his father on the
journey.

[24]1 As he sent his brothers off on their way, he told them,
“Do not be quarrelsome on the way.”

[16] Pharaoh and his courtiers were pleased ¢ Joseph’s former status
as a slave in the house of Potiphar was well known to all. Although Joseph
himself insisted that he was born a free man, and that he had been sold
illegally, this was in no way actually confirmed, and the Egyptians could
therefore have always assumed that it was all a mere fabrication. But
now that he can show Egypt his father and brothers, Joseph’s freeborn
status is proven, an important development both for Joseph himself and
for Pharaoh’s court.

[18] Take your father and your households and come to me; I will
give you the best of the land of Egypt ¢ Pharaoh might have believed
that if just one Hebrew could save Egypt from starvation and enrich
the country, then the entire Jacob family would bring Egypt fabulous
prosperity.

We should note that sensible rulers often decide to invite Jews to
their country with the goal of promoting the welfare of their state. This
has been repeated many times throughout Jewish history.



352 Bible Dynamics. Book of Genesis

[21] Joseph gave them wagons as Pharaoh had commanded ¢
Wagons were issued in Egypt only with Pharaoh’s sanction, because
they were considered a “strategic mode of transportation.”

[22] To each of them, moreover, he gave a change of clothing; but
to Benjamin he gave three hundred pieces of silver and several
changes of clothing ¢ Joseph wants the brothers to finally rise to a level
where they no longer experience envy if one of them receives more than
all the others.

[24] He told them, “Do not be quarrelsome on the way” ¢ That is,
refrain from quarreling about who was innocent and who was guilty in
selling Joseph, because the main thing is to move forward rather than
concentrating on the past. While it is crucial that we understand the
meaning of past events, we must also accept that because multiple
interpretations for those events always exist, there is no point in
quibbling, let alone feuding, over which is the correct interpretation.
The main thing is to move on.

51.2.JACOB GOES DOWN
TO EGYPT (45:25-46:7)
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[25] They went up from Egypt and came to their father Jacob
in the land of Canaan.

[26] And they told him, “Joseph is still alive; yes, he is ruler
over the whole land of Egypt.” His heart went numb, for he
did not believe them.

[27]1 But when they recounted all that Joseph had said to
them, and when he saw the wagons that Joseph had sent to
transport him, the spirit of their father Jacob revived.

[28] “Enough!” said Israel. “My son Joseph is still alive! | must
go and see him before | die.”

(46:1) So Israel set out with all that was his, and he came
to Beer-sheba, where he offered sacrifices to the God of his
father Isaac.

[2] God called to Israel in a vision by night: “Jacob! Jacob!” He
answered, “Here.”

[3] And He said, “I am God, the God of your father. Fear not
to go down to Egypt, for | will make you there into a great
nation.

[41 | Myself will go down with you to Egypt, and | Myself will
also bring you back; and Joseph’s hand shall close your eyes.”

[51 So Jacob set out from Beer-sheba. The sons of Israel put
their father Jacob and their children and their wives in the
wagons that Pharaoh had sent to transport him;

[6] and they took along their livestock and the wealth that
they had amassed in the land of Canaan. Thus Jacob and all
his offspring with him came to Egypt:

[7] he brought with him to Egypt his sons and grandsons, his
daughters and granddaughters - all his offspring.

[26] His heart went numb, for he did not believe them ¢ It is not easy
for Jacob to believe the joyful news, but he quickly accepts it as true.
Subconsciously, he has always felt that Joseph was alive.

The Midrash asks: But wasn’t Jacob a prophet? Why then did he
not know with certainty that Joseph was still alive? The answer given
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by the Midrash is that Jacob was in mourning for Joseph, and mourning
suppresses prophecy.

[27] The spirit of their father Jacob revived. [28] Said Israel. “My
son Joseph is still alive! I must go and see him” ¢ Once Jacob knows
that Joseph is alive, he again becomes Israel. His full-fledged “national”
character is reborn.

[46:1] So Israel set out with all that was his, and he came to Beer-
sheba ¢ Because Beer-sheba is on the border to the Land of Israel, it is
there that Jacob asks God’s permission to go again into exile.

He offered sacrifices to the God of his father Isaac ¢ Isaac was
ordered to remain in Israel throughout his entire life (26:3). “The God of
Isaac” is that aspect of Divinity that prohibits leaving the Land of Israel.

[2] God called to Israel in a vision by night ¢ Night and night visions
are a symbol of exile.

God called to Israel ... “Jacob! Jacob!” ¢ Since this is now about going
into the Exile, Israel again becomes Jacob.

When so many years before Jacob returned to the Land of Israel, God
changed his name to “Israel.” And now, as he leaves it again, he is losing
his national character and becoming again just a family, Jacob. “Israel”
is the Jews’ identity in their own country, the state of gadlut (greatness)
maximally realized. Jacob, on the other hand, is that deficient degree of
Jewish self-realization that prevails when the people are in exile, in its
state of katnut, “smallness.”

But we should not assume that this condition is unambiguously
negative. The ability to return to the katnut state from time to time
allows the Jewish nation to remain eternal. The state of gadlut,
greatness, cannot be consistently maintained. There are periods when
it is necessary to return to the condition of Jacob in order to wait out
difficult times. With this understanding, “Jacob” represents the period of
Israel’s “hibernation,” but also the guarantee of its eternity.

As already noted, Jacob’s name change to “Israel” was different from
Abraham’s name change from “Abram.” In the latter case, the name

“Abram” was completely abolished, replaced by “Abraham.” But when
God gave Jacob the name “Israel,” the new name was only an addition to
the name “Jacob,” which was neither abolished nor replaced.



Portion Vayigash. Ch. 51. Jacob’s Family Descends to Egypt 355

With these two names of their third Patriarch, the Almighty gives
the Jewish people two legitimate modes of existence: to exist as Jacob, or
as Israel. The choice depends on the era. In some periods, the Jews exist
as an independent nation in their own land, as did the Patriarch Israel.
But in other periods they exist more in the manner of Jacob — a family
and a religious community that needs merely to survive in exile.

However, even when the Jews are in exile, they retain the memory of
their existence as an independent people, and the knowledge that they
must eventually return to their previous, self-sufficient state. Therefore,
even in foreign lands they remain an independent people, although this
is not always visible. It sometimes seems that they are only a religious
community or an ethnic group there.

[6] They took along their livestock and the wealth that they had
amassed in the land of Canaan. Thus Jacob and all his offspring
with him came to Egypt ¢ The Torah is emphasizing that the
Jacob family went down to Egypt in toto, and in all aspects: children,
grandchildren, wives, and property. All aspects of life had to descend
into Egypt in order to be completely rebuilt there, and only then to leave
Egypt as an entirely new entity.

[5] The sons of Israel put their father Jacob ... in the wagons ¢ The
opposition here is striking: Jacob, but the sons of Israel. As they now go
into exile they are the “sons of Israel,” born and raised in their own land.

51.3.“THESE ARE THE NAMES OF THE ISRAELITES
WHO CAME TO EGYPT” (46:8-27)
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[8] These are the names of the lIsraelites, Jacob and his
descendants, who came to Egypt. Jacob’s first-born Reuben;

[9] Reuben’s sons: Enoch, Pallu, Hezron, and Carmi.

[10] Simeon’s sons: Jemuel, Jamin, Ohad, Jachin, Zohar, and
Saul the son of a Canaanite woman.

[11] Levi’s sons: Gershon, Kohath, and Merari.

[12] Judah’s sons: Er, Onan, Shelah, Perez, and Zerah - but Er
and Onan had died in the land of Canaan; and Perez’s sons
were Hezron and Hamul.

[13] Issachar’s sons: Tola, Puvah, lob, and Shimron.
[14] Zebulun’s sons: Sered, Elon, and Jahleel.

[15] Those were the sons whom Leah bore to Jacob in Paddan-
aram, in addition to his daughter Dinah. Persons in all, male
and female: 33.

[16] Gad’s sons: Ziphion, Haggi, Shuni, Ezbon, Eri, Arodi, and
Areli.

[17] Asher’s sons: Imnah, Ishvah, Ishvi, and Beriah, and their
sister Serah. Beriah’s sons: Heber and Malchiel.



Portion Vayigash. Ch. 51. Jacob’s Family Descends to Egypt 357

[18] These were the descendants of Zilpah, whom Laban had
given to his daughter Leah. These she bore to Jacob - 16
persons.

[19] The sons of Jacob’s wife Rachel were Joseph and Benjamin.

[20] To Joseph were born in the land of Egypt Manasseh and
Ephraim, whom Asenath daughter of Poti-phera priest of On
bore to him.

[21] Benjamin’s sons: Bela, Becher, Ashbel, Gera, Naaman, Ehi,
Rosh, Muppim, Huppim, and Ard.

[22] These were the descendants of Rachel who were born to
Jacob - 14 persons in all.

[23] Dan’s son: Hushim.
[24] Naphtali’s sons: Jahzeel, Guni, Jezer, and Shillem.

[25] These were the descendants of Bilhah, whom Laban had
given to his daughter Rachel. These she bore to Jacob - 7
persons in all.

[26] All the persons belonging to Jacob who came to Egypt -
his own issue, aside from the wives of Jacob’s sons - all these
persons numbered 66.

[27] And Joseph’s sons who were born to him in Egypt were
two in number. Thus the total of Jacob’s household who
came to Egypt was seventy persons.

[8] These are the names of the Israelites, Jacob and his descendants,
who came to Egypt ¢ The Midrash says that even the names themselves,
and not only the people bearing those names, came down to Egypt. We
noted previously that in Hebrew the name of an object is more than just
a name - it is an indicator of the goal and purpose of the person or object
so named. In a certain sense, then, the very goals of the Israelites and
the purpose of their existence are now descending into Egypt.

