Rivalry in Genesis
A New Reading

Diane M, Sharon

Introduction

As a student of Bible, I have wondered why stories of rivalries fill the chapters
of Genesis: rivalry between brothers, of course, but also rivalry between wives,
sisters, cousins, and spouses. I have wrestled with what such a terse text as the
Bible could be conveying by seeming to repeat these family conflicts in every
possible variation. Many modern scholars have written about aspects of the
rivalry in Genesis, dealing with the ideas of chosenness and ultimo-geniture,
selection of the younger over the elder son.! But I have not been satisfied with
their readings. Nowhere have I seen my concerns addressed: Why are there so
many, and why they are reiterated in so many different family configurations?

Here I present a reading of the rivalries in Genesis that addresses these
concerns. Earlier scholarly and homiletical studies have focused on the simi-
larities of the rivalry stories to each other and have ignored their subtle differ-
ences. However, it is in these differences from generation to generation that
the key to the significance of Genesis may be found.

Examined in sequence, from the introduction of the theme of rivalry in
the story of Cain and Abel to the resolution of rivalry between Joseph and his
brothers at the end of Genesis, these stories reveal a pattern of progressive
improvement in the way families in Genesis deal with the rivalry engendered
by favoritism. Although the incremental improvements are small, over the
long term these changes make for progress in the biblical narrative that even-
tually makes possible the nationhood of Israel. I believe that these changes
can also be understood on a personal level as a process of individual growth
and evolution that can be interpreted theologically as an expression of what
God wants from us.
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Setting the Stage: Cain and Abel

I begin by reviewing the stories of rivalry and favoritism in Genesis, looking
at them in the order in which they occur in the text. The first case of rivalry
in Genesis occurs in Genesis 4 between Cain and Abel, which turns not on
why God chooses Abel’s offering over Cain’s, nor even on the issue of the
first fratricide. This first story of rivalry focuses firmly on Cain’s reaction to
God’s favoritism, establishing the theme that only we can control our human
response to chosenness.

In Genesis 4, Eve gives birth first to Cain and then to Abel, who grow up
to be farmer and shepherd respectively. It is Cain’s idea to bring a sacrifice to
God from his crops, and Abel follows suit from his herd (Genesis 4:3—4).
God prefers Abel’s offering, although the Hebrew text does not tell us why.
As they do in the case of Abraham’s chosenness, the Rabbis preserve a
midrash explaining the superiority of Abel’s offering over Cain’s, even
though no distinction is made between them in the biblical text.2 The desire
of the Rabbis to see the principle of “reward and punishment” at work here
leads them to interpret the received text to suggest that Cain’s offering is in
some way inferior to Abel’s. Traditional exegesis focuses on the description
of Abel’s offering as “choice” and “fat,” J722nm ARX M2, and on the
absence of any descriptive adjectives for Cain’s offering:
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At the end of the season, Cain brought from the fruit of the ground

an offering to God.
And Abel, he also brought of the choice of his flock and of their fat
portions; God had regard for Abel and his offering;

However, the plain meaning of the biblical text yields another interpretation.
In Hebrew Bible syntax, each verse contains one major idea. Here, 4:3 may
suggest Cain’s expression of gratitude at the bounty evident at the end of a
growing season, the very first harvest in the history of the created universe.
Cain had never known the lush Eden environment, and, to him, the abun-
dance of the harvest must have truly seemed a gift from God. Ramban sees in
this gratitude the origin of the sacrificial impulse and the root of the Israclite
cultus.3 The following verse notes Abel’s similar impulse, but focuses on the
nature of the gift brought to God.* In fact, the Hebrew text equates the two
offerings. An analysis of the language of the text demonstrates that the sub-
stance of 4:3—4 applies equally to both Cain and Abel.

