Why did Rachel Steal Lavan’s Terafim?

Source 1: Bereishit 30:27

30:25 After Rachel had given birth to Joseph, Jacob
said to Laban, 'Let me leave. I would like to go home to
my own land.

30:26 Let me have my wives and children, since I have
earned them by working for you, and I will go. You are
well aware of the service that I rendered yow.

30:27 ’Haven't I earned your friendship?' replied
Laban. 'T have made use of divination and have
learned that it is because of you that God has blessed
me’.
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Source 2: Bereishit Ch. 31:17-35

31:17 Jacob began the journey, placing his children and wives on the
camels.

31:18 He led away all his livestock, and took all the goods he had
acquired, including everything that he had bought in Padan Aram. He
was heading to see his father Isaac in the land of Canaan.

31:19 Meanwhile, Laban was away, shearing his sheep. Rachel stole
the fetishes that belonged to her father.

31:20 Jacob decided to go behind the back of Laban the Aramaean, and
did not tell him that he was leaving.

31:21 He thus fled with all he owned. He set out and crossed the
Euphrates, heading in the direction of the Gilead Mountains.

31:22  On the third day, Laban was informed that Jacob had fled.

31:23 He took along his kinsmen and pursued [Jacob] for seven days,
intercepting him in the Gilead Mountains.

31:24 God appeared to Laban the Aramaean that night in a dream, and
said, 'Be very careful not to say anything, good or bad, to Jacob.

31:25 Laban then overtook Jacob. Jacob had set up his tents on a hill,
while Laban had stationed his kinsmen on Mount Gilead.

31:26 Laban said to Jacob, 'How could you do this? You went behind
my back and led my daughters away like prisoners of war!

31:27 Why did you have to leave so secretly? You went behind my back
and told me nothing! Why, I would have sent you off with celebration
and song, with drum and lyre!

31:28 You didn't even let me kiss my grandsons and daughters goodbye.
'What you did was very foolish.

31:29 I have it in my power to do you great harm. But your father's God
spoke to me last night and said, 'Be very careful not to say anything, good
or bad, to Jacob'.
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31:30 ‘I realize that you left because you missed your parents' home.
But why did you have to steal my gods’?

31:31 Jacob spoke up. '[I left this way] because I was afraid,' he said. 'I
thought that you might take your daughters away from me by force.
31:32 Ifyou find your gods with anyone here, let him not live! Let all
our close relatives here be witnesses. See if there is anything belonging to
you and take it back.' Jacob did not realize that Rachel had stolen them.
31:33 Laban went into the tents of Jacob, Leah, and the two
handmaids, but he found nothing. When he left Leah's tent, he went
into Rachel's.

31:3¢ Rachel had taken the fetishes and placed them inside a camel
cushion, sitting down on them. Laban inspected the entire tent, and
found nothing.

31:35 [Rachel] said to her father, 'Do not be angry, my lord, but I
cannot get up for you. I have my female period.' Laban searched, but
he did not find the fetishes.
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Source 3a): Rashi Bereishit 31:19
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She stole them — she intended to separate her father from idolatry

3b) Midrash Bereishit Rabba 74:5
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She intended this for the sake of Heaven, saying, “Why would I leave and
leave this elder (Lavan) following his morally destructive ways...

3c) Midrash Tanchuma Vayetze Ch. 12
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Support for the idea that the terafim were associated with idolatry:

Source 4: Shoftim/Judges 18:14
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14 Then answered the five men that went to spy out the country of Laish, and
said unto their brethren: 'Do ye know that there is in these houses an ephod,
and teraphim, and a graven image, and a molten image? now therefore
consider what ye have to do’.

