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Introduction:

In this assignment I shall examine the character of the Patriarch Jacob and consider some of the ways he has been variously interpreted. I shall divide the work broadly into two parts. In part one, I shall consider the morale character of Jacob as narrated in the Genesis account, and analyse how this has been received in early Jewish interpretation. In part two, I shall focus on a specific scene in the Jacob narrative cycle, the wrestling with the angel incident of Genesis 32:22-32. I shall consider the reception history of this event through the analysis of two different works of contemporary art, and how the event may be interpreted from a disability theology perspective.

I am well aware the literature relating to my selected areas is vast, and the brief nature of this assignment will necessitate an overview of the subject rather than an in depth analysis. Nevertheless, I believe it can be demonstrated that the reception history of the character of Jacob has been rich and varied across time, and continues to be a source of inspiration throughout art, literature and faith traditions to this day.


Part One: The Reception of Jacob’s Morale Character in Jewish Interpretation.

As one of the three major Patriarchal figures within Judaism, it could be considered problematic that the founder of Israel is portrayed as someone capable of trickery and deceit. From the moment of his birth, Isaac’s son is named Jacob, or “Heel-Sneak”,[footnoteRef:1] literally and figuratively jostling for position with his older twin. That his very identity is one of deception from the outset has led to a diverse range of interpretations by later commentators, attempting to reconcile this picture with Israel’s “national hero”.[footnoteRef:2] By way of example, I choose here the way in which Esau and Jacob are contrasted in the Biblical text and later tradition, and the bestowing of blessing upon Jacob by Isaac. [1:  E. Fox, The Five Books of Moses (New York: Schocken Books, 1995), p.115.]  [2:  J. L. Kugel, The Bible As It Was (London, Harvard University Press, 1997), p.199.] 


Genesis 25:27 contrasts Esau, “a man of the field”, with Jacob “a quiet (tām) man, living in tents”. The Hebrew word Tām meaning “simple” or “wholesome” can also be translated as “blameless” or “perfect” (as in Job 1:1).[footnoteRef:3] Hamilton suggests this is unlikely in the context of the Genesis passage, given it is an unusual contrast to make with the hunter Esau and, as the narrative continues, Jacob is clearly not blameless.[footnoteRef:4] Nevertheless, various Jewish texts expanded upon this brief description of Jacob with a more favorable summary: [3:  V.P. Hamilton, The Book of Genesis, Chapters 18-50 (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1995), p.181; Kugel, The Bible, p.200.]  [4:  Hamilton, Genesis, p.181.] 


“…Jacob was a man perfect in good work, dwelling in schoolhouses.”[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Targum Neophyti Gen. 25:27, quoted in Kugel, The Bible, p.200.
] 


The Targum provides an example of how, in later tradition, Jacob was remembered not only as a righteous man, but one who exemplified study of Torah. The “tents” of dwelling are interpreted as schoolhouses of Jewish learning both here and in various other texts:

“…..the righteous Jacob, who observed the entire Torah, as it is said, ‘And Jacob was a perfect man, dwelling in tents.’”[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Sifrei Deuteronomy 336, quoted in Kugel, The Bible, p.202. Targum Onqelos and Targum Neophyti on Gen 25:27 have a very similar translation.] 


The writer of Jubilees further expands upon the Genesis narrative: not only does Jacob learn to write (in contrast to his hunter brother Esau), but also “Abraham loved Jacob, but Isaac loved Esau” (Jubilees 19:15). What is fascinating is that this line is a redacted version of Genesis 25:28, in which Rebekah (not Abraham) loves Jacob. The author has deliberately favoured Jacob over Esau, by placing the clause in reverse order and naming Abraham, doubtless then considered of greater significance than Rebekah, as favouring the younger brother.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Kugel, The Bible, p.201.] 


