Jewry Duty
We have been pleased by the response of the “Jewry Du-
ty” initiative, which began last year in an effort to bolster
minyan attendance and will continue for a second
year. Your attendance at mid-week minyan is especially
helpful to mourners, encouraging to other minyan at-
tendees, and, of course, spiritually valuable for each and
every one of us. We have recently sent out a mailing to all
eligible participants and you will receive your “summons”

JACOB AND ESAU’S “L’HAYIM”: RASHBAM AND THE BUSINESS OF LENTIL STEW
Z. Edinger (based on R. Kleinman)

Gen. 25:29-34: Once, when Jacob was cooking a stew, Esau came in from the field, famished. And
Esau said to Jacob, "Give me some of that red stuff to swallow, for I am famished"—which is why he was
named Edom [adom = red]. Jacob said, "First, sell me your birthright." And Esau said, "I am at the
point of death, so of what use is my birthright to me?" But Jacob said, "Swear to me this day." So he
swore to him, and sold his birthright to Jacob. Jacob then gave Esau bread and lentil stew; he ate and
drank, and he rose and went away. Thus did Esau spurn the birthright.

The plain meaning of the text is that Esau sold his birthright for a meal of lentil stew. The com-
mentary of Rashbam (France 12th century) however strays from text’s plain meaning and empha—
sizes that the birthright was sold for money, the meal was merely a memoyial of the transactjon:
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\First, sell me...”: Meaning immediately!- Sell me your share of the birthright which you
are entitled to from our father’s estate with the money that I will give you. After that I
will give you to eat as proof of the sale and as confirmation.
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& find sold his his birthright” In exchange for maney‘ Afier this Jacob gave Emu dish of
lentils he had cooked, as is customary among people sealing a bargain.

Rashbam is usually known for his faithfulness to the plain meaning of the text. His non- literal
interpretation here (that the birthright was sold for money and not the lentil stew) requires explana-
tion.

Rashbam was followed by several other French and German commentators of the medieval period
(such as Joseph Kimhi and Hizkuni among others.) In one such commentary (the Pe’aneah Raza -

+ ¢ by Rabbi Isaac b. Judah Ha Levy, Germany, 13t we find:
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acob then gave Esau. .. in order to confirm the transaction, as it is ml[ed in German Lem-

kauf; but for the purrbase irself he gave him a large sum of money
The Leinkauf was a medieval German custom that referred to the drinking of wine to seal an en-
gagement contract. (Interestingly, this is also the origin of the Ashkenazic “LeHayim” held even
today upon a couple’s engagement.)
Rabbi Joseph Bekhor Shor (France, 12th c.) was explicit in his rejection of the Rashbam’s explana-
tion:
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Some interpreters say Jacob bought the bzrthrzg/at for mone}/ and that the food was the feast for

the sale, known as Beuverie, but in my eyes this is a fiction.

In this rejection of Rashbam we now have the French word for the feast that was envisioned by
him. Beuverie is a medieval French for a drinking feast held among friends.

Although we now understand that Rashbam’s commentary interprets the sale of the birthright as
would have been common for business transactions in medieval France, we still do not understand
why he chose to explain our verses in this way, far from the plain meaning of the text. An answer
lies in understanding how the story of the sale of the birthright was being interpreted in Medieval
Christendom.

In the Sefer Yosef ha-Mekaneh (R’ Joseph b. Nathan Official, France 13th c.) the following story is
given:
A Dominican monk found Rabbi Joseph on the road to Paris, and said to him: Your forefather
Jacob was a thief, and there is no usurer like him; for in exchange for a single bowl of food
worth half [a coin] he bought the birthright, worth a thousand zekukim.
He answered him... that Jacob said: "Sell me your birthright this day. . .this day, meaning for
what it is worth today...and I will pay you (in accordance with) the interest it carries.” "So he
sold his birthright to Jacob" [Gen. 25:33) calculated monetarily. "And Jacob gave Esau
bread..." [Gen. 25:34]. It dye: not say he sold his birthright to Jacob for bread and lentil stew,
rather "Jacob gave to Esau," gave him gratis, in addition to the money of the transaction, in
token of the sale, as is still the practice afg merchants today.

Now we can understand Rashbam’s commentary to our verses. Medieval Christian interpretations
viewed the sale of the birthright as usurious - this was often used as a polemic to prove the greedy
and devious nature of Jews. For Rashbam, such an interpretation was dangerous and had to be
refuted, even if he had to stray from the plain meaning of the verses to do so.
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Hertz Pentateuch: p. 93; Haftarah p. 948
Kaplan Living Torah: p. 116; Haftarah p. 1070
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CANDLE LIGHTING | 4:22 pm
MINHAH | 4:30 pm

aFé{IDAY NIGHT LIGHTS | followmg evening services | Rabbi

Soloveichik gives a talk on “How Herring Changed the World”
Sponsored by the Julis Family

ZEMIROT | 8:15 am | Main Sanctuary

SHAHARIT (NISHMAT) | 9:00 am | Rabbi Hidary delivers a ser-
mon on the topic “The Last Allepian Jew: Escape Home and
Return Homeland”

TOT SHABBAT | Ages 0-4 | 10:00 am | Levy Auditorium
YOUTH GROUPS | Ages 5-12 | 10:00 am | Elias Room

JR. CONGREGATION | Ages 5-12 | 10:30 am | Little Synagogue
The next Assigned Jr. Congregation will be November 21

¢ JAIPDYSH |sLewy Auditerium

TOPICS IN JEWISH PHILOSOPHY | Rabbi Hidary
3:30 pm | For high school students | Held at the Hidary home
at 1 W 85th St Apartment 6A

SEUDAH SHELISHIT AND PIRKEI ABOT SHIUR | Rabbi
Soloveichik on the topic “Rembrandt and Rav Kook at the Na-
tional Gallery: A Hanukkah Reflection” | 3:30 pm | The fall se-
mester is sponsored by Lewis Lipsey

MINHAH/ARBIT | 4:15 pm
KETER SHEM TOB | Rabbi Hidary | Main Sanctuary
HABDALAH | 5:07 pm

Weekday Service Times
Mornings: Sundays 8:00 AM, Mon-Thur. 7:15 AM;
Evenings: Sunday - Thursday: 6:30 PM (Arbit only)