[27] The total of Jacob’s household who came to Egypt was seventy
persons ¢ The Torah notes very precisely the number of Jacob’s
descendants from each branch of the family, and then gives the grand
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total as well, by which we are given to understand that these numbers
arose not randomly or by chance.

The number 70 is understood in Jewish tradition as representing
the original seventy nations of the world as enumerated in the tenth
chapter of Genesis. Israel is itself a microcosm — the root of humanity.
Because the task of the Jewish people is to emit Divine light to all the
peoples of the world, the Jewish nation must contain the seeds of the
souls of all the nations of the world. (This connection is emphasized in
Deuteronomy 32:8: “When the Most High gave nations their homes and
set the divisions of man, He fixed the boundaries of peoples in relation
to Israel’s numbers.”)

Arrival of Jacob’s family to Egypt, which makes possible the birth of
the Jewish people in the future, carries universal import for the future
correction of the entire world. In order for that universal potential to be
realized, the essence of each of these seventy nations of the world must
undergo a “ripening” process in Egypt.

51.4.JACOB SENDS JUDAH AHEAD
TO JOSEPH (46:28)
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[28] He had sent Judah ahead of him to Joseph, to point the
way before him to Goshen. So when they came to the region
of Goshen,

[28] He had sent Judah ahead of him to Joseph, to point the way
before him to Goshen ¢ This verse, and the fact that Jacob “sent Judah
ahead of him,” seem incidental to the story at best, and not significant
enough to require mention. The Midrash therefore understands the word
“lehorot” (here translated as “to point the way”) somewhat differently,
with a meaning of instructing or teaching. (It is the very same root as
that of the word “Torah.”) The Midrash thus reads this verse as “He
had sent Judah ahead of him, to build yeshivot — institutions of Torah
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learning - in Egypt” (whose purpose was to enable the nation to survive
in exile).

Of course, this Midrash cannot be taken literally, especially since
it is impossible to create a yeshivah where there are still no Jews. The
meaning of the Midrash is actually different. For the period of the exile,
Jacob puts Judah in charge of the Jewish nation; that is, he puts Judah
above Joseph. Moreover, Jacob sends Judah not just to Egypt generally,
but to Joseph specifically. In other words, Judah must teach the Torah
also to Joseph.

Joseph and Judah will both change in the course of history, each
under the other’s influence. By standing up for Benjamin, Judah taught
Joseph an important lesson. And Joseph likewise, in leading his brothers
to repentance, had a significant influence on Judah. Under this mutual
influence each acquires a new essence — which is to say, new entities are
born from them: Mashiach ben Yosef and Mashiach ben David.

51.5.JACOB IS REUNITED
WITH JOSEPH (46:29-30)
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[29] Joseph ordered his chariot and went to Goshen to meet
his father Israel; he presented himself to him and, embracing
him around the neck, he wept on his neck a good while.

[30] Then Israel said to Joseph, “Now | can die, having seen
for myself that you are still alive.”

[29] Joseph ordered his chariot ¢ This fact per se seems to be an
unimportant and unnecessary detail. But the concept of “chariot” is
connected with an idea of utmost importance in Jewish mysticism, first
encountered as the Merkavah, the chariot on which the Almighty is
seated in the famous vision of the prophet Ezekiel (Ezek. 1).

In the human world, the terms “chariot” used in this sense refers
to a person through whom, in a given situation, the Divine influence is
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manifested, on whom the Shechinah, the Divine presence, rests. Until
now, the Patriarchs were the chariots, but now the chariot is Joseph.
Jacob sees that the Shechinah rests on Joseph, and that God reveals
Himself to the world through him.

He presented himself to him ¢ Vayera elav — The Torah uses this
curious expression also in the story of Abraham (18:1): “The Lord
appeared to him by the terebinths of Mamre.” The word “appear” as used
in the Torah generally means revealing something that is hidden; thus,
the term is appropriate when used with reference to God. When God
appears to man, the Divine is revealed and the world is renewed. In this
instance, then, we can understand the words “He presented himself to
him” as indicating that God reveals himself to the world — and to Jacob’s
family — through Joseph.

[30] Then Israel said to Joseph, “Now I can die” ¢ He means that at
this moment Israel is actually dying, and again becoming Jacob.

Having seen for myself ¢ Literally, “having seen your face.” Jacob used
the same turn of phrase earlier, in his meeting with Esau (“for to see
your face is like seeing the face of God”; 33:10). We noted there that this
expression is always associated either with a revelation by God, or when
a person meets with a powerful ruler, to indicate that he is regarded as
a deity (“I shall not see your face again,” says Moses to Pharaoh [Exod.
10:28]). Upon arriving in Egypt, Israel’s national existence ceases, and is
replaced by “Jacob,” a family-communal, religious existence.

That you are still alive ¢ Jacob reveres Joseph, for Joseph is still
alive. But when Joseph dies, the material life of the Diaspora dies, and
Joseph’s power is transformed into Mashiach ben Yosef. His return to
the Land then begins, and when that return is finally complete, Israel is
resurrected again.

The outcome of Jacob and Joseph’s reunion is as follows. Jacob
acknowledges Joseph’s plan as a Divine process and agrees to obey his
instructions. At this moment, Joseph’s second dream comes true, but
only to certain extent, not completely. The brothers, after all, are not
participating in the conversation. The Torah makes no mention of them
here, because, even if physically present, they are spiritually distant.
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They feel nothing of what Jacob feels before Joseph, and the reunion has
no effect on them.

51.6.JOSEPH’S BROTHERS HAVE AN AUDIENCE
WITH PHARAOH (46:31-47:6)
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[31] Then Joseph said to his brothers and to his father’s
household, “I will go up and tell the news to Pharaoh, and

say to him, ‘My brothers and my father’s household, who
were in the land of Canaan, have come to me.

[32] The men are shepherds; they have always been breeders
of livestock, and they have brought with them their flocks
and herds and all that is theirs.

[33] So when Pharaoh summons you and asks, ‘What is your
occupation?’

[34] you shall answer, ‘Your servants have been breeders of
livestock from the start until now, both we and our fathers’
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- so that you may stay in the region of Goshen. For all
shepherds are abhorrent to Egyptians.”

[47:1] Then Joseph came and reported to Pharaoh, saying,
“My father and my brothers, with their flocks and herds and
all that is theirs, have come from the land of Canaan and are
now in the region of Goshen.”

[2] And selecting a few of his brothers, he presented them to
Pharaoh.

[3] Pharaoh said to his brothers, “What is your occupation?”
They answered Pharaoh, “We your servants are shepherds,
as were also our fathers.

[4] We have come,” they told Pharaoh, “to sojourn in this
land, for there is no pasture for your servants’ flocks, the
famine being severe in the land of Canaan. Pray, then, let
your servants stay in the region of Goshen.”

(5] Then Pharaoh said to Joseph, “As regards your father and
your brothers who have come to you,

[6] the land of Egypt is open before you: settle your father
and your brothers in the best part of the land; let them stay
in the region of Goshen. And if you know any capable men
among them, put them in charge of my livestock.”

[34] So that you may stay in the region of Goshen ¢ Although Joseph
brings the family to Egypt, he still settles them separately. For Joseph as
a “secular nationalist,” physical separation of the Jews and opposition to
mixed marriages are important priorities. As he lacks Judah’s spirituality,
this is the only way that Joseph can preserve the Jewish people.

[47:2] And selecting a few of his brothers, he presented them to
Pharaoh ¢ Literally, “five of his brothers.” Five is a sacred number to the
Egyptians, but the Jews’ sacred number is seven. Both of these numbers
derive from the same general principle, but the respective approaches
are different.

Five represents the four directions plus the center (the “I” and the
four points). Seven is the six directions (including ‘up’ and ‘down’) and
the center. The difference between the Egyptian and Jewish perceptions
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of the world around them is that for Jews, unlike the Egyptians, the top
and bottom are also regarded as cardinal points.

A Jew’s world is not only what he sees all around him - right, left,
front and back - but also what is beneath his feet and in heaven above.
What happened to us before birth and what will happen after death
is all a part of the the unity that comprises the natural universe, not
something otherworldly that is beyond our world. But for the Egyptians,
what is above and below belongs only to the “higher” or “lower” realms,
and has no application whatsoever to the natural world.

[4] We have come ... to sojourn in this land ¢ Lagur, “to sojourn,”
means a temporary stay, which differs from what Joseph’s wants for his
family (46:34), “so that you may stay in the region of Goshen,” that is, to
remain there permanently. Although the brothers are subordinated to
Joseph, they see nothing permanent in their resettlement in Egypt, let
alone anything of actual spiritual value.

[6] The land of Egypt is open before you: settle your father and
your brothers in the best part of the land ¢ Jewish cattle breeders are
absolutely no cause for concern to Pharaoh, and he offers exceptionally
conducive conditions for resettling them in Egypt.

Put them in charge of my livestock ¢ We saw earlier (45:16) that
Pharaoh was so pleased with Joseph’s idea of bringing his whole family
to Egypt, that he even ordered Joseph to quickly collect Jacob and all
his children and grandchildren, and even to have them jettison their
belongings as necessary, in order to arrive without delay.

Now we learn that Pharaoh himself has herds that require shepherds.
But for the Egyptians this is a problem: “For all shepherds are abhorrent
to Egyptians” (46:34). This suggests that the Pharaoh of Joseph’s era, an
owner of herds, was an atypical Pharaoh. He might not even have been
an Egyptian by birth.

This Pharaoh might have been one of the Hyksos, or some other of
the Semitic tribes that conquered Egypt during that period, which would
explain why he felt out of his element in Egypt. Coming himself from a
shepherding background, Pharaoh is truly pleased that shepherds were
arriving in Egypt, although he prefers even so to settle them separately.

This hypothesis could also explain why Pharaoh so readily agrees
to appoint Joseph as ruler over Egypt, and why mutual understanding
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arises immediately between Pharaoh and the Jacob family. It also
clarifies what we read at the beginning of Exodus (1:8): “A new king
arose over Egypt who did not know Joseph.” After the Hyksos were
driven out of Egypt, the next Pharaohs were again true Egyptians.

