Parashat Vayishlach

Sharon Rimon



BURYING RACHEL ON THE WAY

Why does Jacob bury Rachel on the road to
Bethlehem instead of in the Cave of Machpela?

Is there a connection between the trials in

Rachel’s life, the circumstances of her death,

and her place of burial?

Jeremiah comforts Rachel, who weeps for her
sons. Why, of all of our Matriarchs, is Rachel the

one weeping?

And they traveled from Beit El,
and it was some distance before
they arrived at Efrata, Rachel
gave birth and had difficulty with
her labor. And it was as she had
difficulty, and the midwife said
to her, “Do not fear, for this, too,
is a son for you. And it was as her
soul departed, for she was dying,
she named him Ben Oni, and
his father called him Benjamin.
And Rachel died and was buried
on the way to Efrata, which
is Bethlehem. And Jacob set a
monument on her grave, which is
the monument of Rachel’s tomb
until this day. (Gen. 35:16-20)
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Jacob’s
Journey from
Haran to

Hebron

What
Happened
Along the

Way

A. Rachel’s Burial on the Way to
Hebron

Our parasha describes Jacob’s return from Padan Aram
to Canaan. On his way, he crosses the Ford of Jabbok
(Gen. 32:23) and travels to Succoth (33:17), Shechem
(33:18) and Beit El (35:5). From there he continues
southward, toward his father Isaac, who lives in
Hebron (35:27)." In Hebron Jacob’s journey ends, as
he settles there: “And Jacob settled in the land of his
father’s residence, in the land of Canaan” (Gen. 37:1).

On the way from the Jabbok crossing to Hebron, a
number of events take place: in Shechem Dina is
raped and Laban’s idols are taken (Gen. 34; 35:1-4); in
Beit El Jacob builds an altar to give thanks to God
and receives God’s blessing (Gen. 35:6-14); on the way
from Beit El to Hebron Rachel dies and the incident
concerning Reuben and Bilha occurs (Gen. 35:16-20,
22). Although the final destination of the journey is

1 Even though Jacob had left Isaac in Be’er Sheva (Gen. 28:10), by
the time he returned Isaac was living in Kiryat Arba (Hebron).
Through this move, Isaac followed in his father Abraham’s
footsteps, as we read previously regarding Abraham: “And
Abraham came to eulogize Sarah and weep for her” (Gen.
23:2), upon which Rashi comments: “’And Abraham came’ -
from Be’er Sheva” (Rashi ad loc.). Apparently, at the end of his
life, I1saac left his work and returned to his family’s property
in Hebron. It is possible that the verse describing Jacob’s
return alludes to this: “And Jacob came to his father Isaac at
Mamre of Kiryat Arba, which is Hebron, where Abraham and
Isaac lived” (Gen. 35:27). This indicates that Isaac, following
Abraham’s example moved to Kiryat Arba in his old age.
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Rachel’s
Death
During the

Journey

Hebron,? the Torah chooses to detail all of the stops
along the way and the events that occurred at each
place. This indicatesthat these events are significant
to Jacob’s settling in the Land of Israel; in a sense,
they are actually a preparation for it

Rachel’s death is one of the final episodes described
during the journey to Hebron. The story is a tragic
one: Rachel, who had so desired children (Gen. 30:1-8),

2 Jacob was not commanded to return specifically to the city
of his father and grandfather, as the text simply states: “And
God said to Jacob, ‘Return to the land of your forefathers and
to your homeland, and | will be with you’” (Gen. 31:3). The
Emek Davar notes: “‘Return to the land of your forefathers’ -
[God] did not command him to return to his father’s house,
but to the land of his forefathers” (Emek Davar ad loc.). Jacob
decided of his own initiative to travel to Hebron, a choice
seemingly due to his homesickness: “And now, you surely left
becauseyou longed greatly for your father’s house; [but] why
have you stolen my gods?” (Gen. 31:30).

3 Each episode must be examined and understood separately.
Some potential interpretations:

The rape of Dina: Upon his arrival in the land of Canaan,
Jacob is forced to deal with its inhabitants and their tendency
toward sexual for immorality - one of the reasons why the
land “vomited them out” (Lev. 18:24-25).

Removing the idols: This is clearly a necessary preparation for
settling the Land of Israel properly.

Building the altar in Beit El: This fulfills the oath that Jacob
made when fleeing Esau (Gen. 28:20-22). At the same time,
Jacob receives God’s blessing regarding land and descendants
(Gen. 28:13-15), which entitles him to settle the land.

The journey: The path of Jacob’s travels leads from Padan
Aram, through Shechem and Beit El, to Hebron. Itis interesting
to note that Abraham followed the exact same path during his
journey to Canaan (Gen. 12:4-8; 13:1-3, 18). Each of these places
must hold some unique significance as part of a journey to
settle in the Land of Canaan.
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Logistical
Difficulties in
Transporting

the Body

Jacob
Apologizes to

Joseph

ultimately dies in childbirth. This narrative raises two
major questions:

1. Why was Rachel buried during the journey?

2. What is the significance of Rachel’s dying in
childbirth?

B. Burial Along the Way —
Unavoidable

The Torah does not explain why Jacob buried
Rachel while traveling. The simplest explanation is
a pragmatic one: Jacob and his sons were traveling
and had not yet reached their final destination. Since
it would be difficult to carry Rachel with them the
rest of the way to Hebron and they could not arrange
a more appropriate burial, they buried her on the
road.

