
 
 
 



      Tiferes Shlomo on Leah and Rachel, Gen: 29.31 

 
 

ְׂשנּוָאה ֵלָאה, ַוּיְִפַּתח -ַוּיְַרא יְהָוה ִּכי  לא
 ַרְחָמּה; ְוָרֵחל, ֲעָקָרה.-ֶאת

31 And the LORD saw that Leah was hated, 
and he opened her womb; but Rachel was 
barren. 

 
One might suggest an explanation for the proximity of “He opened her (Leah) 
womb” and “But Rachel was barren”,  
As well as the term for the other matriarchs for getting pregnant was “and they 
became pregnant and conceived” whereas here it is “and He opened her womb”. 
 
Let us begin with what I have commented elsewhere on the verse in Psalm 32:6 
 



 
ָחִסיד -זֹאת, יְִתַּפֵּלל ָּכל-ַעל  ו

 ְלֵעת ְמצֹא:    --ֵאֶליָך
-ַרק, ְלֵׁשֶטף ַמיִם ַרִּבים

 ֵאָליו, ֹלא יִַּגיעּו.    -

 
 
6 For this let everyone that is godly pray unto Thee in 
a time when Thou mayest be found; {N} 
surely, when the great waters overflow, they will not 
reach unto him. 

 
To instruct the person in the path of chassidus when he stands in prayer, not to focus 
on his own needs or what he lacks, rather let his entire focus be on the other, in order 
to draw down all types of mercies and benefits. 
 
As is said about Reb Chanina ben Dosa1 (Taanit 24b) in spite of his great poverty: 
 
“the whole world is sustained by Chanina My son, and My son Chanina has 
sufficient himself” 
(because he only prayed for the other). 
So, this is the meaning of the second half of the verse: Ps. 32:6 
 
“surely, when the great waters overflow, they will not reach unto him.” 
 
Because he himself does not benefit from the mercies and benefits of his own prayer. 
 
This is the definition of a Chasid…the letters  חסיד 

 
The three letters  ח ס ד  with the י inside it meaning seeking only chesed (mercy) for 
all the other היהודים for all the other “yudden”  
 
For were he to only pray for himself and not others, this is not the definition of 
chesed חסד  
As is stated in Tikkunei Zohar: 
 

“all chesed that is directed at self fails” 
 

                                                
1 Rabbi Chanina ben Dosa was a master of prayer and people including prominent personalities like Rabban Gamliel 
and Rabbi Yochanan ben Zakkai would often request that he intercede on their behalf. He would often pray for the sick 
and then announce whether that individual would live or die. When asked how he knew this, Rabbi Chanina replied 
that when the prayers flowed in his mouth he know that they were accepted and the individual would live. However, 
when they did not he know the prayers were devoured and the individual would die. (Talmud Bavli Taanit 24) 
	



 
And what he does for himself is not defined as chesed, only what he does for others. 
 
 

 
And this is what is meant by Rachel and Leah episode when the text states  
“And He opened up Leah’s womb”  תַרְחָמּה-ַוּיְִפַּתח ֶאת  
 compassion רחמנות the root meaning womb but also רחם
this term not being used by Sarah or Rifkah (where is merely states she became 
pregnant and gave birth) 

 ותהר ותלד
 

or וה פקד את שרה 
 
 



 
 
 
Now it is known to those who understand kabbala, that the holy matriarchs are also 
hints to potencies in the divine world, and all the life events regarding Jacob with 
Rachel and Leah, point to future times when Israel will be in exile, which will be a 
time for mercy and goodwill from above, and a time to arouse the חסד עליון the Higher 
Compassion for the other. 
 
