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Reflections & Introspection p. 307=326 (R’ Moshe Shapiro ZT”L)

59: Predicting the Future

s> Birth of the Tribes

The Tribes were born in two stages, over the course of two
portions. As the sages tell us, there is unique significance to
the birth of Binyamin; it was different from the birth of all
the other Tribes. It appears in its own portion and it is a
separate subject. It is another system; it stands on its own.

The words of the sages are well known (Esther Rabbah % 1ox mn
7:8). When Mordechai would not bow before Haman, Haman ;37.,;:;;“
said to him, “But your ancestor bowed before my ancestor.” g
Why do you refuse to bow before me when your ancestor wnx n1> 1700
Yaakov bowed before my ancestor Esav? Mordechai re- 0% 017
sponded, “My ancestor Binyamin had not yet been born.” nPY? MAnwn

In other words, the meeting of Yaakov and Esav took Iﬁ:n,:]:,;m
place in the middle, between the birth of all the Tribes and ity g
the birth of Binyamin, and that is when Yaakov bowed before ~ mn 1nn
Esav. But the matter ended. It happened prior to Binyamin’s " 7" ¥
birth and when Binyamin was born, it was over. Then, a new g'; e
chapter began: “And Mordechai would neither bow nor pros- mnnu»™
trate himself” (Esther 3:2).

This teaches us of the uniqueness of Binyamin’s birth.

When he came to the world, something changed. The change
was fundamental and it relates to Yaakov himself. Ever since
Binyamin’s birth, the Jewish People appear differently from
the way they appeared beforehand. When he was born, a new
realm was created.

Let us attempt to understand this inasmuch as it per-
tains to us. All Torah subjects must relate to us for they be-
long to us; they are being taught to us. We must study them
and draw conclusions from them for our lives. They are sub-

jects for us; it is our Torah and we must study it.
%> Dispute of Names

All the Tribes were born in the home of Lavan, outside the
Land of Israel—except for Binyamin. Tra AR

According to one explanation of Rashi (Bereshis 35:18), 7 13:

this is even stated in his name. Binyamin is the combination w» vwa
222 RN
of the words ben and yamin, meaning Son of the Right, for he pm 12 m
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was born in the southern part of Israel. To include this in his
name means that it is integral to his very essence.

But even according to the other explanations, Binyamin
stands alone as a separate subject. He was born in a different
manner from the other Tribes, in a different place.

He is also the only one whose name was a matter of dis-

neyz ' pute. His mother called him Ben Oni, Son of my Mourning,
,;n;u?,;g,ﬁ: and his father called him Binyamin. And both names are
L2 "13;‘1‘1]"‘15 stated in the Torah (ibid.).

Let us try to gain some insight into this, but from the
perspective of the circumstances surrounding his birth. The
subject is rather obscure but let us attempt to study it, to
compile the allusions of our masters—the sages and earlier
commentators—and see what we may glean from it.
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What were the terafim?
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Intertexuality

Rav Amnon Bazak Sefer Shmuel Lecture 36

1) In both stories, the heroes are the groom (Yaakov/David), the father-in-law (Lavan/Shaul), and
his two daughters (Lea and Rachel/Meirv and Mikhal).

2) In both stories, the father-in-law breaches an obligation that he had already given regarding the
marriage of his daughter: Lavan replaces Rachel with Lea; and Shaul, who had obligated himself
to give his daughter in marriage to the man who kills Golyat, gives his daughter to another man.

3) In both cases, the groom is asked to pay for the marriage, and in both cases he pays twice the
amount that had been demanded at the outset. Yaakov said to Lavan: “l will serve you seven
years for Rachel your younger daughter”, but in actual practice, after Lavan replaced Rachel with
Lea, Yaakov worked “fourteen years for your two daughters”. Shaul informs David that “the king
desires not any dowry, but a hundred foreskins of the Pelishtim”, but in actuality: “David arose
and went, he and his men, and slew of the Pelishtim two hundred men; and David brought their
foreskins”.

4) Scripture seems to allude to the correspondence between the two stories through the linguistic
similarity between them. The book of Shmuel relates that after David heard the condition set for
his marriage to Mikhal:
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5) The two stories also continue in parallel manner. The rift between son-in-law and father-in-law

continues to expand, until in the end the son-in-law runs away from the father-in-law with the

help of his wife, who cooperates with him against her own father: Yaakov’s wives join him in his
flight and Mikhal saves David from Shaul’s men. Interestingly, in both cases mention is made of
terafim in connection with the woman.
6) In both stories, a meeting occurs in the end between the father-in-law/pursuer and the son-in-

law/pursued, and the two parties reconcile, swear to each other by the name of G-d, and set G-

d as judge between them.

Why did 7nn take the n'on?

Why does the Torah need to relate this story to us?
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Artscroll Bereishis p. 1348

The Zohar maintains, however, that
the teraphim did possess certain powers
which were the result of magical arts.
According to Rav Yehudah, these
powers were implanted in the objects by
making them with scrupulous
adherence to the magical properties of
certain times and moments for striking
and for holding off. At one moment the
craftsman would use his hand to beat it
into shape, and at another he would
relax. Hence the term teraphim, akin to
hereph [relax] (/I Sam. 24:16). For when
the craftsman was making it, the man
who knew the proper seconds and
hours stood over him, saying at one mo-

ment “strike”, and at the other moment:
“stay”. There is no other work which
requires to be timed in this way. This
magic idol continually uttered evil
counsel, and prompted mischief, and
Rachel therefore feared that it might
counsel her father to do mischief to
Jacob. The Teraphim were a male and a
female image, and a number of
ceremonies had to be performed before
them before they would speak. Among
these ceremonies were that the area in
front of it had to be swept and cleaned.
Therefore, when Rachel contemptuous-
ly sat on them [v. 34 below] they could
not speak. Hence Laban delayed three
days before pursuing, because he had
not been told of Jacob’s flight.

7nan
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Knowing the future vs. insecurity
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The reason that Binyamin was in fact Ben Oni, Son of my
Mourning, was that his mother had died during his birth.
And she had died then because she had stolen the teraphim,
as Rashi states clearly and as emerges from the verses them-
selves (Bereshis 31:32).

The incident is peculiar and anomalous. She had stolen
the teraphim from her father’s home, as it says, “And Lavan
went to shear his sheep, and Rachel had stolen the teraphim
that her father had.” Rashi explains that her intent was to
separate her father from idolatry.

This is incongruous. She is fleeing from her father’s
home, abandoning him. She is leaving him forever; the de-
parture was on condition of never to return—of even forging
a covenant never to approach one another, a covenant of
never being together, a covenant of absolute separation
(Bereshis 31:52). Yet she takes the teraphim to save her father
from idolatry. She achieved some slight form of salvation—
Rachel in particular.

This was the reason that she did not live—the reason that
she could not bring up Binyamin, as the sages clearly state
(Zohar 1:164b). Yaakov had said to Lavan (Bereshis 31:32),
“Anyone with whom you find your deities will not live.” And
Rashi explains from the sages, “Due to this curse, Rachel
died on the road.”
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Predicting the Future

Let us endeavor to understand this topic, which essen-
tially is the root of Binyamin’s birth. As we will see shortly,
this is more explicit in the words of the sages.

Concept of Teraphim

What are teraphim, what is their concept? Throughout the
Torah, Prophets, and Writings, we find that teraphim were
made to reveal future events; this was always their purpose.