The story of Rachel’s death and burial is mentioned
again in Jacob’s words to Joseph before his death:

during the journey, so why does Jacob mention this
before his death? Perhaps it is troubling him; he is
not satisfied with the circumstances of Rachel’s burial
and he is apologizing to Joseph. This is how Radak*
interprets the verses:

The meaning of this was to
apologize to Joseph that] Jacobl
did not bury] Joseph‘s [mother as
Leah was buried ,so that] Josephl
would not hold this against
him ,as] Jacob [had commanded
lJJoseph [to take him and bury
him in the Cave] of Machpelal.
He said to him that he had done
no wrong in this, since she had
died on the way, and his pace
was slow due to his considerable
family and property; and he
could not have left his family
and propertyto carry her to
Bethlehem, and definitely not
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And 1, as | came from Padan
[Aram], Rachel died with me on
the road in the land of Canaan,
some distance before Efrata, and

| buried her there, on the way to

Efrat, which is Bethlehem. (Gen.
48:7)
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Joseph already knows that Rachel died and was buried

to the Cave [of Machpelal.. and 5w 55 onb
if he had carried her at this ox ..1pnb
pace she would have begun to 315 i) i

4 Rashbam and Ibn Ezra suggest similar explanations, and
Ramban admits that this is “the simple reading” of the text.
Rabbenu Hananel and Hizkuni (in his second explanation)
also suggest that Jacob was forced to bury Rachel on the way,
but not because of the difficulties of traveling per se. Rather,
since Rachel was soaked in the blood of the birth, it would
have been impossible to travel any distance with her.
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Jacob
Requests to
be Buried in

Israel

Practical
Reasons
are Not

Sufficient

decompose... and he did not
have the means to mummify her,
for there were no doctors with
him and she had died during
the journey, and he buried her
respectably during the journey,
and placed a monument on her
grave... (Radak on Gen. 48:7)
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According to Radak, Rachel’s burial on the way was
unavoidable’ Later, when Jacob asks of Joseph to
ensure that he isburied next to his forefathers, he
expresses his feelings of guilt and apologizes to Joseph
for not doing the same for Rachel.

..please do not bury me in Egypt; napn X3 x.
and | shall lie with my fathers, >nisyy :D¥na
and you shall take me from Egypt sanxwn >max oy
and bury me in their burial place. ymam  oyven

(Gen. 47:29-30) omp2

Jacob places great significance on his place of burialby
requesting to be buried where his forefathers are
buried, although he himself buried Rachel during his
journey. He apologizes to Joseph and explains that
this was done because he had no choice.

However, this pragmatic explanation is unsatisfactory.
Could this be the only reason for Jacob’s burying

5 The words “some distance before Efrata” hint that there was
a considerabledistance between the place where Rachel died
and the city of Efrata, which led to her being buried on the
spot (see Rashbam on Gen. 48:7).
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Marrying
Two Sisters is
Unacceptable

in Israel

Rachel during his journey? Why doesn’t Jacob, who
attaches such great importance to burial places, make
sure that Rachel’s body is brought to Hebron once his
sons have settled there?® After all, this is exactly what
he commands Joseph to do with his body - bring it to
the Land of Israel after he passes away!’

C. Interpretations of Ramban

and Hizkuni

A few commentators attempt to find a more
substantial reason for Rachel’s burial along the way.

Ramban explains:

Jacob’s intention in not burying her
in the Cave [of Machpela] was so as
not to bury two sisters there, for
he would be ashamed in front of
his forefathers. And he had married
Leah first, under circumstances
in which it was permissible, and
Rachel [he married] because of his
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love for her and the oath that he 1namxa 5
had taken to marry her. (Ramban “wx 313 nKX
on Gen. 48:7) annph b

6 Transferring a body from place to place for (re)burial was not
uncommon at the time (see for example Gen. 50:13; Ex. 13:19;
Il Sam. 21:12).

7 Still, there is a significant difference between Rachel’s burial
during the journey and Jacob’s burial in Egypt: while Rachel
was not buried in the Cave of Machpela, she was still buried
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According to Ramban, Rachel’s burial on the road was
not because she happened to die during the journey.
Rachel was not buried in the Cave of Machpela
because Jacob felt that it would be inappropriate for
him to be buried with two sisters who were both
his wives.? Jacob understood this to be the reason
for Rachel’s sudden death as they entered the Land
of Israel - because in Israel it is unacceptable to be
married to two sisters.’

The reason that Rachel died, as opposed to Leah,
was that Leah was Jacob’s first wife, and so there was
no impropriety surrounding the circumstances of
their marriage. However, once Jacob married Rachel,

in the Land of Israel. Jacob does not want to be buried outside
of Israel, so he asks Joseph not to bury him in Egypt. Still,
Jacob emphasizes to Joseph, “And you shall take me from
Egypt and bury me in their burial place,” indicating that it is
not only burial in Israel that matters to him, but also burial in
the same place as his father and grandfather.

8 See Ramban’s commentary on Gen. 26:5:

VTR . TR 0. TR A 12 A 90 10aK oaK b
JTPMIN ST K 7293 KD T3N3 2pym 1252 yIKa 1 A
..For our Patriarch Abraham had learned all of the
Torah through divine inspiration..and kept all of its
commandments...and his keeping of them was only within
the Land of Israel. And Jacob married two sisters only
outside of Israel... (Ramban on Gen. 26:5)
9 This point appears in Ramban’s commentary on Lev. 18:25 as
well:
M3t 3 ,pIxa X A»nna 772 S anow mhby wona 1A b owm
JIOMIN ST O YIXA 22 K9 umaia, kb mxma ann KO
And only God determines outcomes, such that Rachel
died on the way, after they had already entered the Land
of Israel; for she merited not to die outside of Israel, and
[Jacob] merited that he did not reside in Israel with two
[wives who were] sisters.
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Burying Rachel
on Benjamin’s

Land

the situation became unacceptable and could not be
allowed to continue in the Land of Israel.

According to Ramban, Rachel’s death and burial
during the journey were part of the preparation for
settling in the Land of Israel, where it is inappropriate
to marry two sisters.