The progression of world history, the succession of dynasties, and
the hegemony of different nations and countries in turn might seem
entirely unrelated to the Jews. But in fact, those instances in which we
do see a Jewish connection demonstrate that all events are orchestrated
by God for correcting and reeducating the Jewish people.

51.7.JACOB BLESSES
PHARAOH (47:7-10)
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[7] Joseph then brought his father Jacob and presented him
to Pharaoh; and Jacob greeted Pharaoh.

[8] Pharaoh asked Jacob, “How many are the years of your
life?”

[9]1 And Jacob answered Pharaoh, “The years of my sojourn
[on earth] are one hundred and thirty. Few and hard have
been the years of my life, nor do they come up to the life
spans of my fathers during their sojourns.”

[10] Then Jacob bade Pharaoh farewell, and left Pharaoh’s
presence.

8] Pharaoh asked Jacob, “How many are the years of your
life?” ¢ Pharaoh, seeing a gray-haired old man standing before him, is
interested to learn how old he is. Apparently, people in those times did
not usually live to such an advanced age.
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[9] Few and hard have been the years of my life, nor do they come
up to the life spans of my fathers during their sojourns ¢ The
Midrash adds that since the Jews’ elder patriarch Abraham had come
to Egypt two hundred years earlier, Pharaoh wonders if this is still the
same person. Jacob therefore explains that Abraham was one of his
ancestors, and also notes that his own life has been far more turbulent
than that of his ancestors. To wit: In his youth, he was in conflict with
Esau and had to flee from him to Haran. Then, there was the deceit
perpetrated by Laban, the acrimonious parting with him, and doing
battle with an angel. On Jacob’s return home he experienced a painful
meeting with Esau, the rape of Dinah in Shechem, and the tragic death
of his beloved wife Rachel. And finally, he grieved for twenty years over
Joseph’s assumed, violent death.

[(10] Then Jacob bade Pharaoh farewell ¢ Literally, “Jacob blessed
Pharaoh, and took leave of Pharaoh.” Because Pharaoh greatly values
Joseph’s abilities, he seems to regard Joseph’s father Jacob as miracle
worker. Pharaoh is therefore gratified at the close of their conversation
to receive a blessing from Jacob.

This dialogue is also symbolically significant for Israel on the
national level. Jacob (the Jewish Diaspora) gives Pharaoh his blessing
(they enrich the lands in which they live). But Pharaoh (the given country
of their residence) wonders just how old Jacob (the Jewish nation) is.
The extreme antiquity of the Jewish people inspires dread in the much
younger surrounding cultures. Moreover, the fear of the Jews that erupts
in anti-Semitism is based in part on the spectacular ancientness of the
Jewish people - the image of “the eternal Jew.”

However, Jacob himself (Diaspora Jewry) does not feel how wonderful
and successful the life of the Jewish people is, compared with all other
peoples on earth. The Jewish community of the Diaspora continually
and invariably asserts that “few and hard have been the years of my
life.” They feel that their life is a total disaster, especially against the
historical background of their ancestors who lived autonomously in their
own Land. Only in the Land of Israel can the Jewish people experience a
normal and satisfying national life.



CHAPTER 52
JOSEPH’S EGYPTIAN REFORMS

52.1.JOSEPH’S ECONOMIC
REVOLUTION (47:11-21)
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[11] So Joseph settled his father and his brothers, giving

them holdings in the choicest part of the land of Egypt, in
the region of Rameses, as Pharaoh had commanded.
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[12] Joseph sustained his father, and his brothers, and all his
father’s household with bread, down to the little ones.

[13] Now there was no bread in all the world, for the famine
was very severe; both the land of Egypt and the land of
Canaan languished because of the famine.

[14] Joseph gathered in all the money that was to be found
in the land of Egypt and in the land of Canaan, as payment
for the rations that were being procured, and Joseph brought
the money into Pharaoh’s palace.

[15] And when the money gave out in the land of Egypt and
in the land of Canaan, all the Egyptians came to Joseph and
said, “Give us bread, lest we die before your very eyes; for
the money is gone!”

[16] And Joseph said, “Bring your livestock, and | will sell to
you against your livestock, if the money is gone.

[17] So they brought their livestock to Joseph, and Joseph
gave them bread in exchange for the horses, for the stocks of
sheep and cattle, and the asses; thus he provided them with
bread that year in exchange for all their livestock.

[18] And when that year was ended, they came to him the
next year and said to him, “We cannot hide from my lord that,
with all the money and animal stocks consigned to my lord,
nothing is left at my lord’s disposal save our persons and our
farmland.

[19] Let us not perish before your eyes, both we and our land.
Take us and our land in exchange for bread, and we with our
land will be serfs to Pharaoh; provide the seed, that we may
live and not die, and that the land may not become a waste.”

[20] So Joseph gained possession of all the farm land of Egypt
for Pharaoh, every Egyptian having sold his field because the
famine was too much for them; thus the land passed over to
Pharaoh.

[21] And he removed the population town by town, from one
end of Egypt’s border to the other.

367
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[12] Joseph sustained his father, and his brothers, and all his
father’s household ¢ The entire Jacob clan was regarded as Joseph’s
personal family — therefore, unlike other inhabitants of Egypt, they did
not pay for bread and were permitted to keep their money and their
herds. This privileged position, which the Egyptians initially accepted as
the natural order of things, later became, apparently, one of the reasons
for the Egyptians’ hostile attitude towards Jews.

No matter how hard Joseph worked to ensure the survival of the
Egyptians in difficult years, and to establish a normal life for both
Egyptians and Jews in Egypt, he was unable to avert a conflict. Such
conflicts are also a regular feature of Jewish life in exile.

[14] Joseph gathered in all the money that was to be found in the
land of Egypt and in the land of Canaan, as payment for the rations
that were being procured ¢ Joseph senses that his own raison détre is
to restructure Egyptian life. He strives to establish material conditions
for the people that can save them from hunger, and to create a system
that would also help prevent hunger in the future. As already noted,
Joseph is the personification of Jewish “economic messianism.”

And Yosef brought this silver into the house of Pharaoh ¢ Joseph
collected the grain in the manner of a “food tax” and sold it for silver,
and soon all Egyptian silver was in Pharaoh’s hands. All moneys had
become the property of the state, and cash flow entirely ceased due to
the country’s universal lack of cash.

[16] And Joseph said, “Bring your livestock” ¢ We see that the
Egyptians did have large animals useful for plowing - horses and
donkeys — and small livestock as well. The target of their hate was only
the professional herders of sheep.

[20] So Joseph gained possession of all the farm land of Egypt for
Pharaoh ¢ In this manner Joseph abolished all private property in
Egypt, and from that moment the Egyptians lost their connection with
the land, and also their personal freedom.

[21] And he removed the population town by town, from one end
of Egypt’s border to the other ¢ All property now belonged to the
state. In order to leave the people with fewer memories of their lost
land, Joseph translocated them from one end of Egypt to the other,
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thus severing them from their roots, from their former life, and from
their old attitudes, and rendering them psychologically “rootless.”

So long as a person lives in his own house and next to his own field,
even when they are no longer legally his, he retains a tribal memory, a
sense of connection with the past. But now, when the famine continues,
even this, the last stage of the reform (relocation and separation of the
people from their roots) raises no objections.

As aresult, the Egyptians have become a people deprived not only of
their private property and any means of future production, but also their
home and their motherland - simply put, their entire former culture.
They are now totally dependent on Pharaoh, while their employer and

“breadwinner” Joseph believes that, thanks to that dependence, he can
actually begin to reeducate them. Thus, Joseph hopes to reform Egypt,
believing that the people, deprived of their independence and living
under conditions of forced equality, will change for the better.

With this modernization, Joseph dismantles Egypt’s old economic
structures and creates new ones — organized state socialism — having
bought up the people’s property for the state, and now apportioned to
them allotments of land on behalf of the state. Joseph cannot appreciate
human personal freedom, not even his own, because economic indicators
are for him much more important.

Joseph underestimates the harm he is doing to himself, nor does he
see how destructive this process is for Egypt, and what a blow the Jewish
people will suffer in the process, as they become enslaved by it.

Joseph is well versed in the Egyptian economy, but has a poor
understanding of the Egyptian soul. This is the perennial problem of
Jewish reformers in foreign lands, who always strive for the very best,
and always fail to achieve their goal.

52.2. THE LAND
OF THE PRIESTS (47:22)
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[22] Only the land of the priests he did not take over, for the
priests had an allotment from Pharaoh, and they lived off
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the allotment which Pharaoh had made to them; therefore
they did not sell their land.

[22] For the priests had an allotment from Pharaoh ¢ Because the
priests received their share of bread directly from Pharaoh, they had no
need during the years of famine to buy bread or to sell their land. Their
power and authority thus remained unchanged. Joseph married into that
class of society, hoping that through them he could influence Egypt, but
he failed in the endeavor.

52.3. THE EGYPTIANS’ GRATITUDE
AND THEIR CONSENT TO SERFDOM (47:23-26)
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[23] Then Joseph said to the people, “Whereas | have this day

acquired you and your land for Pharaoh, here is seed for you
to sow the land.

[24] And when harvest comes, you shall give one-fifth to
Pharaoh, and four-fifths shall be yours as seed for the fields
and as food for you and those in your households, and as
nourishment for your children.”

[25] And they said, “You have saved our lives! We are grateful
to my lord, and we shall be serfs to Pharaoh.”

[26] And Joseph made it into a land law in Egypt, which is still
valid, that a fifth should be Pharaoh’s; only the land of the
priests did not become Pharaoh’s.
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[23] Here is seed for you to sow the land ¢ The people are now
economically independent, and the state provides them with the tools
of their labor.

