Rachel Refuses to be Comforted:

A Midrashic Lesson in Leadership

Rabbi Dr. Gil S. Perl

Eikhah Rabbah, Petichta 24

The Holy One blessed be He said to the ministering angels:
‘Come and let us go, you and |, and let us see what the enemies
did in My Temple.” Immediately, the Holy One blessed be He and
the ministering angels went, with Jeremiah before Him. When the
Holy One blessed be He saw the Temple, He said: Certainly, this
is My Temple and this is My resting place that enemies entered
and did in it as they pleased. At that moment, the Holy One
blessed be He was weeping and saying: Woe is Me for My
Temple. My children, where are you? My priests, where are you?
My beloved, where are you? What could | do for you? | warned
you but you did not repent. The Holy One blessed be He said to
Jeremiah: ‘Today | am like a person who had an only son, made
a wedding canopy for him, and he died within his wedding
canopy; do you not feel pain for Me or for My son? Go and call
Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and Moses from their graves, as they
know how to weep.’ [Jeremiah] said before Him: ‘Master of the
universe, | do not know where Moses is buried.” The Holy One
blessed be He said to him: ‘Go, stand on the bank of the Jordan,
raise your voice, and call: Son of Amram, son of Amram, arise
and see your flock who have been consumed by enemies.’
Immediately, Jeremiah went to the Cave of Makhpela and said to
the patriarchs of the world: ‘Arise, as the time has arrived that
you are summoned before the Holy One blessed be He.” They
said to him: ‘Why?’ He said to them: ‘Il do not know,” because he
feared that they would say: In your days this befell our children?
Jeremiah left them and stood on the bank of the Jordan, and
called out: ‘Son of Amram, son of Amram, arise, the time has
arrived that you are summoned before the Holy One blessed be
He.’ He said to him: ‘What is different about today that | am
summoned before the Holy One blessed be He?’ Jeremiah said
to him: ‘I do not know.” Moses left him and went to the ministering
angels, as he was familiar with them from the time of the giving
of the Torah. He said to them: ‘Ministers On High, do you know
why | am summoned before the Holy One blessed be He?’ They
said to him: ‘Son of Amram, do you not know that the Temple
has been destroyed and Israel has been exiled?’ He was
screaming and weeping until he reached the patriarchs of the
world. Immediately, they rent their garments, placed their hands
on their heads, and were screaming and weeping until the gates
of the Temple. When the Holy One blessed be He saw them,
immediately, “the Lord, God of hosts, called on that day for
weeping and for baldness and for donning sackcloth” (Isaiah
22:12). Had it not been for the verse that is written, it would have
been impossible to say it. They were weeping and walking from
this gate to that gate like a person whose deceased relative is
lying before him. The Holy One blessed be He was lamenting
and saying: Woe to a king who was successful in his youth and
in his old age was not successful.

Immediately, Abraham began [speaking] before the Holy One
blessed be He and said: ‘Master of the universe, at one hundred
years You gave me a son. When he achieved cognition and was
a thirty-seven-year-old young man, You said to me: Sacrifice him
as a burnt-offering before Me. | became like a cruel person to
him and had no mercy on him. Rather, I, myself, bound him. Will
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You not remember this on my behalf and have mercy on my
descendants?’

Isaac began and said: ‘Master of the universe, when my father
said to me: “God, Himself, will see to the lamb for a burnt
offering, my son” (Genesis 22:8), | did not delay fulfillment of
Your words, and | was bound willingly upon the altar and
extended my neck under the knife. Will You not remember this
on my behalf and have mercy on my descendants?’

Jacob began and said: ‘Master of the universe, did | not remain
in Laban’s house for twenty years? When | departed from his
house, the wicked Esau encountered me and sought to kill my
children, and | endangered my life on their behalf. Now they are
delivered into the hand of their enemies like sheep to slaughter
after | raised them like chicks and suffered the travails of child
raising on their behalf, as most of my days | experienced great
suffering for their sake. Will You not now remember this on my
behalf to have mercy on my descendants?’

Moses began and said: ‘Master of the universe, was | not a loyal
shepherd over Israel for forty years? | ran before them like a
horse in the wilderness, yet when the time came for them to
enter the land, You decreed against me that my bones would fall
in the wilderness. Now that they have been exiled you sent to me
to lament them and weep over them.’ This is the parable that
people say: From the goodness of my master it is not good for
me, and from his evil it is bad for me...He also said before Him:
‘Master of the universe, You wrote in Your Torah: “An ox or a
sheep, it and its offspring you shall not slaughter on one day”
(Leviticus 22:28). But have they not killed many, many children
and their mothers, and yet You are silent!