The contrast between the two brothers, with Jacob held in honour over Esau, occurs throughout the Hebrew Bible. Whilst the failings of Jacob are not entirely glossed over (for example Hos 12:2-6 and Isa 443:27)[footnoteRef:8], at various places the enmity between the nations of Israel and Edom is recounted metaphorically as Jacob and Esau, with Esau repeatedly denounced as the inferior brother. The passage in Malachi 1:2-3 serves as an example:  [8:  J. Barton. “Jacob”, in B.M. Metzger and M.D. Coogan (eds.), The Oxford Companion to the Bible (Oxford: Oxford University Press), p.338.] 


“I have loved you, says the Lord. But you say, “How have you loved us?” Is not Esau Jacob’s brother? says the Lord. Yet I have loved Jacob but I have hated Esau; I have made his hill country a desolation and his heritage a desert for jackals.” 

The context is clearly the nation of Edom and not the man Esau, yet the oracle is personified by the prophet into Isaac’s son. Later texts, both Jewish and Christian, similarly read the rivalry between the two nations back into the Genesis account.[footnoteRef:9] The collective memory of Esau is therefore that of an evil man, in contrast to the righteous Jacob.  [9:  See for example 4 Ezra 3:16 and Romans 9:10-13.] 


A key episode in the life of Jacob further demonstrates this point. In Genesis 27 Jacob tricks his father Isaac into bestowing the blessing reserved for his older brother Isaac onto himself.  Commentators have long struggled with the morality of the passage, not least because anti-semites have seen in Jacob “the prototypical, wily and scheming businessman”.[footnoteRef:10] A surface level reading certainly casts doubt once more on Jacob’s integrity and confirms his identity as the “heal-sneak”; yet, again, Rabbinic reception demonstrates various justification. One midrash makes the point that on that day Esau committed five sins (including rape and murder), thus Jacob was justified in betraying him.[footnoteRef:11] Elsewhere the (deceptive) voice of Jacob lying to his father is interpreted by the sages as Israel studying Torah: when Jacob speaks (interpreted as Israel continuously studying Torah) then Edom is rendered powerless (in context Rome will not prevail against Israel).[footnoteRef:12] A number of texts state that it was divine intervention, not deception on Jacob’s part, that fooled Isaac.[footnoteRef:13] And a modern interpretation proposed by Rabbi Joseph Telushkin reads the text as Isaac being fully aware of what is happening, colluding with Rebekah and deliberately bestowing the blessing upon Jacob; it is thus Jacob, not Isaac, that is deceived.[footnoteRef:14] [10:  J. Telushkin, Biblical Literacy: The Most Important People, Events and Ideas of the Hebrew Bible (New York: William Morrow and Co., 1997), p.50. ]  [11:  Telushkin, Biblical Literacy, p.54.]  [12:  Gen Rabbah 56:20, quoted in J. Neusner, Genesis and Judaism: The Perspective of Genesis Rabbah, An Analytical Anthology (Atlanta: Scholar’s Press, 1985), p.109.]  [13:  Kugel, The Bible, p.210.]  [14:  Telushkin, Biblical Literacy, pp.51-52; c.f. D.J. Zucker, “The Deceiver Deceived: Rereading Genesis 27.” Jewish Bible Quarterly, Vol 39, no. 1, 2011, pp.46-58.] 


Given numerous Jewish texts have justified and rationalised Jacob’s deceptive character, it is nevertheless noteworthy that the Genesis text itself and later Rabbinic interpretation do not altogether condone his actions. Sarna notes that at the end of his life Jacob summarises his years as “few and hard”,[footnoteRef:15] in contrast to Abraham who died “a good ripe age, old and contented”[footnoteRef:16] and Isaac at “a ripe age”.[footnoteRef:17] That he should view his life this way can be explained by the succession of catastrophes that fall upon him (fleeing from home, tricked into years of labour by his uncle, his only daughter Dinah raped, his favourite son sold into slavery, to name a few). To quote Sarna, whilst Jacob’s morale failings are not specifically singled out in the text,  [15:  Gen 47:9.]  [16:  Gen 25:8.]  [17:  Gen 35:29.] 