The Ibn Ezra’s question:

Source 5: R. Avraham Ibn Ezra
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Toldot Yitzchak tries to solve this dilemma:

Source 6: Toldot Yitzchak
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The Abarbanel’s difficulty with this interpretation:

Source 7: Abarbanel
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Summary:
o Rashi and Midrash. to distance Lavan from idolatry
o [bn Ezra: Why did she not get rid of them along the way?
o Toldot Yitzchak: Life happens!
o Abarbanel: How was she supposed to achieve this with her father, in
middle/advanced age would abandon his beliefs? He could also make or acquire
others!

Source 8: After the incident at Shechem: Bereishit Ch. 35

IN-TP2 N2Y OIP ,APY-ON DOTON NN R 1 And God said unto Jacob: 'Arise, go up to
NP0 7N‘7--l’\:n)3 D\’) ﬂ\’)}n DV) ay) Beth-el, and dwell there; and make there an
SN w)y )91 TNI22 T"?N altar unto God, who appeared unto thee when
thou didst flee from the face of Esau thy
brother.'
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2 Then Jacob said unto his household, and to all
that were with him: 'Put away the strange gods
that are among you, and purify yourselves, and
change your garments;

3 and let us arise, and go up to Beth-el; and I
will make there an altar unto God, who
answered me in the day of my distress, and was

with me in the way which I went.'
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4 And they gave unto Jacob all the foreign gods
which were in their hand, and the rings which
were in their ears; and Jacob hid them under the
terebinth which was by Shechem.

Source 9: Ralbag — what was included in the 95 *hbYN?
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Presumably, according to them, Rachel had by that point destroyed the terafim on her own.

A different approach — Source 10: Rashbam
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Rashbam points to Zekharyah 10:2 which mentions "terafim speaking" and links
them with magicians ("©»9ipn"), and to Hoshea 3:4, which pairs them with the
"199N", another object associated with prophecy and fortune-telling.

Source 11: Ibn Ezra seems to follow Rashbam on this...
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Source 12: Ramban — used for divination but given ‘greater’ powers by Lavan
and his ilk...
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Ramban suggests that the term comes from the fact that their words are like a weak
prophecy (797 778)39) and not very reliable.

If the terafim were magical objects, it is not clear why Lavan refers to them as gods.
Ramban asserts that many people would turn their terafim into gods, much the way the
Israelites strayed after the "Tiox" set up by Gidon.” Thus, too, Lavan might have
considered the terafim as gods,’ even if they were not originally intended as such. Radak
similarly suggests that Lavan referred to the objects as gods because he trusted in them as
one would in the word of God.

What is problematic about this interpretation, given verses we already saw above?

31:22 On the third day, Laban was informed that Jacob had fled.
31:23 He took along his kinsmen and pursued [Jacob] for seven days, intercepting him
in the Gilead Mountains.

1. Why did Rachel not get rid of them immediately?
2. What does this interpretation assume about Rachel’s belief in the power of these objects?
This is brought out by the view of the Source 13: Baalei HaTosafot:
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There is also skepticism on the part of some of our commentators on the possibility that
these terafim could actually even come close to predicting anything:

Source 14: Ralbag
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These things could not talk — that’s impossible, because speech was only
granted by God to one who has the natural ‘tools’ to speak
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Source 15: Rav Yaakov Medan,
The Theft of the Terafim and the Covenant at Mitzpa-Gal'ed

«.] Wish to propose a third possibility, which focuses not only
the terafim themselves as idols or as instruments of divination,
but rather on the implications of the theft. From Mesopotamian
archaeological sources,(l) it seems that terafim, owing to their
"sanctity" in the eyes of their owners, were used as receptacles
for storing pledges and contracts of sales, loans, and other
monetary agreements. The significance of storing such documents
inside the terafim was that the "god" would testify in an
argument between a creditor and a borrower who denied a loan
and refused to pay, or between a buyer, who had paid the price
of his purchase, and the seller, who denied the sale and was
unwilling to hand over the field.