The Ramban explains that teraphim were generally not
equated with idolatry. There were teraphim even in the
house of King David. His wife, Michal, daughter of Saul, had
placed them on his bed with a pillow of goats’ hair so that
when the servants of Saul came to look for him, it would
appear as if a person were laying there (Shmuel I 19:13).

The Ramban writes (Bereshis 31:19), “But not all
teraphim were worshipped, for how could idolatry be found
in the house of our master David? The reasonable interpreta-
tion is what the commentators say (cf. Radak ad. loc.). They
are vessels to receive the hours, and people would divine
with them to know future events.

“The word derives from u’rephei yadayim, “And weak-
handed” (Shmuel II 17:2), nirpim atem nirpim, “You are weak-
ening, you are weakening” (Shemos 5:17). They are called
teraphim to hint in their name that their words are like a
weakened prophecy...”

In other words, the definition and concept of teraphim is
weakness; it has an element of frailty and feebleness, weak-
handed. Let us try to study this subject to some extent—it
pertains to each of us, as do all words of Torah.

Weak Spot

The sages discuss the teraphim even more clearly and they
state some peculiar facts about them.

First, the word “teraphim” is derogatory, as in the baser
usage of the term makom hatoreph, where it means the place of
nakedness (cf. Berachos 24a, et. al.). It is the weakest part of
the entire stature—whether of a person, country, or a nation.
Every complete entity has its weak spot from where it can be
breached, overpowered, and conquered.
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In the terminology of the sages, toreph means revealed

7 um  (cf. Gittin 2la, et. al). But the underlying concept is the

::wlm::: same. The revealed part is the part that is less protected.

s oo There is less intensity of power there. It is more exposed and
it can be dominated by other forces.

Accordingly, the word “teraphim” in the Holy Tongue
finds its root and concept in weakness and frailty. Its usage in
the language of the sages includes makom hatoreph as the more
disgraceful part and as the weaker part whereby a structure
can be defeated; it is the less honorable and less powerful

area. All this is stated clearly in the words of the sages.
£> Manner of Production

mex wox1 In their words, we even find how the teraphim were pro-
F,:-:.‘ m;: duced (Zohar 164b). At certain hours, it was necessary to

o xmme  develop them actively, and at certain hours, it was necessary
RT 99 RNV

wx nx1 o> to slacken from developing them. This would continue back

1;1:;:;” 1:111 and forth based on a precise timetable.

N“’:”“: T The sages explain further that since the slackening
1N YT
oxe mywn  played an integral role in their production, they are therefore
ot wmey called teraphim, as in u'rephei yadayim, weak-handed. This is

T &nwm - how the teraphim worked and how they revealed future
nwn 8”7
xnray  events. What must we understand from these matters that

TOTT TIOIXT - the sages transmitted to us?
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5> Predicting Events

Any revelation of the future that does not come from on high
can only come from the extrapolation of the present. In es-
sence, such a future already exists but it is currently obscure
and unrevealed. Revealing it is not a revelation of the future
but of the present.

For example, a botanist can look at a seed and see with
his eyes which tree it will sprout once it is planted. If he tells
it to those who are unfamiliar with the subject, and some
time later, it indeed begins to sprout as he predicted, those
fools will think of him as a prophet. Obviously, this has noth-
ing to do with prophecy. He did not reveal the future but the
present. His prediction materialized because it was hidden in
the seed from before.
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Predicting the Future

This is the only option of revealing the simple future,
which in actuality is not the future at all. The revelation is
merely of things that already exist. On a deeper level, they
are the present. Only, there is a process of revelation. One
who is familiar with the process or who has already seen or
experienced it can discern in the root itself what will eventu-
ally emerge. He knows what will happen in another three
months. Obviously, this has nothing to do with prophecy.

Real Future

This manner of revealing the future is what the Torah calls
astrology and divination, of which it says in continuation
(Devarim 18:14-15), “But as for you—not so has God your
Lord provided for you. God your Lord will establish from
your midst, from your brethren, a prophet like me; to him
you shall listen.”

The Creator promises us that He will provide us with
prophets. They reveal the future for they derive it from the
source where the future is known albeit not actualized. This
is a real future. It does not exist in the present; it will come to
be in the future.

Moreover, the prophesized event will come to be because
a prophet revealed it. Had he not revealed it, the future could
have been changed. In many instances, it is possible to pray
and alter the situation. But once a prophet brings it down to
our world and reveals it, it becomes established, and it truly
will happen (cf. Rambam Hilchos Yesodei HaTorah 10:3-4).

Here, the revelation is of a real future; the event does not
exist yet even as a seedling. Not only does the prophet not
reveal the present but the future, but also his revelation cre-
ates the certainty of that future. If not for his revelation, the
event may very well not happen. It happens because it was
indeed revealed by a prophet.

This is another realm entirely.

How is it possible? How can one know the future? How
can a nonexistent event be revealed? Understandably, this
revelation is not from here. It comes from a place that is be-
yond here. God reveals His counsel to His servants, the
prophets (Amos 3:7). He reveals to them what He will do in
the future; He reveals to them what will be.
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s> Dividing Abyss
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The difference between these two forms is the chasm that
separates the Jewish People from the nations of the world.

“When you come to the Land that God your Lord is giv-
ing to you, do not learn to act according to the abominations
of those nations. There must not be found among you any-
one who passes his son or daughter through the fire, or one
who divines divinations, an astrologer, enchanter, or sorcerer,
or an animal-charmer, or one who queries Ob or Yidoni, or
inquires of the dead. For all who do these are an abomina-
tion to God, and because of these abominations, God your
Lord is driving them out from before you. Be wholehearted
with God your Lord. For these nations, which you shall dis-
possess, listen to astrologers and to diviners. But as for you—
not so has God your Lord provided for you. God your Lord
will establish from your midst, from your brethren, a prophet
like me; to him you shall listen” (Devarim 18:9-15).

This is the dividing abyss. As the Talmud states (Pesa-
chim 66a), “Let Israel be—if they are not prophets, they are
descendants of prophets.” We belong to prophecy. We are
either prophets or worthy of prophecy, which is the meaning
of descendants of prophets. But the nations of the world lis-
ten to astrologers and diviners.

Feeble Attempt

Everyone wants and seeks to know the future and everyone
searches for it. One who lives in the world is living within a
cavernous realm and if its future aspect were obscure, life
would be very, very uncomfortable. If the entire future were
absolutely closed, it would be exceedingly harsh. But the
future is opened before us. We know that the sun will rise in
the morning, we are somewhat familiar with the calendar,
and we know when the Sabbath Lights will be kindled in
another couple of weeks. In other words, some future events
are revealed to us.

This, however, is not called the future. Yet we truly wish
to know the future. We seek very much to discover what it
has in store for us. We find it unpleasant to live in an obscure
system where the future is completely closed and utterly un-

312

16



Predicting the Future

known. We therefore endeavor greatly to paint a picture of a
future that will enable us to live on a secure path. In this
manner, we enter a future that is established and predeter-
mined—not roughly but near precisely. Everything is paved
and well planned, and we advance toward a future that is
known, clear, and complete.

But this is absolute nonsense—and truly so, for nothing
we plan is the future. We progress toward the future yet plan
the present. All our plans can only be the present for the fu-
ture is closed, what will be is obscure. We attempt to clarify
it, but all our attempts are in a realm whose future is the con-
sequential outcome of what already exists. The continuation
is a matter of course; it comes nearly on its own. But if we
had to create a future, to begin something new, we would
certainly be unable. It would be impossible.

