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VA-YISHLAH

4Jacob sent messengers ahead to his brother
Esau in the land of Seir, the country of Edom,
5and instructed them as follows, “Thus shall
you say, ‘To my lord Esau, thus says your ser-
vant Jacob: I stayed with Laban and remained
until now; ¢ have acquired cattle, asses, sheep,
and male and female slaves; and I send this
message to my lord in the hope of gaining your
favor.” 7The messengers returned to Jacob, say-
ing, “We came to your brother Esau; he himself
is coming to meet you, and there are four hun-
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JACOB AND ESAU: THE CONFRONTATION (32:4-33:20)

Jacob resumes his homeward journey. Long-sup-
pressed memories begin to haunt his conscious-
ness. The specter of a vengeful Esau looms before
him.

JACOB’S PREPARATIONS  (vv. 4-22)
GATHERING INFORMATION  (vv. 4-7)

4. Seir The narrative assumes that Esau/
Edom by this time had migrated east of the Jor-
dan, having dispossessed from Seir the aboriginal
Horites or being engaged in dispossessing them.

5. To my lord Esau This opening phrase
identifying the recipient is part of the message.
It conforms to the standard letter-writing style
of the ancient Near East.

lord . . . servant This normally deferential
mode of address, used by a vassal speaking to his
lord, is motivated here by fear and intended to
be conciliatory.

I stayed with Laban The Hebrew verb for
“stayed with” (") here connotes both tempo-

rary residence and loss of protection. As to his
reasons for going to Laban in the first place, Ja-
cob says nothing.

and remained until now This explains why
he had not contacted Esau previously.

6. I have acquired Jacob hints that he can
pay off his brother, if the need arises. Listing
each item, he omits mention of the camels, the
most valuable of all his livestock, even though
they are listed in verse 8 and are part of the gift
in verse 16. Probably, he understates his posses-
sions so that the gift will be that much more of a
surprise and delight to Esau.

7. The messengers returned They report
back that Esau seems to have obtained indepen-
dent intelligence about Jacob’s movements.

coming to meet The phrase can convey
either amity or enmity. Jacob is thus unable to
decipher Esau’s intentions.

Jour hundred men The standard size of a
militia and, therefore, ominous (see 1 Sam.
22:2,25:13,30:10,17).

As this parashah opens, Jacob’s return to the
Land from Laban’s house brings him to the
same boundary where he dreamed and prayed
20 years earlier. Here he will undergo the single
most important event in his life, the nighttime
struggle with a mysterious stranger that con-
cludes with his being given a new name, Israel,
and anew sense of who he is as reflected by that
name. He will be reunited with his brother
Esau, as Isaac and Ishmael were reunited late
in life (25:9) and as Joseph and his brothers will
be reunited in the next generation.

5. I stayed with Laban The letters of the
Hebrew word " (“I stayed,” garti) are the
same as those in y™n (“taryag”) with the nu-
merical value of 613, recalling the 613 com-
mandments of the Torah. This prompted Rashi
to interpret Jacob’s words to mean “I stayed
with Laban but maintained my integrity; I was
not corrupted by him.”

7. your brother Esau FEsau is viewed as the
ancestor of the Edomites (36:1) who sided with
the Babylonians in destroying the First Temple
and as the prototype of later Roman and Euro-

Etz Hayim: Torah and Commentary
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GENESIS 32:8 vA-YISHLAH

dred men with him.” 8Jacob was greatly fright-
ened; in his anxiety, he divided the people with
him, and the flocks and herds and camels, into
two camps, °thinking, “If Esau comes to the
one camp and attacks it, the other camp may
yet escape.”

10Then Jacob said, “O God of my father
Abraham and God of my father Isaac, O Lorbp,
who said to me, ‘Return toyour native land and
I will deal bountifully with youw’! 11T am un-
worthy of all the kindness that You have so
steadfastly shown Your servant: with my staff
alone I crossed this Jordan, and now I have
become two camps. 12Deliver me, I pray, from
the hand of my brother, from the hand of Esau;
else, I fear, he may come and strike me down,
mothers and children alike. 13Yet You have
said, ‘Iwill deal bountifully with you and make
your offspring as the sands of the sea, which are
too numerous to count.”

DEFENSIVE MEASURES  (vv. 8-9)
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I will deal bountifully with you This

8. Jacob was greatly frightened He is aware
that retreat would violate his pact with Laban,
and he cannot flee because he is encumbered
with small children and much livestock.

two camps Jacob decides to minimize his
losses in the event of an attack.

PRAYER  (vv. 10-13)

10. Then Jacob said The opening words
combine quotations from revelations at Bethel
and Haran, which mark the beginning and end
of Jacob’s 20-year exile (see 28:13—15, 31:3).

phrase, which does not appear in God’s prom-
ises, is likely an interpretation of “I will be with
you” (31:3).

11. this Jordan Standing on the banks of
the Jabbok River, Jacob can point to the Jordan,
clearly visible in the distance.

12. Deliver me The plea lays bare the terror
that seizes Jacob at this moment.

13. Yet You have said The prayer con-
cludes with a recollection of God’s promises. At
the moment of crisis, it is his concern with de-
scendants that is uppermost in Jacob’s mind.

pean anti-Semites. One midrash, perhaps in-
fluenced by later Israelite encounters with
Esau’s biologic and ideologic descendants,
reads, “we went looking for a brother, but in-
stead found Esau, armed and hostile in a very
non-brotherly manner” (Gen. R. 75:7). Another
has the opposite view: “We met him, and
though he is Esau, he is still your brother”
(Gen.R. 75:4).

8. frightened ... anxiety Hebrew:va-yiyra
... va-yeitzer, lit., “he was frightened and up-
set.” Jacob both feared that he and his family

might be harmed and was upset that he might
harm his brother in self-defense (Gen. R. 76:2).

10-13. Yearsbefore, asayoung man leaving
the land of Canaan, Jacob had prayed (Gen.
28:20-22). Some commentators see that youth-
ful prayer as essentially a bargaining with God.
“If God protects me and brings me home safely,
then I'will set up a shrine to God and set aside a
tithe of all that God gives me.” Now he prays a
more mature prayer. In place of bargaining,
there is the realization that he has nothing to
offer God and that God has already blessed him

Etz Hayim: Torah and Commentary
Copyright © 2001 by the Rabbinical Assembly
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GENESIS 32:14 vA-YISHLAH

14 After spending the night there, he selected
from what was at hand these presents for his
brother Esau: 15200 she-goats and 20 he-goats;
200 ewes and 20 rams; 1630 milch camels with
their colts; 40 cows and 10 bulls; 20 she-asses
and 10 he-asses. 17These he putin the charge of
his servants, drove by drove, and he told his
servants, “Go on ahead, and keep a distance
between droves.” 18He instructed the one in
frontasfollows, “When mybrother Esau meets
you and asks you, ‘Whose man are you? Where
are you going? And whose [animals] are these
ahead of you?’ 9you shall answer, ‘Your servant
Jacob’s; they are a gift sent to my lord Esau; and
[Jacob] himselfis right behind us.”” 20He 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
Esauwhenyoureach him.2!Andyoushalladd,
‘Andyour servantJacob himselfis right behind
us.”” For he reasoned, “If I propitiate him with
presents in advance, and then face him, per-
haps he will show me favor.” 22And so the gift
wenton ahead, whilehe remained in camp that
night.

23That same night he arose, and taking his
twowives, his two maidservants, and hiseleven
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THE GIFT  (vv. 14-22)

14. spending the night there At Maha-
naim.

presents The Hebrew word minhah may
mean a gift expressing friendship and respect—
or a tribute in recognition of the donor’s subor-
dinate status. The ambiguity in its use here is
intentional. Esau is free to interpret it as he
wishes.

15-16. Thereare 550 beasts, a lavish gift.

17. drove by drove FEach time, Esau is
barely able to scrutinize the animals and interro-
gate the men, when the next drove arrives.

THE MYSTERIOUS ASSAILANT  (vv. 23-33)

The narrative of Jacob’s encounter with Esau is
suddenly interrupted. The restless Jacob gets up
during the night and decides to transfer his entire
camp to the other side of the Jabbok.

23. his eleven children Jacob is about to
become Israel, the personification of the tribal

withmore thanhehadanyrighttoclaim—Ilove,
family, and material wealth. Jacob asks now
only for God’s help and protection, on two
grounds: (a) God once promised him that he
would be the father of amultitude, and that will

not happen if Esau kills him. He has to survive
tocarry out God’s plan forhim. (b)Because what
he hastodois toohard forhim to dounaided, he
needs God’s help.
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GENESIS 32:24 vA-YISHLAH
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across all his possessions. 25Jacob was left
alone. And a man wrestled with him until the
break of dawn. 26When he saw that he had not
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said, “Let me go, for dawn is breaking.” But

confederation. Only those directly involved in
the evolution of the nation are mentioned. Di-
nah and the rest of his household are omitted.

the ford of the Jabbok This river, called by
the Arabs “Blue River” (Nahr ez-Zerqa), is one
of the most important rivers east of the Jordan.
Flowing through a deep ravine on a meandering
course, it joins the Jordan River at right angles
about 20 miles (32 km) north of the Dead Sea.
To cross at night with a vast entourage is danger-
ous. Flat stones or timber would be laid across
the shallowest and narrowest part to afford pas-
sage.

