L e s s o n 5:
Early Ties II: Isaac and Jacob in and out of the Land
1. Outline:

a. Isaac and the land of Israel
b. Jacob and the land of Israel
c. Conclusions: what insights can we gain into our relationship to the land from the
experiences of Isaac and Jacob?

2. Introduction:

Clearly, the roots of our connection to Eretz Yisrael are perceived by the tradition to lie in the
experiences of the patriarchs. Abraham’s experience was unique, as the first generation – the
founder, the immigrant, the progenitor. The next two generations were already “natives” and
provide for us a different kind of model, with some different motifs and issues. This lesson will
examine the texts describing Isaac’s and Jacob’s links to the land. As with the preceding
lesson, the focus here is on peshat, the plain meaning of the text.

3. Lesson Goals:

a. Familiarity with the Isaac and Jacob narratives as they relate to the land
b. Awareness of similarities and differences between the experiences of the natives and
those of the founding father
c. Awareness of various claims of the people to the land, arising from Isaac’s and Jacob’s
experiences

4. Expanded Outline
a.

Isaac and the land of Israel
i.
24:3-9: Sending Eliezer to find a wife for Isaac in the “father’s house” that
Abraham had been commanded to leave; apparently the relationship is more
complicated than we thought, and there are ties to the old clan and its culture
that transcend the ties to the new land. On the other hand, Abraham does not
send Isaac himself – but rather a servant; perhaps he fears Isaac would not return
from the old country?
ii.
25:7-11: Isaac buries Abraham in what is now clearly a family burial plot, and
inherits him; throughout, Isaac lives the life of a stable, settled native, not a
restless pioneer like his father.
iii.
26: Again there is a famine, but Isaac is specifically ordered to stay in the land,
which he does. And in that context relives several of his father’s experiences: the
wife-sister episode, the treaty with the Philistines, the digging of wells, the
building of an altar.
iv.
26:12: A new motif, suited to the settled native: Isaac sows and reaps the bounty
of the land… Another claim: he who works the land, owns it (homesteading?)
v.
27ff: Isaac, the settled farmer, son of the wandering iconoclast, fathers two sons
whose conflict assumes epic proportions; in the end, both left the land, Esau to a
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vi.
vii.

permanent abode in Seir – Jacob to what was intended to be a temporary
sojourn but lasted for the rest of his life.
Note that Isaac is buried in the family plot (35:27-29).
Map: http://www.anova.org/sev/atlas/htm/021a.htm

b. Jacob and the land of Israel
i.
27: Interesting that the blessings of Jacob and Esau do not make specific
reference to the land, but only to its bounty.
ii.
28: Isaac sends Jacob back to the Old Country to seek a wife; not a servant this
time, but Jacob himself – and indeed, he got bogged down there for twenty
years (31:38); maybe Abraham was wise to send a servant…
iii.
28:10: Jacob gets the promise of the land
iv.
29-30: Jacob begets a whole clan – outside of Eretz Yisrael; only when he is done
is he commanded, in 31:3, to return to the land of his birth – bringing a whole
caravan of new immigrants with him…
v.
31-33: The trip is dangerous and difficult; he must confront his father-in-law who
doesn’t want him to go; his estranged brother; and a mysterious, apparently
angelic, adversary.
vi.
33:18-20: Jacob purchases land – this time for living on, not for burial – and sets
up an altar, thus reenacting two of his grandfather’s acts of taking possession.
vii.
34: The episode of Dina and the massacre of Shechem. Is Jacob’s insecurity and
sensitivity to public opinion (34:30) a result of his seeing himself as an
immigrant?
viii.
35:1-15: Jacob seeks to restore the unity his grandfather had tried to establish:
land, people, faith.
ix.
37:1: Jacob is settled in the land.
x.
45:25-46:7: Once again famine leads to exile, though this time there is the added
motivation of being reunited with the long-lost Joseph.
xi.
50:1-14: Jacob’s final return to the land is for burial; interestingly, the whole clan,
including Joseph, participate in the funeral – not a trivial journey - and return to
Egypt.
xii.
Map: http://www.anova.org/sev/atlas/htm/022.htm
c.

Conclusions: what insights can we gain into our relationship to the land from the
experiences of Isaac and Jacob?

There is a school of thought among the commentators that explain the detailing of the Biblical
stories by the rule “Ma’aseh avot siman lebanim: ” The actions of the Fathers are signposts for
the sons.” This rule is understood in various ways. Some see the stories of the fathers as
prophetic prototypes foreshadowing the ensuing history of their descendents. Others see the
instructional value in the fathers’ actions as models or precedents for the future generations.
The common idea is the importance of understanding and studying the detailed stories of the
Patriarchs as narratives that can shed light or set examples for later events in Jewish history
including the present time. What can we learn from the experiences of the patriarchs
regarding:
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i.

Claims on the land:
1.
God’s covenant dependent or not on Israel’s
actions (Brit, Sacrifices, Justice, tithes, sin of
the Amorites expelling them)
2.
God’s promise/decision to give this people this
land
3.
Buying the land
4.
Traversing and living in the land
5.
Political treaties
6.
Working the land; planting
7.
Building a shrine: sanctifying the land
8.
Burial

ii.

What are we saying about our relationship to the land when we bury our dead there.
What about “living in the land” (there is a folk song “To Die in Jerusalem” which
ends “ how good it will be to live in Jerusalem” as opposed as dying there for lyrics
see www.shiron.net : title )למות בירושלים
Working the land as a means of reclaiming it (Isaac) – the early Zionist ideology: the
philosophy of A.D. Gordon who wrote and practiced the “religion of labor,” a
concept that conceived the bonding of people and land through working the soil.
www.jafi.org.il/education/100/concepts/hit2.html
The need for just and moral behavior as a right to the land. Abraham praying for
Sodom vs. the “Sin of the Amorites” vs. the criticism of Israeli society today: Is our
claim to the land based on our righteous or moral actions? If we act immorally do we
lose our right to the land? If other people claiming rights act immorally do they lose
their rights? Who decides what are “moral” actions?
If living in the land gives one a right to it, does leaving the land cause one to lose
one's right? If winning land in war gives one a right to hold it, does losing a war take
away that right?
Is the individual's ownership of a plot of land (say through
purchase) the same as the "ownership" of a whole geographical area by a political
entity (a city, a state, an empire)? the way in which your acre in Pennsylvania
"belongs" to you is not the same as the way it "belongs" to the Commonwealth of
Pennsylvania or the United States... ???

iii.

iv.

v.
vi.
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These are only suggestions; there are many possibilities for such a discussion
A final point of interest is that fact that the Patriarchs themselves were newcomers to the land.
Exile was a significant part of their lives.
Some points for thought:







Exile or rootlessness as a Divine punishment is a recurring theme of Genesis even
before Abraham. Adam and Eve are banished from the garden of Eden for eating from
the tree of knowledge, Cain is condemned to be a wanderer for killing Abel, the
builders of the tower of Babel are dispersed for building the tower. And then
Abraham is told of his children’s future exile. Is that too a punishment? How is that
possible? In what way can exile be an educational punishment?
The Patriarchs themselves are strangers in a promised land – they lead a tenuous
existence to keep themselves a distinct minority among the “natives”.
They themselves leave the land and attain material success out of the land
The attainment of the land is only after a lengthy exile and eventual return (Covenant
of the Pieces)
Exile and the land as primary forces in the forging of the nation

For further discussion of similar themes see lessons one and two of The Jewish Agency’s
curriculum entitled “The People and the Land” by David Harbater.
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