Our Dimension of Time

This is the difference between Israel and the nations. We are
prophets, descendants of prophets, and we have faith in
prophets. All their words are directed at teaching us of the
true future, which is not concealed in the present. It is the
absolute reverse of what is anticipated from the present.

This future is the one for which we yearn and toward
which we stride; it is the true dimension where we live. Our
past is, “God was King,” our present is, “God is King,” and
our future is, “God will be King forevermore.”

These are our three dimensions—past, present, and fu-
ture. In essence, they are one dimension: time. It is where we
live; it is where we stride forward.

The future is not the consequential outcome of the pre-
sent, Heaven forbid. Nothing that emerges on its own from
the present has the status of the future. The consequential
outcome of the present is not something that will be but
something that is. All this is included in the statement, “God
is King.”

When we additionally say, “God will be King forever-
more,” we are revealing something that does not yet exist. It
will be, but it is currently nonexistent. “On that day, God will
be One and His Name One” (Zechariah 14:9). In the present,
it does not yet exist.
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%> Slackening the Reins
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There is something wondrous to contemplate here.

On any standard and established course, which requires
no new path to be paved but which continues onward on its
predetermined course, the reins can be slackened. There is
no need to grip the horses, no need to toil to direct and guide
them. The course is fixed and it continues onward, “What
was is what shall be” (Koheles 1:9).

To advance toward this type of future, there is no need
to toil, to work hard; no paving is necessary, nothing new
needs be created here. To the contrary, the future already lies
in the present. Once we reached where we are now, the con-
tinuation of the path is a matter of course.

Anything that is a matter of course parallels teraphim,
from the root riphyon, weakening. Anything that is a matter of
course comes through slackening; it does not come by toil.

If wish for the present to lead toward a future that is not
the consequential outcome of the present but that is entirely
novel, we must toil very, very hard. Great exertion is neces-
sary; there is no weakening of the hands. To create a future,
to lead toward such a future, we must simply work hard.

The teraphim predict the future because they are pro-
duced by way of slackening. They are produced actively in
part, and the remainder is produced by itself. “Now, you may
slacken; the rest will happen on its own.” Anything whose
very production entails slackening in the continuation of its
production is called teraphim.

This is the concept of the teraphim. They predict the fu-
ture—but only as teraphim. They do not predict the true fu-
ture, the future that can only be revealed from on high. They
predict the future of astrologers and diviners. They predict
the future that already exists in the present, which is clearly
not the future.

Slackening is the secret of their production; it integrates
them with an element of something that happens by itself.
Obviously, we still have no idea how to produce them, but
weakening must be joined to their production. Some work is
required but the rest will be smoothed out by itself; the con-
tinuation is a matter of course. Such an object also predicts a
future that is a matter of course for this is its very essence.
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The name of an object declares its essence. The
teraphim whose concept is to predict the future bear this
name for it relates to riphyon, weakening, and to terphah, pow-
erlessness. Every actualization of power comes with exertion
and toil; weakening comes by itself as a matter of course.
Every actualization of power begins anew; weakening is the
continuation of what was; there is no new beginning. This is
the concept of the teraphim.

%> Claim of Rachel

On this note, let us add one insight from the portion.
Rachel hides the teraphim by sitting on them, and she g angy 207

declares that she cannot stand, “for the way of women is Sg:fﬂgmm
upon me” (Bereshis 31:35). The Vilna Gaon (cited in Divrei o7y 2um
Eliyahu) explains that she was not lying. She was telling the 1;’,_ 1?; r;;,r:‘
truth. She was in contact with idolatry, which by law causes ™ 7§ "T¥2
W7 7 X7

defilement as a Niddah (Shabbos 82a). She was saying that 17 » ™0

she could not stand for she was in a parallel situation. v
This law applies to all forms of idolatry. Yet the allusion ;::njs;w

of the sages focuses on the teraphim. Let us try to under- "7 nav?

NXNVLY
stand why this profound insight is unique to the teraphim. 1D xum
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Although Lavan presents himself as being genuinely hospitable to the tired traveler, the Torah indicates
that Lavan’s initial enthusiasm had actually been ignited by the expensive golden jewelry and favorable
words with which his young sister had returned home. In a pattern to be consistently repeated
throughout the story of Yaakov’s interaction with him, Lavan here betrays his true colors as an
avaricious and opportunistic individual who is nevertheless able to conceal his true objectives of self-
gain and profit beneath the veneer of socal propriety.
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Lavan here positions himself before his father in acting in Rivka’s interests... he wants to secure a bright
future on her behalf, and marriage to the wealthy scion of the kind Avraham and Sarah is certainly to
her advantage,

When the anxious servant hears their words, he again expresses his gratitude to G-d, and then proceeds
to shower Rivka with presents... Eliezer and his men retire for the night, no doubt sleeping the pleasant
sleep of those who have sucessfully and swiftly accomplished their tasks. The next morning they arise,
and Eliezer... asks for their leave.
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Here again, Lavan’s initial offer is presented as an unreserved expression of generosity and good-
heartedness. As it becomes apparent to him, howevere, that delaying matters may indeed result in the
realization of additional gains, he tempers his proposal with a seemingly not unreasonable qualification.
Only Rivka’s (unexpected?) assent foils the plan, and instead, she is sent off with her family’s poignant
blessings. As above, Lavan casts himself as a considerate and honorable figure acting in consonance with
the best interests of his sister and according to socially accepted mores, but other sinister factors appear
to be at work.
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Lavan throws his home open for an unfortunate runaway, showing him love and compassion, and
lending a receptive ear to Yaakov’s plight... Could Lavan’s enthusiastic welcome have been conditioned
by memories of Eliezer’s lucrative visit years before? During the course of that first month, Yaakov had...
commenced working for Lavan in tending his sheep. Lavan, in an outward display of integrity that is his
hallmark, invites Yaakov to set a wage. Having already met the acquaintance of Rachel and been
impressed... Yaakov offers to serve Lavan for a period of seven years in order to win her hand in
marriage. To this, Lavan readily agrees... the time passes... Lavan, in a brazen act of deception,
surreptitiously replaces Rachel his younger daughter with Leah his older one. It is not until the next
morning that Yaakov discovers the ruse...

Lavan’s conduct is remarkable on three counts. First of all, although he readily agrees to the terms that

Yakov initially proposes, he wastes no time in completely rewriting the terms to suit his own goals... just
prior to Yaakov’s proposal, the Torah parenthetically remarks that... “Leah’s eyes were RaKot”... Thus as
the seven years draw to a close and Leah is still unmarried, Lavan decides that Yaakov’s trusting offer
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presents an excellent opportunity for him to find a hard-working husband and thus avoid the risk of her
remaining a spinster.

Secondly, rather than admitting his deviousness and expressing remorse for his conduct, Lavan
righteously wraps his vile act in the mantle of civility by invoking his heightened sensitivity to the
community standards of which they are part. It may indeed be the case that in Charan the younger is
not to be married before the older, but if Lavan had even a shred of decency, he would have made that
clear to Yaakov from the outset. Lavan thus commits the contempible crime of betraying the precious
bond of trust between individuals in the name of some faceless convention against which there can be
no recourse.

Thirdly, there can be no doubt that Lavan is motivated not solely by care for Leah’s future, but by a
calculated concern for his own selfish objectives as well... By tying Yaakov’s marriage to Rachel to a
second seven years of service, Lavan is not only securing Leah’s future... Lavan plays upon Yaakov’s
vulnerable state to extract an additional term of work in order to ensure his own success, all of course at
Yaakov’'s emotional and physical expense...