25. Jacob was left alone He crossed the riv-
er repeatedly until all his people and possessions

had been safely transported. Now he is alone in
the dead of night.

aman Inverses 29 and 31 the person is de-
scribed as “a divine being” (elohim). In the pro-
phet Hosea’s account, he is identified as an angel
(Hos. 12:4). These terms are often interchange-
able in passages dealing with angels.

the break of dawn As dawn approaches, the
assailant, trying desperately to disengage him-
self, delivers a sudden, powerful blow.

26. Jacob’s hip at its socket This is the cup-
shaped socket in the hip bone that receives the
head of the thigh bone.

was strained Or “dislocated.”

27. dawn is breaking At this point, Jacob

23. the ford of the Jabbok The Torah may
be punning on the term ma-avar Yabbok, the
crossing or transit point of the Jabbok—and the
transition of Jacob to becoming a different per-
son. Also note the wordplay between Jab-
bok (Yabbok) and the word for “he wrestled”
(yve-avek).

25. a man wrestled with him Who is this
mysterious being? The classic commentaries
are nearly unanimous in seeing him as evil, a
malign force. He may have been Esau’s guar-
dian angel (Gen. R. 77:3). “Before encountering
Esau in the flesh, his spirit struggled with the
spirit of Esau” (N. Leibowitz). He may have
been the demonic guardian of the river. His
purpose seems to have been to weaken Jacob
on the eve of his confrontation with Esau.

Or this may be an account of Jacob’s wres-
tling with his conscience, torn between his hu-
man tendency to avoid an unpleasant encoun-
ter and the divine impulse in him that urges
him to do the difficult but right thing. This po-
sition may find support in the text, “you have
striven with beings divine and human” (v. 29),
which can also be translated, “you have striven
with God and with men.” We can imagine Ja-

cob saying to himself, “Until now, I have re-
sponded to difficult situations by lying and
running. I deceived my father. I ran away from
Esau. I left Laban’s house stealthily instead of
confronting him. I hate myself for being a per-
son who lies and runs. But I'm afraid of facing
up to the situation.” By not defeating his con-
science, Jacob wins. He outgrows his Jacob
identity as the trickster and becomes Israel,
the one who contends with God and people in-
stead of avoiding or manipulating them. At the
end of the struggle, he is physically wounded
and emotionally depleted. Nevertheless, the
Torah describes him (in 33:18) as shalem, trans-
lated “safe” with connotations of “whole,” at
peace with himself (shalem is related to the
word “shalom”), possessing an integrity he
never had before (S’fat Emet).

Rashbam sees God as sending an angel to
wrestle with Jacob to prevent him from run-
ning away as he may have been tempted to do,
compelling him to do the right thing. And B.
Jacob writes, “God answers a person’s prayers
if the person prays by searching himself, be-
coming his own opponent.”

Etz Hayim: Torah and Commentary
Copyright © 2001 by the Rabbinical Assembly



GENESIS 32:28 vA-YISHLAH

he answered, “I will not let you go, unless you
bless me” 28Said the other, “What is your
name?” He replied, “Jacob.” 29Said he, “Your
name shall no longer be Jacob, but Israel, for
you have striven with beings divine and hu-
man, and have prevailed.” 3°Jacob asked, “Pray
tell me your name.” But he said, “You must not
ask myname!” And he took leave of him there.
31So Jacob named the place Peniel, meaning, “I
have seen a divine being face to face, yet my life
has been preserved.” 32The sun rose upon him
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realizes that his opponent is a supernatural
being.

28. What is your name? A rhetorical ques-
tion that affords opportunity for the names “Ja-
cob” and “Israel” to be mentioned together.

29. Israel Names in the Bible are inter-
twined with character and destiny. Jacob,
purged of the name ya-akov and its negative as-
sociations, is assured that he will become the pa-
triarch of a nation named Israel. The bestowal
of the new name is the core of the blessing and
the climax of the episode.

with beings divine and human The hu-
mans were Esau and Laban.

and have prevailed The name “Israel” in
the Bible was popularly derived from sariza (you
struggled), referring to Jacob’s struggle and tri-
umph in the face of overwhelming odds in this
story. Its actual meaning is “God is superior.”

The earliest two documents outside the Bible
to mention Israel give ironic testimony of prevail-
ing against the odds. The first, the victory hymn
of King Merneptah of Egypt (ca. 1207 B.C.E.),
reports that “Israel is laid waste, his seed is not.”
The second earliest document, the victory in-

scription of King Mesha of Moab (ca. 830
B.C.E.), declares “Israel has perished forever.”

30. You must not ask my name! In the pe-
riod before the Babylonian exile (586 B.c.E.) all
angels are anonymous (see Judg. 13:17-18).

31. Peniel Literally, “Face of God.”

meaning Hebrew: ki. See Comment to
4:25.

a divine being Hebrew: elohim. In Judg.
13, the one repeatedly called “an angel” is also
referred to in Hebrew as elohim (v. 22).

I have seen . . . face to face The idiom “face
to face,” used only of divine—~human encoun-
ters, may describe either an adversarial experi-
ence or one of extraordinary intimacy. Here the
deliberate ambiguity reflects the menace and
the promise inherent in the furious struggle.
This is the biblical way of expressing the inten-
sity of an encounter with the divine presence—
the overwhelming nature of the mysterious con-
tact with God.

32. The sun rose Jacob’s flight from home
was marked by the setting of the sun (see Gen.
28:11). Fittingly, the sunrise greets him as he
crosses back into his native land.

27-28. unless you bless me The blessing
mustbe oneIwill have earned in my own right,
not by guile (Rashi). The angel asks Jacob,
“What is your name?” The last time he sought
a blessing—when his father asked him “Who
are you?”—he answered that question falsely.
“Now thatyouare prepared to testify truthfully

as to who you are, you have shed that previous
identity and are prepared to take on a new one,
Israel.”

The name Yisra-el may be interpreted to
mean “one who struggles with God.” Through
the ages, Jews have struggled to understand
what God means in their lives and have con-

HALAKHAH L’MA-ASEH

32:33 to this day This biblical verse underlies the requirement in kosher slaughter that the sciatic nerve be
extracted. Where the cost of removing the nerve is considered prohibitive, the entire hind quarter of the animal
is considered unfit for consumption by Jews.

Etz Hayim: Torah and Commentary
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GENESIS 32:33 vA-YISHLAH

as he passed Penuel, limping on his hip. 33That
is why the children of Israel to this day do not
eat the thigh muscle thatis on the socket of the
hip, since Jacob’s hip socket was wrenched at
the thigh muscle.

3 3 Looking up, Jacob saw Esau coming,
accompanied by four hundred men. He di-
vided the children among Leah, Rachel, and
the two maids, 2putting the maids and their
children first, Leah and her children next,
and Rachel and Joseph last. 3He himself went
on ahead and bowed low to the ground seven
times until he was near his brother. 4Esau ran
to greet him. He embraced him and, falling on
his neck, he kissed him; and they wept. >Look-
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33. the children of Israel The reference is
to the entire people, not only to Jacob’s sons.
This is the first time that the phrase occurs in
the Bible.

to this day These words are written from
the perspective of a later age.

the thigh muscle Jewish tradition identifies
this term (gid ha-nasheh) with the sciatic nerve.

RECONCILIATION  (vv. 1-11)

1. four hundred men A reminder of Esau’s
possible hostile intentions. The earlier report is
now reality.

He divided The division of people and ef-
fects, mentioned in 32:8, had been a tactical
precaution in case of flight. Now Jacob is arran-
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ging mothers with their children for formal pre-
sentation to Esau.

3. bowed low . . . seven times This sym-
bolic act in the ancient Near East denotes sub-
mission to a superior authority. Ironically, this is
the reversal of Isaac’s blessing to Jacob that his
mother’s sons would bow to him (27:29).

4. he kissed him Esau’s undoubtedly sincere
kiss—he seems genuinely moved by Jacob’s ex-
travagant gesture—signals the conclusion of the
chain of events precipitated by that other kiss,
Jacob’s deceitful kiss, recounted in 27:27, which
played a crucial role in the original blessing.

and they wept Jacob’s tears are a release
from emotional tension, although his anxieties
are not entirely eased.

tended with God, insisting that God live up to
the divinely proclaimed standards of justice
and kindness.

CHAPTER 33

1-2. In this arrangement, Jacob betrays his
feelings of whom he is prepared to sacrifice if
necessary and whom he is determined to pro-
tect. This favoritism toward Rachel and Ra-
chel’s son Joseph will lead to serious problems
insubsequent chapters. But can any parenthide
his or her predilection for treating some chil-
dren differently from others? Children long to

have their parents recognize their individual
strengths and talents, to be treated uniquely,
not equally.

