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How do Jews read the Hebrew Bible?
understand the text, including the grasping the simple meaning of the text (ow9) as well as

We have been provided with many avenues to

possible interpretive meanings (¢7). This course is designed to approach various sections of
the book of Breisheet (Genesis) through the lenses of the Peshat (simple meaning) and Derash
(interpretive meaning). Our goal is not to find the ‘truth’ of the meaning of the text, but rather
to explore some of the possible explanations of what the text is attempting to communicate

in a more expanded read.

Interpreting the text comes about very often as a result of many phenomena identified in the

text. A non-exhaustive list of textual challenges includes: Ambiguity, repetition,
contradictions, superfluity, redundancy, chronology, redundancy, geography, etymology,
lacunae, spelling, grammar, unusual words and phrases, etc. When the text presents a
narrative which contains one or more of these phenomena, one approach to better understand

the text is to react to the anomalies by way of story or imaginative explanation.

In the context of these imaginative interpretations, the rabbis who offer them are also able to
teach ethics, encourage their readers to love God, the Jewish people and humanity, reject evil
and get across many other messages, some overt and some covert. In our time together, we
hope to learn some Torah through two prisms — one simple (peshat) and one interpretive
(derash). Now let’s go learn!

Breisheet is a great text from which to learn derash, simply because it is filled with narrative
(as opposed to legal texts). The stories of the patriarchs and matriarchs are open to
interpretation, as their actions can be understood in multiple ways, simply because the
Narrator has chosen (most of the time) not to share with the reader/listener the motivation
behind the words, thoughts or deeds of the characters. (An exception to this can be found in

Genesis 34: 13 in the story of the rape of Dinah.)

Genesis 34:13
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13. Jacob’s sons answered Shechem and
his father Hamor—speaking with guile
because he had defiled their sister Dinah—

14. and said to them, “We cannot do this
thing, to give our sister to a man who is
uncircumcised, for that is a disgrace among
us.
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L. Abraham Saved from the Fire

Genesis 15:7

7. Then He said to him, “l am the LORD who
brought you out from Ur of the Chaldeans

to assign this land to you as a possession.”
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Rabbeinu Bahya ben Asher — Spain (1255-1340)

DYTYI NINND PARHN WX N NN, “l am the
Lord Who has taken you out of Ur Casdim,
G'd
referred to the time commencing with His

n

etc.” According to Nachmanides

saving Avram miraculously from the
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furnace of Nimrod. Ever since Avram had
and He had
intended to give the land of Canaan to him.

enjoyed G’d’s goodwill

Rabbi David Kimhi — Spain (1255-1340)
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D>TYI MNNND PNRNIN WK, it was not for
nothing that | have taken you out of that
environment, but in order to give you this
land to inherit it. God meant that Avram’s
descendants would inherit the land of
Canaan. The relationship between this land
and Avram would become comparable to

the inheritance a father leaves to his sons.

From Rabbeinu Bahya: According to a comment in the Sefer Hayashar at the time Avram
was born a certain star in the eastern sky “swallowed “four other stars in four directions of
the sky. At that time Nimrod’s advisors said to him: “at this moment a son has been born
to Terach whose descendants will produce a nation which will inherit the whole earth as
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well as the hereafter. If you agree, let us give his father a house full of gold and silver and
get his permission to kill the baby.” Thereupon Nimrod immediately sent an urgent
message to Terach in which he referred to the baby who had been born to Terach on the
previous evening and demanded that it be handed over to be killed. In return he promised
Terach a house full of gold and silver... Thereupon Terach hid the baby in a cave for the
next three years...

When Avram was three years old he left the cave. When he looked around he began to
wonder who had created heaven and the earth and himself. At first he began praying to
the sun all day long. Then, at night, when he saw the moon, he began to pray to the moon
as he had concluded that the position of the moon in the sky was proof that the moon had
created it and the stars as well as earth and himself. He considered the stars as servants of
the moon. When the moon disappeared in the morning and the sun rose in the East he
began to realise that the phenomena he had observed thus far had only been tools in the
hands of someone mightier than either of them. He now went to his father Terach and
asked him who had created heaven earth and himself? Terach answered him: “my god
created all these phenomena.” Thereupon Avram asked his father to show him this god
who supposedly was powerful enough to have created all these phenomena. Terach
brought him one of his idols. Avram could not accept that this idol had any power at all. He
went to his mother asking her similar questions. He asked his mother to cook a fancy dish
so that he could offer it to one of the idols hoping it would be accepted as an offering. He
placed the food in front of Terach’s biggest idol. The idol did not respond at all, neither by
sign or movement of his eyes or other organs. At that point, Avram had some divine
inspiration and he said of these idols 87> X2 1Y DY Y27 KO ONY N9, “they have a
mouth and are unable to speak, they have eyes but are unable to see” (Psalms 115,5). He
seized the idols and burned them. He took the largest idol outside and placed the fire in his
hand. When his father came home and wanted to know what had happened, Avram
accused the biggest idol of having burned the others. Terach accused Avram of having
burned his idols. Avram claimed to be innocent accusing the largest idols of having burned
the others in a fit of fury. Thereupon his father said to him: “my son, you are foolish, how
can any of these lifeless idols do such a thing? | myself have made these idols out of wood.”
Thereupon Avram said to his father: “l wish you would hear yourself talk. If they have no
power why did you tell me that they have created heaven and earth?”