After Lavan accuses him of theft but fails to uncover any evidence of wrongdoing, Yaakov finally erupts
in a cathartic release of frustration... the contents of which significantly Lavan never disputes, makes it
abundantly clear that notwithstanding Lavan’s deplorable conduct, Yaakov had succeeded in
maintaining his integrity... He had avoided acts that were acceptable according to convention, for a
shepherd is typically permitted to eat from the sheep as circumstance demands. He has been held
responsible for attack and theft, although the shepherd is customarily absolved from making restitution
for losses beyond his control...

Lavan champions himself as an exemplar of uprightness, of concern for others, of attentiveness to social
mores. Yet, he has consistently acted with veiled unscrupulousness, trampling the rights of others and
overlooking ethical conventions when they have conflicted with his own agenda of self-promotion.
Yaakov, misrepresented ever since his youth as the wily deceiver, instead emerges as the paradigm of
probity, never attempting to secure what is rightfully his through unjust means. Even on the eve of his
sudden departure, no doubt never intending to see Lavan again, Yaakov knowingly refuses to take
anything of Lavan’s with him, for that would have constituted theft.
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5> Attribute of Mercy

The only original future that there is in the world is the birth
of a human being. Each person is original; man was created
as an individual and he is the full world. As the Mishnah
states (Sanhedrin 37a), “Man was therefore created alone, to
teach you that anyone who sustains the soul of a Jewish per-
son is as if he sustained the full world.”

If each person bears within him the full world, then
clearly, he bears within him absolute incomparable original-
ity. He bears within him all of creation—and creation was
certainly original.

For this reason, the Maharal often states that the He-
brew word for womb, rechem, has the same letters as machar,
tomorrow. The womb bears within it the real tomorrow, the
true original future.

There is another point. At the beginning of creation,
when the Creator saw that the world could not endure under
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the attribute of justice, He stood and joined with it the at-
tribute of mercy (Bereshis Rabbah 12:15).

This means that the continued existence of the world
hinges upon mercy, which in Hebrew is called rachamim re-
lated to rechem, womb. The womb is the very same attribute
of mercy that bears within it the continuation of existence.

Mercy, rachamim, is what sustains the world and grants it
onward existence, and the womb is the place of its onward
existence. For this reason, the womb is named after the
foundation of continued existence and it is called rechem.

State of Separation

The state where the attribute of mercy itself is impeded and
the future is concealed, where the function of the womb is
concealed and it is incapable of being the place for continued
existence, is the concept and defilement of Niddah.

The Hebrew word Niddah traces its etymology to the
word nad, as in (Bereshis 4:12), “A fugitive and wanderer, nad,
shall you be on earth,” meaning one who moves about with
no ability to connect and to bond, without continuation.

The teraphim in particular—not because of the general
category of idolatry—warrant the statement, “I cannot stand
before you, for the way of women is upon me.”

In contrast, the sages tell us that on the very same day
that she said this, after Lavan departed from the tent and
continued on his way, she conceived Binyamin, and seven
months later she gave birth to him and that is when she
passed away.

Honor of the Torah

Let us explore this somewhat obscure subject from another
angle. Perhaps we are reaching beyond our level, but words
of Torah must be studied. We must try.

It is imperative to know where each word of the Torah
reaches in any subject, no matter how peripheral it may
seem. It is imperative to know how each word in every sub-
ject applies to every Jewish person in all generations.

At a time when the honor of the Torah is lowered to the
dust, one who finds oneself inside the House of Study must
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know that its honor is that it has not one thing for naught, as
Rashi states (Sotah 49a s.v. batteil).

In essence, we are now engaged in the honor of the To-
rah. When we are granted the slightest opening to gain some
insight into the words of Torah, it pierces the skies; its import
is beyond expression.

Wrongness Power and Mourning

Throughout the Torah, we find the term aven, spelled Aleph,
Vav, Nunn, as in (Bamidbar 23:21), “He has not beheld agen,
wrongness, among Yaakov, nor seen pointless toil among
Israel.” Aven refers to something not good, improper, false, as
in, po’alei aven, workers of wrongness (Yeshayahu 31:2, et. al.).

The Ohr HaChaim (ibid.) originates that the word aven,
which means wrongness, comes from the same root as the
word oan, which is spelled the same way, but which means
power, as in (Yeshayahu 40:26), “By abundant power—oanim
plural of van—and vigorous strength.”

We find a third meaning for the same letters, as in
(Devarim 26:14), “I have not eaten of it in my mourning,”
oani, from the root oan. Here, it refers to grief, sorrow—
aninuss, the most intense state of mourning, the time of dis-
tressful weeping.

Our masters reveal how all three connotations are found
in one word. The unique aspect of wrongness called azen ap-
plies when the power, oan, which should have been activated
for goodness, is activated in the opposite direction, for evil,
which brings in its wake mourning, aninuss.

For this reason, aven, wrongness, is often juxtaposed with
amal, which clearly signifies power—toil without purpose, toil
that does not bring to the right place. This is also the concept
of aven, wrongness. The very power that should have been
employed to reach a good purpose is now employed to bring
sorrow over not being implemented correctly.

What indeed is the source of the sorrow, the cause of the
most intense mourning, aninuss? It comes from the returning
blow that strikes the one who implemented the power
wrongly. When a person implements his power correctly, he
creates, builds, or does what he must do. When he imple-
ments it in the wrong place, the action returns to strike him.
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Here, all three words are integrated—oan, power, aven,
wrongness, and eninuss, mourning. This is the process.

Today’s Work Ethic

The foregoing provides us with truly unique flavor to a verse
cited by the Ramban (Bereshis 31:19) on the subject of the
teraphim: “For the teraphim have spoken azen, wrongness”
(Zechariah 10:2). What is the connection between teraphim
and aven?

They also appear together when Shmuel said to Saul
(Shmuel I 15:23) “For rebellion is like the sin of divining, and
verbosity is like aven, wrongness, and teraphim; because you
have rejected the word of God, He has also rejected you from
being king.” How are these concepts integrated?

But as we have explained, aven, wrongness, refers to any
power that is not directed toward a true future. Workers of
wrongness, po’alei aven, are those who do things that bring to
no purpose at all, as in (Tehillim 7:15), “And he conceives
amal, pointless toil, and brings forth falsehood,” or as it ends
elsewhere (Iyov 15:35), “and brings forth wrongness,” aven.

This is the concept of amal, pointless toil, and aven,
wrongness, which are often juxtaposed, as cited earlier, “He
has neither beheld aven, wrongness, among Yaakov nor seen
amal, pointless toil, among Israel.” Both express the expend-
ing of energy that leads nowhere.

It is similar to the work ethic nowadays. Anyone can
look at his surroundings—or at himself-and see that most
people in the world toil so that they may reach a state where
they can cease toiling and allow the rest to come on its own.
This darkness is called aven and teraphim.

People work and work, but their focus is to reach a state
where everything will go smoothly and the continuation will
come by itself. It is a form of aven, wrongly applied power, to
reach a state of relaxation, harpayah related to riphyon, slack-
ening, which in the language of the Torah is called teraphim.
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Shalom Rav, vol 1 p.148-149

“When Yaakov left Lavan’s house with his family, ready to move on, Rachel stole Lavan’s terafim (idols
of some sort) to prevent her father from engaging in idolatry. Lavan chases after Yaakov and accuses
him of stealing his idols. The Shvilei Hayim addresses an age-old question: Do the ends justify the
means? If one’s goal is very holy and noble, what kind of means can one utilize to attain that goal? Can
one use less-than-holy methods to achieve the goal?