We might therefore propose that Lavan had placed somewhere
inside the terafim the work agreement between himself and
Yaakov, which Yaakov had now breached by fleeing from Lavan's
house. Lavan should have been able to take the agreement, which
was a binding contract, follow Yaakov to wherever he went, and
demand of the local judges that Yaakov be returned to his service
- perhaps even that he become his eternal slave, in the wake of
his violation of the agreement. In the haste of the escape, Rachel
did not have time to search for this particular document; she
took all the terafim, containing all of Lavan's documents, to
prevent this scenario from being realized.

If this is so, there is some similarity between what Rachel did
and what happened at the time of the building of the Second
Temple. King Cyrus (Koresh) gave the Jews permission to rebuild
the Temple, but he or his successor later rescinded this license
following slanderous reports by other inhabitants of the land.

Some eighteen years later, the prophets Chaggai and Zekharia
sought to continue the building, despite the rescinding of the
license. When the governor of the neighboring province arrived,
demanding explanations, the Jewish elders showed him the edict
permitting the building - but said nothing of its later
cancellation.


https://etzion.org.il/#_ftn1

A search of the archives of the king of Persia was conducted,
but the document cancelling the 1license to the Jews had
disappeared, and King Darius (Daryavesh) permitted them to
continue the construction, even going so far as to provide
support and aid. The happy ending came about thanks to a missing
document.

Here, too, the work agreement between Lavan and Yaakov
disappeared with the theft of the terafim, and Lavan had no way
of forcing Yaakov back into his service. But Rachel paid for
this with her life.

Source 16: Bereishit Ch. 35

TIY-02 DN 720 WON 0 16 And they journeyed from Beth-el; and there was
T20 ; NNION K2 NIND-NT2D still some way to come to Ephrath; and Rachel
ANTI2YPM DN travailed, and she had hard labour.

IPNMY ; ANTY ,ANYPDL N ¥ 17 And it came to pass, when she was in hard labour,
MY-0X-72 PNPN-ON NI M2 that the mid-wife said unto her: 'Fear not; for this also
2792 is a son for thee.'

, DR D ,AYI) NNY¥A NN N? 18 And it came to pass, as her soul was in departing--
“NIR AN IR, IDY NI for she died--that she called his name Ben-oni; but his
2RM2YD father called him Benjamin.

Moise Tedeschi Moshe Yitzhak Ashkenazi Hebrew: 'T1DUN pny' nwn) was an Italian rabbi
and Bible commentator. He is primarily known for writing the commentary Hoil Moshe.
Tedeschi was born on June 6, 1821 and died June 17, 1898. He lived nearly all his life in
Trieste, Italy. At age 10 his father died, and the family was reduced to "limited but quiet”
circumstances. His teachers included Shemuel Chayyim Zalman and Samuel David
Luzzatto As an adult, he worked as a teacher in the local Jewish schools and later for
individuals. For a brief period in 1861, he served as a rabbi of Spoleto.

Source 16: Commentary of Ho’il Moshe
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The Hoil Moshe asserts that Rachel wanted more children,* and hoped that the terafim would
help.» He suggests that the barren Michal* had terafim in her house for the same reason.
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Source 17: Ibn Ezra — a real cleansing of foreign gods, including the stolen Terafim
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own use, and especially if she worshiped them as idols, it is easy to posit a connection between Yaakov's
curse and Rachel's demise. Soon after they are "found" in Shekhem, she dies in childbirth.

Source 18: Rav Yehuda Rock, Yaakov's Oath and Rachel's Terafim

If we accept the above explanation - suggesting that Rachel had (or
expressed) no view, either negative or positive, with regard to the terafim, it
would seem that she transgressed in holding onto them and not discarding
them. But the Ibn Ezra's explanation presents some difficulty, since it assumes
details that have no basis in the verses themselves. Apparently, he is correct
in concluding that there was no intention on Rachel's part of protesting,
preventing or halting her father's idolatrous practices. However, we are led to
the opposite conclusion - Rachel wanted the terafim for herself. When someone
steals something, the most basic motivation is that he wants the thing for
himself. Terafim represent, in the Torah, a magical means of knowing the
future, and there were people — such as Lavan - who went so far as to deify them
(31:30). But their primary use was for telling the future, and not necessarily as
deities for worship (see Ramban on 31:19). Therefore, we cannot suggest that
Rachel worshipped them as her father did; we conclude that she wanted them
merely for the purposes of divining.