4. he kissed him The commentators are
divided as to whether Esau’s hugs and kisses
and kind words were genuine. (The Masoretic
text has dots over the words “he kissed him,”
indicating that there is something unusual
about them.) Some are reluctant to credit Esau
with any decent motives (Gen. R. 78:9). One
midrash says, “everything Esau ever did was
motivated by hatred, except for this one occa-
sion which was motivated by love” (ARN 34).

Etz Hayim: Torah and Commentary
Copyright © 2001 by the Rabbinical Assembly



GENESIS 33:6 vA-YISHLAH

ing 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.” ©Then the maids, with
their children, came forward and bowed low;
7next Leah, with her children, came forward
and bowed low; and last, Joseph and Rachel
came forward and bowed low. 8And he asked,
“What do you mean by all this company which
I have met?” He answered, “To gain my lord’s
favor.” 9Esau said, “I have enough, my brother;
let what you have remain yours.” 10But Jacob
said, “No, I 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. 11Please accept my pres-
ent which has been brought to you, for God
hasfavored me andIhave plenty” Andwhenhe
urged him, he accepted.
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5. your servant Jacob continues to address
his brother as an inferior in the presence of a
Superior.

6-7. Then the maids The maids and the
wives are presented in ascending order of social
status and affection.

8. all this company The servants and
droves who had gone on ahead.

9. I have enough Ancient Near Eastern eti-
quette requires Esau to make a show of refusing
the gift, and Jacob to press it on him. The recip-
ient must appear to accept it with reluctance.

my brother In contrast to Jacob’s mode of
address.

10. like seeing the face of God Jacob might
be saying to Esau: I have been admitted to your
presence; you have been graciously indulgent of
me; my encounter with you is like that with a
divine being, or like a pilgrimage to a shrine,
which one does not make empty-handed.

11. accept my present By changing his ter-
minology for “present” from the Hebrew word
minhah (which he had used five times) to b 7a-
khah, “blessing, gift,” Jacob signals to Esau that

Hirsch comments, “Even Esau gradually relin-
quishes the sword and begins to feel the chords
of human love.” Zornberg sees the brothers’
embrace as resembling Jacob’s encounter with
the angel. Their embrace is a combination of
hugging in love and grappling in struggle, as
each one wants to merge with the otherbutalso
to defeat him.

Both Jacob and Esau realize that the mental
images each has been carrying of the other for
20 years are no longer accurate.

9. I have enough, my brother For whatever
reason, Esau is presented as being unable to
accept a gift from Jacob graciously. There is an

art to accepting gifts and compliments, even as
there is an art to extending them.

10. like seeing the face of God 1have seen
the face of God. As a result, I am not the same
person I'was years ago, the one who tricked you
andstoleyourblessing.Thavelearned tosee you
not as an intimidating rival, but as a person
fashioned in God’s image. The Midrash under-
stands Jacob’s words about seeing God’s face as
an attempt to make an impression: “Thave seen
the face of God, whois my patron and protector,
so you had better respect me” (Gen. R. 75:10).

11. accept my present The literal meaning
of Jacob’swordsis, “take my blessing,” asif this
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GENESIS 33:12  vA-YISHLAH

12And [Esau] said, “Let us start on our jour-
ney, and I will proceed at your pace.” 13But 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 asingle day, all the flocks will die. 14Let my
lord go on ahead of his servant, while I travel
slowly, at the pace of the cattle before me and at
the pace ofthe children, until I come to mylord
in Seir.”

15Then Esau said, “Let me assign to you
some of the men who are with me.” Buthe said,
“Oh no, my lord is too kind to me!” 16So Esau
started back that day on his way to Seir. 17But
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.

18Jacob arrived safe in the city of Shechem
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the present is a kind of reparation for the theft
of the paternal blessing 20 years earlier. On that
occasion, both Isaac and Esau (27:35,36) had
referred to the theft of the blessing with the
identical Hebrew term now employed by Jacob.

he accepted Esau does not reciprocate,
thereby clearly indicating that this is the settling
of an old score, not a polite exchange of civilities.

DISENGAGEMENT  (vv. 12-17)

12. Let us start on our journey FEsau as-
sumes that Jacob was on his way to pay him a
visit, so he suggests that they travel together.

14. while I travel From one watering place
to another.

16. So Esau started back He now fades
from the scene of recorded history, reappearing
briefly for Isaac’s funeral (35:29). Esau’s geneal-
ogies are given in chapter 36.

17. Succoth Esau departs southward for
Seir and Jacob turns northward, recrossing the
Jabbok. He no doubt wants to reach the east—
west road that connected Canaan with the
north—south artery that led from Damascus.

Succoth is now identified with a large tell situ-
ated in the Jordan Valley, Deir Allah.

built a house The construction of a dwell-
ing for himself and stalls (sukkor) for his cattle
indicates an intended prolonged stay at this
place before crossing the Jordan into Canaan.

JACOB’S RETURN TO CANAAN
(vv. 18-20)

After a stay at Succoth, Jacob finally returns to
his native land—a momentous event recorded
with a minimum of detail.

18. arrived Jacob no doubt forded the Jor-
dan near the biblical city Adam (mentioned in
Josh. 3:16), situated about 16 miles (27.75 km)
up the river from Jericho, from which a road
leads to Shechem.

safe The Hebrew word shalem may here
mean “safe and sound,” or “in friendship” to-
ward the inhabitants. The ancient versions as
well as some medieval commentators take sha-
lem to be a place-name referring to the village of
Salim, about 4 miles (6.5 km) east of Shechem.

the city of Shechem The next verse and

would undo what happened 20 years earlier
(“he has taken away my blessing,” Gen.27:36).
12-17. Despite the reconciliation, wariness

remains. Perhaps it is too much to hope that 20
years of estrangement can be erased in a few
minutes, but this represents a start.
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GENESIS 33:19 vA-YISHLAH

which is in the land of Canaan—having come
thus from Paddan-aram—and he encamped
before the city. 1The parcel of land where he
pitched his tent he purchased from the chil-
dren of Hamor, Shechem’s father, for a hun-
dred kesitahs. 20He set up an altar there, and
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called it El-elohe-yisrael.

3 4 Now Dinah, the daughter whom Leah

hadborneto Jacob, wentoutto visit the daugh-

Gen. 34 make clear that Shechem is here a per-
sonal name.

encamped before the city The patriarchs
generally would stay at the fringes of cities, en-
tering them only rarely.

19. he purchased Jacob, now Israel, pur-
chases a plot of ground, his first acquisition in
the future land of Israel. His purpose is not
stated. Perhaps, like Abraham (23:1-20), he
wishes to establish a family burial ground.

the children of Hamor Because the sale in-
volves permanent separation from their ances-
tral holdings, the entire clan needs to be in-
volved in the transaction (see chapter 23).

a hundred kesitahs The exact price is stat-
ed, as in the purchase of Machpelah in chapter

23, because the real estate is to be acquired in
perpetuity and the sale must be final and incon-
testable. K'sitah (mentioned again only in Job
42:11) is not a coin but an unknown unit of
weight; coinage does not appear in the Bible un-
til after the period of the monarchy.

20. He set up an altar Unlike the other al-
tars erected by the patriarchs, this altar is neither
in response to a revelation nor for use in wor-
ship. Rather, it is a pillar celebrating the safe ar-
rival home after a prolonged absence filled with
peril and crises and commemorating the change
of name from Jacob to Israel.

El-elohe-yisrael Literally, “God, God of Is-
rael.” “Israel” in this name refers to the patri-
arch, not the people.

THE RAVISHING OF DINAH (34:1-31)

THE ASSAULT  (vv. 1-7)

1. Dinah The information about her parent-
age, known from Gen. 30:21, is repeated here to
clarify the role that Simeon and Levi, her full
brothers, will play in the ensuing tragic drama.

went out Girls of marriageable age normally
would not leave a rural encampment to venture
alone into an alien city. The narrative subtly crit-

icizes Dinah’s highly unconventional behavior
through its use of the Hebrew stem meaning “to
go out” (xyv). This has been interpreted by
some medieval and modern commentators as a
reference to some coquettish or promiscuous
conduct.

the daughters of the land This phrase too
carries undertones of disapproval, as is clear

from 24:3,37.

CHAPTER 34

1. Incidents like the rape of Dinah were
probably not uncommon, yet Jacob’s family
seems unprepared for such an event and does
notknow how toreact. Dinah, an only daughter
raised in a family of men, was seeking the
company of other young women. Although

some commentators blame her for leaving the
security of her home to consort with strangers,
the modern reader will likely reject this effort
to blame the victim and minimize the respon-
sibility of the assailant. Characteristically, the
narrative describes the actions of men, but
never tells us what Dinah thought nor how
she felt about what happened.
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GENESIS 34:2 vA-YISHLAH

ters of the land. 2Shechem son of Hamor the
Hivite, chief of the country, saw her, and took
her and lay with her by force. 3Being strongly
drawn to Dinah daughter of Jacob, and in love
with the maiden, he spoke to the maiden ten-
derly. 4So Shechem said to his father Hamor,
“Get me this girl as a wife.”