It seems that Rachel felt that she could. She stole her father’s idols in order to prevent him from
worshipping avoda zara. Hazal, however, say she was punished for stealing them — she died while giving
birth to Binyamin.

Based on Rachel’s punishment, it would seem that ends do not justify the means, but rather the
opposite: The means create the noble ends. We have to act properly in order to create a positive result.

If getting to one’s goal using questionable means will cause someone pain, that is prohibited... Rachel
caused pain and agony to Lavan, so she was held accountable.
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5> Providing a Future

Rachel was well aware of Lavan’s nature, as she had said a
few verses earlier. She was the main reason for the separation

318

23



Predicting the Future

of Yaakov and the entire family of Israel from the home of
Lavan (cf. Bereshis 30:25). She was the one who declared
(ibid. 31:15), “Are we not considered strangers by him?” The
verse indeed begins, “Rachel and Leah responded....”

Her intent in taking away the teraphim of Lavan was to
enable him to be somehow associated with the dimension of
the future. As long as he had the teraphim, he lacks a future.
His entire future is in the past, “What was is what shall be...
and there is nothing new...” (Koheles 1:9).

Rachel was well aware of who Lavan was in the past, and
she was well aware of who he was in the present. The favor
that she wished to bestow upon him was to open a door to
the future and grant him some possibility of experiencing a
real future.

Understandably, in the eyes of Lavan, it seemed like the
opposite. This can be experimented even today. Take away
the fixed, planned, expected, and predetermined future of a
person, and place him on the path to a future of another
caliber, and it will seem to him that his future was destroyed,
not that he was granted a future.

Profound Dispute

This was the dispute; it was obviously more profound than
would seem at first glance. Lavan tells Yaakov (Bereshis
31:30), “And now you have left because you have greatly
longed for your father’s home but why have you stolen my
deities?” What is the connection between these two seem-
ingly disparate claims?

Lavan sees his entire future in all that was born and in
all that was created in his home, as he later declares openly
(v.43), “The daughters are my daughters, and the children
are my children, and the flock is my flock, and all that you
see is mine.” In other words, “All this continues from me; it
is my future.”

He thus tells Yaakov, “You wish to create for yourself an
original future. You have left because you have greatly
longed for your father’s home. But why have you deprived
me of my future? Why have you stolen my deities? You are
proceeding toward your future, but why must you take away
my future?
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And this is where the curse was said. “Anyone with
whom you find your deities will not live,” meaning will not
have a future. “Let it be as you claim. You have been de-
prived of your future. Whoever is responsible will also be
deprived of a future.”

It was measure for measure—no matter that the future
that was taken away was illusory, the concept of teraphim,
which is not a future. To the contrary, from Rachel’s perspec-
tive, she had given him a future. Nonetheless, one who de-
prives another of a future is deprived of a future.

Planning the Future

There is such an order in the world; it exists. There is truly
an option for things to go according to plan. This is what
usually happens, even in the decisive majority of cases (cf.
Ramban to Bereshis 31:19).

Most people in the world make plans and things proceed
accordingly. At times, even often, plans are disrupted, but it
is the minority, albeit common. By certain individuals, it
may even be the majority. But on a general scale, it may be
said that plans are mostly successful.

If this were not the case, people would cease planning
the future. If plans always went awry, there would be no rea-
son to make them. If we nonetheless find no one ceasing to
plan, it clearly must work out. And to the contrary, it is only
gaining momentum. People plan for more and more, down
to the last detail.

Pitiable is one who lives in such a realm. It is a closed
system. If it is predetermined, what is the point of experienc-
ing it? If we know what it is—why must we suffer through it in
actuality? Why is it important to undergo? What does it add?
What pleasure is there, what flavor can it have? A thing can-
not have any flavor unless it contains something new. If it is
already fixed, and even the degree of pleasure is planned, it
certainly has no flavor.

One who wishes to escape this enslavement must stand
against the tide. And it truly is fearsome enslavement.
Things are established and they advance with great force,
like a tidal wave. They surge toward the future and they
sweep away all who stand in opposition.

320

24



Predicting the Future

o The Miracle of Purim

One man in the world stands in opposition. Once he was
born, it is no longer necessary to surrender to the tide. Sub-

sequent to his birth, one man stood strong. When all the 1700 12y
king’s servants that were at the king’s gate would bow and wwﬂw.h“% w:ﬁw.

prostrate themselves before Haman, for so had the king

commanded concerning him, Mordechai would neither bow
nor prostrate himself (Esther 3:2).

He stood strong like Avraham Avinu, who is called Avra-
ham Halvri, Avraham of the Other Side, for the entire world

Reflections & Introspection | Vayishlach

was on one side, and he stood alone on the other side But what he did in actuality was open a new future, a true
(Bereshis Rabbah 42:8). He stood as a solitary man not sim- 1o o7wn » unprecedented future.
ply against a tide but against a tide that had the power of ﬂ.ﬂ H__“._ﬂndeu
domination; he stood against it with absolute disregard. Let so Our Future
the tide go where it may, but I am not ready to bow.
The topic is not precisely seasonable but everyone pre-
sumably recalls the story of Purim. On the surface, it seemed .Eeuawmzd_wmm Haman tells Mordechai, “But your ancestor bowed before
that Mordechai had just deprived the entire Jewish People of . 7wy 1omn MY ancestor. Why do you transgress the commandment of
a future. His defiance brought about the decree to destroy, to ww_._wm m_“m_,w W g w0 the king?”
kill, and to annihilate the entire Jewish People from young to Wi ommn i s To this, Mordechai responds, “ i i
: " " w9 121 TV > pondas, g% ancestor Wubvﬁ.anb
old, children and women, in one day (Esther 3:13). It was an 1y oina had not yet been born” When Binyamin was b h
absolute severance of the future. brought di i 4 i o Yoy
The Maharal explains that the significance of one day is ught a new dimension to the world. He introduced a fu-
that it is not considered a stretch of time; it is instantaneous. ture that has absolute disregard for the present.
The decree would be carried out posthaste; from the time of The birth of Binyamin insinuated into the world a fu-
its issue to the time of its execution, there would be no ture, a form of continued existence, which if looked upon
stretch of time. As the Talmud states (Yoma 62b), “There is H,H;“u“z_e from the perspective of the present would be impossible. The
no deficiency of time for tasks done on the same day.” What- chances for the present to lead to it are nil. But a true future
ever happens on one day is considered to have happened was opened here
simultaneously. This form of cutting off the entire nation is ] ’ . )
the absolute elimination of the future. This type of future is the one we await. For us, there is
So it seemed. But who was right? Was it all the predic- no other future. All other futures will perish together with
tors of the future, claiming that he was endangering them, the past and present. They are the futures of astrologers and
bringing them to the brink of annihilation and even past it, diviners. The only future is the one that was revealed by
or was it he? “For a decree that is written in the king’s name s 2 » prophecy. This is our future; it alone exists.

and sealed with the king’s ring cannot be revoked” (Esther  ginny 7707

8:8). Indeed, the decree had been written and sealed to de- wam«_._wzuﬁ
stroy, to kill, and to annihilate the entire Jewish People from "~

young to old, children, and women—in one day. It clearly ©aM1 3721
nn 7700 Ny

seemed that what he did was jeopardize their entire future. nn Tnyny
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%> Names of Binyamin