In Genesis 4, the text reads that Abel brought X171 01, literally, “he also,”
from the first of his sheep. Strictly speaking, the world for “also,” 03, would
be enough on its own to express the idea. But the word 01, “also,” occurs
here in conjunction with the pleonastic pronoun X1, “he,” a pronoun that
appears to be wholly superfluous. It has been shown, however, that this par-
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ticular pleonastic construction in biblical Hebrew adds emphasis to the word
o3, highlighting both its meaning and its importance.5 This emphatic phrase,
situated like a fulcrum between Cain’s impulse to bring an offering and the
description of the offering Abel brings #00, sets up an equivalence in the text
between the two verses: both Cain and Abel experience the impulse to bring
an offering to God, described in 4:3; both Cain and Abel bring from the
choicest and fattest of their abundance, described in 4:4. Read this way, the
text gives no reason for God to choose Abel’s offering over Cain’s. Although
this point is troubling to the medieval rabbinic commentators who wish to
believe that God does not act with apparent randomness, this apparent ran-
domness is essential to the exegetical point that I believe the text is making:
that human beings have no control over whether they are favored by God or
by other people; human beings can only control their own responses to the
conditions in which they find themselves, whether fair or not, explicable or
not, random or not.

This is the earliest case in the Bible where God, for no apparent reason,
chooses one over the other. Cain is upset, outraged—the text tells us his face
falls. Then God speaks to Cain. This divine statement articulates the theme
underlying each of the rivalry stories in Genesis: that human beings must take
responsibility for their own reactions to the inevitable, inexplicable, fact of
apparent divine favoritism. In Genesis 4:7 God tells Cain that it is in Cain’s own
hands how he reacts to the circumstances pressed upon him by God’s action:
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If you do well, won’t you be lifted up? And if you don’t do well, at
that opening sin is a crouching demon; although towards you is its
desire, yet you shall dominate it.”6

Cain is punished by God, but not with the capital consequences that
might be expected to follow an act of murder. Why does God not take Cain’s
life? The text yields an answer: God has not yet prohibited murder, nor speci-
fied its punishment.” The only caution God gives to Cain before he acts in
his rage is to urge Cain not to give an opening to the sin crouching in wait,
but instead to master his impulses. Cain fails to do so, and merits punishment
for this disobedience. God punishes Cain for his lack of control, and dooms
Cain to wander rootless over the face of the earth.

Cain is exiled from the land he knows, a heavy burden for the farmer he
has been all his life. Yet, the text tells us (Genesis 4:17) that Cain’s life work
is to build a city and name it after his son. There is great poignancy to this
detail—Cain, originally a tiller of the soil and then condemned to wander
without roots, dedicates himself to constructing the ultimate expression of
rootedness, a city. What’s more, Cain, who may not dwell in any fixed place,
names the city for his son Enoch, perhaps embodying in that gesture the
hope that his descendants would find their established place and dwell there
as Cain himself could not. In some ways the Judeans, and later Jews, are in
the same situation. They build an edifice, not from mortar and brick but
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from stories and traditions and sacred texts, and they pass this sacred heritage
on to their children. Rootless, they create roots.

Thinking about Cain as a paradigm for the exiled Judeans raises the radical
question of who is chosen in this story, Cain or Abel? Most people would say
that Abel is chosen, or at least Abel’s offering. But for Abel, having his offer-
ing favored is not sufficient in the long run. For Abel, there is no long run—
he does not live to see another season. Thus, it may not always be so easy to
identify who is chosen, or even why. The idea of chosenness may be more
nuanced and subtle than it initially appears. Other criteria demand considera-
tion. To whom does God speak, not once but twice, Cain or Abel? Whom
does God caution ahead of time, Cain or Abel} Whom does God protect after
punishing, Cain or Abel? Who survives to see the fruit of his hands and the
fruit of his loins, Cain or Abel? According to these criteria of chosenness—
divine attention and protection, fruitful survival—Abel does not score at all 8

It seems to me that this story tells of Cain’s chosenness as well as of
Abel’s. The story suggests strongly that being chosen is not safe, secure,
comfortable, or even obvious. Sometimes the apparent loser may be the cho-
sen one. Being chosen does not mean more privilege, but, rather, more
responsibility. As has been noted often, the prophet Amos makes this explicit:
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You alone have I singled out of all the families of the earth; that is why
I will call you to account for all your iniquities (Amos 3:2).9

These two ideas are important throughout the stories of Genesis: first, that
it is not always obvious who is chosen; and, second, that chosenness is not an
easy lot to bear. As a result, biblical characters who feel that another is more
favored, whether by God or by another human being, most often react with
jealousy, rage and destructiveness. It is rare that a biblical character understands
that he or she may also be favored in some way that is less apparent, or reflects
that the coveted chosenness may prove to be a difficult burden to carry.