Hizkuni interprets this narrative from a different
perspective:

I still did not have ownership of i yIXY PYIY..
the cave, for Esau disputed it, »wy s ,myna
and so | buried her on the way. 722> , 1% “wwn
Butwhen | buried Leah, Esauleft 5ax 79712 mmap
and allowed me everything. o nx o rmapws
“And | buried her there” - since > mom »wy 1> o1
| knew that this land would be 51
part of her son’s portion..and if > - "ow mapKrY
| had buried her in the Cave [of 513 K 3 smy
Machpelal it would have been ox1..mMap5nany
disrespectful, since this was px myna mmap
in the portion of Judah, Leah’s 71 »w 7M1 ™
son. (Hizkuni on Gen. 48:7) KD A I phma

According to Hizkuni, Rachel’s burial on the road
was due to necessity on one hand, since Jacob did
not have complete ownership of the cave, but on the
other hand, there was a fundamental reason for it
- Rachel should be buried in Bethlehem, part of her
son Benjamin’s portion of land.”® This interpretation

10 There is considerable disagreement over the exact location
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Is Rachel
Different
from the

Other

Matriarchs?

emphasizes Rachel’s strong connection with her
sons.

However, this explanation also raises a question: what
would have happened had Rachel died in Hebron,
once Jacob already completely owned the Cave of
Machpela? Would she still have been buried in what
was to become Benjamin’s portion? Isn’t Rachel
considered one of the mothers of the nation of Israel,
worthy of being buried with the rest of the Patriarchs
and Matriarchs? Does she have a bond only with her
biological sons?

of Rachel’s tomb; this issue is already raised by Ramban (see
Ramban on Gen 35:18; 48:7). According to tradition, Rachel’s
tomb is near Bethlehem in Judah’s portion, and the verse “and
[she]l was buried on the way to Efrata, which is Bethlehem”
refers to this place.

However, Samuel’s words to Saul: “As you leave me today,
you will find two people beside Rachel’s tomb on the border
of Benjamin, in Tzeltzah” (I Sam. 10:2), imply that Rachel
was buried in Benjamin’s portion. This is also a possible
interpretation of the verse in Jeremiah: “A voice is heard in
Ramah...Rachel weeps for her sons” (Jer. 31:14) - Rachel’s burial
place is near Ramah, which is a city in Benjamin’s territory.
For more on this topic, see Noga HaReuveni, “Matzevet Kevurat
Rachel,” in Or Chadash Al Yirmiyahu; YoelElitzur, “PesherAtonot
ShaulUBe’ayatKevurat Rachel,” Sinai 92 (5743); NaavaGutman,
“Im Kevurat Rachel BeGvul Binyamin BeTzeltzach,” Megadim
14.
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Rachel -
Buried on
the Way to
Pray for the
Exiled

D. Rachel’s Prayer for the Exiled
RACHEL WEEPS FOR HER CHILDREN

The best-known interpretation of Rachel’s burial is
that of Rashi:

“And | buried her there”-and 1did
not take her even to Bethlehem
to bring her into the Land of
Israel, and | knew that in your
heart you bear ill will toward
me. But know that according
to God’s will I buried her there,
so that she will be of help to
her sons when Nebuzaradan
exiles them and they take the
same road where Rachel leaves
her grave and weeps and asks
for mercy on their behalf. As it
is written: “A voice is heard in
Ramah... Rachel weeps for her
children (Jer. 31:14).” (Rashi on
Gen. 48:7)
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According to Rashi, Jacob’s words to Joseph attach
the greatest significance to Rachel’s burial place.
Jacob explains that he buried Rachel on the way
neither because of the unavoidable circumstances

11 As Rav Chavel comments (see the Torat Hayyim edition of
Genesis), Rashi does not mean that Rachel was buried outside
of Israel. Rather, she was not buried in “land that was settled”
(see Ex. 16:35), i.e., not in a civilized place.
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nor because of her inferior status compared to Leah,
Rather, Rachel was buried there to pray for her
children as they were exiled.

This interpretation is based on a midrash,” which
must be studied carefully in order to understand
its significance: why is Rachel the one who asks for
mercy for her sons? Why is such great importance
attached to one’s burial place and how does this
affect the prayers of the person buried there? After
all, it is the deceased’s soul that comes before God to
pray, not the body!

The midrash states:

...[Josephlsaid to[Jacob], “Why  12231&5 10525 0K...
did you not bring her in to mIw oy MO
bury her with you?” ForJoseph 111 5 ~vn qov
was distraught over this. vax nn1 Ko
His father began to answer oM. M5y 2wn
him, “..Truly, as strongly as wpan v ow>
you wanted your mother to mmap> ox DW
be brought in for burial, so ..wpan sm1 Kk 7

12 See the continuation of this midrash (Pesikta Rabbati 3,
summarized in Bereshit Rabba 82:10):

O3 WIAK 3Py 1oy KOX ek 7112 5 nx maph apy wax o
KT KT, D0 Oy Mepan Knw 13 0w map 125 ow mayh mrny

7325y 71930 5 o 33 7 pows inva Y nat
Why did Jacob see fit to bury Rachel on the way to Efrat?
He saw that the future generation of the exile was to pass
there, and so he buried Rachel there so that she would ask
for mercy on their behalf, as it is written: “A voice is heard
in Ramah, mourning and great weeping, Rachel weeps for
her children.” (Jer. 31:14)
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| wanted it...” [Josephl said
to him, “Why did you not
bring her; was it the rainy
season?” He answered, “No...
it was between Passover and
Shavuoth, when the land is
[soft and dryl as sifted flour
andiseasily traversed.” Joseph
said to him, “Tell me to do so,
and | will bring her up now
and bury her,” and Jacob said,
“You cannot, my son, for I
buried her only according to
God’s will, for I, too, desired
to bring her in and bury her,
but the Holy One, Blessed be
He, did not allow me to do
so.. and why not? Because it
was known to Him that the
Temple would ultimately be
destroyed and His children
would be exiled, and they
will go to the Patriarchs and
Matriarchsand ask them to
pray on their behalf and this
will not help them, and as
they walk along the way they
will embrace Rachel’s tomb,
and she will be standing and
asking for mercy from the
Holy One, Blessed be He, on
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their behalf, saying to Him:
‘Master of the Universe! Hear my
weeping and have mercy on my
children, or give me my uniya.’”
And immediately God would hear
her prayer. How do | know this?
For it is written: ‘..mourning and
great weeping, Rachel weeps
for her children’ (Jer. 31:14), and
afterwards it says, ‘And there is
hope for your future,” says God,