5Jacob heard thathe had defiled his daughter
Dinah; but since his sons were in the field with
his cattle, Jacob kept silent until they came
home. 6Then Shechem’s father Hamor came
out to Jacob to speak to him. 7"Meanwhile Ja-
cob’s sons, having heard the news, came in
from the field. The men were distressed and
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2. Shechem son of Hamor The city-state of
Shechem appears to have had a mixed popula-
tion and may have been established through a
confederacy of various clans.

chief Hamor is called “chief” (nasi), whereas
the head of a Canaanite city-state generally was
called “king.” Hamor’s unusual title reflects the
fact that the ruler of Shechem had dominion
over rural—that is, tribal—territory as well as
the urban center, in this case a confederacy of
various ethnic elements. Such a complex situa-
tion did not permit the absolute power of a
king.

of the country Not “the city,” because the
city-state of Shechem in pre-Israelite times ex-
tended its control over a vast area. At one time,
it governed the central hill country as far as the
borders of Jerusalem and Gezer to the south and
Megiddo to the north, a domain of about 1,000
square miles.

took ... lay. .. force Three Hebrew verbs
of increasing severity underscore the brutality of
Shechem’s assault on Dinah.

3. drawn . . . love . .. spoke Three expres-
sions of affection describe Shechem’s feelings after
the deed. He is hopelessly enamored of Dinah.

4. to bhis father Marriage arrangements
were negotiated by a father on behalf of the son.

Get me Literally, “take for me.” The same
Hebrew stem, np5, is used in verse 2 for the ab-

duction. This “taking” is to make amends for
the other.

5. that he had defiled The subject is She-
chem of verse 4. He was guilty not only of an
offense against the dignity of the girl but of an
assault on the honor of the family.

Jacob kept silent The need to exercise re-
straint, pending the arrival of his sons, is under-
standable, but his passivity throughout the en-
tire incident is noteworthy.

6. Hamor came out Apparently, Hamor ar-
rives before the brothers and is left cooling his
heels until they come home. Shechem has ac-
companied his father, but remains in the back-
ground until it is opportune for him to appear.

to speak to him To begin marriage negotia-
tions.

7. having heard the news It scems that Ja-
cob urgently summoned his sons.

an outrage The Hebrew word “nvalah”is a
powerful noun describing offenses of such pro-
found abhorrence that they threaten to tear
apart the fabric of Israelite society. For society’s
own self-protection, such atrocities can never be
tolerated or left unpunished.

Israel This is an anachronism. The narrator
may be saying that the sacred, inviolable norms
that constituted the moral underpinnings of the
later people of Israel were already prevalent at
this time.

HALAKHAH L’MA-ASEH

34:2 by force Jewish law prohibits forcing sexual relations on another (e.g., BT Ket. 39a—b; see also Comments

to Deut. 22:23-25,28-29.)
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GENESIS 34:8 vA-YISHLAH

very angry, because he had committed an out-
rage in Israel by lying with Jacob’s daughter—
a thing not to be done.

8And Hamor spoke with them, saying, “My
son Shechem longs for your daughter. Please
give her to him in marriage. °Intermarry with
us: give your daughters to us, and take our
daughters for yourselves: 19You will dwell
among us, and the land will be open before
you; settle, move about, and acquire holdings
in it.” 1'"Then Shechem said to her father and
brothers, “Do me this favor, and I will pay
whatever you tell me. 12Ask of me a bride-price
ever so high, as well as gifts, and I will pay what
you tellme; only give me the maiden for awife.”

3Jacob’s sons answered Shechem and his
father Hamor—speaking with guile because
he had defiled their sister Dinah—!4and said
to them, “We cannot do this thing, to give our
sister toamanwho is uncircumcised, for thatis
a disgrace among us. 150nly on this condition
will we agree with you; that you will become

a thing not to be done Not among the peo-
ple Israel, not in any civilized society.
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THE BROTHERS’ RESPONSE  (vv. 13-17)

THE SPEECHES OF HAMOR AND
SHECHEM (vv. 8-12)

Jacob, an alien seminomad, probably cannot
claim redress against the ruler of the city. Hamor
deals with the family only because his son wishes
to marry Dinah. The terms he offers are in-
tended to induce Jacob and his sons to let the
incident be forgotten.

10. move about To trade and barter and to
have unlimited grazing rights.

acquire holdings Certainly the most valu-
able of the privileges offered and also a pointed
reminder to Jacob of his disadvantaged position
as an alien.

12. bride-price The Hebrew word mohar
refers to the payment made by the prospective
husband in return for the bride. The amount is
usually fixed by custom. Shechem’s readiness to
pay far beyond that is a tacit recognition of the
need to make reparations.

gifts  The ceremonial gifts made to the
bride’s family.

Although outwardly polite, Hamor, in effect, has
attributed to Jacob and his sons a sordid, mer-
cenary concern that adds insult to injury.

13. with guile The narrator informs us that
the brothers’ acceptance of intermarriage with
the Shechemites is a ruse. Dinah, who is still
being held by the perpetrator (vv. 17,26), can-
not be liberated by a tiny minority in the face of
overwhelming odds—except by cunning.

he had defiled This reminder of the enor-
mity of the offense places the brothers” “guile”
in its proper perspective.

their sister In verses 1 and 5 Dinah is de-
scribed as the daughter of Jacob. Here and in
verse 27 she is linked to her brothers. The
phrase serves to dissociate the patriarch from
their plans and to stress the obligation that falls
on brothers in this type of society.

14. uncircumcised Circumcision is the es-
sential precondition for admittance into the
community of Israel; see 17:9-14 and Exod.

12:43-49.
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GENESIS 34:16 vA-YISHLAH

like usin thatevery maleamong you is circum-
cised. 16Then we will give our daughters to you
and take your daughters to ourselves; and we
will dwell among you and become as one kin-
dred. 7But if you will not listen to us and
become circumcised, we will take our daugh-
ter and go.”

18Their words pleased Hamor and Hamor’s
son Shechem. 1And the youth lost no time in
doing the thing, for he wanted Jacob’s daugh-
ter. Now he was the most respected in his
father’s house. 20So Hamor and his son She-
chemwentto 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. 22But only on this condi-
tion will the men agree with us to dwellamong
us and be as one kindred: that all our males
become circumcised as they are circumcised.
23Their cattle and substance and all their beasts
will be ours, if we only agree to their terms, so

RESPONSE OF THE SHECHEMITES
(vv. 18-24)
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an alien group. Such assemblies are well docu-
mented in ancient Near Eastern texts.
21. our friends The reference may be to

19. lost no time The narrative is anticipat-
ing developments to indicate Shechem’s furious
ardor. He hardly could have appeared at the
public assembly had he just been circumcised.

the most respected As a role model for others,
who were soon influenced by his initiative.

20. public place Literally, “the gate,” which
served as the civic center.

their fellow townsmen Literally, “the men
of their city,” the popular assembly of free citi-
zens who must rule on major items of public
business, such as granting special privileges to

some existing treaty arrangement between the
city of Shechem and the clan of Jacob. City-
states that dominated a wide area usually regu-
lated their relationships with the nomadic
groups within their domain by means of formal
treaties.

23. will be ours Hamor here has omitted
the promise of landed property rights for the
newcomers and has inserted the assurance of
dispossessing them of their belongings. As the
occasion is a public ratification of the agree-
ment, he is clearly guilty of double-dealing.

HALAKHAH L’MA-ASEH

34:15 circumcised This is the earliest source stating that non-Jewish males require circumcision for conver-
sion to Judaism. According to traditional Jewish standards affirmed in the Conservative Movement, all converts
to Judaism must undergo immersion and males must undergo circumcision (&7t milah) prior to immersion.
In addition, males who have been circumcised medically must complete the requirements of the ritual by
having a drop of blood drawn from the same site (hazafar dam briz).
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GENESIS 34:24 vA-YISHLAH

that they will settle among us.” 24All 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 circum-
cised.

250n 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
cityunmolested, and slew all the males. 26They
put Hamor and his son Shechem to the sword,
took Dinah out of Shechem’s house, and went
away. 2’The other sons of Jacob came upon the
slain and plundered the town, because their
sister had been defiled. 26They seized their
flocks and herds and asses, all that was inside
the town and outside; 29all their wealth, all
their children, and their wives, all that was in
the houses, they took as captives and booty.
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24. All who went out of the gate The
phrase might refer to all the free citizens of the
city or, in this instance, the males of military
age—the group available for intermarriage with
Jacob’s clan.

THE RETRIBUTION  (vv. 25-29)

25. On the third day By now all the males
have been circumcised.

Simeon and Levi Dinah’s full brothers,
who would feel most keenly her brutal humilia-
tion.

took each his sword To avenge the violence
of Shechem, who “took” Dinah (Gen. 34:2).

unmolested The Hebrew word translated as
“unmolested” (betah) may here have the sense of
“meeting no resistance” or “confidently.” Or it

may refer to the city as “unsuspecting, caught
off guard.”

26. took Dinah . .. went away The entire
affair began with Dinah “going out” and being
“taken” (vv. 1,2). It concludes with the same
two Hebrew verbs, but in reverse order. As far as
Simeon and Levi are concerned, their account
with Shechem is settled. They take no part in
the plunder of the city.

