Seeing Spots: Yaakov’s Wealth Between
Providence and Strategy

Yoni Zolty
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Genesis 30

(27) But Laban said to him, “If you will indulge me, I have learned by
divination that ' has blessed me on your account.” (28) And he continued,
“Name the wages due from me, and I will pay you.” (29) But he said, “You
know well how I have served you and how your livestock has fared with me.
(30) For the little you had before I came has grown to much, since ' has
blessed you wherever I turned. And now, when shall I make provision for my
own household?” (31) He said, “What shall I pay you?” And Jacob said, “Pay me
nothing! If you will do this thing for me, I will again pasture and keep your
flocks: (32) let me pass through your whole flock today, removing from there
every speckled and spotted animal—every dark-colored sheep and every
spotted and speckled goat. Such shall be my wages. (33) In the future when
you go over my wages, let my honesty toward you testify for me: if there are
among my goats any that are not speckled or spotted or any sheep that are not
dark-colored, they got there by theft.” (34) And Laban said, “Very well, let it be
as you say.” (35) But that same day he removed the streaked and spotted
he-goats and all the speckled and spotted she-goats—every one that had
white on it—and all the dark-colored sheep, and left them in the charge of his
sons. (36) And he put a distance of three days’ journey between himself and
Jacob, while Jacob was pasturing the rest of Laban’s flock. (37) Jacob then got
fresh shoots of poplar, and of almond and plane, and peeled white stripes in
them, laying bare the white of the shoots. (38) The rods that he had peeled he
set up in front of the goats in the troughs, the water receptacles, that the goats
came to drink from. Their mating occurred when they came to drink, (39) and
since the goats mated by the rods, the goats brought forth streaked, speckled,
and spotted young. (40) But Jacob dealt separately with the sheep; he made
these animals face the streaked or wholly dark-colored animals in Laban’s
flock. And so he produced special flocks for himself, which he did not put with
Laban’s flocks. (41) Moreover, when the sturdier animals were mating, Jacob
would place the rods in the troughs, in full view of the animals, so that they
mated by the rods; (42) but with the feebler animals he would not place them
there. Thus the feeble ones went to Laban and the sturdy to Jacob. (43) So the
man grew exceedingly prosperous, and came to own large flocks,
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maidservants and menservants, camels and asses.
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Genesis 31

(4) Jacob had Rachel and Leah called to the field, where his flock was, (5) and
said to them, “I see that your father’s manner toward me is not as it has been
in the past. But the God of my father’s [house| has been with me. (6) As you
know, I have served your father with all my might; (7) but your father has
cheated me, changing my wages time and again. God, however, would not let
him do me harm. (8) If he said thus, ‘The speckled shall be your wages,” then
all the flocks would drop speckled young; and if he said thus, ‘The streaked
shall be your wages,’ then all the flocks would drop streaked young. (9) God
has taken away your father’s livestock and given it to me. (10) “Once, at the
mating time of the flocks, I had a dream in which I saw that the he-goats
mating with the flock were streaked, speckled, and mottled. (11) And in the
dream a messenger of God said to me, ‘Jacob!’ ‘Here,’ I answered. (12) And the
messenger said, ‘Note well that all the he-goats which are mating with the
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flock are streaked, speckled, and mottled; for I have noted all that Laban has
been doing to you. (13) I am the God of Bethel, where you anointed a pillar and
where you made a vow to Me. Now, arise and leave this land and return to
your native land.”
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Radak on Genesis 30:37

(1) npP™, Yaakov did not do this in the first year, but only from the second year
on. He did not place the sticks in front of the animals belonging to Lavan, but
only in front of those animals which were now his as a result of the young ones
born with the agreed upon skin patterns during that year. When he placed the
sticks in front of those animals which were his, he did not intend for them to
have young ones of a different skin pattern from the one they already had, but
only to ensure that all his animals would give birth to young ones bearing the
same skin patterns as did their mothers. In other words, he did not deprive
Lavan of anything, either directly or indirectly. He acted in a manner which
would not allow Lavan even to suspect him of stealing from him. This is the
way my father of blessed memory explained these verses in light of the fact
that numerous people, reading the story superficially, had expressed surprise
that our patriarch Yaakov had been as devious as a superficial reading of the
text makes it appear.
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Ralbag on Torah, Genesis 29:1:3

