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Rebekah 

הקבר        
   Brave  
    Beloved 
    Blessing Engineer 
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Questions on the Biblical Text: 
1. There is a lot of “action” ascribed to Rebekah. Reflect on the active 

verbs you read. 
2. What does the text say, and not say, about who Rebekah is? 
3. How does Rebekah navigate the world of men? The world of women? 
4. From the text, what do you glean about Rebekah’s relationship with 

God? 
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Classical Midrash 
 
Rebekah’s Birth and the Binding of Isaac  
In this chapter [of the binding of Isaac], 
Rebekah was born, for we find that Isaac 
married Rebekah when she was 14 years 
old…  -Seder Olam Rabbah 
 

…and when [Abraham] was on Mt. 
Moriah [at the binding of Isaac], it was 
told that [Rebekah] the partner for his 
son was born.”  - Gen. Rabbah 57

Rebekah’s Suitability to be Isaac’s Partner 
All women went down and drew water from the well – whereas for Rebekah, the water 
went up as soon as it saw her. -Gen. Rabbah 60 
 
With regard to Eliezer, servant of Abraham, he made a request when he prayed beside 
the well, as it is written: “That the maiden to whom I shall say: Please let down your 
pitcher that I may drink; and she shall say: Drink, and I will also give your camels to 
drink; that she be the one whom you have appointed for your servant Isaac.” Eliezer 
entreated God unreasonably, as his request allowed for the possibility that she might 
even be lame or even blind, and yet he had promised to take her to Isaac. Nevertheless, 
God responded to him reasonably and the eminently suitable Rebekah happened to come 
to him. -BT Taanit 4a 
 
All the days that Sarah was alive, a cloud was permanently connected to the entrance of 
her tent. When she died, the cloud stopped [resting at her tent.] And when Rebekah 
came, the cloud returned.  
All the days that Sarah was alive, the doors were open wide. When she died, the 
wideness ceased. And when Rebekah came, the wideness returned.  
And all the days that Sarah was alive, there was a blessing in her dough, and when Sarah 
died, that blessing ended. When Rebekah came, [the blessing] returned.  
All the days that Sarah was alive, there was a candle that would burn from Sabbath Eve 
to [the next] Sabbath Eve, and when she died, the candle stopped [burning for so long]. 
And when Rebekah came, [the week-long flame of the candle] returned.  
And as soon as [Isaac] saw her, that she did the deeds of his mother, separating her 
challah in purity and separating her dough in purity, he brought her into the tent.   
         -Gen. Rabbah 60 
Rebekah’s Barrenness and Holy Chutzpah 
Why were the matriarchs unable to conceive? Because the Holy Blessed one yearns for 
their prayers and supplications. This is why it is written in Shir HaShirim 11: “Oh my 
dove, you are as the clefts of the rock! -Gen. Rabbah 45 
 
Rabbi Yehudah said: Rebekah was barren for twenty years. After twenty years (Isaac) 
took Rebekah and went (with her) to Mount Moriah, to the place where he had been 
bound, and he prayed on her behalf that her womb would conceive; and the Holy One, 
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blessed be God, was entreated of him, as it is said, “AND ISAAC PLEADED WITH GOD” 
(25:21).  
The children were contending with one another within her womb like mighty warriors, 
as it is said, “THE CHILDREN STRUGGLED WITHIN HER” (25:22) When she was in 
labor, her soul was close to death, owing to the pain, and she went to pray in the place 
whither she and Isaac had gone, as it is written, “AND SHE WENT TO INQUIRE OF 
ADONAI.”    -Pirkei deRabbi Eliezer 32 
 
AND IF SO, WHY DO I EXIST? R. Yitzchak taught, Our mother Rebekah went about the 
women’s gates and asked, “has this pain happens to you in your lives? If this is the pain 
is the pain (associated with birthing) sons/children, were it not that I was pregnant. 
 
Rebekah Protects Jacob’s Destiny 
THE CURSE BE ON ME, MY SON – Rebekah said to Jacob that the First Man (Adam) 
also sinned, and his mother, (Earth) was cursed, (Gen. 3) so too in this case, it shall be 
my curse, my son, not yours. -Genesis Rabbah 65 
 
The plan was not from Rebekah, rather the Holy One had put it in her heart. She said to 
Jacob: When the first Adam sinned, was he cursed? Was it not his mother [Earth]?  Thus 
it is stated in [Gen. 3] CURSED IS THE LAND BECAUSE OF YOU. Since LAND ( המדא(  
here is the feminine form of “Adam,” ( םדא ) the midrash interprets the cursed land as his 
mother. And now it is my turn, said Rebekah.  Fulfill your destiny; and if you ] ould be 
cursed, your curse will fall upon me. 
[Why? Asked Jacob. The Holy One said to him: See, I have crowned you with blessings, 
as stated in Song of Songs 5:2 FOR MY HEAD IS DRENCHED WITH DEW. Jacob went 
immediately [to do his mother’s bidding.]  When Jacob went in with his father to 
received the blessings, it is stated SO MAY GOD GIVE TO YOU FROM THE DEW OF 
HEAVEN…(Gen. 27:28) - Midrash Tanchuma 
 

Modern Midrash 
The most striking examples of women’s silence comes from texts in which women are 
most central, for there the normative character of maleness is especially jarring. In the 
family narratives of Genesis, for example, women figure prominently. The matriarchs of 
Genesis are all strong women. As independent personalities, fiercely concerned for their 
children, they often seem to have an intuitive knowledge of God’s plan for their sons. 
Indeed, from the stories of Sarah and Rebekah that they understand God better than 
their husbands. – Judith Plaskow, Standing Again at Sinai 
 
Amidst her agony, that Rebekah spits out anochi, “I” – suggests that her question is of an 
existential nature. God hears her anochi as “But who am I? What is the meaning of my 
life in contradistinction to these beings growing inside of me?” … Rebekah’s heartfelt 
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prayer [teaches] us that asking existential questions is part of the spiritual process of 
discovering meaning in our lives. 
 
When Rebekah prays her prayer, “If so, why do I exist?” we can make a midrashic 
interpretation: “What do you want from me, God?” God answers her in such a way that 
she comes to understand her role in nurturing the future of the Jewish people. In 
contrast to her husband Isaac’s blindness, Rebekah is blessed with total clarity about her 
life’s purpose and its implications for future generations. Realizing herself as God’s 
partner, she makes decisions and carries out plans without hesitation.  

-Rabbi Beth J. Singer, The Women’s Torah Commentary 
 
With the Taytsh-Khumesh                Songs of Women  

Miriam Ulinover, Poland 1922 
 

**Taytsh-Humesh – Yiddish translation of 
the Chumash                                        

                     - Kadya Molodowsky, Poland 1927 
                    

    Both poems above were translated into English by Kathryn Hellerstein 