Terach then went to Nimrod and told him that his son had burned both his own and
Nimrod’s idols. Nimrod sent for Avram and asked him why he done such a thing. Avram
denied having done anything and blamed the largest of the idols for having burned the
others. Thereupon Nimrod also challenged him by saying: “since when do these idols
possess a spirit of life enabling them to act?” Avram then told Nimrod more or less the
same as he had told his father, adding: “why do you reduce the god who has created heaven
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and earth to a wooden image and you worship such an image?” Thereupon Nimrod told
Avram that he personally had created heaven and earth and that both heaven and earth

were under his control.

Thereupon Avram said to Nimrod: “You are able to create? when | came out of the cave |
saw the sun rise in the east and set in the west. If you can make the sun rise in the west
and set in the east | will worship you. If you are unable to do this, the one who gave me the
power to burn the idols will also give me the power to kill you.” Upon hearing this Nimrod
consulted with his advisors and asked them what to do with Avram? Thereupon the
advisors told him: “this is the one concerning whom we have told you that he will become
the founder of a nation which will take over the entire universe including the hereafter.
Now the only thing you can do is to do to him what he has done to those idols which he
burned.” Upon hearing the advice of his councilors Nimrod immediately threw Avram into
a fiery furnace. At that point, God was filled with mercy for the boy and He saved him. This
is the meaning of His words to Avram: “I have taken you out of the fire of the Casdim.”

It is on the basis of this midrash that Bahya and Ramban derive the idea that
Abraham was saved from a fire into which he was thrown by Nimrod. Please
see: Isaiah 44:16,47:14, 50:11 for a clear understanding of the ‘fire’ ostensibly
referred to in Genesis 15:7.

Speaking of Nimrod, where does Nimrod come from? The first reference to
this man is in Genesis 10:8-12.

Genesis 15:7

8. Cush also begot Nimrod, who was the | D172 D070 NI 790NN 722 ¥31D) .8
first man of might on earth. 9. He was a §3gb 7?L3_"j;3 NN K :NIN2 1;13
mighty hunter by the grace of the LORD; | 138 9123 T90)2 -1)_3237 Yoby mm
hence the saying, “Like Nimrod a mighty \iﬁﬂ_D?)_D)_ﬂ ﬂ’Y.J'N‘J. ’ﬁf‘] 10 SRNRY, ,)9'3
hunter by the grace of the LORD.” 10. The N2 ﬂgbm TaN) TN ‘7:1;1
mainstays of his kingdom were Babylon, 71\??3 NS NIDT NN .11:.12?\{)-
TR VY NINTINY MO 3N
N2 P NP PRIPTIN .12 :N23
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Erech, Accad, and Calneh in the land of
Shinar. 11. From that land Asshur went
forth and built Nineveh, Rehoboth-ir,
Calah, 12. and Resen between Nineveh and

Calah, that is the great city.
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Targum Onkelos and Rashi to Genesis 10: 9 on Nimrod

A’PD 723 — Onkelos ;
X Rashi Onkelos T>7RIT 1
— he was a strong e !
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the Omnipresent; P ’ ’ ’ ey
‘7 "10> BEFORE THE : 9 DY e
LORD — intending
purposely to provoke
Him to His face.

II.  Who was the ‘Fugitive’ of Genesis 14:13?

Genesis 14:12-14

12. They also took Lot, the son of Abram’s
brother, and his possessions, and departed; for
he had settled in Sodom. 13. A fugitive
brought the news to Abram the Hebrew, who
was dwelling at the terebinths of Mamre the
Amorite, kinsman of Eshkol and Aner, these
being Abram’s allies. 14. When Abram heard
that his kinsman had been taken captive, he
mustered his retainers, born into his
household, numbering three hundred and

eighteen, and went in pursuit as far as Dan.
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Rashi to Genesis 14:13

voan N3 AND THERE CAME THE ONE WHO
ESCAPED — According to the real meaning this
was Og who had escaped from the battle with
the Rephaim (see Genesis 14:5) and it is to this
that the text refers (Deuteronomy 3:11) “For

only Og king of Bashan was left of the remnant
of the Rephaim”, and this is what is meant by
anen “left”, for Amraphel and his allies did not
kill him when they smote the Rephaim in
Ashteroth Karnaim... Or... it refers to Og in
allusion to him as the only one of the
generation of the Flood who escaped that
catastrophe, and this
(Deuteronomy 3:11) “of the remnant of the
Rephaim”, for it is said. (Genesis 6:4) “The
Nephilim (= Rephaim cf. Genesis Rabbah 26)
were in the earth etc.” His intention in telling

is what is meant

Abraham that his nephew was captured was
that Abraham should wage war against the
kings and that he should be killed so that he,
himself, might marry Sarah.
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Hizkuni — Hezekiah ben Manoah (13" century France) to Genesis 14:13

Dan Na'l, “the one who had escaped
Kedorleomer’s army arrived;” according to
Rashi’'s commentary this was the man who
later on became Og, King of Bashan who had
made a name for himself by having survived
the deluge (Bavli Niddah 61a), hence the prefix
N before the word: 079, escapee. He lived so
killed him