[24] And when harvest comes, you shall give one-fifth to Pharaoh ¢
The relatively high tax proposed by Joseph, twenty percent, was initially
intended as a means of salvation from hunger, but is now becoming a
permanent solution. The tax supports the economic power of the state,
which now controls its citizens, but also bears responsibility for them.
It seems to Joseph that this new political order will be a boon to the
inhabitants of the state.

[25] And they said, “You have saved our lives! We are grateful to my
lord, and we shall be serfs to Pharaoh ¢ The Egyptians understand
Joseph’s merit in saving them from starvation, and they seem quite
amenable to becoming slaves on a stable supply of basic necessities.

[26] And Joseph made it into a land law in Egypt, which is still
valid ¢ Joseph, originally called up to manage a crisis, now institutes
permanent legislation for the future, exceeding the bounds of his
authority, and thereby paving the way for his own downfall.

52.4. THE JEWS PUT DOWN ROOTS
IN EGYPT (47:27)
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[27] Thus Israel settled in the country of Egypt, in the region
of Goshen; they acquired holdings in it, and were fertile and
increased greatly.

(27) They acquired holdings in it ¢ What was initially planned as
a temporary stay became a permanent one. But at the same time, the
Jews did not reeducate Egypt. On the contrary, Egypt devoured the Jews.
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CHAPTER 53

JOSEPH BECOMES THE FOURTH
PATRIARCH

53.1.JOSEPH’S OATH TO BURY JACOB
IN THE CAVE OF MACHPELAH (47:28-31)
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[28] Jacob lived seventeen years in the land of Egypt, so that

the span of Jacob’s life came to one hundred and forty-seven
years.

[29] And when the time approached for Israel to die, he
summoned his son Joseph and said to him, “Do me this favor,
place your hand under my thigh as a pledge of your steadfast
loyalty: please do not bury me in Egypt.

[30] When | lie down with my fathers, take me up from Egypt
and bury me in their burial-place.” He replied, “I will do as
you have spoken.”

[31] And he said, “Swear to me.” And he swore to him. Then
Israel bowed at the head of the bed.
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After the Torah’s account of Joseph’s fall, we move on to weekly
portion Vayechi, which tells of the rise of Judah. The main themes in this
portion are Jacob’s blessings to his sons, Jacob’s death and interment
in the cave of Machpelah, and the inauguration of the structure of the
future Jewish nation.

[28] Jacob lived seventeen years in the land of Egypt ¢ During that
interval the famine in Egypt had long since ended, and Joseph’s exalted
status in in the eyes of the Egyptians had begun to fade.

[29] And when the time approached for Israel to die ¢ These words
speak of a precipitous descent into exile, which will be completely and
finally realized only after Joseph’s own death.

(31] And he said, “Swear to me” ¢ Not satisfied with a mere promise
from Joseph, Jacob demands of his son a solemn oath. The Midrash notes
that an oath performs several functions. It provides assurance that the
promise will be ultimately fulfilled. It gives the person who has taken
the oath the moral strength he needs for that fulfillment. And finally,
the oath can help overcome future obstacles in relation to third parties
- in this case, for example, with Pharaoh, from whom Joseph will need to
obtain permission to stage his father’s funeral. Joseph will successfully
persuade Pharaoh of that urgency with the words, “My father made me
swear, saying, “I am about to die. Be sure to bury me in the grave which
[ made ready for myself in the land of Canaan” (50:5).

Then Israel bowed at the head of the bed ¢ Here Jacob is again called
“Israel,” because he will be buried in his own Land. And he bows to Joseph,
because by helping his father Israel, Joseph’s status is elevated, making
him worthy of that honor.

53.2. EPHRAIM AND MANASSEH ARE RAISED
TO THE STATUS OF TRIBES (48:1-9)
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[1] Some time afterward, Joseph was told, “Your father is ill.”
So he took with him his two sons, Manasseh and Ephraim.

[2] When Jacob was told, “Your son Joseph has come to see
you,” Israel summoned his strength and sat up in bed.

(3] And Jacob said to Joseph, “EL Shaddai appeared to me at
Luz in the land of Canaan, and He blessed me,

[4] and said to me, ‘1 will make you fertile and numerous,
making of you a community of peoples; and | will assign this
land to your offspring to come for an everlasting possession.’

[51 Now, your two sons, who were born to you in the land of
Egypt before | came to you in Egypt, shall be mine; Ephraim
and Manasseh shall be mine no less than Reuben and Simeon.

[6] But progeny born to you after them shall be yours; they
shall be recorded instead of their brothers in their inheritance.

[71 | [do this because], when | was returning from Paddan,
Rachel died, to my sorrow, while | was journeying in the land
of Canaan, when still some distance short of Ephrath; and |
buried her there on the road to Ephrath - now Bethlehem.

[8] Noticing Joseph'’s sons, Israel asked, “Who are these?”

[91 And Joseph said to his father, “They are my sons, whom
God has given me here.” “Bring them up to me,” he said, “that
| may bless them.”

377



378 Bible Dynamics. Book of Genesis

[2] Israel summoned his strength and sat up in bed ¢ With his last
ounce of strength, Jacob exerts himself to be Israel, so that Ephraim and
Manasseh will receive their blessing from Israel rather than from Jacob.

(3] El1 Shaddai appeared to me at Luz ¢ In Luz (Bethel) Jacob had long
ago received God’s promise that he would return from exile in Haran
back to his own Land, and that after that return he would receive God’s
special blessing (28:13 ff.).

41 I will make you fertile and numerous, making of you a community
of peoples; and I will assign this land to your offspring ¢ Jacob
connects his blessing of Ephraim and Manasseh with his possession of
the Land and his return to it, thus disabusing them of Joseph’s idea of
putting down roots in Egypt.

[5] Now, your two sons, who were born to you in the land of
Egypt before I came to you in Egypt, shall be mine ¢ Ephraim and
Manasseh, who were born in isolation from the rest of Jacob’s family,
must now be directly connected with Jacob, and they must at the same
time be elevated to the status of tribes. Thus, in addition to his receiving
a double share as befits a first-born (Deut. 21:17), Joseph’s own status is
raised to that of “semi-Patriarch.”

We would note that Jewish tradition has preserved the burial places
of the Patriarchs and their wives, and Joseph’s as well, but we know
nothing of where all the other sons of Jacob were buried. This too raises
Joseph closer to the level of the Patriarchs.

[7]1 Rachel died, to my sorrow, while I was journeying in the land
of Canaan ¢ Jacob apparently feels guilty, and makes excuses for having
buried Rachel by the side of the road, and not in the family tomb in
the Cave of Machpelah. Jacob to some extent compensates for this
deficiency in Rachel’s funereal honors by raising Ephraim and Manasseh,
her grandchildren, to the status of full tribes.

[8] Noticing Joseph’s sons, Israel asked, “Who are these?” ¢ Jacob
is of course well acquainted with his grandchildren, and in fact has just
mentioned them by name. Jacob’s question “Who are these?” is similar
to God’s question to Adam, “Where are you?” (3:9). Israel is asking
Joseph: “Well, what can you actually tell me about these children?”
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91 And Joseph said to his father, “They are my sons, whom God
has given me here” ¢ Joseph responds with what he considers most
significant: that his sons were born right there in Egypt. But then Jacob
reverses the order of their seniority, thereby completely upsetting
Joseph’s worldview.

Ephraim and Manasseh were born during that period of Joseph’s
life when his understanding of the inner workings of his family and
the relationships within it was deficient. Joseph’s sons, originally
isolated from the rest of the Jewish nation, are now being reunited
with it, becoming a symbol of restoration. The blessing that Jacob gives
Ephraim and Manasseh is therefore very specific, and its wording will
later become fixed in tradition as the formula used on every occasion
when Jewish parents formally bless their children.

53.3.JACOB BLESSES EPHRAIM
AND MANASSEH (48:10-20)
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[10] Now Israel’s eyes were dim with age; he could not see. So
[Joseph] brought them close to him, and he kissed them and
embraced them.

[11] And Israel said to Joseph, “I never expected to see you
again, and here God has let me see your children as well.”

[12] Joseph then removed them from his knees, and bowed
low with his face to the ground.

[13] Joseph took the two of them, Ephraim with his right
hand - to Israel’s left - and Manasseh with his left hand - to
Israel’s right - and brought them close to him.

[14] But Israel stretched out his right hand and laid it on
Ephraim’s head, though he was the younger, and his left hand
on Manasseh’s head - thus crossing his hands - although
Manasseh was the first-born.

[15] And he blessed Joseph, saying, “The God in whose ways
my fathers Abraham and Isaac walked, The God who has
been my shepherd from my birth to this day -

[16] The Angel who has redeemed me from all harm - Bless
the lads. In them may my name be recalled, And the names
of my fathers Abraham and Isaac, And may they be teeming
multitudes upon the earth.”

[17] When Joseph saw that his father was placing his right
hand on Ephraim’s head, he thought it wrong; so he took
hold of his father’s hand to move it from Ephraim’s head to
Manasseh’s.

[18] “Not so, Father,” Joseph said to his father, “for the other
is the first-born; place your right hand on his head.”

[19] But his father objected, saying, “I know, my son, | know.
He too shall become a people, and he too shall be great.
Yet his younger brother shall be greater than he, and his
offspring shall be plentiful enough for nations.”
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[20] So he blessed them that day, saying, “By you shall Israel
invoke blessings, saying: God make you like Ephraim and
Manasseh.” Thus he put Ephraim before Manasseh.

[10] Now Israel’s eyes were dim with age ¢ We have twice before
encountered “weak eyes” in this book of Genesis, with reference to
Isaac and to Leah. In both of those cases, the Midrash understands that
weakness as inattention to the surrounding environment, and aspiring
instead to a higher meaning. According to the Midrash, Isaac’s eyes grew
dim as he lay on the altar (22:9). No longer noticing anything close by to
himself, Isaac saw only the things that stood well off in the distance. And
Leah was likewise initially of a mind to neglect the temporal, striving
only for the eternal.