And this is what it means by   ְׂשנּוָאה-ַוּיְַרא יְהָוה ִּכי  

“And He saw that Leah was hated…” 
 

Meaning this hatred bothered Leah because what bothered her more than her own 
plight was the fact that her sister was barren.  .ְוָרֵחל, ֲעָקָרה 
 
This is the meaning of “ ַרְחָמּה-ַוּיְִפַּתח ֶאת ” 
God opened her רחמנות Leah’s compassion, 
And so, she opened the gates of mercy for her sister for this was the divine will that 
prayer should mean always for the sister’s plight (not her own bareness). 
 
 
 
…and this is the meaning of the Psalm 113:9 

-מֹוִׁשיִבי, ֲעֶקֶרת ַהַּביִת  ט
 ַהָּבנִים ְׂשֵמָחה:-ֵאם    -

 יָּה.-ַהְללּו

9 Who maketh the barren woman to dwell in her house 
as a joyful mother of children. {N} 
Hallelujah. 

 
As is known in the holy books, that Rachel is called the  
 the barren woman, and Leah is known as the ֲעֶקֶרת ַהַּביִת

ַהָּבנִים ְׂשֵמָחה-ֵאם  the joyful mother of children. 
 
According to my thesis, when the barren woman is prayed for (Leah prays only for 
the barren sister) only then does she become the joyful mother of children herself…. 
 
 
	
	
	
	



From	Hershy:	
	
I	think	it	means	the	opposite:	
		
		
The	first	time	it	says	
		
	:לא) ַוּיְַרא יְדָֹוד ִּכי ְׂשנּוָאה ֵלָאה ַוּיְִפַּתח ֶאת ַרְחָמּה ְוָרֵחל ֲעָקָרה
		
It	translates	as,	God	saw	Rachel	was	barren	because	Leah	hated	praying	for	herself,	 ַוּיְִפַּתח ֶאת
	ֶאת	.pain	Rachel’s	see	to	God	for	mercy	of	gates	the	opened’	she	compassion	her	‘with	and	ַרְחָמּה
=	with.	
		
The	second	time	it	says	
		

ֶאת ָרֵחל ַוּיְִׁשַמע ֵאֶליָה ֱאֹלִהים ַוּיְִפַּתח ֶאת ַרְחָמה כב) ַוּיִזְּכֹר ֱאֹלִהים 	
		
Rachel	with	her	prayers	on	behalf	of	Leah	opens	the	gates	for	Leah	who	is	given	Simcha	as	Eim	
Habonim	
		
So,	Moshivi	means	that	Rachel	had	her	prayers	answered,	by	Leah	having	Simcha	as	Eim	
Habonim.	
 
 
 

 
An Essay on Rachel-Leah 

 
 
“Women are obligated to pray petitional prayer (tefillah/amidah) in order that every 
single one will petition for rachmanut (mercy, maternal love)”  
 

(Jerusalem Talmud Berachot 3:3)  
 
and women need rachmanut also. Rashi explains: “‘They are obligated’ – because it 
is a matter of rachmi”      (T.B.Berachot 20 b ). 
 
 
Uri (Rachel poem sung by Achinoam Nini)  
 
https://noasmusic.bandcamp.com/track/uri-2 



Lyrics 
 
If only I had a son, a little child, bright, with black curls, To hold his hand and to 
walk slowly,  
Down the paths of the garden,  
A child.  
A little one.  
I would call him Uri, my Uri,  
 
The short name is soft and pure,  
A fragment of brightness,  
I'll call out to my dark little boy,  
"Uri."  
I will yet become as bitter as the mother Rachel.  
I will still pray like Hannah at Shilo.  
I will yet long For him. 
 