KIKT S N
0 b
™1 wrpn
5va yow K
pm .n»en
22”7 any P
5m onn
73 Sy m1aan
(T X5 o)
mpn v any
oy Ny

‘and your children shall return to ©ma vy 71
their borders’ (Jer. 31:16).” (Pesikta o) “o»2b
Rabbati 3 - Bayom Hashemini) (1o

The midrash describes a conversation between Jacob
and Joseph stemming from Joseph’s grief over his
mother’s burial during the journey. The midrash
emphasizes that Jacob was also pained by the fact
that Rachel was not buried in the Cave of Machpela.
Joseph raises the possibility of bringing Rachel’s body
to the Cave of Machpela; if she were only buried on
the way due to technical considerations, this could
be easily fixed. Jacob’s answer indicates that Rachel’s
burial on the road has significance, and was not only
due to difficult circumstances as most commentators
suggest. According to the midrash, Jacob explains to
Joseph that Rachel’s burial place is not inadequate
or inferior, and it was definitely not chosen for
lack of other options; in fact, it is actually of great

13 Bill or contract.
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Rachel Weeps
for Her
Children

importance: God Himself wanted Rachel to be buried
on the way so that she would be able to pray for her
children as they were exiled.

RACHELS LOVE FOR HER CHILDREN

The source for the idea expressed in the midrash that
Rachel is destined to pray for her exiled children
comes from the Bible itself:

Thus says God: “A voice is heard 5p 1 Wy i
in Ramah, mourning and great °m ynw) )3
weeping, Rachel weeps for 5Smiovmnod2

her children; she refuses to be
comforted over her children,
for they are gone.” So says God:
“Restrain your voice from weeping
and your eyes from tears, for your
actions will be rewarded,” says
God, “and they shall return from
the land of theirenemies. And there
is hope for your future,” says God,
“and your children shall return
to their borders.” (Jer. 31:10-16)
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Jeremiah describes Rachel’s prayer for her children
as they are exiled and God’s promise to her that they
will return. Why is it specifically Rachelwho prays for
her children?*

14 One possible explanation is suggested in Bereshit Rabba 71:2:

Saw *85 oxmv j3 pymw 37 20 3 e ey A Sm - Zmpy by
Zma by a0 5ry - o Sy xews wapa 12085 Sra pon ovaTa
“And Rachel was barren [akkaral” - Rachel was the core
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From
Rachel’s
Prayer to the
Prayer of the

Patriarchs

The midrash describes a slightly different scenario:
while the nation of Israel is being exiled, they ask the
Patriarchs to pray on their behalf - but the Patriarchs’
prayers are not answered. However, when they pass
by Rachel’s tomb and embrace it, she prays on their
behalf and is answered.

In contrast to Jeremiah’s words, in which only
Rachel prays on behalf of her children, in the midrash
all of the Patriarchs pray and only Rachel is answered.
What is special about Rachel? Why is only her prayer
answered?”

likkar] of the home. Rabbi Shimon ben Yohai taught: “As all
things depended [taluil on Rachel, so the nation of Israel
was called by her name: ‘Rachel weeps for her sons.””

Rabbi Shimon ben Yohai’s statement is somewhat difficult to
understand. A possible explanation is suggested in Rut Rabba
7:14, which paraphrases his words:

DNST WS 002 WD) e S T3 83T PR 295 272w an

a5y 1520 5y
Rabbi Shimon ben Yohai taught: “Since they spoke against
Rachel, so her sons were called to her, as it is written,
‘Rachel weeps for her sons.””

Rachel’s merit stems from the fact that they “pinned [talul
things on her” - they blamed her and spoke against her.
Jacob asks Rachel, “Am | instead of God, Who has prevented
you from having children?” Leah says, “Is it not enough that
you took my husband?” (The use of the word talu, literally
“pinned” or “hung,” in the context of blame appears many
times in statements by the Sages; see for example tractate
Bava Batra 151b: “Do not blame [tit/u] Rav Nahman in vain.”)
Since they blamed Rachel and shamed her, God is attentive to
her prayers.

15 The midrash (Eicha Rabba, Petichta 24; see also Tanna Devei
Eliyahu 30) describes each of the Patriarchs’ prayers. Rachel’s
prayer is as follows:

2 KRS I TN, TP TN DX TP I T8 10 eIy
|
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While the midrash does not explicitly give a reason,
it reveals a difference between Rachel and the other
Patriarchs and Matriarchs. The midrash states about
the others: “They will go to the Patriarchs and
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“Master of the Universe, it is known before You that Your
servantjJacob loved me very much, and worked for my father
for seven years to have me. And when he completed those
seven years, and it was time for me to marry my husband,
my father schemed to exchange me for my sister. This was
extremely difficult for me, for | knew of the scheme and
told my husband of it and gave him a sign so he would be
able to distinguish between me and my sister, so that my
father could not switch between us. And later | regretted
this and overcame my desire, and | took pity on my sister
so that she would not be shamed, and that evening my
sister took my place beside my husband, and | had given
my sister all of the signs I had given my husband, so that he
would think she was Rachel... And | did her a kindness, and
I did not envy her or shame her. And | am only flesh and
blood, dust and ashes, and I did not envy my rival or shame
her; but You, Merciful King, living and enduring, why do
You envy the idols, which have no real substance, and exile
my children, allowing them to be killed by the sword as
their enemies do with them as they please?!”
And God’s mercy was immediately awakened, and He said:
“For you, Rachel, I will return the nation of Israel to their
place.”