27. The other sons The other brothers seize
the opportunity to pillage, but they do not de-
stroy the city.

because The narrator stresses the point that
the brothers were stirred to action because of
the defilement of their sister, not for the sake of
booty. See, however, 49:5 where Jacob de-
nounces them for this act.

25. This unsavory episode, coming after
Jacob’s struggle with the angel and his reconci-
liation with Esau, might warn us that although
Jacob may have outgrown his tendency to
deceive, his children were shaped by the person
he had been during their formative years.
Maimonides justifies the slaughter of the men
of Shechem on the grounds that they became
implicated in the serious crime of the rapist by

not punishing him (MT Kings 9:14). Others
posit that the Shechemites were all guilty of
similarbehaviorand deserving of death. Hirsch
calls the behavior of Simeon and Levi “acts
which are deserving of censure and for which
we are under no obligation to find an excuse.”
We can understand the wish for revenge against
a numerically superior people without having
to justify the tactics of Jacob’s sons.
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GENESIS 34:30 vA-YISHLAH

30Jacob said to Simeon and Levi, “You have
brought trouble on me, making me odious
amongtheinhabitants oftheland, the Canaan-
ites and the Perizzites; my men are few in
number, so that if they unite against me and
attack me, I and my house will be destroyed.”
31But they answered, “Should our sister be
treated like a whore?”

3 5 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.” 2So
Jacob said to his household and to all who were
with him, “Rid yourselves of the alien gods in

JACOB’S REACTION  (vv. 30-31)

Jacob intervenes for the first time, berating Sim-

eon and Levi.
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making me odious Literally, “making my
breath to stink.”

31. But they answered The two brothers
have the last word. The women of the Israelites

30. brought trouble Literally, “muddied (the are not to be dishonored.

»
waters).

THE BETHELTRADITION (35:1-15)

The narratives with Jacob at the center come to a
close with this chapter. From now on his life will
be intertwined with that of Joseph.

THE PILGRIMAGE TO BETHEL (vv. 1-7)

Jacob, seized with panic after his sons’ massacre
of the Shechemites, fears reprisals from the
neighboring peoples, who may have been bound
to Shechem by treaty obligations. God’s inter-
vention transforms the patriarch’s flight into a
dignified pilgrimage to Bethel.

1. Arise, go up The words befit the dig-
nified pace of a pilgrimage and the fact that
Bethel lies about 1,000 feet (300 m) higher than
Shechem.

remain there For as long as he chooses. Ja-
cob does not remain long in Bethel, though. He
soon continues to journey southward.

build an altar The construction of altars by
the Patriarchs is an act of homage and loyalty to
God. Building an altar at a site known as sacred
to pagans indicates that the patriarch is disso-
ciating the sanctity of the site from its pagan
antecedents. Bethel had a long Canaanite pre-
history.

the God The Hebrew name ¢/, and not the
regular elohim, is deliberately used here because
it evokes Bethel, as in 31:13. Jacob is reminded
that he has not yet fulfilled the vow made at
Bethel (28:20-22).

2. all who were with him
captives taken at Shechem.

Rid yourselves Jacob vowed at Bethel that if
he returned safely from his exile, “the Lorp shall
be my God.” Thus, before embarking on the
pilgrimage to that city, he formally renounces

Including the

CHAPTER 35

2.Alien gods in your midst Jacob’s directive

comes after his sons’ massacre at Shechem
(34:25-29). Might he be referring here to his
sons’ taste for extrajudicial vengeance?
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GENESIS 35:3 vA-YISHLAH

your midst, purify yourselves, and change your
clothes.3Come,letus go up to Bethel,and Iwill
build an altar there to the God who answered
me when I was in distress and who has been
with me wherever I have gone.” 4They 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 She-
chem. 5As they set out, a terror from God fell
on the cities round about, so that they did not
pursue the sons of Jacob.

6Thus Jacob came to Luz—that is, Bethel—
in the land of Canaan, he and all the people
who were with him. 7There he built an altar
and named the site Fl-bethel, for it was there
that God had revealed Himself to him when he
was fleeing from his brother.

8Deborah, Rebekah’s nurse, died, and was
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“alien gods.” For the first time in the Bible, there
is tension between the religion of Israel and that
of its neighbors.

alien gods These were probably household
gods found among the spoils of Shechem or car-
ried by the captives. Perhaps they included the
t’rafim that Rachel stole (31:19).

purify yourselves They were to immerse
themselves in water, to remove the bodily im-
purity acquired through contact with corpses at
Shechem and to prepare them for the impend-
ing pilgrimage to Bethel, where they will enter
sacred space.

change your clothes Laundering is a precon-
dition of purification. Putting on fresh clothes is
a stricter requirement and signifies a transition
from one state to another.

3. who answered me when I was in dis-
tress Jacob omits the unpleasant details men-
tioned in verse 1. As befits the occasion, his lan-
guage is a poetic acknowledgment of God’s
beneficence.

4. the rings These were no ordinary pieces

of jewelry but apparently talismans adorned
with pagan symbols.

buried them This procedure is found no-
where else in the Bible’s laws and narratives re-
lating to the disposal of pagan images. The
method prescribed in Deut. 7:5,25 is not burial
but utter destruction.

5. a terror Jacob’s earlier fears turn out to
be groundless. The nearby city-states are them-
selves petrified.

6. Luz The earlier name of the city, accord-
ing to Gen. 28:19.

7. the site  The Hebrew word makom here
means “sacred site.”

El-bethel Literally, “the God of Bethel,” that
is, the one whose associations with Jacob were
repeatedly bound up with Bethel.

THE DEATH OF DEBORAH (v. 8)
8. Deborah, Rebekabk’s nurse, died The

demise of a woman is reported only in excep-
tional cases in the Torah. It is likely that tradi-
tions about Deborah (which would make the
context of the present notice intelligible) were

8. Deborah, Rebekah’s nurse, died Ram-
ban sees this as a veiled announcement of Re-
bekah’s death (which is unmentioned in the

Torah). Rashi cites a tradition that Rebekah
had sent Deborah to Aram to tell Jacob that it
was now safe to return.
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GENESIS 35:9 vA-YISHLAH

buried under the oak below Bethel; so it was
named Allon-bacuth.

9God appeared again to Jacob on his arrival
from Paddan-aram, and He blessed him.
10God 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.

11And God said to him,

“T'am El Shaddai.

Be fertile and increase;

A nation, yea an assembly of nations,

Shall descend from you.

Kings shall issue from your loins.

12The land that I assigned to Abraham

and Tsaac

I assign to you;

And to your offspring to come

Will T assign the land.”

13God parted from him at the spot where He
had spoken to him; 4and Jacob setup apillarat
the site where He had spoken to him, a pillar of
stone, and he offered a libation on it and
poured oil upon it. 13Jacob gave the site, where
God had spoken to him, the name of Bethel.

widely known to reader and narrator alike in
biblical times but for some reason were not in-

cluded in the Torah.
THE REVELATION AT BETHEL

ham, as recorded in 17:1-8.

10. called Jacob no more The name change
was not effected by God but by an angelic being
on the other side of the Jordan (32:28-29).
God now validates his new name (Israel) in the

promised land.
11. Iam ElShaddai Asin 17:1.

(vv. 9-15)

Jacob has fulfilled the divine charge given in
verse 1. God now answers the prayer offered by
Isaac in 28:3—4, as Jacob departs for Haran. The
words of God echo the promises made to Abra-
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Be fertile and increase See 17:2,6.

A nation, yea an assembly of nations See
17:4-6.

Kings shall issue from your loins See 17:6.

12. The land See 17:8.

13. God parted from him Literally, “God
ascended from upon him,” that is, the revelation
came to an end.

14. Jacob set up a pillar This stone pillar
commemorates the experience. It is either a re-
dedication of the original pillar (28:18) or a
new one.

15. Bethel No interpretation of the name is
given. A beit el was a specific type of stone pillar:

a monitor and witness commemorating the di-
vine presence. See Comments to 28:17-18.
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GENESIS 35:16 VA-YISHLAH

16They set out from Bethel; but when they
were still some distance short of Ephrath, Ra-
chel was in childbirth, and she had hard labor.
17When her labor was at its hardest, the mid-
wife said to her, “Have no fear, for it is another
boy for you.” 18But as she breathed her last—
for she was dying—she named him Ben-oni;
but his father called him Benjamin. 1“Thus
Rachel died. She was buried on the road to
Ephrath—now Bethlehem. 200ver her grave
Jacob set up a pillar; it is the pillar at Rachel’s
grave to this day. 21Israel journeyed on, and
pitched his tent beyond Migdal-eder.
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THE DEATH OF RACHEL;
THE BIRTH OF BENJAMIN  (vv. 16-20)

17. Have no fear Rachel is comforted in
her dying moments by the knowledge that God
answered the prayer she had uttered after the
birth of Joseph: “May the Lorp add another
son for me.”

18. Ben-oni The name is understood to
mean “son of my sorrow.”

THE TOMB OF RACHEL  (vv. 19-20)
20. Jacob set up a pillar A stone memorial

to mark her grave. “The tomb of Rachel” was a
landmark already in the time of Samuel, ca.
1020 B.C.E. (I Sam. 10:2). The traditional site
lies about 4 miles (6.5 km) south of Jerusalem
and 1 mile (1.6 km) north of Bethlehem.