Here too, Israel, having attained extreme old age, is gazing far into
the distance, no longer focusing on the present, and thinking instead
about more lofty matters than his immediate surroundings.

[11] And here God has let me see your children as well ¢ The
descendants here are especially important, because only through them
can Joseph remake himself as Mashiach ben Yosef.

[14] But Israel stretched out his right hand ¢ The blessings to Ephraim
and Manasseh are given in the name of Israel, not Jacob, because those
blessings will have to be realized after the Exodus, when the Jews are
already in the Land of Israel.

Thus crossing his hands - although Manasseh was the first-born ¢
The purpose of this reordering is to amend the idea that Joseph had
originally invested in the names of his children. “Joseph named the
first-born Manasseh, meaning, ‘God has made me forget completely my
hardship and my parental home.” And the second he named Ephraim,
meaning, ‘God has made me fertile in the land of my affliction’” (41:51-
52). In other words, Joseph was saying that he owed his success to his
having forgotten his father’s house. It is this incorrect belief that Israel
now wants to change.

Manasseh represents “oblivion of things past,” which can be realized,
however, in different ways. Joseph believed that being completely
oblivious to the past is the key to future success. Israel is telling Joseph
that, by adopting a proper outlook, partial oblivion becomes possible, but
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it must be the result of one’s success, and not vice versa. When Manasseh
is not a leader, when he only complements Ephraim, then his “oblivion”
becomes not the driving force, but only a technical auxiliary, having the
property of “forgetting only that which would be truly superfluous to
remember.” And even then that oblivion cannot facilitate success; it
must happen only after one is already advancing toward success.

After receiving Israel’s blessing, Manasseh’s tribe reverses its
orientation and becomes a symbol not of forgetting but of memory.
Precisely because Manasseh knows what oblivion is, he also understands
better than anyone else what memory is.

Centuries later, Manasseh will be the only tribe to receive its
allotment of territory on both sides of the Jordan, thus joining the
Transjordan with the Land of Canaan. When during the conquest of the
Promised Land the tribes of Gad and Reuben remained on the east bank
of the Jordan River, and the remaining tribes moved on to the west bank,
only the tribe of Manasseh tribe was in half between both banks, thus
serving as a unifying link that would prevent the Jewish nation from
splintering apart.

[15] And he blessed Joseph ¢ Only after correctly positioning his hands
on Joseph’s sons’ heads does Israel then bless Joseph, thus conveying
that the blessing of Joseph’s children is also intended to correct him.
Joseph cannot be blessed without the correct relative placement of
Ephraim and Manasseh.

[18] “Not so, Father,” Joseph said to his father ¢ But Joseph, contrary
to his father Jacob’s expectations, continues to believe that his father
blesses his children incorrectly. That is, Joseph continues to put
Manasseh above Ephraim.

[19] But his father objected, saying, “I know, my son, I know” ¢
“I know” twofold: I know who is chronologically older, and I know that
you are mistaken in your assessment of their potentials.

[20] By you shall Israel invoke blessings, saying ¢ “God make you
like Ephraim and Manasseh” ¢ The purpose of Jacob’s blessing was
mainly to raise Ephraim and Manasseh to the level of his own children,
but also to change Joseph’s views on his success as the result of his
oblivion. To accomplish this, Jacob not only frames a special blessing for
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Ephraim and Manasseh, but adds, “By you shall Israel invoke blessings,
saying....” That is, the people of Israel will repeat the wording of this
blessing throughout all their generations.

53.4.JOSEPH RECEIVES
AN ADDITIONAL PORTION (48:21-22)
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[21] Then Israel said to Joseph, “l am about to die; but God will
be with you and bring you back to the land of your fathers.

[22] And now, | assign to you one portion more than to your
brothers, which | wrested from the Amorites with my sword
and bow.”

[22] And now, I assign to you one portion more than to your
brothers ¢ “One portion more” in the Hebrew text is shechem achad.
Joseph’s additional portion can be understood either as “one plot of
land,” or as “one Shechem” (the city of Shechem).

Shechem, where Joseph’s tomb will later be located, sits exactly on
the border between the territories of Ephraim and Manasseh. Jacob gives
Joseph the city of Shechem as an inheritance, rather than dividing it
between Joseph’s sons. Jacob’s intent is that this joint possession will
unite the two tribes.

Which I wrested from the Amorites with my sword and bow ¢ The
reference is not to Jacob himself, who purchased that plot of land (33:19),
but to his sons, who took the city by force.

Shechem is located at the very center of the Land of Israel. Although
Jerusalem is the spiritual capital of the Land of Israel, Shechem is its
material capital and geographical center. And that is why Joseph’s
descendants, having Shechem as their foundation, will be able to realize
their aspirations of material success.

However, we can also understand this verse somewhat differently

- as a blessing for Joseph to succeed in military affairs. Says Jacob, “I
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hereby give you an advantage, the ability to wrest land from the
Amorites with sword and bow.” This is important because, upon
Mashiach ben Yosef’s return to the Land of Israel, military prowess will
be indispensable to him.

In addition to Joseph’s superlative managerial abilities, he is now
blessed with military prowess, which he did not previously have.



CHAPTER 54
JACOB BLESSES HIS SONS

54.1. THE PURPOSE AND MEANING
OF JACOB’S BLESSINGS (49:1-2)
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[1] And Jacob called his sons and said, “Come together that |
may tell you what is to befall you in days to come.

[2] Assemble and hearken, O sons of Jacob; hearken to Israel
your father:

[2] Assemble and hearken, O sons of Jacob; hearken to Israel your
father ¢ The Jews in exile, the sons of Jacob, must hear and accept the
words of Israel, for only upon returning to the Land will the blessings of
the tribes be truly realized.

These blessings make it especially clear that although Joseph is still
king, spiritual leadership continues to manifest more decisively in Judah.

[1] That I may tell you what is to befall you in days to come ¢ Literally,
“in the end of days,” an expressions that always indicates the end of an
era. To Jacob, the “end of days” means the return to the Land of Israel,
and the whole point of the blessings that follow is to elaborate on the
merits to be evinced by each tribe in the course of its subsistence on its
Land.
With these blessings Jacob wants to assign to each tribe its own
individual function, in order that upon their return to the Land of Israel,
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disagreements among the tribes can be avoided. Since the main source
of conflict among the brothers was the issue of who would receive the
kingdom, Jacob in his blessings makes a point of emphasizing those
aspects of each tribe’s character that made it generally unsuitable to
lead the Jewish people (i.e., makes them ineligible to become kings).

54.2. THE BLESSING
OF REUBEN (49:3-4)
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[3] Reuben, you are my first-born, my might and first fruit of
my vigor, exceeding in rank and exceeding in honor.

[4] Unstable as water, you shall excel no longer; for when you
mounted your father’s bed, you brought disgrace - my couch
he mounted!

[3] Reuben, you are my first-born ¢ Reuben, as the firstborn, enjoys the
greatest abundance of possibilities, but he is incapable of being prudent,
judicious, or fair. Reuben lost the birthright by his own doing — he was
impetuous. No government has a right to make hasty decisions or to act
without forethought.

[4] You shall excel no longer; for when you mounted your father’s
bed, you brought disgrace ¢ As already noted, Reuben’s offense was
by no means as serious as a straightforward reading of the Torah text
suggests. Reuben was therefore not excluded from being counted among
the Twelve Tribes. But he was divested of the rights of the firstborn.

You shall excel no longer ¢ And what are those rights that Reuben
would have received? The kingdom, the priesthood, and a double
share in his father’s inheritance. But because Reuben forfeited the
birthright, those three elements were divided among the remainder
of the Jewish people. The double inheritance went to Joseph (two
tribes, Ephraim and Manasseh), the kingdom went to Judah, and the
priesthood to Levi.
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54.3. THE BLESSING
OF SIMEON AND LEVI (49: 5-7)
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[51 Simeon and Levi are a pair; their weapons are tools of
lawlessness.

[6] Let not my person be included in their council, let not my
being be counted in their assembly. For when angry they slay
men, and when pleased they maim oxen.

[7]1 Cursed be their anger so fierce, and their wrath so
relentless. | will divide them in Jacob, scatter them in Israel.

[5] Simeon and Levi are a pair; their weapons are tools of
lawlessness ¢ It is not clear from the text exactly what Jacob means
here — the murder of the inhabitants of Shechem, or selling Joseph.
Either way, Jacob takes Simeon and Levi to task for their rash actions.
They are expert swordsmen — a valuable skill in and of itself — but
they are thoughtless in the application of their energies, and their
actions are those of fanatics. It is true that every nation must have
a certain number of fanatics, but fanaticism makes it impossible
to control the state. Seeing every situation only from their own
point of view, fanatics are incapable of considering any opinion
but their own.

[71 I will divide them in Jacob, scatter them in Israel ¢ The benefits
that Simeon and Levi can bring the nation are realized only when
they are separated and scattered among all the other tribes. The tribe
of Simeon will receive its allotment of territory inside the territory of
Judah, and Levi will be resettled across different cities within all the
other tribes. Like salt and pepper, they are important for the well-being
of the people, but only in limited quantities, and when dispersed among
the rest of the tribes.
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The tribe of Levi later found it correction and received the priesthood,
but the tribe of Simeon, on the contrary, experienced a downfall, lost its
identity, and was wholly absorbed by the tribe of Judah.

54.4. THE BLESSING
OF JUDAH (49:8-12)
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(81 You, O Judah, your brothers shall praise; your hand shall
be on the nape of your foes; your father’s sons shall bow low
to you.

[9] Judah is a lion’s whelp; on prey, my son, have you grown.
He crouches, lies down like a lion, like the king of beasts -
who dare rouse him?

[10] The scepter shall not depart from Judah, nor the ruler’s
staff from between his feet; so that tribute shall come to him
and the homage of peoples be his.