This midrash explains that God is willing to answer Rachel’s
prayers since she overcame her jealousy and was merciful,
and she is merely asking God to do the same.
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Rachel’s
Love for Her
Children

Matriarchs and ask them to pray on their behalf and
this will not help them.” The Jewish people ask the
Patriarchs to pray on their behalf; however, when
they reach Rachel’s grave, their actions are described
differently: “And they embraced Rachel’s tomb.”
They do not ask Rachel to pray for them; they only
embrace her grave.

The midrash expresses the warmth and love that
characterize Rachel’s relationship with her children
- elements which are further highlighted by the
nation’s request of the other Patriarchs, which is
not characterized by the same special affection and
closeness. Rachel, who is not even asked to pray, does
so of her own initiative:* “..and she will be standing
and asking for mercy from the Holy One, Blessed be
He, on their behalf, saying to Him: ‘Master of the
Universe! Hear my weeping and have mercy on my
children, or give me my uniya.” Rachel asks for mercy
for her children and weeps for them, demanding of
God: have mercy on them, or You will owe me my
contract.” The result: “Immediately, the Holy One,
Blessed be He, listened to her prayers.”

16 Interestingly, this point is not mentioned when describing the
other Patriarchs’ actions - they will be asked to pray and “this
will not help [the Jewish people].”

17 What exactly does Rachel mean by this? What would God give
her to repay His “debt”? It is possible that the heart of the
matter is Rachel’s love for her children. Rachel asks God to
observe the love and concern she has for them - the same
love and concern that were evident in Rachel’s kindness to
Leah, when she was willing to sacrifice her own happiness for
her sister’s sake. God was “convinced” by this display of love
and kindness, and His attribute of mercy prevailed.

~ 20~

Struggle:
Anticipation for

Marriage

Struggle:
Becoming the
Second Wife

This midrash highlights the unique bond of love
between Rachel and her children. This love influences
God to answer Rachel’s prayer and have mercy on her
children.

What makes Rachel’s bond with her children so
unique?

E. Rachel’s Way of Life
RACHELS BARRENNESS

In order to understand the exceptional nature
of Rachel’s prayer, we must first understand her
character. Jacob and Rachel’s meeting is the beginning
of an extraordinary love, but in order to fullyrealize
this love, Jacob must work for seven years (Gen. 29:18-
20). At the end of these seven years of anticipation,
Rachel and Jacob are finally set to wed. However,
Laban interferes and violates their agreement, giving
Leah instead of Rachel to Jacob (Gen. 29:23-24). The
process is never completed - Rachel is left by the
wayside, painfully disappointed - especially after her
long period of anticipation. After committing to work
an additional seven years for Laban, Jacob marries
Rachel as well. But this is no longer the marriage
Rachel hoped for:

And he came to Rachel too ,and 5m) 5% 03 x2n..

he loved Rachel, too, more than  5my nx o3 2780
Leah. (Gen .29:30) By Na
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Struggle:
Anticipation
for Children

The word “too,” which appears twice in this verse,
encapsulates everything :Rachel is the second wife.
Even if Jacob prefers her to Leah®, her life is far from
easy. Her marriage is one of constant struggle.”

The tension between Rachel and Leah revolves around
having children:

And God saw that Leah was axw 2/ KM
despised, and He opened her nx nmon b
womb, and Rachel was barren. 5m gialay!
(Gen. 29:31) Y

For Leah, having children is the key to Jacob’s love:

And Leah became pregnant and 2 1om nx% vam
gavebirthtoason,andshenamed (2K Ny XIpm

18 The commentators tend to interpret this verse as meaning
that while Jacob loved Leah, he loved Rachel more, despite
the fact that she was his second wife and not “the wife of
his youth.” This idea is expressed by the Ramban (see also
Rabbenu Bahya quoted by Hizkuni, and Seforno):

NP3 ,opom ,AKED I S 2K 3 DN P - 75 AKX 03 3K
DYM YT PP IR DT YT WK KT I KD Pavi 0D
27K TP MM 93 KWW b KOK 72 NN K (3,33 PYT0) D

2By oyo I,y T KOw ko 5
“And he loved Rachel too” - the text mentions that he loved
Rachel more than Leah since it is a man’s nature to love his
first wife more, as our Sages have stated (Sanhedrin 22b):
“She does not form a bond with anyone but the first [man]
she encounters.” In contrast to the usual nature of men,
Jacob loved Rachel more than Leah, and this is why it says
“too.”

19 Rachel’s struggle takes on another meaning in light of
Ramban’s comments (see notes 8-9), according to which it
was inappropriate to be married to two sisters within the
Land of Israel. Therefore, Rachel could not be a full partner in
settling the Land of Israel, and she died during the journey.

~22~

him Reuben, for she said, “God
has seen my destitution, for now
my husband shall love me.” And
she became pregnant again and
gave birth to a son, and she said,
“As God heard that | am despised
and he has given me this one as

TIXY 3 RN 0
TOY 03 w3
DU 023

12 Tom Ty YIm
7T PR 93 KA
DI NN 03
m o o3 o

well,”andshenamed himSimeon. jiyny iy xpm
And she became pregnant again 2 Tm Ty YIm
and gave birth to a son, and she oyan nny XM
said, “This time my husband will %% e .-n_b?
become attached me, for | have by & 07> 3
given him three sons,” and so she Y ij@"};j 0°3
named him Levi. (Gen. 29:32-34) )

While Rachel does not need children to secure Jacob’s
love, her barrenness itself is a difficult obstacle for
her:

And Rachel saw that she had not &5 3 L)Ijj KM
given Jacob children, and Rachel xxpm 2pyh 17
envied her sister... (Gen. 30:1) .Anngabm

Barrenness is a difficult experience in itself? but
in Rachel’s case there was an additional element
of competition with Leah, which intensified her
anguish.”