REUBEN’S WANTON CHALLENGE
(vv. 21-22)

21. Migdal-eder The name means “herd
tower” and designates a structure built to pro-
vide protection against raiders of the flocks.

19. Rachel wants to name the child Ben-
Oni, “child of pain” or (according to Maimon-
ides) “child of mourning.” Jacob overrules her
deathbed wish and names him Benjamin,
“child of strength” (or perhaps “child of long
life”). He wants the child to remind him of
Rachel’s strength and courage, not of her pain
and death, and does not want Benjamin to grow
up feeling responsible for his mother’s death.

on the road to Ephrath—now Bethlehem
But Bethlehem is only a short distance from
Hebron and the burial tomb of the Patriarchs
atMachpelah! PerhapsJacobrealized thatbury-
ing Rachel in Machpelah, leaving only one

grave for himself, would stir the jealous rage of
Leah with whom he would still have to live for
many years. The apocryphal Book of Jubilees
would have us believe that Jacob grew to love
Leahin the course of timeand grieved deeply for
her when she died. On his deathbed, Jacob will
remember with rueful guilt having buried Ra-
chel by the roadside near Ephrath (Gen. 48:7).
Centuries later, when Babylonia conquered
the Land of Israel and sent its population into
exile, the road that the Judeans took out of Jer-
usalem led past the site of Rachel’s burial. The
prophet Jeremiah pictured Rachel calling out
to God from her grave, imploring God to forgive

HALAKHAH L’MA-ASEH

35:20 pillar Tt is Jewish custom to mark the grave with a monument. An unveiling ceremony to dedicate the
monument, while not universally observed, may be held any time after shiv-ah (the first week after the funeral).
Customs vary: Sfardim commonly dedicate the stone at the end of shloshim (the first 30 days of mourning),
and many Ashknazim in Israel follow that practice as well; Ashknazim in the Diaspora usually dedicate the
monument sometime near the first yorzsayz (yahrzeit; Yiddish for the anniversary of death).
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GENESIS 35:22  vA-YISHLAH

22While Israel stayed in that land, Reuben
went and lay with Bilhah, his father’s concu-
bine; and Israel found out.

Now the sons of Jacob were twelve in num-
ber. 23The sons of Leah: Reuben—Jacob’s first-
born—Simeon, Levi, Judah, Issachar, and Ze-
bulun. 24The sons of Rachel: Joseph and Ben-
jamin. >The sons of Bilhah, Rachel’s maid:
Dan and Naphtali. 26And the sons of Zilpah,
Leah’s maid: Gad and Asher. These are the sons
of Jacob who were born to him in Paddan-

aram.

27And Jacob came to his father Isaac at
Mamre, at Kiriath-arba—now Hebron—
where Abraham and Isaac had sojourned.
28Tsaac was a hundred and eighty years old
29when 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.

mwn 15 NMWXIA

oM XN YIRD DX v
TAK W3R TTPATNNK 230N 1K)
b DX yowm

IR 122 Py DA 2pyTa A
TR M) YR 1K 2y 1103
e DM WM PZAn MQwi
17 9m nnsw maba 1w penw
TA TIX? NOBW 78T W26 7RnaN
7792 177172 WK 2Py 32 AP WK
DX

Xy AN pRYTOX 2pyr Xanw
DY T K S N
NX7 PIY? 7 M 28 Py DA
man priy YN Y Syt my
2P OM? VAl |74l '1’7:33_7_5?5 noxN"

b 113 2pYM WY INK

P10B Y¥NNA KpO™D NN pros qio xmrmS v, 22,

22. Reuben went and lay with Bilhah In
the ancient Near East, possession of the concu-
bine(s) of one’s father bestowed legitimacy on
the assumption of heirship. Reuben’s move—a
calculated challenge to his father’s authority—is
a political, not a lustful act.

Israel found out Literally, “heard.” One ex-
pects an immediate reaction to the offense, but
none occurs. There is certainly much more to
this story than is revealed here, but the narrator
chose to omit the unpleasant details. The epi-
sode ends abruptly.

Now the sons of Jacob were twelve With
the birth of Benjamin, the family of Jacob is
complete, and it is appropriate to list it in full,
particularly because a following passage will fea-
ture the genealogies of Esau. The roster also in-
dicates that, despite Reuben’s misdeed, the unity
of the family remained intact.

26. in Paddan-aram The reader is expected
to exclude Benjamin, who was not born there.

THE DEATH OF ISAAC  (vv. 27-29)

The report of Isaac’s death, which is not in
chronologic sequence, is placed here to reintro-
duce Esau and provide a connective with the
next chapter.

27. Hebron The family moved here from
Beer-sheba (Gen. 28:10).

29. he was buried The place of interment
was the cave of Machpelah, where Rebekah had
been buried, as is made clear in 49:29-32.

Esau and Jacob Here the names are in order
of seniority. In the account of Abraham’s burial
(25:9), the order of the sons is reversed, because
Ishmael was the son of a handmaid.

Israel’s turning to rival idols even as she had
been willing to share her husband’s love with a
rival. God promises Rachel that her children

will one day return to their own land (Jer.
31:15-17, part of the haftarah for the second
day of Rosh ha-Shanah).
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GENESIS 36:1 vA-YISHLAH

3 6 Thisis theline of Esau—thatis, Edom.

2Esau took his wives from among the Ca-
naanite women—Adah daughter of Elon the
Hittite, and Oholibamah daughter of Anah
daughter of Zibeon the Hivite—3and also
Basemath daughter of Ishmael and sister of
Nebaioth. 4Adah bore to Esau Eliphaz; Base-
math bore Reuel; 5and Oholibamah bore
Jeush, Jalam, and Korah. Those were the sons
of Esau, who were born to him in the land of
Canaan.

¢6Esau took his wives, his sonsand daughters,
andall the members ofhishousehold, his cattle
andall hislivestock,and all the property thathe
had acquired in the land of Canaan, and went
to another land because of his brother Jacob.
7For their possessions were too many for them
to dwell together, and the land where they so-
journed could not support them because of
theirlivestock.8So Esau settled in the hill coun-
try of Seir—Esau being Edom.
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THE LINE OF ESAU (36:1-43)

In this chapter all mention of Esau in the Book of
Genesis is brought to an end with the listing of
his descendants. The genealogic tables here also
show how the divine oracle and patriarchal bles-
sing bestowed on Esau (25:23; 27:39-40) were
fulfilled.

ESAU’S WIVES AND SONS IN CANAAN
(vv. 1-5)

The text, a detailed list of Esau’s three wives and
the five sons they bore him in Canaan, reflects a
confederation of three tribal groupings. Histori-
cally, the marriage notices tell the reader about
the various ethnic relationships among the tribes
and record the absorption of Canaanite clans
into the sphere of Edom.

1. Edom The name, which is repeated an-
other 10 times in this chapter, functions as the
name of a person, a people, and a national terri-
tory.

2. Adah This is also the name of Lamech’s
first wife (4:19-20).

Elon the Hittite According to 26:34, he
had a daughter Basemath.

3. Basemath The name, like that of Ish-
mael’s son Mibsam (25:13) and of Abraham’s
second wife Keturah (25:1), means “spice.” Like
them, it suggests an involvement of the clan in
the spice trade of the ancient Near East.

sister of Nebaioth In 28:9 the daughter of
Ishmael whom Esau married, and who bears
this same description, is named Mahalath.

THE MIGRATION TO SEIR  (vv. 6-8)

Esau now moves his entire household and all his
livestock out of Canaan and into the hill country
of Seir, a territory southeast of the Dead Sea
alongside the Arabah, which becomes the na-
tional territory of Esau/Edom.

6. went to another land The word “an-
other,” not in the Hebrew text, is supplied by
the Aramaic translations. The Syriac translation
adds: “The land of Seir.”

because of his brother Jacob Esau recog-
nizes Jacob’s right to the other side of the Jordan.
Otherwise, he could have insisted that Jacob be
the one to leave.

7. could not support them Esau’s migration
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GENESIS 36:9 vA-YISHLAH

9This, then, is the line of Esau, the ancestor of
the Edomites, in the hill country of Seir.

10These are the names of Esau’s sons: Eli-
phaz, the son of Esau’s wife Adah; Reuel, the
son of Esau’s wife Basemath. 11The sons of
Eliphaz were Teman, Omar, Zepho, Gatam,
and Kenaz. 12Timna was a concubine of Esau’s
son Eliphaz; she bore Amalek to Eliphaz.
Those were the descendants of Esau’s wife
Adah. 13And these were the sons of Reuel: Na-
hath, Zerah, Shammah, and Mizzah. Those
were the descendants of Esau’s wife Basemath.
14And these were the sons of Esau’s wife Oho-
libamah, daughter of Anah daughter of Zi-
beon: she bore to Esau Jeush, Jalam, and
Korah.