“An explicit denunciation could hardly have been more effective or more scathing than this unhappy biography.”[footnoteRef:18]  [18:  N. M. Sarna, Understanding Genesis: The World of the Bible in the Light of History (New York: Schocken Books, 1966), p.184.] 


Likewise, a midrash in Bereshit Rabbah has Leah exposing Jacob’s hypocrisy after he finds out she has tricked him into marrying her, with Leah saying she merely repeated his earlier actions (of deceiving Isaac).[footnoteRef:19] [19:  Bereshit Rabbah 70:17; A. G. Zornberg, The Beginning of Desire: Reflections on Genesis (New York: Doubleday, 1995), p.186.] 


In summary, the reception history of Jacob’s morale character, namely his deceitful practices, have been variously interpreted by early Jewish commentators but largely in ways which seek to justify his actions for the sake of upholding the Patriarch as one worthy of the memory of Israel’s origins.


Part two: The Reception History of the Patriarch Jacob: Art and Disability

For an alternative perspective on the reception history of Jacob, I have selected two pieces of artwork each depicting the same Biblical episode, the “wrestling match” of Genesis 32. This event, unique in the Hebrew Bible and “thoroughly bewildering” in content,[footnoteRef:20] relates how Jacob, on the eve of returning to his estranged brother Esau, is met by an unidentified assailant, called simply “a man”.[footnoteRef:21] Jacob wrestles with him throughout the night. The struggle [20:  Sarna, Understanding Genesis, p.203 ]  [21:  Gen 32:24] 

ends in an apparent stalemate, and the “man”, later identified as an angel or God himself injures Jacob’s hip and bestows on him the name Israel, literally “struggles with God” or “God fighter”.[footnoteRef:22] Whilst a thorough exegesis of the text is beyond the scope of this work, I wish to personally reflect on how this moment in the life of Jacob has been interpreted in these particular works of art and how this influences one’s perception of the patriarch. [22:  Fox, Books of Moses, p.155.] 




Rembrandt’s “Jacob Wrestling with the Angel”.[footnoteRef:23] [23:  Rembrandt, Jacob Wrestling with the Angel [Oil on canvas] (1659) https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/7/7f/Rembrandt_-_Jacob_Wrestling_with_the_Angel_-_Google_Art_Project.jpg [Accessed 18th October 2021].] 


[image: A painting of a person holding a dog
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This piece has an almost dreamlike quality. Neutral background colours almost camouflage the wings of the angel, giving the effect that Jacob’s adversary has emerged from creation to confront him. The angel appears serene, with a gentle facial expression, gazing down upon Jacob whom he holds to his chest. The angles hands’ appear relaxed, placed gently on Jacob’s neck and hip. It appears as if the angel is seated, and manoeuvring Jacob across his right knee. There is no doubt which figure is in control, with the angel clearly dominating the picture. The posture looks less that of a conflict, more an embrace. By contrast, Jacob (painted in a red tunic, emphasising the duality between him and his opponent) is clearly beaten. His face, eyes half shut, mouth slightly open, is one of a man who is about to lose consciousness or fall asleep. The only hint of ongoing struggle is that his arms remain unseen, clasped behind the angel’s waist, refusing to let go “unless you bless me”.[footnoteRef:24] The way the two figures are positioned has more the appearance of a parent cradling a child when they are upset, or even (given the feminine appearance of the angel’s face and the half-bared chest) a mother preparing to breast feed a baby. [24:  Gen 32:26.] 


The overall effect is that Jacob is portrayed as vulnerable, weak and submissive next to the gentle but irresistible strength of the angel; yet he, even in apparent defeat, stubbornly clings on, refusing to let go until he is “blessed”. 