The background story of Binyamin’s birth is the stealing of

the teraphim. One whose ear is attuned hears the pain and

sorrow in the name Ben Oni, Son of my Mourning, due to the

teraphim. It is another aspect of aven and teraphim. Here, it

is the reverse. The intent was entirely for goodness, but due

xvx nno x7 to 2 man who claimed that he was deprived of his future,
o 770 Yaakov said, “Anyone with whom you find your deities will

IUR DY ORI
T7x nx xxon - not live.” The sages consider this, “Like an error issuing

n';r:;':;,ﬁ; forth by the ruler” (Koheles 10:5; Bereshis Rabbah 74:4).
Sraon oM The action should have been entirely an act of life, but it

resulted in Ben Oni, Son of My Mourning. “But his father
called him Binyamin,” the combination of en and ‘yamin, Son
of the Right. All action is performed with the right hand; it
directly contrasts weakness and slackening. Here too he is
named after the stealing of the teraphim, a word that derives
from riphyon, weakening. If there is a weak hand, it is the left;
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the active hand is the right (cf. Sotah 47a). And Binyamin is
the Son of the Right.

The Beloved One

Moreover, the sages reveal that by Binyamin, both hands
were the same. Of this, it says (Devarim 33:12; cf. Sifsei Kohen,
ad. loc.), “Of Binyamin, he said, “The beloved of God shall
dwell securely by Him; He shall hover over him throughout
the day and dwell between his shoulders.”” The Hebrew
word for beloved is yedid, which repeats the word yad, hand,
signifying that both hands are in the same direction.

This is the conduct of yedidim, beloved ones—both hands
draw near. Of general relationships, the Talmud states (Sotah
47a), “Always let the left drive away and the right draw near,”
but a beloved friend is embraced with both arms. Here, the
conduct of the left repelling is inapplicable; the conduct is
entirely of the right drawing near.

Binyamin is the only one who is called yedid—aside from
King Solomon who was called Yedidyah (Shmuel II 12:25).
In the Five Books of the Torah, only Binyamin received this
designation, for he is ben yamin, Son of the Right, and this
applies to both hands—yedid, yad yad. Of him, it says, “The
beloved, yedid, of God shall dwell securely by Him,” and be-
cause of him, all of Israel is called yedidim, beloved ones.

Between His Shoulders

Let us delve into this further and gain some understanding.

When the goblet of Yosef was discovered in the satchel
of Binyamin (Bereshis 44:12), the other Tribes stood and beat
him on his shoulders and said, not more and not less, “Thief
son of a thief-you have embarrassed us! You are your
mother’s son. This is how your mother embarrassed our fa-
ther when she stole the teraphim.” In merit of those blows
between his shoulders, he merited the dwelling of the Divine
Presence between his shoulders, as it says, “He shall hover
over him throughout the day and dwell between his shoul-
ders” (Tanchuma to Parshas Miketz chapter 10).

This is obscure. What does it mean that they beat him
between his shoulders and called him thief son of a thief?
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The only significance of between the shoulders is that it
is the source of both hands. The aforementioned verse from
the blessing of Binyamin indeed begins with yedid from yad
yad, and ends with “between the shoulders.” The Tribes were
also aware that Binyamin was one whose both hands func-
tioned in unison. The question was in which direction. When
the goblet was found in his satchel, they called him thief son
of a thief. Like the teraphim, the goblet was also of sorcery,
as it says (Bereshis 44:15), “Surely you know that a man such
as I certainly practices sorcery,” or as it says by the claim
(v.5), “Surely this is the one from which my master drinks
and with which he regularly practices sorcery.”

The weak hand is called the left hand; the toiling hand,
the working hand, the active hand is called the right hand.
One who does not leave room for the left hand is one who
does not leave room for weakening. As previously explained,
this was why his mother had stolen the teraphim. They relate
to riphyon, weakening, which is what she wished to eliminate.
For this very reason, they suspected him of stealing the gob-
let. They were not simply calling him thief son of a thief.
Their claim was that he was following the very same course
as his mother and for the very same reason.

The principle is true. He is truly the Son of the Right
and he is truly yedid, one whose both hands work in the same
direction. He had not stolen the goblet! But in merit of the
blows between his shoulders, in merit of the disgrace that he
experienced, the very characteristic of which he was sus-
pected materialized in the most beautiful and best manner.

The Holy Temple

The Talmud states (Kesuvos 5a), “Greater is the work of the
righteous,” meaning the Holy Temple, “than the work of
heaven and earth.” Of the work of heaven and earth, it says
(Yeshayahu 48:13), “Also, My hand,” meaning the left, “has
laid the foundation of earth, and My right has spread the
heaven.” But of the work of the righteous, it says (Shemos
15:17), “The Holy Temple, God—Your hands have estab-
lished.” It was made with both hands together as one.

In other words, by heaven and earth there are two as-
pects. The lower aspect is called earth, where the repelling
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left must be employed, and the higher aspect is called
heaven, where the attracting right must be employed. By the
Holy Temple, there are no two courses of action for nothing
is detached there. Both hands work in tandem. Hence, “The
beloved of God shall dwell securely by Him; He shall hover
over him throughout the day and dwell between his shoul-
ders.” Something that is manifest between the shoulders is
manifest on both hands together.

Determining the Future

From the day this man was born, we crossed over to another
course. No longer do we surrender to the fixed, predeter-
mined order. “And Mordechai would neither bow nor pros-
trate himself.” We do not align ourselves with the status quo,
Heaven forbid. All such things are wrongness and teraphim.

When Mordechai was challenged and asked, “But your
ancestor bowed before my ancestor,” his answer was that
Binyamin had not yet been born. The moment Binyamin was
born—we became the ones who establish the future. There is
no such thing as a predetermined future to which one must
surrender. The future is established according to what I will
do—Binyamin from ben yamin, Son of the Right.

This is the power of the Tribe of Binyamin among the
Jewish People; this is what he brought to the world.

The Month of Kislev

The Tur (Orach Chaim chapter 417) cites from the sages (Pirkei
D’Rebbi Eliezer chapter 44) that the three festivals correspond
to the three Fathers and the twelve months—the twelve days
of Rosh Chodesh—correspond to the twelve Tribes. Each
warrants a festival of his own and each has his own month.

The earlier commentators, as well as the Holy Arizal,
correlate the months to the Tribes based on the arrangement
of their banners during their travels in the desert. The
month of Kislev is the ninth month, and accordingly, it cor-
responds to the third Tribe of the third banner. The third
banner belongs to the camp of Ephraim (Bamidbar 2:18),
and the third Tribe of that banner is Binyamin (v.22). Hence,
the month of Kislev is the month of Binyamin.
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The unique aspect of Kislev is that it hosted two inaugu-
rations. The very first inauguration of the Holy Temple—the
inauguration of the Tabernacle—was essentially in this
month, as the Tur (ibid. chapter 684) cites from the sages
(Pesikta Rabasi chapter 6; Yalkut Shimoni to Melachim chapter
184). Only, it was not revealed then. The Creator delayed it
until Nisan so that it would occur in the month when Yitz-
chak was born. The Creator compensated Kislev for its loss
with the final inauguration—the inauguration of the Holy
Temple of the Hasmoneans, which took place in the middle
of the Second Temple era during the time of the Greeks.