[11] He tethers his ass to a vine, his ass’s foal to a choice vine;
he washes his garment in wine, his robe in blood of grapes.

[12] His eyes are darker than wine; his teeth are whiter than
milk.

(81 You, O Judah, your brothers shall praise ¢ Judah is here
immediately distinguished in that all the other brothers consent to his
reign. Without this, kingship is impossible.

Your hand shall be on the nape of your foes ¢ Judah can destroy his
enemies, or just as easily — should he so choose - let them live, but force
them to submit to his will.
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[91 Judah is a lion’s whelp ¢ The Midrash understands “lion’s whelp”
as expressing not a single idea (i.e., a young lion), but two opposite
ones. Judah is advancing from gur to aryeh, from lion’s whelp to lion. At
first he is slight, but when he becomes great, no one can displace him.
Judah has inner dynamics, the ability to improve and repent — a critical
prerequisite for the ruler of a kingdom.

On prey, my son, have you grown ¢ An alternate translation is “You
have risen from (i.e., abandoned) your prey.” Judah is able to restrain
himself just in time and change his point of view. Judah’s main virtue is
not that he is thoroughly righteous, but that he can remediate his sins.

He crouches, lies down like a lion, like the king of beasts - who
dare rouse him? ¢ Judah is always prepared just to wait, which in the
end gives his deeds a solid foundation.

[10] The scepter shall not depart from Judah, nor the ruler’s staff
from between his feet; so that tribute shall come to him ¢ The final
phrase reads in the original Hebrew, “ad ki yavo shiloh,” a somewhat
ambiguous construction that might be understood as “until he (Judah)
comes to Shiloh.” Shiloh is a geographic district in Samaria. But this
is historically incorrect, given that clearly the “scepter” remained with
Judah (so as to “not depart” from him) after Shiloh especially, when,
during the period of Judges, there was a Jewish religious center there.
Thus it would be inaccurate to interpret this verse as limiting Judah’s
eminence to the period preceding Shiloh.

The Midrash therefore interprets these words as “until Shiloh
himself comes” (i.e., the Messiah), the idea here being that Judah will
rule without interruption until his descendant the Messiah arrives.

[12] His eyes are darker than wine; His teeth are whiter than
milk ¢ Judah’s territory abounds with vineyards (from Jerusalem unto
Hebron) and pastures (from Hebron toward the south). Wine, which
is red, represents the quality of Gevurah, justice, while milk, white, is
the quality of Chesed, kindness. The kingdom can stand firm only when
justice and mercy are united.

Thus, Judah’s brothers acknowledge his authority. Judah can pursue
his policies calmly and confidently. Rather than attempting to suppress
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others, he tries always to improve himself. It is therefore only right that
the kingdom should belong to him.

The other brothers cannot create a lasting kingdom, because each of
them, unlike Judah, is too narrowly focused, immersed only in his own
individual concerns, to the detriment of all other aspects of life. Because
of that, none of them is fit to be a leader of the nation as a whole. This
shortcoming is made evident in each of their blessings.

54.5. ZEBULUN’S
BLESSING (49:13)
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[13] Zebulun shall dwell by the seashore; he shall be a haven
for ships, and his flank shall rest on Sidon.

[13] Shall dwell by the seashore; he shall be a haven for ships ¢
Zebulun’s occupations are fishing and international trade.

And his flank shall rest on Sidon ¢ Zebulun’s territory stretches from
Haifa, approximately, and almost to Sidon (the city of Saida in modern
Lebanon), which belonged to the Phoenicians, who likewise had a strong
connection to the sea.

Zebulun is at the opposite end of the spectrum from the extremes of
Simeon and Levi (who tend to religious zealotry, and typically circulate
only among their own people). Zebulun is a man of very broad outlook.
His trade brings him in contact with other nations - with Sidon, for
example. But all this means that he is outwardly directed, and for that
reason would not make a good king. External associations cannot be
allowed to interfere with state interests.

54.6.ISSACHAR’S
BLESSING (49:14-15)
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[14] Issachar is a strong-boned ass, crouching among the
sheepfolds.

[15] When he saw how good was security, and how pleasant
was the country, he bent his shoulder to the burden, and
became a toiling serf.

[14] Issachar is a strong-boned ass, crouching among the
sheepfolds ¢ Issachar’s territory is the extraordinarily fertile Jezreel
Valley (between the mountainous regions of Samaria and the Galilee).
The Midrash, however, understands Issachar’s blessing not in the sense
of agricultural work, but of intense Torah study. He is like an donkey
that can be made to carry a very sizeable burden.

[15] He bent his shoulder to the burden, and became a toiling serf ¢
Tradition adds that Issachar and Zebulun have a symbiotic relationship.
By mutual agreement, Zebulun provides for their combined material
needs, and Issachar studies Torah for both of them. Moreover, since
Zebulun provides for Issachar, Zebulun is seen as fulfilling even his
own commandment of Torah study through Issachar, and receives a
commensurate Heavenly reward.

(Intheliteral sense, Issachar produces an abundant agricultural yield,
which Zebulun then sells to international markets — an arrangement
that brings prosperity to both.)

[15] When he saw how good was security, and how pleasant was the
country ¢ Issachar was not fit to be king because he loved the quiet life
and had no interest in leadership. Labor and teaching are interesting to
him, but power and management are not. He is therefore quite satisfied
to occupy a subordinate position.

A person who makes Torah study his regular occupation will often
become so enamored of the spiritual life that he comes to believe he
has no need for political independence at all. He might even consider
his independence a useless burden, from which he wants to be relieved
by freeing himself of all political responsibility. This implies that rabbis
cannot properly govern a state, because a king is expected to look after
all aspects of national life, and not only its spiritual side.
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54.7.DAN’S
BLESSING (49:16-18)
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[16] Dan shall govern his people, as one of the tribes of Israel.

[17]1 Dan shall be a serpent by the road, a viper by the path,
that bites the horse’s heels so that his rider is thrown
backward.

[18] | wait for Your deliverance, O Lord!

[16] Dan shall govern his people, as one of the tribes of Israel ¢ Dan
mostly considers himself a loner, and not a part of the national collective.
That is, he does not see himself as operating within the system.

The tribe of Dan is so disorganized that it will prove itself incapable
of managing its initial allotment of land (Gush Dan, in the vicinity of
today’s Tel Aviv). And so the tribe will relocate itself to the north, at
the feet of Mount Hermon (which is why another locality there is also
called “Dan”). Later, when Scripture wishes to delineate the territorial
boundaries of Israel, it uses the expression “from Dan to Beer-sheba”
(Jud. 20:1, 2 Sam. 3:20). “Dan” refers to the northernmost point of Jewish
settlement, and “Beer-sheba” to the southernmost.

Dan is Joseph’s extreme expression, something that was laid down
immediately at Dan’s birth, when Rachel gave Jacob her servant Bilhah,
whose firstborn was Dan. Thus, Dan was born so as to anticipate the
birth of Joseph to Rachel. Thus, Dan is the precursor to Joseph. And if we
are talking about Joseph’s unwillingness to be satisfied with the limits
of the Jewish question, which therefore orients him to the peoples of the
world, then all this is manifested yet more compellingly in Dan.

The Midrash believes that at a certain point in Jewish history some
part of the tribe of Dan abandoned the Land of Israel. Ethiopian Jews
consider themselves descendants of the tribe of Dan. But, on the other
hand, some historians associate Dan with the Denyen people, who were
Greeks, and they consider Dan an immigrant tribe, whose members
were originally not Jewish (having descended from the Denyen), and
only later integrated into the Jewish people. Needless to say, from the
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traditional Jewish point of view this is simply not true, since Dan is not
an immigrant tribe, but one of Jacob’s sons. Nonetheless, the idea that
Dan is connected with other nations of the world is not without some
“spiritual basis.”

[17] Dan shall be a serpent by the road, a viper by the path, that
bites the horse’s heels so that his rider is thrown backward ¢ This
tactic of surprise attack is characteristic of a partisan, not a soldier. A
classic example of such a man from the tribe of Dan is Samson, who
battles the Philistines not as the member of a regular army, but as a lone
partisan. The tribe of Dan is anarchist in nature and refuses to submit to
any other power. Dan, in a certain sense, is the opposite of Judah, who is
always organized and whose methods are always systematic.

[18] I wait for Your deliverance, O Lord! ¢ Jacob beseeches God that
even such a troubled tribe as Dan should not be completely severed from
the Jewish nation. Thus we see that the Jewish people consists of two
opposite poles: the tribe of Judah, representing royalty and statehood,
and the tribe of Dan, representing the other extreme — anarchy, which is
always trying to exceed the limits of the system.

And yet, for constructing the Tabernacle the Torah later requires two
engineer-architects: Bezalel son of Uri of the tribe of Judah, and Oholiab
son of Ahisamach of the tribe of Dan as his assistant (Exodus 30: 1, 6).
The nation is built from all twelve tribes together: from Judah who leads,
and from Dan who brings up the rear (Num. 10:14, 25). Thus, for creating
the Tabernacle we need a synthesis of these two completely opposite
elements.

At the same time, “Dan shall govern (literally, ‘judge’) his people,”
which is meant in the sense of an anarchist uprising that endeavors to
restore justice where the prevailing system has failed.

It is self-evident that Dan is not fit for the role of king.

54.8. GAD’S BLESSING (49:19)
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[19] Gad shall be raided by raiders, but he shall raid at their
heels.
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[19]1 Gad shall be raided by raiders, but he shall raid at their
heels ¢ Gad’s territory is the northern Gilad on the east bank of the
Jordan. Gad is a professional military man, a systematic warrior, not a
partisan. He is a general in the regular army, and when the time comes
to conquer the Land, his troops will fight valiantly and effectively.

Gad is an ideal fighter, but it is clear that such a person cannot be a
leader of the people, because he sees every situation only from a military
perspective.

