Haftarah of Va-Yishlach: The Book of Obadiah
PART ONE: DATING OBADIAH
Two views dominate the exegetical discussion of Obadiah: Rashi and Ibn Ezra.
(a) Rashi shares the talmudic-aggadic view of Obadiah:
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Why did Obadiah [prophesy] uniquely on Edom and have no other prophecy? Our
Sages said: Obadiah was an Edomite proselyte (Sanhedrin b). God said, | shall undo
them from within: Let Obadiah — who lived among two wicked people, Achav and Izevel,
and yet was not influenced by them — come and exact what is due from Esav — who [in
contrast] lived among two righteous people, Yitzchak and Rivka, and yet was not
influenced by them.

According to Chazal and Rashi, then, Obadiah the prophet is one and the same as “Obadiah the
majordomo” of Achav (Melakhim Aleph 18:3), ruler of the Northern Kingdom of Israel c.
869-850 BCE.

)b( Ibn Ezra, however, rejects this identification, arguing:
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We cannot say that he is the one mentioned in the book of Melakhim during the era of
Achav, because that Obadiah is called “God fearing,” but if he were the prophet himself,
how could he be called [only] “God fearing” and not “a prophet” since prophecy is the
nobler of the two [epithets]?

Instead, Ibn Ezra offers an alternative identification:
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In my opinion, “We heard a rumor” refers to this prophet, Jeremiah, Yeshayahu, and
Amos, who [all] prophesied on Edom. Hence the use of [the plural]: “We heard.”
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Treating Similarities in Prophetic Literature

The assumption of contemporaneousness is borne out by a significant observation of Don Isaac
Abarbanel (1437-1508) that appears, not coincidentally, in his commentary on Jeremiah 49:19:
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Behold! The text of this prophecy is the same as that of Obadiah. How can this be? Did
not our Sages teach that, “No two prophets use the same style”? Rather this means that
the other prophets did not prophesy in the same manner as Moshe. For Moshe
received, prophetically, from God, not the subjects alone but the actual words as well.
Just as he heard them, so he wrote them, verbatim, in the Torah. Other prophets,
however, in their prophecies, would see only the general outlines that God instructed
them, and they would transmit and record them in their own words. Consequently,
upon witnessing the same phenomenon they would often knowingly phrase it in the
same words and style as had been employed by other prophets.
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PART TWO: OVADIAH, ESAV, AND YAAKOV
Esau=Rome
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R. Yehudah bar 11a’i said: Our blessed rabbi would expound on the verse: “The voice is
YaakoV's voice but the hands are Esau’s hands” [as follows]: The voice of Yaakov cries
out on account of what Esau’s hands did to him at Betar. (Jerusalem Talmud Ta’anit 4)

R. Meir punned on the word DX (Yeshayahu 34:7, wild oxen) to produce D'"NIN (Romans)
and read "IN XWN (Rome) for NAIT XWN (Dumah) in Yeshayahu 21:11. Another student, R.
Shimon bar Yochai, referring to “calling to me from Seir” in the same verse, designated Edom as
Israel’s final exile. More significantly, however, he is cited as coining a proverb: ,VIT'2 nd'7n
27V'"7 NAIY 1YWY “It is a well-known axiom: Esav hates Yaakov” (Sifrei Bemidbar 69).

Other Tannaim adduced homilies supporting similar associations. On the Torah’s description of
an infant Esav as “admoni” — “ruddy complexion” (Bereishit 25:25), R. Abba bar Kahana stated:
“kulo shofekh damim” — “they are all bloodthirsty”, and R. Elazar bar Yosi treated the Latin word

“senator” as an acrostic for: G011, D1 X1IY (hostile, vindictive, and vengeful).
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Jeremiah prophesied that the Second Temple would be destroyed by the :D'"N0IN INIQN'Y
Roman.

Esau=Byzantium

Nistarot Shel Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai, a medieval apocalypse, which has been dated to the era
of the Arab conquest of the Land of Israel in the early seventh century. Here is the pertinent
passage from that work:

The second king of Yishmael will conquer all the kingdoms. He will come to Jerusalem
and there he will bow [to the God of Israel]. He will wage war against the Edomites



[Byzantines] who will flee before him, and he will rule stoutly. He will be a lover of
Israel; he will seal their breaches and the breaches of the Temple; he will excavate Mt.
Moriah and level it all off; [he will summon Israel to construct] the Temple. In his days,
Judah will be saved and the flower of the son of David will blossom upon it.

A piyyut by Shimon bar Magus (Israel; seventh century), we find the following closing lines,
which take Yitzchak’s blessing to Yaakov (Bereishit 27:28 ff.) as a prophetic prognosis.
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[Yaakov] heard, “they will serve you” and “bow before you” those apparitions. “Be the
master” of the arrogant Edomites. May “those who curse you be cursed” refers to the
Agagite. And “those who bless you will be blessed” refers to the Benjaminite.

Esau=Holy Roman Empire
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Rashi identified the “fourth kingdom” of Nebuchadnezzar’s vision (Daniel 2:40 ff.), whose
downfall would usher in the Messianic Age, with Rome: “In the days of these kings: While the
kingdom of the Romans is extant.”
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A nation of fierce countenance: This is the Kingdom of Rome, to wit: “At the End of Days, when
evildoers perish, there will rise up a king of fierce countenance.”
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| have already noted (Gen. 43:14) that YaakoVv’s descent to Egypt [foreshadows] our present
exile at the hands of the fourth creature (Daniel 7:7): evil Rome.
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Magdiel is Rome. This is Rashi’s interpretation, but | find it unintelligible. If we were to
say that it is a prophecy for the distant future, there were many kings who ruled over
Edom until the Roman Empire. [Furthermore,] Rome is not a chieftain [of Edom], but a
large, fearsome and extremely powerful empire, with no peer among kingdoms.

Yehudah Ha-Levi (1075-1141)
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My heart is in the East —and | am at the edge of the West.
How can | possibly taste what | eat? How could it please me?
How can | keep my promise or ever fulfill my vow,

when Zion is held by Edom and | am bound by Arabia’s chains?

EXTRA: Ovadiah and Proselytism

Due to both the felicity of the name itself (“oved-yah” — “servant of God”) and the talmudic
tradition (see Sanhedrin 39b regarding Ovadiah’s ostensible conversion to Judaism), as we
reported at the outset, the name Ovadiah was frequently assumed by converts. One such
convert was born in the southern Italian town of Oppido Luccano in 1070, became a Catholic
priest, and, in 1102, inspired by the example of Archbishop Andreas of Bari, converted to
Judaism. https://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/obadiah-the-norman-proselyte

From the Cairo genizah, which also yielded a copy of his “certificate of conversion” (issued by a
R. Baruch b. Isaac of Aleppo), scholars have retrieved a most unique fragment in Ovadiah’s own
handwriting: the oldest known Hebrew manuscript with musical notations, based on the well-
known Gregorian chants. https://www.jewish-music.huji.ac.il/content/mi-al-har-horev-
manuscripts-obadiah-proselyte