Leloire’s “Jacob Wrestling with the Angel”.[footnoteRef:25] [25:  A.L. Leloire., Jacob Wrestling with the Angel [oil on canvas] (1865) https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/8/89/Leloir_-_Jacob_Wrestling_with_the_Angel.jpg
Accessed 19th October 2021.] 
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I have chosen this second piece largely due to the fact it offers a stark contrast in its portrayal of Jacob. Against the passivity of Jacob in the Rembrandt work, Leloire’s piece is strained and dynamic, a flurry of movement and colour. The angel, face hidden by his own shoulder, appears to be genuinely struggling against Jacob’s grip. The two figures are locked together in the centre of the frame. There remains a strong duality, with Jacob’s fiery crimson robes contrasting the angel’s elegant pearl wings, yet the two otherwise appear equally matched. Their heights are almost identical, Jacob is portrayed with a strong musculature equal to (perhaps greater than) his opponent, and it is not clear if Jacob or the angel has the advantage. What is noteworthy is Jacob’s facial expression: his eyes are wide open, fixed on the angel’s face; his own face appears strained, neck muscles standing out, giving the impression of intense concentration or possibly even mistrust. Leloire’s Jacob is not about to submit or fall into the embrace of Rembrandt’s paternal angel figure, but will remain in control of the match and thus his own destiny. 
These two works demonstrate both contrasting characteristics of Jacob yet ones that are in continuity with some of those so far discussed. Rembrandt’s Jacob, unlike the character portrayed in traditional Jewish reception, is passive, accepting of defeat, childlike yet (congruent with the Biblical picture) stubbornly holding on to God for whom he is no match to receive the blessing he feels he deserves. Leloire’s Jacob is tense, watchful and (from his perspective) maker of his own identity. He will fight the God he sees as his equal and refuses to let go. 

In both we see a Patriarch who is very human, stubborn, and committed to getting the blessing that was his all along.


Jacob’s “limp” and Disability Theology

Finally, I wish to consider once more the episode of Genesis 32 from a disability theology perspective. Whilst the topic is vast, for the purpose of this work disability theology may be defined as: 

“the ways in which religious traditions have engaged…notions of disability…and [offering] constructive possibilities for inclusive theological work in the future”.[footnoteRef:26] [26:  D. Craemer, “Disability Theology.” Religion Compass, Vol 6(7), p.339.] 


Essentially, human experience of impairment is considered a significant and common occurrence in life, thus worthy of theological reflection. This has resulted in a growing field of publications and journals pertaining to the theological implications of disability in both humanity and the Divine, from the Journal of Disability and Religion first published in 1994 to Nancy Eisland’s landmark monograph The Disabled God: A Liberatory Theology of Disability. There are numerous characters throughout the Biblical narrative who are variously “disabled”, for example the immobilised Mephibosheth;[footnoteRef:27] the speech defect of Moses,[footnoteRef:28]and the depressed to the point of suicide Elijah.[footnoteRef:29] For this present work, I focus again on Jacob’s encounter with the angel rendering him with a limp. [27:  2 Sam 9.]  [28:  Ex 4:10-16.]  [29:  1 Kngs 19.] 


Before reflecting on this from a disability perspective the following observations are crucial: firstly, Jacob has his hip wrenched by the angel.[footnoteRef:30] That is, his disability is acquired rather than congenital. Second, the narrative makes clear that Jacob’s opponent, variously interpreted as an angel or God himself, is directly responsible for injuring him. Third, whilst the effect of the injury left Jacob with a defective gait,[footnoteRef:31] his limp is never directly referred to again in the [30:  Gen 32:25.]  [31:  Gen 32:31.] 

narrative. The injury is, however, given as the rationale for the Jewish dietary custom of abstaining from eating the sciatic nerve.[footnoteRef:32] [32:  Fox, Books of Moses, p.157.] 