(Numbers 21,35) He was not interested in

long that eventually Moses

saving Avram, but intended to marry Sarah
after Avram would have been killed in war. G-d
retaliated by paying him back in kind. He
granted him long life for warning Avram on the
one hand, but He foiled his design, Avram
becoming victorious, and Sarah predeceasing
Avram. He was chagrined to live long enough
to see millions of Avram’s descendants, before
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NON I DYV VN TY N N T
NI DNIANR DAY PIdNND PNV 19D
9OV TN 17PN 1Y NN NIV NN KXY
DD PINND NNNY HON NNN PMYDY
PYTSN NN NIND NAVNY DY DIN 02IYa
™M229 27 DXON GPIN NN NNRY TN
NON D199 YINN IMN DY IND PRI 1IN
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himself being killed by one of them... The verse
which omits identifying who this escapee was
is not so unusual that we need to look for far
fetched explanations. Our author cites similar
“abbreviated” constructions in Genesis 48,1;
Genesis 48,2; he claims that there are
numerous others.
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Berisheet Rabbah 42: 8

The refugee came — Reish Lakish in the name of
Bar Kappara: Og is the refugee. Why was he
called ‘Og’? When he delivered his message to
Abraham that Lot had been captured, he found
Abraham making cakes (nniv) (see Gen. 18:6).
Og said to himself, ‘Abraham is a vengeful man.
| will tell him that his nephew has been captive
and he will go to war and get killed and | will
marry his wife. The Divine said to him, you
informed Abraham regarding your nephew,
and for that | will give you length of days.
Because you tried to have Abraham killed, | will
make you see the many, many descendants
that will emerge from that couple.
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Og, the King of Bashan (at the time of Moses) was the ‘remnant of the Refaim’
(Deut. 3:11) who are called ‘Anakim’ (giants) (ibid, 2:11) who are synonymous
with the ‘Nefilim’ (Num. 13:33) who lived at the time of the creation of the
world (Gen. 6:4). Heis called the ‘remnant’ because he survived the four kings
against the five (Gen. 14:5). This is how the Midrash is able to call Og the
‘refugee’ (‘remnant’) in Gen. 14:13.

Nefilim = Anakim = Refaim
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Deuteronomy 3:11

11. Only King Og of Bashan was left of the
remaining Rephaim. His bedstead, an iron
bedstead, in Rabbah of the
Ammonites; it is nine cubits long and four

is now

cubits wide, by the standard cubit!
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Deuteronomy 2:11

11. Like the Anakites, they are counted as
Rephaim; but the Moabites call them

Emim.
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Numbers 13: 33

5. We saw the Nephilim there—the
Anakites are part of the Nephilim—and we
looked like grasshoppers to ourselves, and

so we must have looked to them.”
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Genesis 6: 4

4, |t was then, and later too, that the
Nephilim appeared on earth—when the
divine beings cohabited with the daughters
of men, who bore them offspring. They
were the heroes of old, the men of renown.
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Genesis 14:5

5. In the fourteenth year Chedorlaomer
and the kings who were with him came and
defeated the Rephaim at Ashteroth-
karnaim, the Zuzim at Ham, the Emim at
Shaveh-kiriathaim.
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In response to what Abraham heard from the ‘refugee’, Abraham gathered
together 318 men to rescue Lot. What is the significance of the number 3187
Why did the Torah choose to give us that particular number?

Gilukhepa
The Gilukhepa scarab commemorates the arrival of Princess Gilukhepa, daughter of Shuttarna
Il of Mitanni into the harem of Amenhotep Ill in the 10th year of his reign. Recorded on the scarab
is her retinue of 317 ladies-in-waiting who accompanied her as she joined the pharaoh’s harem.
The total number of women to enter the harem of King Amenhotep Ill, including the princess, is
318. The time of the reign of Amenhotep lll is estimated to be the fourteenth century BCE, not long
after what is considered the period of the patriarchs of our Hebrew Bible.

The lliad

In Homer’s lliad, there is a section which records the casualties that came about as a result of four
days of relentless fighting. For each day the numbers slain are enumerated, and the tally after four
days comes to a total of 318. Scholars have suggested that the lliad was written around the 13
century BCE.

Bible scholar Stanley Gevirtz, at a conference of the Society of Biblical Literature in December, 1968
stated, “Of course, that 318 is the given number of Abram’s retainers, the count of Mitannian
maidens in the bridal party, the sum total of fatalities registered by Homer in The lliad... may well
be no more than sheer coincidence. Butis it?

Breisheet Rabbah 44:9 to Genesis 14:14

Reish Lakish said in the name of Bar Kappara,
“Abraham said, ‘the one in charge of my
household is Dammesek Eliezer.”” (Gen. 15:2)
He pursued the kings up to Damascus, as it is
written, ‘He mustered his retainers, born into
his household, numbering 318..." (ibid, 14:14).
The  Gematria of  Eliezer is 318
(1+30+10+70+7+200 = 318).

MPII2,°0°2 PY 12 R K9P 12 0W WOPR U
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Nedarim 32a

The Torah states that he took “eighteen
and three hundred” (Genesis 14:14) men
to war. Rabbi Ami bar Abba said: Eliezer
was equivalent to all of them. There are
those who say: Only Eliezer is referred to
here, as the numerical value of the letters
of his name is this amount, i.e., 318.

LT TPWNRID MIND WO WY NnvY
TWON NAN 92 NN 2 WX T
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If you take the twelve prime numbers between 7 and 72, what do you get? Well, let’s try
it: 7+11+13+17+19+23+29+31+37+41+43+47=318. This points to the idea that perhaps the
number had a symbolic rather than historical value.