Essentially it seems that Rachel did accept the God of Yaakov, and her
appeals concerning childbirth were to Him. But her fundamental approach was
one that had been molded and steeped in magical practices, and this influenced
the manner in which she related to Divine Providence. Rachel saw no real
contradiction between worshipping God and divining through the terafim. From
the context of the parasha it seems that the use of the terafim was meant to
somehow aid Rachel's efforts to give birth.

(It is interesting to note that one generation later, when Yosef recreates
for his brothers their situation when they sold him, this time with Binyamin in
the role of victim, he leads them to think that Binyamin has stolen the royal
goblet that he uses for divination. The brothers, it appears, justified their
treatment of Yosef by regarding him as the "son of Rachel - who stole
the terafim." Yosef tests whether they will abandon Binyamin, who has "stolen"
the goblet of divination, in the same way that they cast him out of the family
as the son of someone who had stolen vessels of divination.)
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Immediately after Yaakov is commanded to go up to Beit El, we are told:
"Yaakov said to his household and to all who were with him: Remove the foreign
gods that are in your midst.. and they gave Yaakov all the foreign gods that
were in their possession.. and Yaakov buried them under the oak that was
at Shekhem" (35:2-4). The Torah testifies that within Yaakov's household there
were foreign gods, and that all of them were handed over to Yaakov and
buried. This, then, must have included Rachel's terafim. Perhaps the words "to
his household" hint to Rachel and the terafim, as
the Midrash Sekhel Tov suggests (Baber edition, p. 198). In any event, even if
the text is not hinting specifically to her, she is certainly included in the
scope of the operation. Thus, at this point she abandons her sin.

It is clear from the context that the meanings of the two names are
connected with the circumstances of Rachel's death (since the names are given
not immediately after the tidings — "This is another son for you"; rather, we are
first told, "And it was as her soul departed - for she died -.."). Let us examine
the significance of these two names.

First - Ben Oni. The word on usually means "strength." This is clearly not
relevant here, for - as noted - the meaning of the name appears to be related to
the tragic circumstances of the birth. In Bereishit Rabba (82,9) we read:

"“Bar tza'ari' (The son of my sorrow) in Aramaic." In other words, "Ben Oni" is a
name in Aramaic meaning "the son of my sorrow." The Ramban rejects this
interpretation, insisting that the name cannot be an Aramaic one, since the
names of all of Yaakov's other children are in Hebrew. Both the Ramban and

the Ibn Ezra explain the name as being related to aninut - mourning. This
interpretation, too, is problematic, since mourning is the reaction of the living
to a death, not the feeling of the deceased himself just before his death.

It would seem logical, then, to understand the name as being derived from the
word aven - 71X, meaning vanity, or falsehood. This word is used specifically
with reference to the meaninglessness of terafim: "For terafim have spoken
falsehood, and the wizards have foretold lies, and the dreams tell falsehood;
they comfort vain" (Zekharya 10:2). Likewise, "Rebellion is like the
transgression of witchcraft, and stubbornness is like falsehood
and terafim" (I _Shemuel 15:23). "Aven," then, is related to the word "ein," or
"ayin" (denoting negation). It appears that Rachel understood that her
suffering and her death in childhood were a result of her sin concerning
the terafim, in particular, and the vanity and falsehood of her attempt to
influence, through magic means, the heavenly system in general (and even though
she had repented, she still needed atonement). Rachel gave voice to this
understanding in the name that she gave to her son, thereby expressing regret
for her actions and accepting Divine justice.
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