 
 
Notes: 
 
The Radomsker Rebbe tropes on the literal meaning of Gen. 21:31,  

 
-ַוּיִֵּתן ָלָבן ְלָרֵחל ִּבּתֹו, ֶאת  כט

 ָלּה, ְלִׁשְפָחה.--ִּבְלָהה ִׁשְפָחתֹו

 
 
29 And Laban gave to Rachel his daughter Bilhah 
his handmaid to be her handmaid. 

-ַּגםָרֵחל, ַוּיֱֶאַהב -ַוּיָבֹא ַּגם ֶאל  ל
ָרֵחל ִמֵּלָאה; ַוּיֲַעבֹד ִעּמֹו, עֹוד -ֶאת
 ָׁשנִים ֲאֵחרֹות.-ֶׁשַבע

30 And he went in also unto Rachel, and he loved 
Rachel more than Leah, and served with him yet 
seven other years. 

ְׂשנּוָאה ֵלָאה, -ַוּיְַרא יְהָוה ִּכי  לא
 ; ְוָרֵחל, ֲעָקָרה.ַרְחָמּה-ַוּיְִפַּתח ֶאת

31 And the LORD saw that Leah was hated, and he 
opened her womb; but Rachel was barren. 

ַוַּתַהר ֵלָאה ַוֵּתֶלד ֵּבן, ַוִּתְקָרא   לב
ָרָאה -ִּכי ָאְמָרה, ִּכי  ְׁשמֹו ְראּוֵבן:
ִּכי ַעָּתה, יֱֶאָהַבנִי --יְהָוה ְּבָענְיִי

 ִאיִׁשי.

32 And Leah conceived, and bore a son, and she 
called his name Reuben; for she said: 'Because the 
LORD hath looked upon my affliction; for now, 
my husband will love me.' 

 
 



 
Jacob loved Rachel more than Leah, in fact the lord saw that Leah was hated, so he 
opened her womb and let Rachel stay barren. 
 
The pregnancy was a reparation of sorts whereby the hated wife was compensated 
with children and the beloved wife stayed barren. 
 
The Tiferes Shlomo, however cannot see the relationship between the Holy 
Matriarchs in such a degraded way, competing for the love of Jacob.  
 
The opening of the womb is also the opening of mercy kindness and chesed, 
rahmonus… 
 
Leah prays for her sister despite he being the beloved wife. She opens her heart to 
her sister’s plight over her own bareness. This then allows for her own pregnancy. 
 
As a reader, I am impressed by how radical a hermeneutic a move he makes, going 
against the literal pshat reading of the verse. God has it (through the text) planned 
the shivtei kah the 12 tribes that would emerge from Jacob’s loins in a particular 
pattern, through his two wives, the bulk coming from Leah, the hated spurned wife. 
 
Moshe Reiss describes this well2 
 
 
Leah's life is seen through Genesis as one of unhappiness and being 
subordinated to her sister, her father and her husband. Her married life (all 
we know about her) is filled with family conflict. Perhaps the most 
poignant event is when she sells her sister Rachel mandrakes as a trade to 
achieve her conjugal rights to her husband (30:14-16).  
 
However of the twelve tribes of Israel six are Leah's sons, direct 
descendants and two her surrogates through Zilpah; the two most 
important being Levi who is the ancestor of Moses and Aaron and the 
Cohanim and Judah the ancestor of the Davidic monarchy. And Leah is 
buried in the Cave of Machpelah alongside of Sarah and Rebekah and next 
to Jacob, his father Isaac and grandfather Abraham. 
 
There are several midrashim and commentaries that attempt to dispel the 

                                                
2	http://www.moshereiss.org/articles/43_rachel_leah.htm	



negative image of Leah in Genesis. 
 
The text tells us that Jacob 'loved Rachel more than Leah' (gam et Rachel 
mi-Leah' (29:30). Rabbi Levi Yitzhak of Berdychev (a great Hasidic Rabbi 
1740 – 1809) translates the 'gam' to mean: Jacob loved Rachel more 
because she brought with her Leah, the saintly one. 3 
 
In a midrash, an author creates a saintliness by the following tale. We are 
told that when Rachel finally conceived, her fetus was female. In the 
previous verse, we are told ' And afterwards she [Leah} bore a daughter, 
and called her name Dinah' (30:21). The word 'afterwards' in this midrash is 
interpreted that Leah prayed so that her sister's fetus would become the 
son she was carrying and she, Leah gave birth to the daughter. Rachel 
gave birth to a son Joseph originally from Leah (Midrash Rabbah Gen. 
72:6). That sons are more important than daughters is obvious in Genesis.  
 