The concept of inauguration is a new start. Who had in-
troduced this power into the Jewish People? It was Binyamin.
Simply, if this month finds its essence in inaugurations, then
certainly, it must belong to the one who merited the dwelling
of the Divine Presence between his shoulders, between his
two arms—yad, yad—who is therefore called yedid, the beloved
of God. Between his two arms is where the inaugurations
take place.

And between his two arms, we find the month that is
opportune for a new beginning. Essentially, Kislev is the
darkest month of the year. The light reaches its lowest point—
the day shrinks and the night expands to its maximum. In
essence, the concept of the month is that it brings to the final
descent of light, to the greatest increase of darkness. For one
who surrenders to this order, the darkness will continue on
and on. But one who does not surrender to this order kindles
lights in this month and makes a new beginning.

This power is from Binyamin; he is the one who brought
it to the world. The root of all these matters lies in those
teraphim that Rachel had stolen from Lavan. There, the true
dimension of the future began to be revealed. From there,
Binyamin was born, and from there, we wait and yearn—or at
least have a chance—to reach a future not of astrologers and
diviners but of what was promised to us by the prophets.

This is what we wished to explain.
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Rav Michael Hattin - Vayetze Lesson 46

As we saw earlier, Lavan, whle always presenting himself as a pargon of virtue and civility, is actually
anything but. The real Lavan, when shorn of his carefully crafted and cultivated public persons, is a more
menacing figure indeed. For twenty years he has been engaged in underhanded schemes to cheat
Yaakov at every turn. Never have his sullied hands been far from attempting some new and outrageous
act of theft and all at the expense of his honest and sincere son-in-law. One may go so far as to say that
the gods that Lavan worships (for what man does not seek the blessings of the gods for his criminal and
immoral acts?), insofar as such a man may be said to engage in worship, are the gods of theft and
avarice. To them he pays homage and before them he prostrates himself in supplication...

Lavan’s own daughters, knowing their father all too well, offer no words of protest but only cries of
encouragement. Journeying forth from Lavan’s homestead and looking back one final time at the
location where all of them had spent twenty turbulent and pain-filled years, Rachel decides to steal the
terafim “that were her father’s”. Considering the matter from the perspective of her own motives at
best yields ambiguity, but viewed from the perspective of Divine involvement, the matter is crystal clear.
The gods of theft have received their just deserts, for they have been stolen in kind.

Soon Lavan catches them and unleashes his fury. Accusing Yaakov of every indiscretion, he aims to
expose his son-in-law as a common criminal while presenting himself, in contrast, as an upright
champion of virtue. And the onlookers side with him! Hasn’t Yaakov fled under the cover of darkness,
hasn’t he stolen Lavan’s gods? What else has he taken from Lavan’s household while the latter has been
away shearing the sheep? But now, Yaakov takes up the challenge, allowing his father-in-law the
unheard-of opportunity to search all of his things!

In the meantime, Rachel has relocated the terafim to the saddle of the camel, and in a final and fitting
end to their ignominy, she gingerly places her bottom upon them. What an act of indiscretion towards
the gods, but these are no gods of goodness and compassion, but rather of avarice and greed. Thus it is
that the terafim are not only stolen but denigrated and humiliated as well. In the final act of the drama,
Rachel offers a polite explanation for her inability to rise, a proper and civil response that must have
caused her father to gnash his teeth in indignation, for he himself has rehearsed a similar script
innumerable times! How often has Lavan himself secretly stolen from patient Yaakov, all the while
explaining his motives to the masses with the most sugared of words and phrases? But now, he has
been defeated, his gods of theft themselves stolen, and his accusations exposed for all to see as utterly
groundless. Lavan finds NOTHING of his goods among Yaakov’s possessions, neither gold nor silver,
neither documents nor deeds, not even a simple needle and thread for the patriarch to sew up his
tattered cloak. And Rachel his own daughter has turned the tables against him, matching his spars blow
for vicious blow...

In the end, deceit begets deceit and flasehood is eventually exposed for what it is. The man and the gods
that champion dishonesty as an instrument for self-advancement discredit themselves and, in the end,
suffer the same fate as their victims.

31



Rav Schwab on Chumash p.140

ashi quotes the midrash (74:5), which explains that Rachel stole her father's
idols because she wanted him to reject idolatry. Did Rachel really think that
er father would abandon his errant ways? Certainly he could easily procure

new feraphim.

Rachel feared that her father would pursue her family to annihilate them.
However, she hoped that Hakadosh Baruch Hu might appear to him in a dream and

warn him not to harm Yaakov and his family.

'This might save them.

The only glitch was that Lavan had idols in his home, and Rachel knew that
Hashem would not appear in a house that contained idols. Consequently, she stole
her father’s idols, hoping that Hashem would come to Lavan that night and warn
him against pursuing Yaakov and his family. Indeed, this is exactly what transpired.
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Genesis, R’ Zvi Grumet p. 347-348

RACHEL AND THE TERAFIM

In our retelling of the tale, there is one detail which we skipped. As Jacob
prepares his family to flee Laban’s house, “stealing” Laban’s heart by
sneaking out, Rachel is doing some stealing of her own — of her father’s

terafim. The text says nothing to explain Rachel’s theft ; suggestions

include that she desires them as fertility gods, that this is her attempt
to assert that her family will continue as the line of Laban,” that it is an

attempt to save her father from idolatry,® or that it is an attempt to pre-
vent Laban from divining their location.® The context and repercussions

of her theft, however, suggest a different possibility.

Jacob’s wives had long known that he was being manipulated and
taken advantage of by their father. Just as we, the readers, are troubled by
Jacob’s vulnerability to Laban’s machinations, his wives, who are acutely
aware that Laban is using and abusing Jacob, are even more troubled by
it, as they have to live with it.
Rachel has her own frustrations with Jacob, blaming his passivity

for her childlessness. But Rachel, who is the first in the family to meet

Jacob and knows of his tribulations journeying from his parents’ home,
also knows about the dark cloud of his past and how it haunts him. His

reputation as a thief and trickster makes him especially vulnerable to

Laban and susceptible to Laban’s repeated manipulations, and it is also
Jacob’s fear of that reputation which she is counting on.
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Rachel steals the terafim knowing full well that her father will
pursue Jacob for them and accuse him of theft. She believes that the
accusation, when proven false, will push Jacob beyond what he can
tolerate, and will embolden him to finally stand up to her father. It is
no accident that Rachel is prepared for her father’s visit, sitting on the
terafim after secreting them in the camel cushion, feigning menstrual
frailty to derail her father’s search.

Rachel has carefully orchestrated a complex plan in the hope that
it will finally enable Jacob to become a free man.'° If Jacob finally breaks
out of his passivity and challenges Laban, it is because Rachel has made
it impossible for him not to. Laban is almost successful at drawing Jacob
back into his clutches; Rachel’s theft saves Jacob from Laban, and from
himself.!* Jacob, provoked by Rachel, finally confronts his oppressor.

Imagine the story had Rachel not taken the terafim. Laban chases
Jacob and accuses him of stealing his heart by sneaking out and not letting
him even kiss his daughters and grandchildren - and in that, he is cor-
rect. Jacob’s response to this charge is already recorded: he submissively
apologizes. Even more, if Jacob is guilty of “stealing” Laban’s heart then
he needs to “return” it, by returning in shame to Laban’s house. There is
no accusation of the theft of the terafim, no humiliating search of Jacob’s
intimate spaces, and no outburst of righteous rage. Jacob will return with
Laban even further humiliated, with no chance of rising. Rachel’s theft
of the terafim prevents Jacob’s return to servitude and facilitates his own
move toward reclaiming his self, his anokhi.