20 Apart from the basic desire to have children, barrenness
usually led to a reduction of the barren wife’s status vis-a-vis
the other, fertile wives, as described in the case of Sarah and
Hagar (Gen. 16:4).

21 Rachel’s struggle has two aspects: first, the natural female
desire to have children; second, the Matriarchs were aware

~ 23 ~



IsJacobin  Through her pain, Rachel cries to Jacob:

Place of God? . . . :
And she said to Jacob, “Bring me  Ipy 5% XM

children, and if not, I will die.” pxox D*g;v‘?n;a
(Gen. 30:1) Ak aigla

What does Rachel want from Jacob? Is he preventing
her from having children? Why does she beg him to
“give me children”? What can he do to help her?

Jacob responds:

And Jacob became angry with

pyr oy

Rachel, and he said, “Am | instead  nmoTIRXY M2
of God, Who has prevented you -wx ‘33 Dpox
from having children?” (Gen. 30:2) 29 AN

Rachel, however, acts differently:

And she said, “Here is my >noX T
maidservant Bilha, cometoherand o X2 n7o2
she shall give birth on my behalf, 372 Sy 1om
and 1 too will be built through % 03 max
her.” (Gen. 30:3) aakiola

Rachel gives her maidservant to Jacob, in the hope
that “I too will be built through her.” Why does she
specifically refer to “building”?

In order to understand this point, let us consider a
similar theme that appears in Sarah’s narrative:

Why is Jacob angry with Rachel? She addresses
him very harshly and holds him responsible for her
barrenness, as though it were dependent on him.
Jacob rebukes her for complaining to him, asking:
“Am | instead of God?” - There is nothing | can do;
God is the only one Who can grant you children.

RACHELS PRAYER

Rachel’s Line  Following this rebuke, we would expect Rachel to
Through Bilha  address God, as Sarah,”? Rebecca? and Hannah? did.

of the fact that they were building the House of Israel, the
chosen people. Rachel was fighting for her right to participate
in this process.

22 See Bereshit Rabba 45:4 (s.v. “And he came to Hagar”).

23 See Gen. 25:21 and Rashi ad loc.

24 See | Sam. 1:1-11.
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And Sarai, Abram’s wife, had not 0% nwx ")

given him children, and she had
an Egyptian maidservant named
Hagar. And Sarai said to Abram,
“Behold, God has prevented me
from having children; please,
come to my maidservant, for
perhaps | will be built through
her,” and Abram listened to Sarai.
(Gen. 16:1-2)

Ramban comments:

“[To] be built from her” - that she
might have fulfillment from the
children of her maidservant, or
merit to have children for doing
so. (Ramban ad loc.)

~ 25 ~

A b oAy &S
mxn anaw
rala9 ) bty B talV7g
na7 o7 % T
TIT20 /T K)
IaY DX K K3
mImn IR PN
biph oo pow)

o

- Mnn manw
M Am 70 Y
W annew %313
X NY M

PMapa o’



From Sarah

to Rachel

The children of Sarah’s maidservant would be
considered as her children.

Ramban also raises another possibility - that by
giving Abram her maidservant, Sarah herself might
merit to have a child.”

The parallels between the stories of Sarah and Rachel
are striking: Sarah, too, was barren, and gave her
maidservant to her husband. In both stories, the
phrase “I will be built through her” is used - the
purpose of giving the maidservant is so that the
mistress will merit children.

Yet,itis these parallels that highlight the differences
between these narratives: Sarah immediately declares,
“God has prevented me from having children.” It is
clear to her that her barrenness is of divine origin. In
addition, when Sarah attempts to solve the problem
by giving Abram her maidservant, she says, “Perhaps
I will be built through her” - perhaps this will help, if
God wills it. Since everything comes from God, he will
decide whether or not Sarah’s line will be established
through her maidservant.?

25 This idea is first expressed by Rashi:

T2 U T DAY M - 7100 MK
“I will be built through her” - in merit of allowing my rival
into my house. (Rashi on Gen. 16:2)
26 This is the Gur Aryeh’s explanation of Rashi’s comments:

M DK 03 733K 9K 1039 Y 100901, TN D)9 Y13 7 Ty Saxw
TP KA 2K 72 DOW AT TN DY K 2 03 003D v

oMK TN
I am doing this in order to have descendants, and allowing
my rival into my home. Perhaps | too will be built in merit

~26~

Bilha’s Children
as Rachel’s
Children

The Mandrakes

Rachel, on the other hand, does not mention God’s
role in her inability to have children. When giving
Jacob her maidservant, she categorically states, “1 too
will be built through her.””

When Bilha gives birth to Jacob’s children, Rachel feels
as though she has been successful, and she expresses
this feeling when she names the children (Gen. 30:5-8).2

However, Rachel’s success is not complete, as she still
has no biological children. She continues to pursue
her goal of having children of her own:

And Reuben went during the 3 2K ]’23]
wheat harvest and found ynn DwR YYp
mandrakes in the field, and he xInTwaDKRTT
brought them to his mother Leah, 1oy mx> 5% oni

of this, and | will have children as well, after God sees how
I desire to have descendants with Abraham. (Gur Aryeh on
Rashi ad loc.)
27 However, some commentators, such as the Emek Davar, have
suggested different explanations for these variations:

M7 .00 23K T3 733K 4372 5y THom xS - Zann maax e
1251h awon &5 1w 2 prw 0T HR KA TN AK TR KT i
JIUTKD 200 PR Mt KD e K W K by answ
“Perhaps | will” - Rachel said, “She shall give birth on my
behalf, and | too will be built through her.” Her intention
was to raise her maidservant’s child as though she had
given birth to him herself. This was not so with Sarah -
she did not intend to raise the child of her maidservant.
Therefore, she said, “Perhaps | will be built” - Perhaps | will
have some merit due to this child. (Emek Davar ad loc.)