The above points create space for ambiguous interpretations. As Gaventa notes, even if it is unclear clear whether or not Jacob’s injury and subsequent physical impairment is a direct punishment for his earlier acts of deceit, the reader may still see it as an example of him getting what he deserved.[footnoteRef:33] Conversely, a closer reading notes that after the encounter Jacob is something of a changed character: “Rather than a stealer of sheep, he becomes a shepherd of his people”.[footnoteRef:34] Jacob later likened his reunion with Esau as “seeing the face of God”,[footnoteRef:35] a direct reference to Genesis 32:30. Jacob thus views the healed relationship with his brother as analogous to his encounter with the very angel who wounded him. Read this way, even his limp could be interpreted as a physical sign of blessing (though not the blessing itself) and at the very least does not appear to pose any hindrance to Jacob pursuing God’s covenant promise through him.  [33:  B. Gaventa, “Between Text and Sermon: Genesis 32:22-32.” Interpretation: A Journal of Bible and Theology, Vol 73(4), 2019, p.386.]  [34:  ibid.]  [35:  Gen 33:10.] 


The question of whether disability is a direct consequence of sinful action is complex and clearly requires pastoral sensitivity,[footnoteRef:36] and I do not believe the Jacob narrative directly addresses this concern. It is however noteworthy that the Rabbinic literature specifically played down his impairment and expanded upon the text of Genesis 32:21 to rectify Jacob’s injury: [36:  S. Clifton, Crippled Grace: Disability, Virtue Ethics and the Good Life (Waco: Baylor University Press, 2018), pp.31-33.] 


“’The sun rose upon him as he passed Penuel, limping because of his thigh’ (Gen 32:21):
Said R. Berekiah, ‘The sun shone only to heal him, but as for others, it merely gave light’”.[footnoteRef:37] [37:  Gen Rabbah 78:5, quoted in Neusner, Genesis and Judaism, p.168.)] 

Conversely, a provocative and insightful article by Julia Belser explores the reading of Genesis 32 from a disability hermeneutic, bringing her reading into conversation with a contemporary disability dance performance “The Way You Look (at me) Tonight”.[footnoteRef:38] Against interpretations in which Jacob’s limp is a consequence of sin, Belser offers a radical rereading of the text in which the disability in the narrative is not that of Jacob but of the angel.[footnoteRef:39] Connecting the recognition of “disability difference” as something that often provokes “fear and dread”[footnoteRef:40] to the similar response found in angelic encounters throughout the Biblical cannon, Belser argues that it is Jacob’s encounter with the “other”, that which provokes fear, which ultimately leaves him changed and limping, himself now “disabled”. Belser thus rejects the medieval commentator Rashi’s interpretation that Jacob arrived “whole” (shalem) in Sheḥem (Gen 33:18) with his limp healed. Rather, she sees his inflicted disability as essential to his wholeness:  [38:  J.W. Belser, “Improv and the Angel: Disability Dance, Embodied Ethics and Jewish Biblical Narrative.” Journal of Religious Ethics, Vol 47(3), pp.443-469.]  [39:  Belser, Improv, p.448.]  [40:  ibid.] 

“I prefer to imagine that he attains wholeness not by ameliorating impairment but by incorporating it into his sense of self. Jacob arrives whole in Shechem not because he strides in unaffected by his encounters of the road, but because he has integrated disability into his identity, because he has allowed himself to be changed by the angel’s touch.”[footnoteRef:41] [41:  Belser, Improv, p.458.] 

The blessing and the disability, then, are intimately linked in Jacob. He emerges from the struggle with the new name “Israel”, but also with a physical impairment. The implications of such readings for this particular characteristic of the Patriarch are many, not least in the fields of practical theology and pastoral care where disability may be seen as a hindrance to the purposes of God. Jacob’s physical disability is no hindrance for God’s purposes to create an entire nation through this man with a limp.

Conclusion:
In this brief work I have considered how the morale character of Jacob, vis a vis his deception and trickery, has been interpreted by later Jewish commentators in an attempt to justify much of his behaviour whilst not condoning his actions. I have also reflected on two contrasting works of art to demonstrate an intriguing episode of reception history in the Jacob narrative, and considered the same incident from a disability theology perspective.
There are clearly further areas that could be studied in the reception history of this particular Patriarch (not least how his morale character is remembered or justified in Christianity and Islam compared to Judaism), and the figure of Jacob remains a rich source of theological and social reflection to this day across a spectrum of academic and popular disciplines.
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