Consider this, then regarding one of the strangest tales about the prophet Elisha:

2 Kings 2:23-24

23. From there he went up to Bethel. As he
was going up the road, some little boys
came out of the town and jeered at him,
saying, “Go away, baldhead! Go away,
baldhead!”
looked at them and cursed them in the

24. He turned around and

name of the LORD. Thereupon, two she-
bears came out of the woods and mangled

N2y | N ONPD OWn Dyn .23
PYTYI N DHVP OWN T2
N9Y NP N2Y 19 1IN 20PN
D291 DRI PINN 192 .24 : NP
D DAT DY MINIM M DY
DY) DOYIIN DN NMWRPIM WD

forty-two of the children.

10Y12)

Why are we told that the number of children killed by these she-bears is 42? Gevirtz
suggests that we take the first seven prime numbers, add them together and what do we
get? Let’s tryit: 1+2+3+5+7+11+13=42 of course! So while the numbers 42 and 318 seem
random, but necessarily chosen to ‘add’ to these stories, their choice may be more
contrived than originally thought. Or not...

If we are already into the numbers game, let’s go with another Gematria that provides a
great basis to explain the piety of our forefather Jacob. Recalling that the Torah/Ten
Commandments/Mitzvot were not given to the Children of Israel until the theophany on
Mt. Sinai following their exodus from Egypt, how many mitzvot could Jacob have observed?
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M. Jacob’s Life in Aram Naharaim

Genesis 32:4-5

4. Jacob sent messengers ahead to his brother
Esau in the land of Seir, the country of Edom, 5.
and instructed them as follows, “Thus shall you
say, ‘To my lord Esau, thus says your servant
Jacob: I stayed with Laban and remained until

WYDON 1397 DIONIN AW NFYN .4
1821 .5 1 DYTN NIV PYYW NYIN POV
WYY 2)TND PWINNN ND IONY DIN
"N 1270y 2PY FTIY DN 1D

now; :NDYTY NN
Rashi to Genesis 32:5

M3 | HAVE SOJOURNED — | have become | |93 NN 2I3WUN) W >1oYy) NY. dN9)

neither a prince nor other person of

importance but merely a sojourner. It is not
worth your while to hate me on account of the
blessing of your father who blessed me (27:29)
“Be master over thy brethren”, for it has not
been fulfilled in me (Tanchuma Yashan 1:8:5).
Another explanation: the word 'm1a has the

numerical value of 613 - 3”n - it is as much as
to say, “Though | have sojourned with Laban,
the wicked, | have observed the nixn 3”nn, the
613 Divine Commandments, and | have learned
naught of his evil ways.

TAN 1272 DY ONIN MOYI ONTD TPN
N2 MDY, TNNY P M 2272Y
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YD) PN 122 0Y 00D ¥rIn
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: DY

Joseph ben Isaac Bechor Shor (late 12t century France) to Genesis 32:5

| sojourned with Lavan. That is to say, | only left
my father’s house in order to make some
money.

AN ONINY NI 193,717 )20 DY
: NN 1DNYND NON "IN

Rashbam to Genesis 32:5

| STAYED WITH LAVAN. As you know, at the
instruction of my father and my mother. This
so that he [Esav] would not think, "He fled on
account of me."

MNP NYT IURD - NI )20 OY
N2 92w 1IN KOV NN AN
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Who else could observe the Mitzvot even though they had yet to be bestowed upon the
Children of Israel? We can surmise that Abraham and Sarah were not only Mitzvah
observers, but they were also likely engaged in the teaching of the commandments to the
idolatrous population living in their midst prior to their setting off for Canaan at the behest
of the Divine.

V. Abraham and Sarah ‘Making’ Souls in Haran

Genesis 12:5

5. Abram took his wife Sarai and his brother’s
son Lot, and all the wealth that they had
amassed, and the persons that they had

TN) TAYN YN DIIN NP2 5
YN DYIDYIIINY PRNIG VYD
NN AYIYR vaITTIN) 197
NYIN N2 WID NYIN NI RN

FW22

acquired in Haran; and they set out for the land
of Canaan. When they arrived in the land of
Canaan,

Rashi to Genesis 12:5

N2 wy YwN [THE SOULS] THAT THEY HAD
GOTTEN (literally, made) IN HARAN — The
souls which he had brought beneath the

’2)2 NN IPIONY. 1IN WY TUN
DOVIND Nt 220 DNIN 5 1PIYD

sheltering wings of the Shechinah. Abraham | DDy NYYNI ,DOVIN NN NIYY

converted the men and Sarah converted the

women and Scripture accounts it unto them as
if they had made them. However, the real
sense of the text is that it refers to the men-
servants and to the maidservants whom they
had acquired for themselves. The word “nwy”
is used here as (in Genesis 31:1), “he has
acquired (nwy) all this wealth”, and (Numbers
24:8), “And Israel acquires (nwy) wealth” —
an expression for acquiring and amassing.

oY LIV DINYY NI 2ININ
,ONZ NRY NINGYY DTIY NIPH
MW ;MDD 02 NN NYY 0

: ©212) MIP 1IW7 200 Ny

Ibn Ezra to Genesis 12:5

VAN NN locally born servants. YWYV: like
‘acquired’. As in, ‘allowed me to acquire this

IN .2 DITAY. WO NN
2°NN NN D WY 191 .17 1. WY
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wealth.” (Deut. 8:17) There are those who say
that the souls were those whom they taught
the truth about worshipping God.