28 It should be noted that while Rachel does mention when
naming the children that their birth was God’s doing, and that
He gave her these children, she does not address God directly,
but in third person.
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Rachel’s

Prayer

and Rachel said“ ,Please give nx%?5%5my KM
me from your son’s mandrakes XTI % K) N
”And [Leah] said to her, “Is it a7 XM a2
not enough that you took my nx Janp vynd
husband? Shall you also take my  nx oz nmp7) e
son’s mandrakes?” And Rachel -nxm 2 77
said, “So he shall lie with you oy 23w 135 5m
tonight in exchange for your x77 nma a5
son’s mandrakes.” (Gen. 30:14-15) 702

Mandrakes were thought to aid fertility**, and Rachel
intended to use them in an attempt to get pregnant.
The results, however, are sadly ironic: it is Leah who
becomes pregnant following this exchange, and
Rachel remains barren.

Rachel endures a long, painful process of attempting
to become pregnant, while her sister continues having
children. Didn’t Rachel pray? Did she not understand
Jacob’s rebuke? The verses here imply thatinstead of
praying,she wasonlyinterestedin practical solutions.*®

29 See the commentary of Ramban and Radak on verse 14.

30 Rachel’s stealing Laban’s idols (Gen. 31:19) can also be
interpreted as an attempt to affect her fertility. In the midrash
Lekach Tov (Gen. 31:33) Laban specifically suspects Rachel since
she would be the most likely to use the idols: “He entered
Rachel’s tent twice, since he knew that she would use the
idols.”

The midrash Sekhel Tov(Gen. 35:2) also states:

A 732 MR P WY VT KOY T DM - 103 9K 1K 107

2335 1390 5p Smn
"They removed [hesiru] the foreign gods” - [the Hebrew
word hesirul is missing the letter yud, which teaches that
his other wives were not suspected, besides Rachel, of
[taking] Laban’s idols.”

~ 28 ~

However, another verse describing her labor states
otherwise:*

And God remembered Rachel, 5my nx opix Sam
and God listened to her, and he CI’PL)K_S .‘Tr"zty_: paen
opened her womb. (Gen. 30:20) AR K RSN

The text does not describe Rachel’s prayer, but the
phrase “God listened to her” teaches us that she
must have prayed beforehand.’She might have
prayedthroughout all of her attempts to become
pregnant, or she might have only prayed at the end,
in desperation,” when she realized that nothing
else could help her. In any case, the fact that her

Rachel may have used the idols as fertility aids, as extra-
biblical sources indicate that this was common practice
at the time. According to this interpretation, Laban’s idols
may have been referred to as terafim from the word toref,
the Sages’ euphemism for a woman’s genitalia - see tractate
Berakhot 24a. This would explain why Rachel, the barren wife,
stole the idols. This might also explain why Saul’s daughter
Michal had idols in her possession, as mentioned in | Samuel
19:13. The verse in 1l Samuel 6:23 states that she died without
children; it is possible that her idols were a fertility charm,
similar to Rachel’s. See also Rabbi Amnon Bazak, “Galah Kavod
MiYisrael,” Megadim 28 p. 9-18.

31 Some commentators explain that God responded to Rachel’s
deeds, rather than to her prayers. This is Rashi’s interpretation,
inspired by the midrash (Bereshit Rabba):

AN D mDnw 17 131 - S ik oK em
“And God remembered Rachel” - He remembered that she
had given her sisters the signs. (Rashi on Gen. 30:22)
32 Seforno understands this verse according to its simple
reading:
DT R 0w AP K A9RaN - DPOK 9K Poem
“And God listened to her” - for she prayed after she had
made an effort twice. (Seforno ad loc.)
33 As the Seforno explains (see above).
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Progress,
Perseverance,

Prayer

“God Shall
Add Another

Son to Me”

Death in
Childbirth
- Forever in

Progress

prayers are only mentioned at the end of the process
emphasizes that none of Rachel’s other attempts
were fruitful - only God’s intervention in the wake of
herprayer allowed her to finally have children.

Rachel endures a long and painful process in trying
to have children. Pregnancy and parenthood do not
come easily to her - she must put in effort, persevere
and pray in order to become a mother. At the same
time, Rachel undergoes another progression - she
recognizes the importance of prayer and improves
herself. She understands that neither Jacob nor
the mandrakes can solve her predicament. Rachel
understands that her prayers are the key to having
children.

This progression is evident from the name that Rachel
gives her son - a name which is itself a prayer:

Andshebecame pregnantandgave 12 Tum “1m
birth to a son, and she said, “God  qox KM
has gathered [assafl my shame.” “noIIAXDPIN
Andshe named him Joseph, saying, ¢ nx Xpm
“God shall add [yosefl another son 1 q9° Sax5 qpv
to me.” (Gen. 30:23-24) K jaeh

RACHELS DEATH IN CHILDBIRTH ALONG THE WAY

As Rachel gives birth to her first son, she prays that
God will give her another son. The second son God
gives Rachel is Benjamin. He is the son born during
our narrative, in ParashatVayishlach, and it is during
labor with him that Rachel dies. There is a unique

The
Importance
of the

Journey

From
Deprivation
to

Appreciation

tragedy in the fact that Rachel, who waited for so
many years to have children, died in childbirth. What
meaning does this deathconvey? What are we to
learn from it?

Rachel does not meritto reach the end of the
journey and rest - she is always in progress. For her,
death - the end of life - is bound to the beginning of
another life. Rachel’s entire life, therefore, symbolizes
a journey, a process.

Rachel’s life is one long struggle, one long process;
it is from Rachel that we learn the importance of
the journey. Something easily acquired holds little
value for a person; on the other hand, something
that must be achieved through great effort, after a
long period of deprivation, is far more appreciated.
When a person puts in effort toward achieving or
acquiring something, he appreciates its value more,
and forms a stronger connection with what he has
acquired. Even the process itself, whether or not it is
successful, contributes to a person’s growth.