Mitokh Ha-Ohel, Prof. Yael Leibowitz p. 93-96

LD WAVES, AL WIEL Vit
One can only speculate, based on facts the Torah discloses about
Yaakov, as to why he allowed himself to be browbeaten by his father-in-
law. Earlier events in his life, it seems, played a role. When Yaakov was
still living with his parents in Canaan, at the bidding of his mother, Yaa-
kov impersonated his older brother Esav in order to obtain his father’s
blessing (Bereishit 27:1-29). The guilt engendered by this duplicity may
help account for his inability to stand up to Lavan.'® Yaakov, stupefied
at finding himself married to the wrong sister, demands to know why
Lavan has deceived him (Bereishit 29:25). The word Yaakov uses to
describe Lavan’s trickery is the same one Yitzchak used to describe his
younger son’s usurpation of the blessing that rightfully belonged to his
first-born brother (Bereishit 27:35)."” While Yaakov’s choice of words
may have been made subconsciously, Lavan’s words, responding to his
new son-in-law, were no doubt chosen with care. Radak suggests that
Lavan blunted Yaakov’s outrage at being fooled by referencing Yaakov’s
own, not dissimilar, subterfuge.'®
In a similar vein, when the Torah introduces Rachel and Leah’s
relative positions in the family, it uses the words “gedolah” and “ketan-
nah,” “older” and “younger” (Bereishit 29:16). By contrast, when Lavan
responds to Yaakov, he refers to them as “tz¢‘irah” — “the younger,” and

tell Yaakov that, as a deceiver in his own right, he is in no position to
demand fair play from those around him.

And so for twenty years, Yaakov is kept off balance by the manipu-
lative Lavan,'” and this disequilibrium, these feelings of guilt, resentment
and repressed anger, poison every facet of his life.

When Yaakov finally leaves, he packs up his family and flees
Lavan’s house without notice (Bereishit 31:17-21). Rachel, knowing of
Yaakov's plans to flee (ibid., s-16), steals Lavans terafim. Lavan pursues
Yaakov, catches up with him, and proceeds to hurl a series of accusa-
tions at him, accusing him of “stealing his heart,” treating his daughters
as “captives of the sword” and denying him an opportunity to bid them
a proper farewell (ibid., 26). Given the history between these two men,
these accusations are disingenuous and no doubt infuriating, But they
are not totally without merit.

Absent Rachel’s theft of the terafim, it is hard to imagine Yaakov
articulating his anger and frustration any more in this instance than when
Lavan switched brides on him. After all Yaakov was sneaking out, and his
wives had not, in fact, taken the kids to say goodbye to their grandfather.?
Cognizant of his own culpability, Yaakov would not have had the where-
withal to defend himself and Lavan’s accusations would have remained
unanswered. The long chapter of Yaakov in Lavan’s househould would
have ended much as his last days in Yitzchak’s household had, with the
accusations of an aggrieved relative ringing in the air.*! It is Yaakovwho
would have been remembered as perpetrating the final scam in a long
cycle of trickery and deceit. The emotional consequences of their final
confrontation might have continued to preclude Yaakov from fully being
the husband and father that he should be. In the event, though, Rachel

“bekhirah” - “the firstborn,” pointedly telling Yaakov that here, in Charan,
we most emphatically do not allow younger siblings to co-opt the rights
of the firstborn (ibid., 26). Lavan’s cunningly placed barb is meant to

whether or not he discovered that his ferafim were gone. But Rachel’s
theft altered the ensuing confrontation in one crucial respect. It ensured
that Yaakov would find at least one of Lavan’s accusations to be com-
pletely baseless. For the first time since meeting his father-in-law, Yaakov
demonstrably holds the moral high ground. He denies the charge of theft
and, as Lavan makes his way slowly and deliberately through each tent
in Yaakov’s camp, we sense Yaakov's rising indignation. In a revealing
juxtaposition of verses, Lavan’s failure to find the terafim (Bereishit 31:35)
is immediately followed by Yaakov’s forceful reiteration of his innocence.
Rachel’s stratagem has sparked the tinderbox that was Yaakov and Lavan’s
relationship. The Torah tells us that Yaakov “became incensed,” (ibid.,
36) lambasting Lavan for his accusations. In a verse dripping with bitter
sarcasm, Yaakov taunts Lavan: “You rummaged through all my things;
what have you found of all your household objects? Set it here, before
my kinsmen and yours, and let them decide between us two” (ibid., 37).
Pushed beyond the brink, Yaakov angrily confronts Lavan about the
abuses and exploitations he has suffered at his hands (ibid., 38-42). At
long last, Yaakov reclaims the side of himself that has for so long been
smothered by Lavan’s manipulations and by his own guilty conscience.
Like her son Yosef and his goblet, Rachel uses her father’s ter-

afim to engineer a situation designed to achieve a specific goal. Know-
ing the significance of the terafim and the value her father placed upon
them, and painfully aware of Lavan’s relationship with Yaakov, Rachel
steals the terafim in order to manipulate the context of the inevitable
and final confrontation between the two men. Rachel’s machinations
set the tone for that confrontation, and Yaakov’s response at that criti-
cal juncture sets the trajectory of his future. As Rachel planned, Lavan’s
“false” accusation becomes the proverbial straw that breaks the camel’s
back. That Lavan has capitalized on, and taken advantage of, Yaakov’s
feelings of guilt, is one thing. But his accusation that Yaakov is a thief is
unbearable (ibid., 42). As a result, Yaakov’s long-suppressed rage and
indignation come pouring forth, creating a final break between the two
men, a break concretized by the construction of a physical boundary
between the two families (Bereishif 32:45—51). Lavan’s influence is at an
end, no longer serving to manipulate Yaakov or destabilize his family life.
Studied in a vacuum, the account of Rachel’s theft of the terafim

saw to it that the scene played out differently.??
There is little doubt that Lavan would have pursued Yaakov

raises questions that remain unanswered. By working backwards, how-
ever, from the effect the theft ultimately has on the narrative, we can
begin to appreciate how Rachel’s actions drove that narrative and influ-
enced its climactic moment. The definitive close to the Yaakov-Lavan
narrative marks the triumphant conclusion of the terafim episode. As
such, the very design of the text which was initially puzzling proves
illuminating.

The break between the House of Yaakov and the House of Lavan
signifies the final stage of a process that began in the days of Avraham. In
Bereshit Ch. 12, God commands Avraham to uproot himself and relocate
to Eretz Kena‘an. Avraham does so, but for two generations Avraham’s
offspring continue to migrate eastward to marry,” returning to the
very family that Avraham has purportedly left. Yaakov’s decisive break
with Lavan’s family heralds in the next stage in the history of Avraham’s
descendants. The sons of Yaakov would soon transition to the nation of
Israel, with endogamy as a cornerstone of their national identity. Thanks
to Rachel, the break from Lavan was a “clean one” and the line that had
tethered the two families was permanently severed. As the daughter of
Lavan, Rachel came by her ability for deception naturally, but rather than
tear Yaakov’s family apart, her act of deception allowed him to wholly
own his role as husband and father. Emboldened, Yaakov is ready to
move on to the next chapter in his personal life, and the next phase of
the nation’s history.
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