DNV MVAIN DINIX VI .1
DY DX TIAYD NNND

Radak-Rabbi David Kimhi (France, 1160-1235) to Genesis 12:5

1IN WY IWR YaIN NN, the male and female
servants they had acquired in Charan. The
word Wy must be understood as similar to
Deuteronomy 8,17 nwn 9nn Y5 nx " nwy,
“has gotten me this wealth.” According to
Onkelos, the word yy refers to the people
whom Avram and Lot had succeeded in
bringing back to monotheism, i.e. the same

religion as that professed by Avram. Lot too,
professed the belief in the one and only
invisible God, the Creator of the universe Lot
did not merely join Avram because he was his
uncle and much younger than his grandfather,
but he shared his religious beliefs and was
active as an evangelist for that faith himself.
This is the reason why the Torah wrote the
word wy in the plural mode instead of the
singular. According to our sages (Bereshit
Rabbah 39,14) the plural mode of the word
Wy is meant to prove that both Avram and

Sarai, each were active in converting their
respective friends to monotheism. The use of
the root Nwy to describe such “brainwashing,”
is also found in Samuel 1 12,6 nx nwy IwN
NN NNY Nwn, where it refers to God having
been the mentor of both Moses and Aaron.

D>T2VN ,19N3 VY TUN YIN NN)
D IVY P ,)1INT NPY MNIYM
DYPNIN NYTY .M 22NN DX D NVY
NNNNY YINNY DIVIND DMN DY
D INAN DNIAN NNINNX NN DAV
DY 92NN T2 INNNNIND 7N VY
DWIND NXNP 7PN P D) NN
M WNRNOY DYV DND IRIN
79295 DY212)1N N2 ITAT NN ITIYN
D139 .NYY TUN KDY WY TUN IDN
NI W) DNIAN DY WY IWUN WIT
YN ,DOWIN N DOVIND DX NN
NNY NUN DX WY TUR DD WY

. DTROY OOV )N

Not to be outdone, Abraham’s nephew Lot was also known by the rabbis to
be a Mitzvah observer. Note how they react to the scene in which Lot receives
two guests — probably angels — into his home.
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Genesis 19:3

3. But he urged them strongly, so they turned nNgzl 17?2:{ -’l‘jp_zl ‘TN)Q D;p:_zg?] .3

his way and entered his house. He prepared a | 11yN)0) ﬂﬁ\’))ﬁ ‘Dﬂb vy IaN
feast for them and baked unleavened bread, ’ T o ';731‘{';1 ﬂSN
and they ate. Com e

Rashi to Genesis 19:3

NON NMINNY AND HE BAKED UNLEAVENED 70 102, ABR NIZMY
BREAD —It was Passover.

Rabbeinu Bahya to Genesis 19:3

YONN NN MINNMY, “and he had baked | INY2T) NHVW 2391, 199X NAN 5HINN)

unleavened bread, and they ate.” The reason N9 NI DAAIN NTIWO1 DRYN
the Torah mentions the kind of bread being ) ' Y ’

served was to contrast it with the fact that | Y99N IND2 YD ,1532‘{’1 DON NMINDY

Avraham never did serve bread to the angels.

Here the Torah wanted to alert us to this. Here an.‘ PbﬂUD W1aN N DY) OND
the angels did eat the bread as opposed to the NN ) HY 29PN 2P

meat which disappeared when it was served by

Avraham to the angels. The “meal” when the
angels were at Avraham’s resembled a sacrifice

on the altar.

Eating food at the home of a gracious host is a subject that has received
attention in more than one story found in the book of Breisheet. We are told
of the visit of Eliezer to the home of Bethuel, father of Laban and Rebecca.
There, Eliezer is invited in to share his mission with the family, and of course
it must be an occasion to sit down and ‘break bread’. This story is found in
Chapter 24 of Genesis, and after a detailed description of how Eliezer finds the
most suitable bride for Isaac, he is invited to Rebecca’s family’s home. We
read:
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Genesis 24:31-49

31. “Come in, O blessed of the LORD,” he
said, “why do you remain outside, when |
have made ready the house and a place for
the camels?” 32. So the man entered the
house, and the camels were unloaded. The
camels were given straw and feed, and
water was brought to bathe his feet and
the feet of the men with him. 33. But when
food was set before him, he said, “I will
not eat until | have told my tale.” He said,
“Speak, then.” 34. “I am Abraham’s
servant,” he began. 35.“The LORD has
greatly blessed my master, and he has
become rich: He has given him sheep and
cattle, silver and gold, male and female
slaves, camels and asses. 36. And Sarah, my
master’s wife, bore my master a son in her
old age, and he has assigned to him
everything he owns. 37. Now my master
made me swear, saying, ‘You shall not get
a wife for my son from the daughters of the
Canaanites in whose land | dwell; 38. but
you shall go to my father’s house, to my
kindred, and get a wife for my son.” 39. And
| said to my master, ‘What if the woman
does not follow me?’ 40. He replied to me,
‘The LORD, whose ways | have followed,
will send His angel with you and make your
errand successful; and you will get a wife
for my son from my kindred, from my
father’s house. 41. Thus only shall you be
freed from my adjuration: if, when you
come to my kindred, they refuse you—only
then shall you be freed from my
adjuration.” 42. “l came today to the spring,
and | said: O LORD, God of my master
Abraham, if You would indeed grant
success to the errand on which | am
engaged! 43. As | stand by the spring of
water, let the young woman who comes
out to draw and to whom | say, ‘Please, let
me drink a little water from your jar,” 44.
and who answers, ‘You may drink, and | will