A related element of chosenness in Genesis is that the chosen one may be a
vehicle for passing the blessings of God’s favor to others who may not per-
ceive themselves as chosen. Certainly this is the case with Abraham, progeni-
tor of Isaac and the Children of Israel. In Genesis 12:2-3, God tells Abraham:
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I will make of you a great nation and I will bless you;

I will make your name great, and you shall be a blessing.

I will bless those who bless you and curse him that curses you;
all the families of the earth shall be blessed through you.

By the end of Genesis, this idea of the favored one as a vehicle for God’s
blessing is restated in a context that changes Israclite sacred history.
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From Murder to Coexistence: Three Mid-Book Rivalries

The rivalry episodes in Genesis succeed one another closely and involve a
variety of family relationships, including co-wives, spouses and siblings. The
favoritism that marks the chosen one may be of either divine or human ori-
gin, and rivalry and chosenness seem to go together, because very often the
person who does not feel chosen feels competitive with, even antagonistic to,
the person perceived as favored. The outcomes of family rivalry in Genesis
evolve over the course of narrative time, moving from murder to negotiation
in discrete stages.

Sarah and Hagar

In the heart of Abraham’s household there is rivalry between Sarah and
Hagar. Sarah is barren, and offers Abraham her maid, Hagar, as a concubine.
Sarah’s initial intention is to adopt Hagar’s child as her own (Genesis
16:1-2). Hagar conceives, surely a sign of divine favor.1® Very soon, how-
ever, Hagar’s arrogance at being pregnant while her mistress is barren proves
unbearable to Sarah; Hagar flees to the wilderness to escape Sarah’s cruel
treatment, where she is blessed by an angel of God and told to return to
Abraham’s household. Hagar names the place Be’er-lahai-roi, possibly “Well
of the Living One Who Sees Me” (Genesis 16:4-15). Immediately afterward,
Ishmael is born (Genesis 16:16-17).

Hagar flees a second time to the wilderness some years later, when she is
banished at Sarah’s insistence after an enigmatic episode at Isaac’s weaning
feast in Genesis 21. Sarah sees Ishmael pnzn, “playing” or “sporting” (21:9),
and insists that Hagar and her son be cast out so as not to share in Isaac’s
inheritance.

This time, Abraham sends Hagar away with few provisions—some bread
and a skin of water. I find this a troubling detail—surely the patriarch could
have provided his son and his concubine with adequate supplies for a wilder-
ness trek! Eventually, however, Hagar and Ishmael are rescued from a parched
demise by an angel of God and Ishmael grows up and establishes a great
nation, dwelling with his clan in the wilderness of Paran (Genesis 21:9-21).

In Sarah’s perception, Hagar and Ishmael are divinely favored—she, by
her easy pregnancy resulting in her robust son, and he, as Abraham’s first
born and apparent heir. Sarah responds to this perception by insisting on an
enforced separation, a kind of exile from Abraham’s household for Hagar
and Ishmael. As a human response to divine favor, enforced separation has its
drawbacks, particularly as a model for a nation, as I propose, or even as a
family model. However, it certainly represents an incremental improvement
over murder, which had been Cain’s response.

Isaac and Ishmael?

Traditionally, the myth of rivalry between Isaac and Ishmael has been one of
the metaphors for the strained relations between Arabs and Jews. However,
I believe that the text hints at a different relationship between these boys.
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The place name Be’er-lahai-roi is unusual and is initially associated in Gen-
esis 16 with Hagar, when she is pregnant with Ishmael. The name only
occurs twice more in the Bible, both times associated with Sarah’s son Isaac:
once at Genesis 24:62, and again in Genesis 25:11. In Genesis 24:62, the
text notes that Isaac comes up from where he had settled near Be’er-lahai-roi
in the region of the Negeb in order to meet Rebecca, his bride to be, upon
her arrival with Abraham’s servant from the house of Laban. In the following
chapter, the Bible tells of Abraham’s death and burial by his two sons, Isaac
and Ishmael together. Immediately after this account the text notes a second
time that Isaac settled near Be’er-lahai-roi.