...And behold, I think that God had already revealed this secret to Jacob in a
prophecy—meaning, that he should perform the actions with the rods that he
performed, and that God would assist him in this act, so that the he-goats
mounting the flock would give birth as though they were akudim, nekkudim,
or berudim. For God saw Lavan’s injustice, that he wished to send Jacob away
empty-handed despite the great amount of labor Jacob had done...
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Ralbag on Torah, Genesis 29:1

And Lavan agreed to this, and he removed from the flock the ring-streaked and
spotted male goats, and the speckled and spotted female goats, and every
dark-colored one among the sheep, and he placed them in the hands of his
sons. He then set a distance of three days’ journey between himself and Jacob
so that they would not mix with one another, in order that no offspring borne
among the flock Jacob shepherded would turn out speckled or spotted. For the
colors of the offspring generally correspond to the colors of their sires and
dams, and when there are no speckled or spotted males or females among
them, it is fitting that the flock should not give birth to speckled or spotted
offspring.

Now Lavan intended to send Jacob away empty-handed, and therefore he
placed a great distance between the flock he gave to his sons and the flock that
Jacob was tending. When Jacob realized this, he endeavored to ensure that
some of the offspring would nevertheless have this coloration. He did this by
taking rods and peeling in them peelings, and the places where he peeled
became white while the bark remained black. Thus the rods were
ring-streaked and spotted in the manner Jacob desired. Jacob set these rods in
the place where the flock would come into heat, where they would mate, and
the male and female animals would look at the rods at the moment of their
heat and desire to mate. These colors would act upon their temperaments
such that the nature of their seed would be as though it came from speckled
and spotted animals, for colors act upon bodily moisture.

Do you not see that gazing upon red things stimulates and increases the blood,
while gazing upon black things stimulates and increases the black bile? This
has already been noted in the art of medicine.
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I Samuel 16

(12) So they sent and brought him. He was ruddy-cheeked, bright-eyed, and
handsome. And GOD said, “Rise and anoint him, for this is the one.” (13)
Samuel took the horn of oil and anointed him in the presence of his brothers;
and the spirit of GOD gripped David from that day on. Samuel then set out for
Ramabh. (14) Now the spirit of GOD had departed from Saul, and an evil spirit
from GOD began to terrify him. (15) Saul’s courtiers said to him, “An evil spirit
of God is terrifying you. (16) Let our lord give the order [and] the courtiers in
attendance on you will look for someone who is skilled at playing the lyre;
whenever the evil spirit of God comes over you, he will play it and you will feel
better.” (17) So Saul said to his courtiers, “Find me someone who can play well
and bring him to me.” (18) One of the attendants spoke up, “I have observed a
son of Jesse the Bethlehemite who is skilled in music; he is a stalwart fellow
and a warrior, sensible in speech, and handsome in appearance—and GOD is
with him.”
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I Samuel 17

(26) David asked the men standing near him, “What’ll be done for the one
who kills that Philistine and removes the disgrace from Israel? Who is that
uncircumcised Philistine that he dares defy the ranks of the living God?” ...

(45) David replied to the Philistine, “You come against me with sword and
spear and javelin; but I come against you in the name of GOD of Hosts, the God
of the ranks of Israel, whom you have defied. (46) This very day GOD will
deliver you into my hands. I will kill you and cut off your head; and I will give
the carcasses of the Philistine camp to the birds of the sky and the beasts of the
earth. All the earth shall know that there is a God in Israel. (47) And this whole
assembly shall know that GOD can give victory without sword or spear. For
the battle is GOD’s, and you will be delivered into our hands.” ... (54) David
took the head of the Philistine and brought it to Jerusalem; and he put his
weapons in his own tent. (55) When Saul saw David going out to assault the
Philistine, he asked his army commander Abner, “Whose son is that young
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man, Abner?” And Abner replied, “By your life, Your Majesty, I do not know.” ...
(58) Saul said to him, “Whose son are you, young man?” And David answered,
“The son of your servant Jesse the Bethlehemite.”
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