The Book of Jubilees is a retelling of the Books of Genesis and Exodus. It 
was written in the 2nd century BCE in Hebrew 27and is seen as a 
Midrashic commentary on Genesis and parts of Exodus.  It is likely the 
earliest remaining midrashic text on the story of Leah and Rachel. 
 
Jubilees treats Leah differently by both eliminating tales told in Genesis 
(the meeting at the well) and by adding tales; the major addition is the story 
in Jubilees relating to Leah's death; not noted at all in Genesis. 
 
'His wife Leah died . . .  he buried her in the two-fold cave near his mother 
Rebecca, on the left of his grandmother Sarah's grave. All her sons and his 
sons came to mourn with him for his wife Leah and to comfort him 
regarding her because he was lamenting her. For he loved her very much 
from the time when her sister Rachel died because she was perfect and 
right in all her behavior and honored Jacob. In all the time that she lived 
with him he did not hear a harsh word from her mouth because she was 
gentle, peaceful, truthful and honorable. As he recalled all the things that 
she had done in her lifetime, he greatly lamented her because he loved her 
with all his heart and with all his soul' (Jub. 36:21-24). 
 
This is sharp contrast to the only statement of Leah's death and burial in 
Genesis when Jacob charged his children about his burial stating 'there 

                                                
3	Kedushas	Levi	p56	



Abraham and his wife Sarah were buried; there Isaac and his wife Rebekah 
were buried; and there I buried Leah' (Gen. 49:31); Jacob does not even 
use the appellation that Leah is his wife. As noted in the Book of Ruth 'The 
LORD make you . . . like Rachel and Leah'; she is noted second despite 
being firs married and the elder; clearly the second wife.4 
 
The statement in Jubilees that after Rachel's death Jacob loved Leah has 
an air of reconciliation that is not even noted in Jubilees let alone in 
Genesis. (This despite a remarkable reconciliation between Esau and 
Jacob.) As is the statement that his sons also came to mourn her, the 
virtues attributed to her and that Jacob love her with all his heart and soul is 
reminiscent of the statement in Deuteronomy exhorting loving the Lord 
(Deut. 6:5).  
 
Jubilees notes Leah's death as 24 years after Rachel's death, meaning 
she  helped Jacob mourn the death of his own parents (Isaac and 
Rebekah) and sustained him during the period of his supposed loss of 
Joseph.  
 
Some Jewish mystics relate Jacob's life prior to Rachel's death as his 
earthly role, (e.g. overtaking Esau and Laban, amassing wealth and 
building his family). In The second stage of his life remaining only with Leah 
as a wife he develops as Israel, his God given name.  Gershom Scholem 
describes the Shekhinah as having two faces, one is Rachel as the exiled 
one and the other is Leah as reunited with Jacob. In this way Leah helps 
Jacob develop himself into Israel, the Patriarch of Israel. 5 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
4 In the Pesikta de Rab Kahana the author explains the term 'krh' usually translated as barren comes from the 
Hebrew root 'ykrh' signifying first, pg. 332. 
	
5 Scholem Gershom, 'On the Kabbalah and its Symbolism' (N.Y., Schocken, 1972) pg. 149. 
	



The gendered characteristics of the matriarchs pleases for children are outlined by 
Noam Zion as follows: 
 
Rachel asks Yaakov “Did your father not pray for your mother when she was 
barren?” Yaakov responds to Rachel, “You say that I should do like my father. I am 
not like my father. My father had no children when he prayed, but I do have children 
(from Leah). It is from you that God has withheld, Not from me”      Rashi. 
 