At that moment, Rachel our matriarch interjected before the Holy
One blessed be He and said: ‘Master of the universe, it is
revealed before You that Your servant Jacob loved me
abundantly and worked for my father seven years for me. When
those seven years were completed and the time for my marriage
to my husband arrived, my father plotted to exchange me with
my sister for my husband. The matter was extremely difficult for
me when | became aware of that plot, and | informed my
husband and gave him a signal to distinguish between my sister
and me so that my father would be unable to exchange me.
Afterward, | regretted what | had done and suppressed my
desire. | had mercy on my sister, so that she would not be led to
humiliation. In the evening they exchanged me with my sister for
my husband, and | transmitted to my sister all the signals that |
had given to my husband, so that he would think that she is
Rachel. Moreover, | entered beneath the bed on which he was
lying with my sister. He would speak with her and she would be
silent, and | would respond to each and every matter that he
said, so that he would not identify my sister’s voice. | performed
an act of kindness for her, | was not jealous of her, and | did not
lead her to humiliation. If |, who is flesh and blood, was not
jealous of my rival, and | did not lead her to humiliation and
shame, You who are a living and eternal merciful King, why were
You jealous of idol worship that has no substance, and You
exiled my descendants, and they were killed by sword, and the
enemies did to them as they pleased?’ Immediately, the mercy of
the Holy One blessed be He was aroused and He said: ‘For you,
Rachel, | will restore Israel to its place.” That is what is written:
“So said the Lord: A voice is heard in Rama, wailing, bitter
weeping. Rachel is weeping for her children; she refuses to be
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consoled for her children, as they are not” (Jeremiah 31:14). And
it is written: “So said the Lord: Restrain your voice from weeping,
and your eyes from tears, as there is reward for your actions....
And there is hope for your future, the utterance of the Lord, and
your children will return to their borders” (Jeremiah 31:15-16).

Jeremiah 31:15-17

(15) Thus said GOD:

A cry is heard in Ramah

Wailing, bitter weeping—

Rachel weeping for her children.
She refuses to be comforted

For her children, who are gone.
(16) Thus said GOD:

Restrain your voice from weeping,
Your eyes from shedding tears;
For there is a reward for your labor
—declares GOD:

They shall return from the enemy’s land. (17) And there is
hope for your future

—declares GOD:
Your children shall return to their country.
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Rashi on Jeremiah 31:15:2

Rachel weeping for her children The Midrash Aggadah states
(see Lam. Rabbah Proem 24) that the Patriarchs and the
Matriarchs went to appease the Holy One blessed be He
concerning the sin of Manasseh who placed an image in the
Temple but He was not appeased. Rachel entered and stated
before Him “O Lord of the Universe, whose mercy is greater,
Your mercy or the mercy of a flesh and blood person? You must
admit that Your mercy is greater. Now did | not bring my rival
into my house? For all the work that Jacob worked for my father
he worked only for me. When | came to enter the nuptial
canopy, they brought my sister, and it was not enough that |
kept my silence, but | gave her my password. You, too, if Your
children have brought Your rival into Your house, keep Your
silence for them.” He said to her, “You have defended them
well. There is reward for your deed and for your righteousness,
that you gave over your password to your sister.”
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1 Chanokh Zundel ben Yosef, d. 1867. He was a 19th-century talmudist from Bialystok. He wrote commentaries on Ein
Ya’akov and Midrash Rabbah, among other works. His writing consists of summaries of earlier commentaries, alongside
which he also incorporated his own novel interpretations.
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Genesis 30:1-2

(1) When Rachel saw that she had borne Jacob no
children, she became envious of her sister; and Rachel
said to Jacob, “Give me children, or | shall die.” (2) Jacob
was incensed at Rachel, and said, “Can | take the place
of God, who has denied you fruit of the womb?”

Genesis 31:19-21

(19) Meanwhile Laban had gone to shear his sheep, and
Rachel stole her father’s household idols. (20) Jacob kept
Laban the Aramean in the dark, not telling him that he
was fleeing, (21) and fled with all that he had. Soon he
was across the Euphrates and heading toward the hill
country of Gilead.

Genesis 31:33-35

(33) So Laban went into Jacob’s tent and Leah’s tent and
the tents of the two maidservants; but he did not find
them. Leaving Leah'’s tent, he entered Rachel’s tent. (34)
Rachel, meanwhile, had taken the idols and placed them
in the camel cushion and sat on them; and Laban
rummaged through the tent without finding them. (35) For
she said to her father, “Let not my lord take it amiss that |
cannot rise before you, for | am in a womanly way.” Thus
he searched, but could not find the household idols.
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2 Shmuel Yaffe Ashkenazi, 1560 — 1580. Mostly known for his commentary on Midrash Rabbah, he was the leader of the
Ashkenazi community of Constantinople. He also wrote on Aggadah, Torah, homelitics and issued responsa.