THYD NHZ MDY 773 N2 N3 KD
DIPP AN MO AN N2
nDAD WND NI 25 D90y
Ni9DD) 121 DN PN NRN
AN PN DY DM D90
DY Y NN YN DOVIND
5N NY 9N YIND 199 (DY)
0 3937 NN 227 SNI2TON 1Y
NI .Y HOIN DNYAN TIY PN
Wy 15121 D10 TR TN IN T2
NHYI DTIN DN 9P PP
NYR MY 791 39 : 070N D20
V7 NPT CION 2ITNZ 12 )TN
WIN OWAYN D 7NN
nHan 20 NYN NPNTNY IDNY
N2 IIND 2P IR YN IIDN
DNY TR ONTIDN NN
DY 037 NYN [NP2) OPNaYN
NYRD T2OND PN OFTNON IPN)
YN NI PN M NN
TON NP0 NIV P HmOZINN
)10 NYN ANPYY T27T oM
NPIN W N TN AN PPNIYNN
NZ"ON) PNIYION NI 02 XNINN
NINY .20 HONIND ORI DD T7 DM
YT OTION MM N PYRON 0PN
YN DT 20 NYITYYON DN
DY 2RI RN A0 7YY T2 ODN
ARYD NI N2V M) OR1 DY
DIOYN NPOYRYD DIIN ONIHN)
NNV NHXDY N NION) T : 7121
YN NYRT NI INYN 7037 O))
D0 N .0 )TN M NN
TN NPT NINY 227DN 1217 NYIN
ARYD) NRYD TIM AN2YDY M)
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also draw for your camels’—let her be the
wife whom the LORD has decreed for my
master’s son.” 45. | had scarcely finished
praying in my heart, when Rebekah came
out with her jar on her shoulder, and went
down to the spring and drew. And | said to
her, ‘Please give me a drink.” 46. She
quickly lowered her jar and said, ‘Drink,
and | will also water your camels.” So |
drank, and she also watered the camels.
47. | inquired of her, ‘Whose daughter are
you?” And she said, ‘The daughter of
Bethuel, son of Nahor, whom Milcah bore
to him.” And | put the ring on her nose and
the bands on her arms. 48. Then | bowed
low in homage to the LORD and blessed the
LORD, the God of my master Abraham,
who led me on the right way to get the
daughter of my master’s brother for his
son. 49. And now, if you mean to treat my
master with true kindness, tell me; and if
not, tell me also, that | may turn right or
left.”

IRD D 1NYOPRYD N INAN)
"D2) NNY NN DOIYR ATD TIIM
DN D) DYR) NRYN T
N2 9N) ANN INUNY .30 DRV
N2 HNINATND IPNM PN P
Dy Dyn DWN) NN NI N
TPNY NN YTYDY DYPRYD) PO
mMoYny TIIN) M2 MNDYN)
TYT2OI09N IWYN DIIN TN OTON
11327 QTN ONNNINN NNP? AN
TON DYY DIYroN NPYY VN
NTON) 7 YT )TN RN,
tINRYDY I PRYDY MK 9 I

To whom is Eliezer speaking? It seems that this address is directed to Laban,

Rebecca’s brother and not Bethuel, her father. This is supported by a number

of verses in the chapter. In verses 29-30 we are informed:

Genesis 24:29-30

29. Now Rebekah had a brother whose
name was Laban. Laban ran out to the man
at the spring— 30. when he saw the nose-
ring and the bands on his sister’s arms, and
when he heard his sister Rebekah say,
“Thus the man spoke to me.” He went up
to the man, who was still standing beside
the camels at the spring.

W2 X1 132 0¥ N NR2pY 0D
o0 .5 1 pYoN NYIND WINTON
TYOY DTHYINN) DRINN NXYD
INNN NP7 Y927 NN WHYI INhN
DN N2 WONRD OIN I2TND N
P YDY DRITDY THY MDY WIRD

Then, following Eliezer’s long and detailed speech, we read the following:
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Genesis 24:50-60

50. Then Laban and Bethuel answered,
“The matter was decreed by the LORD; we
cannot speak to you bad or good. 51. Here
is Rebekah before you; take her and go,
and let her be a wife to your master’s son,
as the LORD has spoken.” 52. When
Abraham’s servant heard their words, he
bowed low to the ground before the LORD.
53. The servant brought out objects of
silver and gold, and garments, and gave
them to Rebekah; and he gave presents to
her brother and her mother. 54. Then he
and the men with him ate and drank, and
they spent the night. When they arose next
morning, he said, “Give me leave to go to
my master.” 55. But her brother and her
mother said, “Let the maiden remain with
us some ten days; then you may go.” 56. He
said to them, “Do not delay me, now that
the LORD has made my errand successful.
Give me leave that | may go to my master.”
57. And they said, “Let us call the girl and
ask for her reply.” 58. They called Rebekah
and said to her, “Will you go with this
man?” And she said, “I will.” 59. So they
sent off their sister Rebekah and her nurse
along with Abraham’s servant and his men.
60. And they blessed Rebekah and said to
her, “O
thousands of myriads; May your offspring

sister!l May you grow Into

seize The gates of their foes.”