15These are the clans of the children of Esau.
The descendants of Esau’s first-born Eliphaz:
the clans Teman, Omar, Zepho, Kenaz, 16Ko-
rah, Gatam, and Amalek; these are the clans of
Eliphaz in the land of Edom. Those are the
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is determined by social and economic factors:
overcrowding and insufficient natural resources.

ESAU’S DESCENDANTS IN SEIR  (vv. 9-14)

This second genealogy of Esau repeats the details
of the preceding one but continues the line to the
third generation for Adah and Basemath. Only
in this list is Amalek noted to be the son of a
concubine and, as such, of inferior status. Ex-
cluding Amalek, there are 12 legitimate descen-
dants in all, intimating a 12-tribe confederation,
just like that of the Nahorites (22:20-24); the
Ishmaelites (17:20; 25:13—16); and, of course,
the Israelites, as recounted in 35:22-26.

11. Teman The name is the same as one of
the most important places in Edom, identified
with Tawilan, northeast of the Arab village of
Elji on the eastern outskirts of Petra. It bears no
relation to the Hebrew name teiman for Yemen.

12. Timna . . . Amalek According to verse
22, Timna was “the sister of Lotan,” an indigen-
ous Horite. In historical terms, this means that
the Edomites who migrated to Seir began to in-
termarry with the natives and that such alliances
were not socially acceptable. This explains Tim-
na’s inferior status here as a concubine rather
than as a wife.

THE ALLUFIM OF ESAU  (vv. 15-19)

This is the third genealogy of Esau. Here Amalek
is on a par with the other sons of Eliphaz,
although in last place, which probably reflects a
political development in Edomite tribal history.
A section of the Korahites may have split off
from the Oholibamah group and attached itself
to the Eliphaz confederation, into which Amalek
too was incorporated.

15. the clans The Hebrew word elef refers
to a social unit, a subdivision of a tribe, most
likely a clan. The term was meaningful in the
premonarchic period (1200-1000 B.C.E.) be-
fore the breakdown of the tribal system.

THE INDIGENOUS HORITES OF SEIR
(vv. 20-30)

The information given in this chapter, taken in
conjunction with the report of Deut. 2:12, adds
up to a picture of a violent invasion of Seir by the
Esau clan, followed by a process of gradual ab-
sorption of the native Horites into the “descen-
dants of Esau.” We are now given a genealogy of
Seir, who is regarded as the name-giving patri-
arch of the leading native clans, numbering
seven in all.
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descendants of Adah. 17And these are the de-
scendants of Esau’s son Reuel: the clans Nahath,
Zerah, Shammah, and Mizzah; these are the
clans of Reuel in the land of Edom. Those are
the descendants of Esau’s wife Basemath.
18 And these are the descendants of Esau’s wife
Oholibamah: the clans Jeush, Jalam, and Ko-
rah; these are the clans of Esau’s wife Oholiba-
mabh, the daughter of Anah. “Those were the
sons of Esau—that is, Edlom—and those are
their clans.

20These were the sons of Seir the Horite, who
were settled in theland: Lotan, Shobal, Zibeon,
Anabh, 21Dishon, Ezer, and Dishan. Those are
the clans of the Horites, the descendants of
Seir, in the land of Edom.

22The sons of Lotan were Hori and Hemam;
and Lotan’s sister was Timna. 23The sons of
Shobal were these: Alvan, Manahath, Ebal,
Shepho,and Onam.24The sons of Zibeon were
these: Aiah and Anah—that was the Anah who
discovered the hot springs in the wilderness
while pasturing the asses of his father Zibeon.
25The children of Anah were these: Dishon and
Anah’s daughter Oholibamah. 26The sons of
Dishon were these: Hemdan, Eshban, Ithran,
and Cheran. 2’The sons of Ezer were these:
Bilhan, Zaavan, and Akan. 28And the sons of
Dishan were these: Uz and Aran.

29These are the clans of the Horites: the clans
Lotan, Shobal, Zibeon, Anah, 3°Dishon, Ezer,
and Dishan. Those are the clans of the Horites,
clan by clan, in the land of Seir.

20. the Horite This ethnic term is discussed
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in the Comment to Gen. 14:6.

22. Lotan’s sister was Timna She is the
concubine of Eliphaz (36:12).

24. Anab The mention of his discovery pre-
supposes the reader’s knowledge of the adven-
ture. Obviously, there once was a widely known
tale about this person.

the hot springs Another possible translation

of the unique Hebrew word translated as “the
hot springs” (ha-yeimim) is “mules.” This would
make Anah the first to crossbreed the horse with
the donkey to produce the hybrid mule.

25. Anab’s daughter Obholibamah This
note serves to differentiate this Oholibamah
from Zibeon’s granddaughter of the same name
who married Esau (see v. 2).

28. Uz See Commentto 10:23.
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GENESIS 36:31 vA-YISHLAH

31Theseare thekingswhoreignedintheland
of Edom before any king reigned over the Is-
raelites. 32Bela son of Beor reigned in Edom,
and the name of his city was Dinhabah.
33When Bela died, Jobab son of Zerah, from
Bozrah, succeeded him as king. 3¥When Jobab
died, Husham of the land of the Temanites
succeeded him as king. 3>When Husham died,
Hadad son of Bedad, who defeated the Mid-
ianites in the country of Moab, succeeded him
as king; the name of his city was Avith. 36When
Hadad died, Samlah of Masrekah succeeded
him as king. 3When Samlah died, Saul of Re-
hoboth-on-the-river succeeded him as king.
38When Saul died, Baal-hanan son of Achbor
succeeded him as king. 3And when Baal-ha-
nan son of Achbor died, Hadar succeeded him
as king; the name of his city was Pau, and
his wife’s name was Mehetabel daughter of
Matred daughter of Me-zahab.

THE EDOMITE KINGS  (vv. 31-39)
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This list, which is not a genealogy, details eight
kings who reigned in Edom before the establish-
ment of the monarchy in Israel. The narrator
probably used Edomite records as the source for
the list.

31. before any king reigned over the Israel-
ites That is, before the reign of Saul, first king
of Israel, through whom the divine promises of
kingship for Israel, recorded in 17:6 and 35:11,
were first fulfilled.

33. Jobab 1In the Bible’s ancient Jewish
translation into Greek (Septuagint), the Book
of Job carries an addendum that identifies Jobab
with Job.

Bozrah This city was of such importance
that it is sometimes equated with Edom as a
whole. It is identified with modern Butseirah,
some 30 miles (45 km) south-southeast of the
Dead Sea and 35 miles (56 km) north of Petra.

34. the land of the Temanites See Com-
ment to verse 11.

35. Hadad The name of an ancient Semitic
storm god, later identified with Baal, head of
the Canaanite pantheon.

Midianites This nomadic people, descen-
dant of Abraham according to 25:2, spread out
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in an arc from the Sinai Peninsula through the
Negeb and northwestern Arabia.

36. Masrekah The name scems to indicate
a grape-growing region, possibly the site known
today as Jebel el-Mushrak.

37. Reboboth-on-the-river “The river” in
the Bible usually is the Euphrates, but this is
very far from Edom. Here it may refer to Wadi
el-Hesa, the border between Edom and Moab.

38. Baal-hanan He is the only king whose
place-name is not given. The Edomite source
material used by the narrator may have been de-
fective here.

39. Hadar In the parallel list in 1 Chron.
1:50-57, as well as in numerous Hebrew manu-
scripts, the name appears as Hadad. This eighth
Edomite king could have been an older contem-
porary of King Saul. By the time of David, Saul’s
successor, dynastic kingship existed in Edom.

his wife's name His father is not named, but
the mention of his wife’s mother and grand-
mother indicates that she had a very distin-
guished ancestry.

EDOMITE ALLUFIM  (vv. 40-43)

This list, arranged by localities that are identical
with the clan names, reflects administrative ar-
rangements in Edom.
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GENESIS 36:40 vA-YISHLAH

40These are the names of the clans of Esau,
each with its families and locality, name by
name: the clans Timna, Alvah, Jetheth, 41Oho-
libamah, Elah, Pinon, 42Kenaz, Teman, Mib-
zar, ¥*Magdiel, and Iram. Those are the clans of
Edom—that is, of Esau, father of the Edom-
ites—Dby their settlements in the land which

they hold.

41. Elabh Elath on the Gulf of Aqaba. Ac-
cording to Deut. 2:8, this marked the southern-
most boundary of Edom.

Pinon Punon, mentioned in Num. 33:42—
43 as one of the stations of the Israelites during
the wilderness wanderings. It is identified with

Feinan, an important copper-mining area on
the slopes of the hills of Edom, east of the ‘Ara-

mown 1% NYWXN2

bah, about 20 miles (35 km) south of the Dead
Sea.

42. Mibzar The name means “fortifica-
tion” and is probably the same as Bozrah in verse
33.

43. which they hold Esau’s story closes on
this note. His death is not recorded.
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HAFTARAH FOR VA-YISHLAH
OBADIAH 1:1-21

The entire brief book of Obadiah is the hafia-
rah. The prophecy is a message of judgment and
promise.