God responded to Jacob: "Is this the way to answer a woman who is oppressed by 
her barrenness? By your life. Your children are destined to stand before her son 
Joseph!"         (Bereishit Rabba71:7)  
 
When Rachel depends on Jacob to pray for her, then her kavanah (intention in 
prayer) will be less intent, but once she is aware that she can expect no succor from 
a human, even if she was hurt by Jacob's sharp response, she can then pray with great 
intention and press God to fulfil her prayer. And indeed, it is this prayer, from the 
depths of her heart, that is heard and granted. - Rabbi Ophir Cohen, Bar-Ilan 
University. Rachel began to envy her sister after Leah had borne Yaakov four sons 
because she attributed this good fortune to her sister’s piety. After she implored 
Jacob to pray for the termination of her barrenness, he hinted that Sarah was only 
blessed with Isaac because “she had brought her rival (Hagar) into her home.” 
Rachel then gave her maidservant, Bilhah, to Jacob. (Genesis Rabba, 71:6-7)  
 
“God remembered Rachel, God hearkened to her and opened her womb. She 
conceived and bore a son”                                             (Genesis 30:22-23) 
 
Rashi says that God “remembered the signs that Rachel had given Leah on her 
wedding night. He remembered the compassion Rachel had felt for Leah.6 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
6	http://www.haggadahsrus.com/PDF/RachelLeah.pdf	
	
	



As Elaine Scarry emphasizes in her book The Body of Pain7, God enters the history 
of the chosen people as a supernatural, miraculous force that makes those clinically 
declared barren give birth. Birth is dependent wholly on fulfilling the divine will, 
the covenant, without which children are not granted or their survival is threatened. 
Survival and blessing, which seem to belong by nature to the good world God 
created, have become conditional grants. In this context, prayer to God has a special 
significance for the woman who is the barren co-wife whose child, if granted, will 
be the chosen heir of God’s plan and the family’s dreams. 8 
 
However, these rabbinic prayers put in the mouths of Rachel and Leah have a unique 
gendered aspect not only in their childbirth-based content and rhetoric but in their 
ethos of compromise and forgiveness.  
 
The feminist scholar of moral development, Carol Friedman Gilligan, identifies this 
ethos with the cultural ideal of the “good woman” in western society. Each prayer 
sums up an inner struggle with female jealousy of the other woman, which is 
transformed into a prayer for the other. The negative stereotype of the lack of female 
solidarity engendered by the triangular competition for power, love and progeny in 
a patriarchal world of scarcity is transcended when the women learn the art of 
relinquishing their need for one upmanship. This message of hard-earned 
solidarity is then directed to a God who seems, in the eyes of these women, to 
need a lesson in forgiveness, in foregoing one’s ego needs and showing the 
selfless maternal love implicit in the term rahmanut.  
 
These sisters overcome the jealousy created by their juxtaposition as competing co 
–wives which their father Lavan and their husband Yaakov produced as a result of 
the patriarchal system of law and love in place in genesis. Then these women are 
well positioned not only to pray to God for one another’s needs but to pray that God 
abandon the way of jealousy so typical of God. God introduced himself to Israel at 
Sinai as the el kana, the jealous God (Ex. 20. 5; Ex 34.14) whose identifying attribute 
echoes the jealous husband of the sotah (Numbers 5.14-15,30). They bring suit 
against God not only to protect Israel from God’s wrath but to offer to God an 
alternative way of being God.  
 
 

                                                
7	Elaine	Scarry,	The	Body	in	Pain:	The	Making	and	Unmaking	of	the	World,	Oxford	Univ	Press	1988	
	
8	Carol	GILLIGAN	,	In	a	Different	Voice,	Harvard	University	Press,	30	Jun	2009		
	



Yaakov’s response to Leah, the unwitting instrument of fatherly and divine 
manipulation of Yaakov, is itself defined not in absolute but in relative terms. “He 
loved Rachel also, more than Leah” (Gen. 29.30). Neither vindictive behavior nor 
blame for Yaakov’s humiliation via Leah is mentioned. In fact, there is a 
reasonable grammatical reading that Yaakov also loved Leah, even though 
somewhat less than the woman with whom he had fallen in love, whom he had 
chosen freely in his negotiations with Lavan and for whom he had worked for 
seven years so expectantly of his reward.  
 
