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The Ends don’t Justify the Means

“During the wheat-cutting season, Reuvein went and found fragrant herbs in the field and brought them to his mother, Leah. And Rachel said to Leah, ‘Please give me from your son’s herbs.’ And (Leah) said to her, ‘Is your taking of my husband insignificant, that you will take my son’s herbs as well?’” (Genesis 30:14-15).


A

fter giving birth to four sons with the Patriarch, Yaakov, Leah stopped conceiving. Her eldest son, Reuvein, detected his mother’s distress due to her inability to bear more children, and brought her some infertility herbs (1). Rachel, who had yet to produce any children, requested some of the herbs from her sister, Leah.


Leah responded in astonishment. “Is your taking of my husband insignificant, that you will take my son’s herbs as well?” “You allowed yourself to be wed to Yaakov after I was already married to him,” Leah replied, “and he came to love you more than me. Now you wish to add to that love through these fragrant herbs, causing me to be loved even less?”


While it is true that Yaakov married Leah first, let us not forget how that came about. Yaakov had originally arranged with his future father-in-law, Lavan, to marry Rachel. Yaakov was to work seven years to earn her hand in marriage, after which time they were to be wed.


Yaakov knew, however, that Lavan was deceitful, and would attempt to pass the older daughter, Leah off as Rachel. Yaakov therefore made up certain secrets that he disclosed only to Rachel, which she would then repeat to him at their wedding. This would insure that Yaakov would know the bride was in fact Rachel, because only she was privy to the secrets to be able to repeat them back to him.


When the time for the wedding ceremony arrived, and she saw that Yaakov's fears were being realized, Rachel was overcome with sympathy for her poor sister. Without a doubt, Leah, who was now being prepared as the bride, would be thoroughly embarrassed when Yaakov would ask for the secret codes, and she would have nothing to say.


Therefore, in a show of complete self-sacrifice, as she couldn’t have known then that Yaakov would still want to marry her as well, Rachel shared the secrets with Leah (2). At that point, Rachel was likely forgoing the possibility to share in the building of the nation of Israel, perhaps even to be given as a wife to the wicked Eisav (3). 

Nevertheless, Rachel took these risks for the altruistic purpose of preventing her sister’s temporary degradation. “No sacred gain,” Rachel said to herself, “can justify causing another to suffer.” How then could Leah have responded so ungratefully to her sister’s request for infertility herbs, claiming Rachel was the one who took her husband?

We must conclude that Rachel was so sensitive to her sister’s feelings, that she convinced Leah she was in fact the rightful bride-to-be of Yaakov. From then on, Leah always believed that she was the intended wife, begrudging Rachel’s agreement to come into the marriage.

But Rachel was so steadfast in her conviction to maintain Leah’s dignity, even when Leah said, “Is your taking of my husband insignificant, that you will take my son’s herbs as well?” Rachel just swallowed her pride, giving no indication of the true circumstances.

And in the end, contrary to the preliminary outlook, it was this very same act of sensitivity, with all its humility, that allowed Rachel to join the ranks of forbearers of the Jewish people.

The Torah tells us that Rachel was naturally barren (4). Only after she executed this unappreciated, and indeed unprecedented, act of compassion for her sister, did she merit Divine assistance in bearing two sons, Yosef and Binyamin (5). Whereas, if she had acted as anyone else would have in such a situation and not revealed Yaakov's secrets to Leah, Rachel would have never produced offspring.

During the era of the destruction of the Temple in Yerushalayim, Rachel’s soul cried out to G-d and said, “Although I am just a mortal being, nevertheless, I did not harbor jealousy against my sister, nor did I let her suffer disgrace. You, however, are the everlasting, merciful King. Why are You incited by the Jewish people’s foreign endeavors, and have resultantly exiled my children, allowing them to be killed by the sword and to be treated improperly at the whims of their enemies?”

Immediately, G-d’s mercy was invoked, and He replied, “Because of you, Rachel, I will return Israel to her place! (6)” May it occur speedily, in our days!            

-----------------------------

(1) See Seforno. (2) Talmud Bava Basra 123a. (3) The Sages say a rumor had spread that since Lavan had to two daughters, Leah and Rachel, and his sister, Rivka, had two sons, Eisav and Yaakov, one daughter would marry one son, while the other daughter would be wed to the other son (Bereishis Rabbah 70:15). (4) Bereishis 29:31. (5) See Bereishis 30:22, and Rashi there. (6) Preface to Eichah Rabbah 24.             
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