It is only after his binding in Genesis 22 that Isaac is said to dwell there.
Perhaps after that episode Isaac no longer wishes to dwell in his father’s
tents. Perhaps Isaac seeks companionship from his older brother who also
knows what it is to have his life threatened by his father’s actions, and he
therefore chooses to dwell with Ishmael in his territory near Be’er-lahai-roi.
The relationship between the boys is never hostile or difficult, according to
the Hebrew text; the two do come together to bury their father in Genesis
25:8-10. Since this place name is initially associated with Hagar in Genesis
16, and since it is such an unusual name and only mentioned in the context
of Ishmael and Isaac, its occurrence might suggest that the relationship
between Ishmael and Isaac was more amiable than was the relationship
between their mothers.

Another clue to Isaac’s fondness for his brother might be found in Isaac’s
preference for his elder son Esau over the younger Jacob (Genesis 25:27-28).
The text tells us that Isaac’s bias is due to the fact that “[the taste for] game
was in his mouth,” 52 T°%-"2 WY-NX pnx> 27X, Esau the hunter, the out-
doorsman, is surely more like Isaac’s brother Ishmael than is Jacob.

So far, we have noted incremental changes in the responses of rivals to the
chosenness of their counterparts. The rivalry between Cain and Abel ends in
outright murder. This is the one and only time that sibling rivalry is carried
to such an extreme. The rivalry between Sarah and Hagar results in the ban-
ishment of Hagar and Ishmael and their certain death in the wilderness
except for divine intervention (Genesis 21:9-19). Isaac and Ishmael, vicims
of the rivalry between their mothers, spend their childhood and youth in
geographic isolation from one another (Genesis 21:20-21), coming together
only later, as adults. This isolation preserves both families alive. The human
response to chosenness has evolved beyond murder, but is still a long way
from an ideal of brothers dwelling in harmony.

Jacob and Esau

Another incremental improvement occurs in the relationship between Jacob
and Esau. This story begins when Rebecca secks an oracle to find out why she
is experiencing so much difficulty during her pregnancy. The oracle tells her
that she is carrying twins and that the older will serve the younger (Genesis
25:22-23). The brothers grow up together in a household divided by human



Diane M. Sharon 25

favoritism (Genesis 25:28), and Jacob actually receives a blessing invoking
God to give him dominance over his older brother (Genesis 27:28-29). These
episodes culminate in Esau’s murderous rage at Jacob’s theft of their father’s
blessing (Genesis 27:41). However, unlike Cain, Esau is able to control his
murderous impulse. He resolves to wait for his revenge until their father’s
death (Genesis 27:41), which he believes will be soon, in that Isaac had
planned to bless his sons in anticipation of his own demise (Genesis 27:2-4).

At his mother’s urging, Jacob flees to her brother Laban at Haran, frus-
trating Esau’s murderous impulses in the hope that separation and delay will
cool him down (Genesis 27:43-45). Jacob remains with Laban for more than
twenty years, marries, fathers children and begins his journey back to Canaan.
As Rebecca foresaw, isolating the brothers from one another preserves them
both alive (Genesis 27:42-44).

Unlike Sarah and Hagar, Jacob and Esau do meet again (Genesis
32:4-30), although their meeting is uneasy and they soon separate (Genesis
33:1-17). When Esau comes to meet Jacob on his way home from his
sojourn with Laban, Jacob hears a report that Esau has 400 men with him
(Genesis 32:7). Jacob is terrified, and divides his camp into two, thinking that
this will at least preserve one half of his family from attack (Genesis 32:8).

Jacob prays to God to preserve him from Esau and sends a series of lavish
gifts to Esau in an effort to placate his brother (Genesis 32:10-22). Jacob
sends his wives, children, herds and possessions across the Jabbok, while he
remains behind. That night, Jacob wrestles with the angel and comes away
changed, spiritually as well as physically. Not only is he limping (Genesis
32:23-32), but now, when he goes forward to meet his brother, Jacob is in
the vanguard of his family, not at the rear (Genesis 33:3). This change is
symbolized by the name change he has wrested from his angelic opponent.
Jacob has become the eponymous ancestor of the people Israel, reminding
readers once again that the deeds of the ancestors do not only tell of an indi-
vidual or family, but are paradigmatic for the nation as a whole.!!