As Aviva Zornberg writes (The Beginning of Desire, p.209, 214 ): “ On the 
surface, the deception is not tragic: after the elapse of seven days, he marries 
Rachel; the work and the desire come to their fulfillment. But in reality, a 
wholeness has been fractured. …The heart of Jacob’s tragic experience is that 
everything in his life is shaped by the threat of a breakdown of desired form. The 
integrated harmony of his vision is diffracted into pieces with jagged edges. 
Reality reveals itself to him in the sharp, successive, provisional images of ve-
hine..ve-hine (“behold…behold…)…”  
 
Leah is that stone that fractures his perfect dream of romantic fulfillment with 
Rachel and therefore she cannot be loved as is Rachel. It is not the women who are 
so different, but their symbolic role in the dreams and disappointments of the ever-
dreaming Jacob. Rachel will always represent the unattainable in the European, 
romantic sense, while Leah will always represent the “unromantic” fertility. In 
other words, according to Aviva Zornberg, Leah’s pursuit of her husband’s heart 
via fertility can never be fulfilled since she merely returns him to his work-a-day 
world of fructifying sheep women as part of his destiny to spread out and fill the 
earth. 
 
Leah’s Battle for Love: Names that are Prayers (Noam Zion) 
 
Yet God’s perspective is radically different: “Now when God saw that Leah was 
hated, he opened her womb, while Rachel was barren” (Gen. 29.31). Perhaps Leah 
felt hated which is also a synonym for rejected as in the feelings leading up to divorce 
and expulsion from the husband’s home (Deuteronomy 24. 3). In a world of scarce 
resources, in a zero-sum game, whatever Yaakov’s actual behavior the competitive 
situation by definition makes for winners and losers, beloved and hated, not merely 
older and younger or bigger and smaller. God’s response rather than teaching 
Yaakov the bounty of two co-wives and the need to appreciate each for her own 
special qualities, reinforces the jealous competition between the women – now 
regarding childbirth.  



 
Finally, we come back to sum up the feminist aspects of this exploration of the 
woman’s prayer in the story of Rachel and Leah. These women suffer jealousies that 
are structurally reinforced by the patriarchy with its two co-wives competing to 
produce male offspring for the male line.  
 
However, their jealousy is not in principle different than that of the brothers which 
is structured around the same zero-sum game of the firstborn right which may be 
inherited only by one male child. These women however do have a resource for 
dealing with jealousy that is more natural to them than to their male counterparts – 
rachamanut as a maternal instinct and a concern to prevent sisterly shame at the 
expense of their own egos. This quality is not typical of men but it is strikingly 
typical of God whose jealousy and rachamanut are oddly but firmly yoked to one 
another both in God’s and in these women’s emotional lives. Armed with that 
rachmanut and utilizing the tradition of arguing with God which is shared by man 
and woman in the Bible, these women set out to teach God to overcome the worst 
aspects of his jealous ego-driven behavior. In contemporary terms of Carol Gilligan 
these women represent the female values of solidarity, networking and compromise 
as opposed to male values of competition, individuation and moral autonomy. 
Women promote a concrete morality of responsibility that includes all, not an 
abstract morality of rights that requires the rejection of one side as against the other.9 
 
 
I am so impressed as to how prescient the Radomsker was in his insight and mis-
reading of the biblical text in favor of the love between the sisters. 
 
His Chassidic lens allows him to midrashically read the text against the grain as do 
the feminists of today. 
 
 
 

                                                
9	Carol	Gilligan,	In	A	Different	Voice	p.6-20:	