NN TN VINNTININDY 127 Wh )
$207IN ¥ POIN 92T DN NI I2TD
DM T2) PR TP NRATMN N
222N AT YN PITNNIY NYR
TN DPIIN TIY YRY IYRD O
2 N NYIN DAY O7PIAT
My O a9 Tadn NI
m TN DRI P DN
IAYN IVINN LT ARNDY DINNY
MNP MDY IV DIYIND) N
NOYING OMNPY MMNN Ipaa
NHN Y0 YN ANNY PN PN
NN T2 NN LY IR O
MI2¥N MY, NN NONION DN
B OYINZ NRINY OPRYY 97T
TP NNV Y2 NIPY 19N
IR N NPIY WPN M)
TT2N MINDY NID YORDDY 22010
TN) DDHN NPATIN NFY) .0)
FPYINTIN) DDIIN TN ANPIN
n2 MPNN NRITINR 1N .0
U N30 >9oN7 N0 DX NHN

FPNIY WY DX TYN

The question that arises when this section is examined is, ‘What happened to Bethuel?’
Grammatically, verse 50 intimates that Laban (and not Bethuel) was active in the
negotiations surrounding the ‘shidduch’, even though Bethuel is mentioned in the verse.
The question of the whereabouts of the father is substantiated by verses 53 and 55 which
refer to ‘her brother and her mother’, leaving out the father altogether.
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What is the ‘pshat’ and what might be offered as ‘drash’ regarding Bethuel? Of course, it
is only proper that we give Rashi an opportunity to respond first, since he is the master of
using ‘drash’ in hopes of explaining the ‘pshat’.

Rashi to Genesis 24:50

50nar 1% . THEN LABAN  AND
BETHUEL ANSWERED —He (Laban) was
a wicked person and so rushed in to
answer before his father.

NOPY , D YU ININAY )ab gy
F VAN 097 DY

Is this ‘pshat’? How about the suggestion made by the Radak? Is this ‘pshat’?

Radak to Genesis 24:50

X101 727 w7, Lavan spoke before his father
seeing that Betuel was an old man and the
affairs of the family were already being
conducted by his son Lavan.

NN 125 OXTPN ,ONIN) 120 W
™Man 1MNAT JPY PN ONINA D
)20 by ©HVIN

Rashi to Genesis 24:55

Ry 7R MR AND HER BROTHER AND
HER MOTHER SAID —But where was
Bethuel? He wished to prevent the
marriage therefore an angel came and
killed him (Genesis Rabbah 60:12).

12°0 DNINDY. ANANY NN AN
TNPR NP DYy ¥ M
RpATy))

Radak to Genesis 24:53

TR 7onRY, for they were the mainstay of
the household, Betuel being old and frail.
According to an aggadic interpretation
based on Lavan speaking instead of his

father, he had died suddenly as he
intended to raise obstacles to the
marriage.

™MIAN IPY PN DN D, NNPNI NPNND
PN D YATDY LN )PY DRINA 0D
SINPNM TRINN N 20¥D 1152
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So the text wishes to communicate to its reader that Bethuel was no longer alive during
Eliezer’s visit, even though he was present for the initial conversation (as seen in Gen.
24:50). How did he die? Please note that Radak (to verse 50) mentions that Bethuel was
an old man, so perhaps he died of old age. The Midrash suggests something else:

Midrash Aggadah (France ¢.1020 - ¢.1220 CE) to Genesis 24:53

Her brother and her mother. Where was | , DNYN2 7PN 12> .NNNXY 7PNN

Bethuel? It was said that the same angel
(Gen. 24:7) which Abraham sent with
Eliezer to guide him switched the bowls of
food (Bethuel had poisoned the one that
was to go to Eliezer) and Bethuel ate from
it and died. Others say that the angel killed
him because Bethuel, who was a general
who would have relations with all of the
virgins just before they were to get
married, was to have relations with Rivka.
[Were he not to do so, the townspeople
would kill him.] The angel kept him from
doing so by killing him right then.

IPINRY TNINN IMRY POY  YININ
JINDN NOYY NIN NYOND DNIAN
MmN DO N2 PRV NIYPN PONN
DNIN MY MNN MYON "N
TRONY DMIMIN V. NNY NYON)
NNV NNV NDINA DOV 29D 19N
NNY 10V HXINA 7PN ,0IPN IMNI
N2 ,IN2 Oy 25V XDV YT ,NONN
WION YINNRY NT 9 TRINN
N2 NWY NN NN PYOY INIPN
JYND MNIAN INYD 1IN DY 10V DN
IND DNY ,20) NN DY 10W

TR IO D IUN DY IMN NI
171272 1NN MY DY

There are 9 references to Bethuel in the entire Tanach, all in the book of Genesis. The only
place where Bethuel is reported to have said anything is in verse 50 of chapter 24. There
are 54 references to Laban, all in the book of Genesis. What do you think?

Eliezer found a match for Isaac, and Rivka’s agreeing to join the family was a God send — at
least according to the Torah. Their children, Jacob and Esau, enjoyed a tumultuous
relationship when they were young. Jacob fled the homestead and was gone for over 20
years. The time of reuniting was one in which our Torah describes Jacob’s worries
regarding what was to happen when he and Esau were to meet after being apart for over

two decades. They do meet, and the reunion is described in a very interesting manner:
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Genesis 33:4

2971 MNRANN, INNIRPY Wy ) T

4. Esau ran to greet him. He embraced him

and, falling on his neck, he kissed him; and
they wept.