Esau presses Jacob to bring his family and accompany him as far as Se‘ir,
Esau’s territory, although Jacob repeatedly declines and ultimately settles his
family elsewhere (Genesis 33:12-17). The brothers dwell apart, but civil rela-
tions have been established, at least nominally. This is still not an ideal
model, but represents some small improvement in the outcome of rivalries in
Genesis so far: an advance over the total isolation between Sarah and Hagar,
and certainly better than the murderous reaction of Cain against Abel. Slow,
painful progress is being made in the human response to divine favoritism.

Rachel and Leah

The story of Jacob and Esau brackets yet another story of sibling rivalry, this
one between Rachel and Leah. Rachel is Jacob’s favorite, the object of
human chosenness (Genesis 29:30). One verse after we read that Jacob loved
Rachel more than Leah, we read that God sees that Leah is unloved and
opens her womb, while Rachel remains barren: nnpm AR? ARUP-"2 » kKM
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mpy on anm-nR (Genesis 29:31). God’s way of showing preference, here
an expression of compassion, is through fertility. Throughout the Bible, fer-
tility is seen as a gift from God and evidence of divine approbation and bless-
ing. When Rachel, beloved by her husband, pleads with Jacob in Genesis
30:1 to give her children or she will be as one dead, Jacob responds in anger
that he is not God to give or withhold the fruit of the womb (30:2).12 In
Genesis 38:26, Tamar bears twin boys sired by a deceived Judah. Their birth
follows Judah’s acknowledgment that Tamar is more righteous than he since
he sought to withhold his youngest son, Shelah, from her, thereby constrict-
ing opportunities for continuing his own lineage. The birth of two sons to
Tamar, one of whom is the ancestor of King David, may be seen as emphatic
approbation of Tamar’s bold and unorthodox action in securing her preg-
nancy, and hence as a blessing from God.

These are just two of many biblical examples of fertility as a sign of divine
approbation. The inverse is also the case, when fruit of the womb is withheld
as a sign of divine displeasure. Genesis 20:17-18 describes Abraham praying
for Abimelech after the second wife-sister episode. Abimelech has restored
Sarah to Abraham at God’s urging and given Abraham wealth and many
gifts. Abraham prays that Abimelech and his household might be healed of
the barrenness that God had imposed on them while Sarah was in his court.
Abraham’s prayer works, and his wife and maidservants bear children:

DTPR XD D7TPRI-K DT Yoenn
TT2) PRTRRY ANOR-NKY TonvaR-NR
n"% o1 Tya 7 3y Ry
DR DR 10 727-9Y TN

In this context, Leah’s fertility suggests that God is seeking to comfort her
with the birth of a son, while withholding the blessing of a child from
Rachel. God is acknowledging the imbalance that human favoritism gener-
ates and is attempting to balance the scales. This development raises the issue
of whether the one favored is selected as such by divine or human choice, a
consideration that clouds even further the task of identifying who is chosen
in any biblical context.

Although it may seem obvious on an initial reading who is the chosen one
in a particular episode, the surface narrative line may be misleading, lulling the
reader into a complacence about who is the focus of favor and deflecting fur-
ther inquiry on decper textual levels. As in the Cain and Abel story, where
most readers initially identify Abel’s offering as the only object of favor, so too,
in the episode of Rachel and Leah, where Jacob’s overwhelming preference for
Rachel overshadows God’s choice of Leah in the minds of most readers. Dig-
ging deeper, however, different levels and qualities of chosenness emerge.

Given these subtleties, the chosen one is not always easy to identify, either
from within the narrative, by the characters themselves, or from outside the
narrative, by the reader. Further, being chosen by one party, or being
granted one blessing, may not suffice in the mind of the one favored. Leah,
favored by God, is fruitful. Rachel, favored by Jacob, is adored by her hus-






