Jacob’s Loves: Switches and Reversals

Rachel Sharansky Danziger * November 30th 2021 * Bereshit: The Birthplace of Human Relationships #8

1: Jacob’s aloneness

Aviva Gottlieb Zornberg, The Murmuring Deep, 268-269:

The shape of Jacob’s history... suggests a powerful paradox. Much married and father of many
children, he lives many years single, palpably alone. His narrative conveys a sense of solitude and
inwardness. More than anyone before him, he lives in a large register or turbulence, or error and
reevaluation. He, alone of all the patriarchs, leaves the holy land for an extended period of time...
And even when he returns, heavy with family and possessions, he is pointedly described as levado —
alone: though he is married — to four wives — he has reverted to the condition of Adam before God
creates his helpmate. In this condition, he struggles with a man-angel who changes his name. Then,
strangely, his wives disappear from the narrative... Alone, he endures the anguish of Joseph’s loss,
unpartnered, he brings his children down to Egypt; and alone, he blesses them on his deathbed...
Jacob’ essential aloneness is palliated for a relatively brief segment of his life.

2: The first glimpse

Genesis 29:1-9

(1) Jacob resumed his journey and came to the land of the
Easterners. (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. (3) 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. (4) Jacob
said to them, “My friends, where are you from?”” And they
said, “We are from Haran.” (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.” (9) While he was still
speaking with them, Rachel came with her father’s flock;
for she was a shepherdess.
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3: Kisses and tears
Genesis 29:10-11 N™2-":1”D N*WNR12
(10) And when Jacob saw Rachel, the daughter of his TIX1227N2 9077 0K TPy TR 11 ()
uncle Laban, and the flock of his uncle Laban, Jacob “NIX 231 2Py W AN TN 2 INENN) AN
went up and rolled the stone off the mouth of the well, AN TN 129 INSTIN P TN 29 oy aNT
and watered the flock of his uncle Laban. (11) Then 9 0K R DA ToY S (0
Jacob kissed Rachel, and broke into tears. P R 27 AR PR ()

4. Rachel’s silence
Genesis 24:15-29 0”2-1"0:7”2 N°WNA2
(15) He had scarcely finished speaking, when Rebekah, MR27 13N N2T 192D KT (1)
who was born to Bethuel, the son of Milcah the wife of nw}N H’D’?D-m bﬁqn:?‘n-ﬁ?? W(WK. NN’K’
Abraham’s brother Nahor, came out with her jar on her (ﬁ.’J) =§|753rz74’7y H751 DHT'I.:I‘N ;ﬂf{ —im3
shoulder. (16) The maiden was very beautiful, a virgin e e e,
whom no man had known. She went down to the spring,
filled her jar, and came up.
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(17) The servant ran toward her and said, “Please, let N3 PINIT N ANNTR? T T ()

me sip a little water from your jar.” (18) “Drink, my “JIN AW NA (17°) 9730 07R70Yn
lord,” she said, and she quickly lowered her jar upon her (V%) ATRYM A2y 72 TIM M
hand and let him drink. (19) When she had let him drink 7y NN P02 03 N INPYER Pom
his fill, she said, “I will also draw for your camels, until “5XFTD YR M () (NRYY 192708
they finish drinking.” (20) Quickly emptying her jar into 3&(27'1;1 2XTY N2 iy ,(.'1 M1 np
the trough, she ran back to the well to draw, and she T L

) bl
drew for all his camels. ... i , N
(23) “Pray tell me,” he said, “whose daughter are you? R NJ "TAT IR RT3 "PN”— (33)
Is there room in your father’s house for us to spend the “N2 YR MNP (T2) 7727 312 Dipn TR
night?” (24) She replied, “I am the daughter of Bethuel i? 1777 WK 1970712 338 2xna
the son of Milcah, whom she bore to Nahor.” (25) And 27 XiDON™03 127703 VYN INNM (71D)
she went on, “There is plenty of straw and feed at home, ,n]p‘? oipn o3 1Y
and also room to spend the night.”. .. D’j;'l': FL@N naJ;L:) Tam jyjn“yim1 (n2)
(28) The maiden ran and told all this to her mother’s 175 Vﬁ 195 e nx .'lp:h’?ﬁ (13) TN
household. (29) Now Rebekah had a brother whose T i o M
name was Laban. Laban ran out to the man at the
spring—
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5: Emotion vs Society

Bereshit Rabbah 70:12

Why did he weep? He said, "At the time that Eliezer brought Rebecca, what is
written about it? 'And the servant took ten camels, etc.' But | did not take a single

nose-ring, nor a single bracelet."

Another explanation: Why did he weep? As he saw that she would not be buried
with him. This is [the meaning of] that which is written that she said [to Leah]
(Genesis 30:15), "Hence he will lay with you tonight" - it is with you that he will

die, it is not with me that he will die.