The judgment focuses on the nation of Edom,
whose downfall is proclaimed for their treachery
against their “brother Israel” during the siege and
destruction of the First Temple. Because Edom
participated in the plunder, they shall be plun-
dered in turn (v. 15). Given these allusions, most
modern scholars concur that the work was writ-
ten sometime after the fall of Jerusalem in 587—
586 B.C.E.

The theme of promise is addressed to Israel
(the House of Jacob). On the day of doom they
“shall wreak judgment on Mount Esau” (v. 21),
inheriting its lands as part of a national resettle-
ment in the promised land. The renewal of the
ancient rivalry between Esau/Edom and Jacob/
Israel will again result in the loss of the elder
brother’s patrimony.

RELATION OF THE HAFTARAH
TO THE PARASHAH

The narrative in the parashah and the prophecy
in the haftarah stand at two opposite points in
the historical spectrum of relations between Ja-
cob (Israel) and Esau (Edom). The Torah narra-
tive continues the account of the brothers’ rela-
tionship that began with embryonic and natal
strife and assumed consequential proportions
when Jacob deceived his father, Isaac, to obtain
the blessing of the firstborn. As a result of the
enmity engendered, Jacob fled to Paddan-aram
where he married Leah and Rachel, assembled
great wealth, and eventually made plans to re-
turn to his homeland at the divine behest. The
parashah opens with Jacob sending messengers
to Esau to placate his twin who is marching
toward him with an army. Unexpectedly, Esau

receives his brother with a noble and generous
spirit. The brothers separate in peace, each to
his own land. National conflicts between their
descendants lie in the distant future.

The haftarah takes us to the end of the biblical
period, after Judah was exiled from its homeland
and Edom participated in the downfall of the
nation (cf. Ps. 137:7). The prophet indicts the
elder “brother” for duplicity and arraigns him
on charges of passive and active deceit. The roles
of deceiver—deceived are now reversed, with fa-
tal consequences for Edom. Obadiah predicts
Edom’s destruction and dispossession. As a tri-
umphant nation, Israel will consume Edom and
resettle its homeland. What is more, this destruc-
tion is part of a scenario at “the end of days,” that
will result in the restoration of God’s dominion
over all.

It is not clear if the prophet saw Israelite res-
toration in world historical terms or as a case of
national liberation. His rabbinic heirs clearly re-
garded the defeat of Edom as the end of historical
tyranny and the onset of God’s universal king-
ship. This is because Edom had become a stan-
dard name for the hated Roman Empire. As a
result, the prophecy of Obadiah fostered hopes
for an end to this brutal domination and a res-
toration of national religious service. In due
course, when Christendom assumed the mantle
and the might of Rome, the name Edom received
a new identity.

The encounter between Jacob and Esau
marked by the parashah was dramatized in poli-
tical terms through exemplifying Edom as im-
perial or medieval Rome and in religious terms
through exemplifying Edom as the civil cult of
Rome or as Christianity. For all postbiblical read-
ers, Obadiah’s prophecy of liberators ascending
Mount Zion to destroy Edom, and the anticipa-
tion of God’s dominion, was crucial. It was the
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OBADIAH 1:1 HAFTARAH FOR VA-YISHLAH x Ty 222

consolation preached by ancient Sages and re- in the daily morning liturgy, where it occurs at
cited by synagogue poets. Exemplary in this re- the conclusion of Psukei d’Zimra (an opening
gard is the thematic centrality of Obad. 1:21 in  selection of biblical psalms and hymns before
Jewish liturgy, because it serves as one of the cli-  the call to worship [Barkhu]). In both contexts,
mactic verses in part of the Rosh ha-Shanah Mu- Obad. 1:21 is cited along with the prophecy of
saf service (known as Malkhuyot), celebrating divine dominion in Zech. 14:9 (“And the Lorp
and proclaiming God’s future kingdom or do- shall be king over all the earth; in that day there
minion. The verse also has a climactic presence shall be one Lorp with one name.”)
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1 The prophecy of Obadiah.

We have received tidings from the Lorp,
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And an envoy has been sent out among
the nations:

“Up! Let us rise up against her for battle.”

Thus said my Lord Gop concerning Edom:

2] will make you least among nations,

You shall be most despised.

3Your arrogant heart has seduced you,

You who dwell in clefts of the rock,

In your lofty abode.

You think in your heart,

“Who can pull me down to earth?”

4Should you nest as high as the eagle,

Should your eyrie be lodged 'mong the

stars,

Even from there I will pull you down

—declares the Lorp.

5If thieves were to come to you,
Marauders by night,
They would steal no more than they

needed.
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Obadiah 1:1. The prophecy of Obadiah  speaker. Ibn Ezra suggested that this reflects

The word translated as “prophecy” (hazon) lit-  Obadiah’s identification with other prophets

erally means “vision.” like “Jeremiah, Isaiah, and Amos who prophe-
We have received The plural form of the sied against Edom.”

word translated as “we have received” (shama- 3. You who dwell in clefts of the rock This

nu) is unexpected because there is only one image of living in a remote mountain fastness,
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OBADIAH 1:6 HAFTARAH FOR VA-YISHLAH

If vintagers came to you,

They would surely leave some gleanings.
How utterly you are destroyed!

6How thoroughly rifled is Esau,

How ransacked his hoards!

7All your allies turned you back

At the frontier;

Your own confederates

Have duped and overcome you;

[Those who ate] your bread

Have planted snares under you.

He is bereft of understanding.
8In that day

—declares the Lorp—
I will make the wise vanish from Edom,
Understanding from Esau’s mount.
9Your warriors shall lose heart, O Teman,
And not a man on Esau’s mount

Shall survive the slaughter.

10For the outrage to your brother Jacob,
Disgrace shall engulf you,

And you shall perish forever.

110n that day when you stood aloof,
When aliens carried off his goods,
When foreigners entered his gates

And cast lots for Jerusalem,

You were as one of them.

12How could you gaze with glee
On your brother that day,

On his day of calamity!

How could you gloat

Over the people of Judah

and thus beyond danger, portrays Edom’s pride.
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(southeast of the Dead Sea), used here to desig-

9. Teman A city and region in Edom nate Edom asa whole.
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OBADIAH 1:13 HAFTARAH FOR VA-YISHLAH

On that day of ruin!
How could you loudly jeer
On a day of anguish!

I3How could you enter the gate of My

people
On its day of disaster,
Gaze in glee with the others
On its misfortune
On its day of disaster,
And lay hands on its wealth
On its day of disaster!
14How could you stand at the passes
To cut down its fugitives!
How could you betray those who fled
On that day of anguish!
15As you did, so shall it be done to you;

Your conduct shall be requited.

Yea, against all nations
The day of the Lorb is at hand.

16That same cup that you drank on My

Holy Mount
Shall all nations drink evermore,

Drink till their speech grows thick,

And they become as though they had never

been.

17But on Zion’s mount a remnant shall

survive,
And it shall be holy.
The House of Jacob shall dispossess
Those who dispossessed them.
18The House of Jacob shall be fire,
And the House of Joseph flame,
And the House of Esau shall be straw;
They shall burn it and devour it,

15. day of the Lorp An anticipated time of
judgment against Isracl and the nations. It is
first mentioned in Amos 5:18,20 and is usually
depicted as accompanied by violent terrestrial
and atmospheric disturbances (cf. this idiom in

Ezek. 30:3 and Joel 1:15).
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17. holy That is, inviolate. Compare Jer.
2:3, “Israel was holy to the Lorp, / The first
fruits of His harvest. / All who ate of it were
held guilty.”
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OBADIAH 1:19 HAFTARAH FOR VA-YISHLAH

And no survivor shall be left of the House
of Esau
—for the LorD has spoken.

19Thus they shall possess the Negeb and
Mount Esau as well, the Shephelah and Philis-
tia. They shall possess the Ephraimite country
and the district of Samaria, and Benjamin
along with Gilead. 20And that exiled force of
Israelites [shall possess] what belongs to the
PhoeniciansasfarasZarephath, while theJeru-
salemite exile community of Sepharad shall
possess the towns of the Negeb. 21 For liberators
shall march up on Mount Zion to wreak judg-
ment on Mount Esau; and dominion shall be
the LorD’s.
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18. for the Lorp has spoken Hebrew: ki
YHVH dibber. This formula gives divine au-
thority to the prophet’s words and was used to
cite earlier prophecies at the time of their re-
application to new circumstances. In this case,
the reference is to the oracle against Edom re-
cited by Balaam, in Num. 24:17. The same
terms for dispossession and survival link the
passages.

20. Zarephath A town on the Phoenician
coast, also mentioned in 1 Kings 17:9 as being
in the vicinity of Sidon.

Sepharad The Aramaic form of Sardis, a

city in Asia Minor, as evidenced by an Aramaic—
Lydian bilingual inscription. Targum Jonathan
and all later Jewish interpreters understood this
place as Spain. On this basis, the Jews of Iberian
descent are called S fardim.

21. For liberators shall march up This
concluding allusion to the “liberators” (moshi-im)
of Israel, who will “wreak judgment” (/ishpot)
on the enemy, makes use of the old language of
saviors and judgment found in the Book of
Judges (cf. Ibn Ezra). The liberators here came
to be understood as the Messiah and his com-
panions (Radak).
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