139201 NPWH 1NN DY

Rashi to Genesis 33:4

npwn AND HE KISSED HIM — Dots are
placed above the letters of this word, and
a difference of opinion is expressed in the
Baraitha of Sifré (7mbyna) as to what these
dots are intended to suggest: some explain
the dotting as meaning that he did not kiss
him with his whole heart, whereas R
Simeon the son of Jochai said: Is it not well-
known that Esau hated Jacob? But at that
moment his pity was really aroused and he
kissed him with his whole heart. (Sifrei
Bamidbar 69.2)

9272 PPYIN VY ; P2Y TIPL IPYN
NTRIIVITY V2 PI90T N33 M0
17 N 3D 521 ipY) NoY 1
NT NN NN PONOD 12 YIvnY
VMY NIN,APYY NIY WYY
17 522 Py NyY nniNa vnn

: (92702 M)

Radak to Genesis 33:4

yNpwN, the word has a dot on each of the
letters... In this instance, there are as many
dots as there are letters in the word ynpw»,
so that we understand that Esau kissed
Esau sincerely with all his heart. To this
Rabbi Yannai countered by asking that if
this is indeed so, why bother to put any
dots on the word if they do not affect the
meaning? We therefore must interpret
that originally Esau had intended to bite
Yaakov’s neck feigning an embrace. G'd
made his teeth as soft as wax and Yaakov’s
neck as hard as ivory. ¥52%, one on account
of his neck, the other on account of his
teeth.

ANON XD NI L 0Y TP INPYN
IPYIY TNDN N2 NTIPIN KDY DAY
TP DNO N ONY IR 2D D]
YWD WUPA NOW THDN NON LYY
DV APY DY ITININ YUY 1OWID NON
22 N, MYV DY WY DY PIw) vy
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If we are engaged in the exercise of seeing ‘dots’ on words of the text and their Midrashic
(and simple) interpretation, let’s look at another case of multiple dots on one word. This
episode finds three angels visiting Abraham and Sarah to bring them news of Sarah’s
upcoming and rather unexpected pregnancy and birth of a son. The text unfolds as follows:

Genesis 18:9-10

9. They said to him, “Where is your wife | JAYN NIY MNX PIR 1NNN .0
Sarah?” And he replied, “There, in the 31\{) j)gz@] R) b,—m; AN "\)QN?]
tent.” 10. Then one said, “l will return to | 95 273N N3N NYD PIN 1IWN

you next year, and your wife Sarah shall NIN) bO'NTl NN NYNY NIY) ﬂﬂ\’)N
have a son!” Sarah was listening at the S ' . 1,.'“;»{

entrance of the tent, which was behind

him.

Rashi to Genesis 18:9-10

7% NN AND THEY SAID UNTO HIM — | ...V9N3Y YN DY TIP). PIN 199N
The letters "I "' 'n of the.w'ord I"'7N. have dots NJT)_Q? DN PN N‘JZ_‘_{\? ﬂ‘l\?? ‘VZ{\’)
over them (thus distinguishing these ' ' : ’ i
letters which form the word meaning ‘75-’ \’)’N? i‘?\? N)JOONI OTN ‘723\’)’\’9
“where is he”?)... Here the dotted letters N223 ~V)’ND j)_, ﬂ\?N?] m‘?ND
are more than those in ordinary writing saNOT PR DY DI RYIND
and you, therefore, give an explanation of | = =7'F T S i T T
the dotted letters — that of Sarah also, | NZN ,NPT 12°7) NAN NIY NIYN
So e ey loarm st m i 1o 2 | 72 PP T2 N MY 0TI

should enquire of the man (the host) as to | *T2 ,NI0 72 YD 127 INN 12ya

his wife’s welfare and of the woman (the . 11992 YV DI 7Y YWY
hostess) about her husband’s. In Treatise T ) '
Bava Metzia (87a) it is stated: The

ministering angels knew, indeed, where

our mother Sarah was but they asked this
guestion in order to call attention to her
modesty and so to endear her all the more
to her husband. R. José the son of Haninah
stated that they enquired where she was in
order to send her the wine-cup of blessing.
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Radak to Genesis 18:9-10

PYON YN, there are dots on the letters
N. Such dots can only be explained by our
resorting to allegorical interpretations... In
our case, the dots mean that the angels
also enquired from Sarah where to find
Avraham. This teaches that a guest is to
enquire from the host about the hostess
and from the hostess about the host. The
sages say further that the angels knew very
well where Sarah was at that time, but the
qguestion is reported only to draw attention
to the modesty of Sarah who was not in
evidence, did not allow her curiosity about
the nature of the guests to cause her to
peek out of her tent. Knowing that she was
so modest would endear her even further
to her husband. Rabbi Yossi bar Chaninah
says that the purpose of the enquiry was to
be able to hand her a cup of blessing.

N0 PN PN DY TIPY L PIONR IR
DN RNV NN NONX MTIPIA DYV
PYNRY NIYO WNVY IND D L MYITa
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PYTY VIR TV WORD DY NURDY
LN 127N VAN NIV NIV YINRON
YTD NION NYNSY  WTIND NON
NN 92 >0 M 1YY DY NAand

: 11972 DV DD NY NDYI >TD INN

22|22

WWW.PARDES.ORG.IL