Gad shall be raided by raiders ¢ That is, if he sees that it is tactically
necessary to retreat, then, being a military man, he will retreat, since
that will not prevent him from driving back the enemy later. But Gad
underestimates the non-military aspect (civil, psychological, historical,
and so on) of his actions and the potential harm of retreating. His
understanding, therefore, never goes beyond local, momentary
expediency, which is insufficient for proper leadership of a country.

Governing a state cannot be reduced to exclusively local objectives.
It is a multifaceted endeavor that is much too important to be entrusted
to the military.

54.9. ASHER’S
BLESSING (49:20)
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[20] Asher’s bread shall be rich, and he shall yield royal
dainties.

Asher’s territory is the country’s northern region. Asher specializes
in producing high-quality goods, delivered “to the royal table,” that is,
for the benefit of the entire nation. He is an outstanding economist and
business executive. But of course, this is not enough for governing a
state.

54.10. NAFTALTI’S
BLESSING (49:21)
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[21] Naphtali is a hind Llet loose, which yields lovely fawns.
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Naftali’s territory is the eastern Galilee. His priorities are aesthetics
and literature. These are essential values that give coherence to our
overall worldview, but they, too, are insufficient for ruling a nation.

Writers and artists are essential to national life, but they cannot
manage a state.

54.11.JOSEPH’S INNER CONFLICT
AND THE BLESSING HE RECEIVES (49:22-26)
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[22] Joseph is a wild ass, A wild ass by a spring - wild colts
on a hillside.

[23] Archers bitterly assailed him; they shot at him and
harried him.

[24] Yet his bow stayed taut, and his arms were made firm by
the hands of the Mighty One of Jacob - there, the Shepherd,
the Rock of Israel -

[25] The God of your father who helps you, and Shaddai who
blesses you With blessings of heaven above, blessings of the
deep that couches below, blessings of the breast and womb.

[26] The blessings of your father surpass the blessings of my
ancestors, to the utmost bounds of the eternal hills. May
they rest on the head of Joseph, on the brow of the elect of
his brothers.

[23] Bitterly assailed him; they shot at him and harried him ¢ The
territory of Joseph, that is, of the tribes of Ephraim and Manasseh, is
Samaria (from Bethel to the Jezreel Valley), and also includes the Bashan
and the Golan in the Transjordan. Joseph is in many ways suited for the
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role of king. But despite his marked successes in all matters and his
generally high spiritual level, he cannot be appointed king of Israel,
because he is too conflicted. This is why he is unpopular and unloved,
and his own brothers are at odds with him.

A person who arouses excessive discontent (talented and successful
though he may be) cannot lead the nation or become a central figure
withinit. But a Jewish king must do exactly that. Joseph could successfully
rule Egypt, because royal power is characterized there by isolation from
the people. But Joseph could not be a leader in the Land of Israel, where
power can be effective only when it has the nation’s full support.

And therefore, when later in Jewish history a king must arise from
Joseph’s house, that king will be Saul, a descendant of Benjamin, but it
cannot be Joseph himself.

[26] The blessings of your father surpass the blessings of my
ancestors brothers ¢ Joseph receives a special blessing that is even
greater than that of Abraham and Isaac.

May they rest on the head of Joseph, on the brow of the elect of
his ¢ However, Joseph’s success provokes a negative attitude from his
brothers, which likewise only hinders Joseph’s power.

54.12. BENJAMIN’S
BLESSING (49:27)
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[27] Benjamin is a ravenous wolf; in the morning he consumes
the foe, and in the evening he divides the spoil.”

Benjamin occupies territory that is at Israel’s center, extending
from Jerusalem to Bethel. The Temple in Jerusalem stands within that
territory.

[27] Benjamin is a ravenous wolf ¢ Benjamin is a remarkable individual,
with fine family families, but he is too tough. The people who get in his
way are in danger of being torn to shreds, and he doesn’t know how to
complete what he has begun. In the future, there will even be a situation
where all the tribes will go to war against the tribe of Benjamin.
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And yet, Benjamin serves as a unifying force. Judah and Joseph are
united thanks to him. Without Benjamin the kingdom cannot stand,
but even so he cannot successfully rule it. Saul, the first king of Israel,
was from the tribe of Benjamin, but his dynasty could not achieve
permanence on the throne.

In the morning he consumes the foe, and in the evening he divides
the spoil ¢ The Midrash understands this to mean that he is active in the
morning and in the evening, but not in the middle of the day. That is, he
wields influence only at the beginning and at the end of a process.

In the “morning,” in the days of Saul, a kingdom is created, and in
the “evening,” the Babylonian captivity, when the kingdom is already
in its twilight, Mordechai and Esther — also from the tribe of Benjamin

— assert their presence. But in the middle of the “day,” Benjamin has no
staying power. He knows how to initiate an era, and also how to end it,
but maintaining stability throughout the interval is simply not in his
character.

54.13. THE UNITY OF JACOB’S CHILDREN, AND HIS
DYING WISH TO BE BURIED IN HEBRON (49:28-33)
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[28] ALl these were the tribes of Israel, twelve in number,
and this is what their father said to them as he bade them

farewell, addressing to each a parting word appropriate
to him.
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[29] Then he instructed them, saying to them, “| am about to
be gathered to my kin. Bury me with my fathers in the cave
which is in the field of Ephron the Hittite,

[30] the cave which is in the field of Machpelah, facing Mamre,
in the land of Canaan, the field that Abraham bought from
Ephron the Hittite for a burial site -

[31] there Abraham and his wife Sarah were buried; there
Isaac and his wife Rebekah were buried; and there | buried
Leah -

[32] the field and the cave in it, bought from the Hittites.”

[33] When Jacob finished his instructions to his sons, he drew
his feet into the bed and, breathing his last, he was gathered
to his people.

[28] All these were the tribes of Israel ¢ All twelve tribes together form
one nation, and when all the tribes comprise a single entity, even with
all their individual shortcomings they achieve a state of equilibrium and
harmony.

The tribes of Israel, twelve in number ¢ The tribes are always twelve
in number, although in some cases Ephraim and Manasseh are counted
as one tribe, and sometimes as two. This compensates for a similar
situation with the Levites, who are sometimes included in the number
of tribes, but sometimes not.

Take, for example, the breastplate of the High Priest which featured
twelve precious stones (Exod. 28:21). Ephraim and Manasseh are jointly
represented there by a single stone and as one tribe, the tribe of Joseph,
because the Levites are also in that count of twelve stones, having their
own stone that represents them in the breastplate.

But on the other hand, in dividing the Land of Israel into territories,
the Levites are not included in the count of the tribes, because they do
not receive a portion in the Land (Num. 18, v. 20, 24). Therefore, for the
purpose of apportioning the land, Ephraim and Manasseh are considered
two distinct tribes.

He bade them farewell ¢ Literally, “he blessed them.” The Torah wishes
to emphasize that Jacob blessed all twelve of his sons, including Reuben,
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Simeon, and Levi, notwithstanding that his words to them were not what
we would normally expect in a blessing.

The unity of the Jewish tribes is not achieved through homogeneity.
On the contrary, because the tribes are so dissimilar, and, accordingly,
there is so much variation in the blessings they receive, the Jewish
people are a unique and complex system, which is precisely what makes
them a dynamic and viable organism. Israel demonstrates the unity
of the Creator not through like-minded uniformity, but through the
harmony of their complementary differences.

[29] I am about to be gathered to my kin. Bury me with my fathers
in the cave ¢ Jacob has already exacted an oath from Joseph to bury
him not in Egypt, but in the cave of Machpelah. But he repeats that
instruction here so that Machpelah will become not merely Jacob’s
personal tomb, but a focus of national unity and a central meeting place
for all the tribes.

Ashe approaches death, and as the Jewish exile begins, Jacob seeks to
reinforce in the minds of the nation the idea that the Land of Israel (and
Hebron in particular) is the center of Jewish life. With his decision to be
buried in the cave of Machpelah, a source of considerable inconvenience
for his sons, Jacob demonstrates that there is an address to which
the Jews must always return. Jacob thus gives all his descendants to
understand that their life in Egypt, in exile, is nothing more than a
temporary episode.

The Cave of Machpelah binds the Jewish people to the Patriarchs.
Through ownership of the burial grounds of their ancestors, the
descendants never cease to feel their predecessors’ vital influence. In
later centuries, the memory of the Patriarchs will help the Jewish people
to maintain contact with the Land of Israel, and in the twentieth century
even to return to that land once more.

54.14.JACOB’S
FUNERAL (50:1-13)
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[1] Joseph flung himself upon his father’s face and wept over
him and kissed him.

[2]1 Then Joseph ordered the physicians in his service to
embalm his father, and the physicians embalmed Israel.

[3] It required forty days, for such is the full period of
embalming. The Egyptians bewailed him seventy days;

[4] and when the wailing period was over, Joseph spoke
to Pharaoh’s court, saying, “Do me this favor, and lay this
appeal before Pharaoh:

[5] ‘My father made me swear, saying, “| am about to die. Be
sure to bury me in the grave which | made ready for myself in
the land of Canaan.” Now, therefore, let me go up and bury
my father; then | shall return.””

(61 And Pharaoh said, “Go up and bury your father, as he made
you promise on oath.”
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[7] So Joseph went up to bury his father; and with him went
up all the officials of Pharaoh, the senior members of his
court, and all of Egypt’s dignitaries,

[8] together with all of Joseph’s household, his brothers, and
his father’s household; only their children, their flocks, and
their herds were left in the region of Goshen.

[9] Chariots, too, and horsemen went up with him; it was a
very large troop.

[10] When they came to Goren ha-Atad, which is beyond the
Jordan, they held there a very great and solemn lamentation;
and he observed a mourning period of seven days for his
father.