F. Rachel’s Unique Prayer

Rachel’s prayer is unique in three ways:

A. Rachel, who was barren, understands particularly
well the value of children. Therefore, her love for
them is greater, and when they are exiled she weeps
and shouts to the heavens, refusing to be comforted.
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Desire Leads

to Prayer

Exile as
Part of the

Process

She is the Matriarch who prays for her children until
her prayers are answered.

B. Rachel is also the Matriarch who learned the
importance of prayer through personal experience.*
Through the trials she endured, she ultimately
understood that only addressing God in prayer can
bring relief. This understanding through experience
makes her prayers so powerful that God cannot help
but listen.

C. Exile can be understood as the end of the process:
The covenant between the Jewish people and God
was broken, which led to a disconnect between God
and the Jewish people. When the nation was exiled, it
faced the danger of assimilating into the surrounding
peoples.® Rachel, who symbolizes the journey, gives

34 The midrash adds that Rachel’s prayer was also the reason she
was barren in the first place:

" OWa 125M Y37 KRN 9837 K% 327 Dwn 1 3 2mnKa "mpyn
D W) ok 1AM e 1nbons mvan arapte
N SPKYT” Sawa oK mpy 0% - N3 N ,7yhon N3 Ny (3

T K Dy PRID
And why were the Matriarchs barren ?Rabbi Levi states in
the name of Rabbi Shela of Kfar Timreta, and Rabbi Helbo
states in the name of Rabbi Yohanan: “God desires their
prayers and their communication, as it is written: ‘My
dove in the clefts of the rock’ (Song of Songs 2:14). ‘My
dove in the clefts’ - why have | made you barren, so that
you shall ‘show Me your countenance and let Me hear your
voice’ (ibid.).” (Bereshit Rabba 45:4)

35 This view was apparently common during the time of the
exile, and is attested to in a number of places in the Prophets.
For example:

WDy W 00K 137 10 S mv2 b2 noxa oy o7 2 oK
AP0 DDA TTK)
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the nation hope that exile is only one part of a larger
progression, which will ultimately conclude with
redemption.®® This is Rachel’s prayer - she begs God

And He said to me, “Man, these bones are all of the house
of Israel; they have said, ‘Our bones have dried and our
hope is lost; we are cut off.”” (Ez. 37:11)

Radak explains:

WY RN T IR WK Ty 103 1 mbaa v Sxeves v b Swn v
TY O PRY T2 MREPs DK T 193 A0 PN 173K Wy

PN
This is a metaphor for all of the nation of Israel, who were
in exile until they had despaired of redemption and said,
“Our bones have dried and our hope is lost, etc.,” meaning,
we are as dry bones which no longer have any hope [of
resurrection]. (Radak ad loc.)

Another description of the nation’s despair can be found in
the Talmud:

iR b oK Oxpir 1ab) mab awm o1k 3 Ty Ka Aok Sxnw
2059 5y b v oba Ay MY K I3 0w Tay a5 1K awna
WK OIOK M 99D RK” 310 Mk o 01 K T3 ertpa b o
DOPWH2) OO0 DAY 71 212 DIAK S50 WK W0 0 W TArbw
DX DK WK T &S 171 03 Dy apy (K 2 YY) "D30K e
192 &5 DX DPOX 7 DK K 142K Y 7Y MY MAawng o )
(0=35 /2 5pir) "5y Thnk Asew M) W) D PN
Shmuel said: Ten men came and sat before him (Ezekiel).
He said to them: “Return and repent!” They said to him: “A
servant whose master has sold him, and a woman whose
husband has divorced her, do they lay any further claim
to one another?” God said to the prophet: “Say to them,
‘Where is the bill of divorce with which | sent your mother
away? To which of My creditors did | sell you? You have
sold yourselves through your sins, and your mother was
divorced through your transgressions (Is. 50:1)... And what
you imagine will surely not come to pass, as you say, “We
will become like the nations of the earth and worship rock
and wood.” | swear by Myself,” says the Lord, ‘that | will
rule over you with a strong hand and an outstretched arm
and outpoured wrath’ (Ez. 20:32-33).” (Sanhedrin 105a)
36 Certain prophecies liken the people of Israel in exile to a
barren woman:



not to allow the exile to be the end of the journey,
but only one part of it.

Rachel’s death during the journey is no coincidence
- it represents the essence of her life. Her death
andburial on the road symbolize her entire life, a life
in progress, constantly moving forward. Her burial
during the journey reminds her children, as they are
expelled from the Land of Israel, that exile is only one
stage of a process. Through Rachel, they understand
the power of prayer to lead them through even the
most difficult of journeys - and that ultimately, their
prayers will be answered:

So says God: “Restrain your voice wn ' Wy iid
from weeping and your eyes from Py 2an o
tears, for your actions will be v’ » "vnm
rewarded,” says God, “and they Tnows? v
shall return from the land of 2wy 1 ox
their enemies. And there is hope " 20X yIxn

K 73 930 RT3 0313 TN K T A mye 1T KO TPy

aa
“Sing, barren one who has never borne a child; burst forth
in song and rejoice, she who has never given birth, for
more are the sons of the desolate woman than the married
wife,” said the Lord. (Is. 54:1)

Metzudat David explains:

Mnn b3 0K 13 5y T Kow PP I TR, DD 1K - 7Py Y

ST 31, AP 13 Y R, DK
“Sing, barren one” - you, Jerusalem, for you have been
barren and have not borne children, for your people have
left you and are gone; now, at the time of the redemption,
sing and rejoice. (Metzudat David ad loc.)
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for your future,” says God, “and
your children shall return to their
borders.” (Jer. 31:15-16)

~ 35~
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