Another explanation: Why did he weep? As he saw people whispering to one
another because he kissed her, "Why is this one coming to introduce a new
matter of licentiousness?" As from the time that the world was struck during the
generation of the flood, the nations of the world took a stand to forbid

themselves licentiousness.

Genesis 29:12-20
(12) Jacob told Rachel that he was her father’s

kinsman, that he was Rebekah’s son; and she ran and

told her father. (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 I 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.
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6: Society strikes back

Genesis 29:21-30

(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... (25) When
morning came, there was Leah! So he said to
Laban, “What is this you have done to me? I 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
1s 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... (30) And Jacob cohabited with Rachel
also; indeed, he loved Rachel more than Leah.
And he served him another seven years.
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7: Jacob’s rebellious streak
Yoram Hazoni, the Philosophy of Hebrew Scripture, 137

What could it possibly mean to say that Jacob has struggled with God and has prevailed?... It is not
Esau against whom Jacob contends in his dream —if it is a dream — but God himself. And if we think
about it, we can see that Jacob’s lifelong struggle with his brother Esau is indeed a struggle to
resist the decrees of God himself: After all, is it not God who put Jacob in the womb with another,
and who gave Esau the strength to best him so that Jacob was second-born? Is it not God who gave
Esau the character and the skill he needed to win his father’s favor, so that his position as heir
should come to be, in Isaacs eyes, a settled matter? To be sure, God promised Rebecca that Jacob
would defeat his brother when they were yet in the womb, but from that moment on, it was as if he
had abandoned him. In Hebrew Scripture there is no fate, but only decisions made by men and the
decrees of the God of Israel. So these things are, in Jacob’s eyes, as in the eyes of the narrative, the
decrees of God. It is with God that Jacob has been wrestling his entire life... Jacob contends with
God, and though God punishes him, he will not desist until he has wrung from God that blessing
which was his aim all along... Jacob has won every blessing, and all this despite what appeared to be

God’s irreversible decree.
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8: Jacob’s dualities
Genesis 27:18-22
(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, “I am Esau, your first-born; I 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.” (21) Isaac said to Jacob, “Come closer that I
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.”

Genesis 27:42-45

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

Genesis 28:1-5

(1) So Isaac sent for Jacob and blessed him. He instructed
him, saying, “You shall not take a wife from among the
Canaanite women. (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, 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.” (5)
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.
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9: A hidden presence

Bereshit Rabbah 70:19
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Bava Batrah 123a:
Rather, doesn’t your teacher Rabbi Yonatan say like this: It was appropriate for the child receiving
the status of firstborn to emerge from Rachel, as it is written: “These are the generations of Jacob,
Joseph” (Genesis 37:2), indicating that Joseph was Jacob’s primary progeny. But Leah advanced
ahead of Rachel with appeals for mercy, i.e., with prayer, and thereby earned the status as firstborn
for her firstborn. But because of the modesty that Rachel possessed, the Holy One, Blessed be He,
returned the status as firstborn to her. This is why Jacob gave the status as firstborn to Joseph.....Rav
said: her eyes were literally weak, and this is not a denigration of her but a praise of her. As she
would hear people at the crossroads, coming from the land of Canaan, who would say: Rebecca has
two sons, and her brother Laban has two daughters; the older daughter will be married to the older
son, and the younger daughter will be married to the younger son. And she would sit at the crossroads
and ask: What are the deeds of the older son? The passersby would answer: He is an evil man, and he
robs people. She would ask: What are the deeds of the younger son? They would answer: He 1s “a
quiet man, dwelling in tents” (Genesis 25:27). And because she was so distraught at the prospect of
marrying the evil brother, she would cry and pray for mercy until her eyelashes fell out. Since the
weakness of her eyes was due to this cause, characterizing her eyes as weak constitutes praise. This is
Leah’s prayer for mercy to which Rabbi Yonatan referred.
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Genesis 30:1-13

(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 I shall die.” (2) Jacob was incensed at
Rachel, and said, “Can I take the place of God, who has
denied you fruit of the womb?”” (3) She said, “Here is my
maid Bilhah. Consort with her, that she may bear on my

knees and that through her I too may have children.” ...(8)
And Rachel said, “A fateful contest | waged with my sister;
yes, and I have prevailed.” So she named him Naphtali. (9)
When Leah saw that she had stopped bearing, she took her
maid Zilpah and gave her to Jacob as concubine... 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.
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11: Resolution

Genesis 33:1-5

(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. (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.”

Genesis 35:16-21

(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. (19) Thus Rachel died. She was
buried on the road to Ephrath—now
Bethlehem. (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.
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