[11] And when the Canaanite inhabitants of the land saw
the mourning at Goren ha-Atad, they said, “This is a solemn
mourning on the part of the Egyptians.” That is why it was
named Abel-mizraim, which is beyond the Jordan.

[12] Thus his sons did for him as he had instructed them.

[13] His sons carried him to the land of Canaan, and buried
him in the cave of the field of Machpelah, the field near
Mamre, which Abraham had bought for a burial site from
Ephron the Hittite.

3] The Egyptians bewailed him seventy days ¢ They believed that
Joseph’s immediate family had brought blessings to their country. It
seems that all the Egyptians, following Pharaoh’s example, considered
Jacob a miracle worker.

[4] Joseph spoke to Pharaoh’s court, saying, “Do me this favor,
and lay this appeal before Pharaoh” ¢ After everything we know
of Joseph’s prominence in Egypt, it is astonishing to learn that he
cannot address Pharaoh directly in asking permission to bury his
father in Canaan. As the memory of the great Egyptian famine has
now apparently faded, Joseph’s merits have also been forgotten, and
his position in Pharaoh’s court is greatly diminished from what it had
previously been. Joseph was indispensable to the Egyptians in their
hour of desperation. But now that the system he created for the new
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Egypt continues to function without his involvement, Joseph is again
nothing more to them than an annoying foreigner.

[5] ‘My father made me swear, saying, “I am about to die. Be sure
to bury me in the grave which I made ready for myself” ¢ Joseph
presents his request for Jacob’s funeral as an exclusively individual affair,
rather than a national one. This personal motif is understandable in
Egypt, where the Pharaohs even during their lifetimes built pyramids for
their own burials.

(6] And Pharaoh said, “Go up and bury your father, as he made you
promise on oath” ¢ The oath that Jacob exacted from Joseph turned out
to be completely warranted, for it helped Joseph obtain permission from
Pharaoh to fulfill Jacob’s wish to be buried in Canaan.

[11] This is a solemn mourning on the part of the Egyptians ¢
The neighboring peoples see this funeral as a purely Egyptian event.
Apparently, Jacob’s sons were no longer very different in appearance
from the Egyptians.

[12] Thus his sons did for him as he had instructed them ¢ Joseph
did not want the Egyptians to get too close to the Cave of Machpelah. He
therefore held the final state ceremony at Goren ha-Atad, after which
just a very modest family funeral followed. Jacob’s sons simply carried
the coffin containing the body of their father to the family tomb.



CHAPTER 55
JOSEPH’S OLD AGE AND DEATH

55.1.JOSEPH WILL NOT RETALIATE AGAINST HIS
BROTHERS AFTER HIS FATHER’S DEATH (50:14-21)
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[14] After burying his father, Joseph returned to Egypt, he

and his brothers and all who had gone up with him to bury
his father.

[15] When Joseph’s brothers saw that their father was dead,
they said, “What if Joseph still bears a grudge against us and
pays us back for all the wrong that we did him!”

[16] So they sent this message to Joseph, “Before his death
your father left this instruction:
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[17] So shall you say to Joseph, ‘Forgive, | urge you, the
offense and guilt of your brothers who treated you so harshly.’
Therefore, please forgive the offense of the servants of the
God of your father.” And Joseph was in tears as they spoke
to him.

[18] His brothers went to him themselves, flung themselves
before him, and said, “We are prepared to be your slaves.”

[19] But Joseph said to them, “Have no fear! Am | a substitute
for God?

[20] Besides, although you intended me harm, God intended
it for good, so as to bring about the present result - the
survival of many people.

[21] And so, fear not. | will sustain you and your children.”
Thus he reassured them, speaking kindly to them.

Only after Jacob’s death do the brothers genuinely clarify their
relationship, and achieve true mutual understanding.

[15] What if Joseph still bears a grudge against us and pays us
back for all the wrong that we did him! ¢ While burying their father
in the Cave of Machpelah, the brothers all together see Hebron, almost
forty years after leaving there, and it brings back memories of their
youth. However, the Midrash further reports that after his father’s
funeral, Joseph went to see another important place in the Land of
Israel: the pit into which he had been thrown by his brothers. This
was Joseph’s only opportunity to see the place where events occurred
that were a critical turning point in his life. And upon seeing Joseph’s
actions, the brothers became frightened.

When Joseph’s brothers saw that their father was dead ¢ After his
father’s death, Joseph became somewhat estranged from his brothers.
The Midrash adds that in the past Joseph would invite them to visit,
but he now no longer did. It is quite possible that Joseph still found it
difficult to have intimate dealings with the people who cast him into
a pit, were prepared to kill him, and then sold him into slavery. The
brothers now begin to fear that Joseph’s kindly demeanor toward them
is only a facade, and that he is actually planning to punish them.
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[16] So they sent this message to Joseph, “Before his death your
father left this instruction” ¢ The brothers, perhaps projecting their
wary attitude towards Joseph onto themselves, even conceive on their
own the idea that Jacob himself had asked Joseph not to harm them.
But instead of telling Joseph themselves , they send someone to convey
their message to him. (The Midrash reports that “they sent this message”
means that they did so through one of their children.) The conflict of
Joseph and his brothers had ended, but no lasting unity between them
was actually established.

[17] And Joseph was in tears as they spoke to him ¢ Joseph loves
his brothers, and is therefore shocked and distressed to tears by their
suspicions. Seeing that the brothers still fail to understand him, and still
fear his royal status, Joseph realizes that his efforts to reeducate them
have, at a deeper level, not led to any actual success.

[21] Thus he reassured them, speaking kindly to them ¢ While Jacob
was alive, Joseph’s relationship with his brothers could be considered a
kind of forced existence, where they avoided open conflict only in order
not to antagonize their father. When Joseph after Jacob’s death would
not take revenge on his brothers, and he even “reassured them, speaking
kindly to them,” this catches them off guard, and serves to correct them.

55.2.JOSEPH’S
REMORSE (50: 22-26)
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[22] So Joseph and his father’s household remained in Egypt.
Joseph lived one hundred and ten years.
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[23] Joseph lived to see children of the third generation of
Ephraim; the children of Machir son of Manasseh were
likewise born upon Joseph’s knees.

[24] At length, Joseph said to his brothers, “| am about to die.
God will surely take notice of you and bring you up from this
land to the land that He promised on oath to Abraham, to
Isaac, and to Jacob.”

[25] So Joseph made the sons of Israel swear, saying, “When
God has taken notice of you, you shall carry up my bones
from here.”

[26] Joseph died at the age of one hundred and ten years; and
he was embalmed and placed in a coffin in Egypt.

[23] Joseph lived to see children of the third generation of Ephraim;
the children of Machir son of Manasseh were likewise born upon
Joseph’s knees ¢ Seeing several generations of descendants living
constructive, rewarding lives is among the greatest blessings that any
person can receive.

[24] Joseph said to his brothers, “I am about to die. God will surely
take notice of you and bring you up from this land to the land
that He promised on oath to Abraham, to Isaac, and to Jacob” ¢
Joseph before his death speaks of the Exodus from Egypt. He now
understands that his ultimate purpose is not the restructuring of Egypt,
but establishing a proper relationship with his brothers in order to build
the future Jewish people.

Joseph said to his brothers ¢ Toward the end of his life Joseph realizes
that his extraordinary economic successes and his fantastic career in
Egypt are of only secondary importance, while most important is the
future of the Jewish people. With his last words Joseph paves the way for
creating the category of Mashiach ben Yosef. The main thread of human
development will happen through the influence of the Jewish people,
living as a single unit in their own Land, and not through the Jewish
“economic messianism” of the Diaspora.

God will surely take notice of you and bring you up ¢ It was hardly
even necessary for Joseph to bring his brothers and father to Egypt. But
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he then arranged it such that they did not return to Canaan even after
the seven years of famine had ended. And now, on the brink of death,
Joseph can only rely on Divine support to feel certain that the Exodus
will actually happen.

55.3. ARETROSPECT
OF JOSEPH’S LIFE

Joseph is an exceptionally capable manager, who was appointed
to solve a tactical problem, but mistakenly believed that his task was
strategic. He fancied himself an economic messiah called upon to feed
all of humanity. But in the end he saved only Egypt from starvation. And
even that he was able accomplish only by relocating his family to him
there.

Had it been only a matter of hunger, Joseph could have sent his
family food from Egypt. He was wealthy enough to pay for that (nor
did anyone demand of Joseph to account for his expenditures). Or,
alternatively, he could have first introduced his family to Egyptian
society merely to elevate his own status, and then devised an excuse for
his father and brothers to return immediately to Canaan. But Joseph
used the famine as a pretext to do what he wanted, namely, to relocate
his family to Egypt, so that their presence would help him rebuild the
country.

However, in wishing to preserve the nascent Jewish nation, he created
a ghetto for his family on the outskirts of Egypt, for he understood that
otherwise it would be impossible to prevent the Jews from intermarrying
with the locals. And inevitably, the Children of Israel, already so very
small in number, would have then disappeared among the Egyptians
after only a few generations.

Joseph apparently believed that that is how the Chosen People was
destined to be created. As he saw it, the Jews would become priests of
the Almighty and conductors of the Divine light within Egypt, which
would then serve as a source of illumination for all of humanity.

Paradoxically, Joseph himself combines universalism, his desire to
wield influence through Egypt, with nationalism, his desire to preserve
Jewish identity. But Joseph’s plan failed, for the Jews were unable to
influence Egypt.
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Joseph’s problem is that he sees only the nearest, most concrete task,
and the issue he considers most central is the one that he is best able
to cope with. It is therefore noteworthy that Joseph lived long enough
to grasp the incorrectness of his original plan. Most reformers do not.
Joseph’s teshuvah (repentance) therefore lies in acknowledging that the
efforts he made to improve Egypt, a foreign land, would have been better
expended for the benefit of his own homeland.

By virtue of this repentance, Joseph paves the way for the birth of his
descendant, Mashiach ben Yoseph.
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