Reinstating | saac
The Centrality of Abraham’s Son in the “ Jacob-Esau” Narrative of Gen 27

|. Introduction

Theinfamousnarrative centered in Genesis27, inwhich Jacob ostensibly “ steals” the patriarchal
blessing from hisbrother, Esau, presentsanumber of interpretivedifficulties. If itisassumed that Jacobis
thecentral character inview here (asisusually the case) then thereader isfaced withthedilemmacof a
pericopewhich seemsto intimatethat isit possibleto obtain spiritual blessing through deception. If the
blessing in question were concerned only with societal position and materid inheritance, thismight not prove
too great adifficulty. However, thisparticular blessingisnot smply socio-political. Rather, itisthe
Abrahamic blessing, whichisequally concerned with spiritual inheritanceand thegood favor of Yahweh.
Clearly, theefficacy of thissort of blessing must resideintheactivity of God. Isit to beassumed, then, that
Yahweh was somehow forced into giving spiritual blessing to Jacob asaresult of hisdeception? Doesthis
narrativethereby allow deception asaviable meansof coming under the blessing of Yahweh?

Thereislittlewithin thisparticular narrativethat can be construed asan ethical evauation of Jacob’'s
actions, unlessone arguesthat the episode in-totemisintended to lend tacit approval to hismethodol ogy.
However, it isprobablethat theidentity deception perpetrated upon Jacob by Labanin Gen. 29:21-25,
closdaly paralléing the deception here, congtitutes divinejudgment visited upon Jacob for hisduplicity. Itis
unlikely, then, that the narrativein question hereisintended to approve of Jacob’sactions. If Jacob’s
actionsare not here approved, then one might naturaly expect to find this pericope constructed so asto
disapprove of them, yet disapproval isasnotably absent asapproval. If Jacob and hisdeceptionare, in
fact, thefocal point of thisnarrative, then thelack of either positive or negative ethical evaluation seems
rather odd.

Thereisa sothe question of how best to understand therole of Rebekahinthisnarrative.
Commentatorsaredivided onthisissue. She cannot bewritten off asaninconsequentia character here
since her activity constitutesasubstantial portion of the narrativematerial. Moreto the point, sheisakey
player inthe devel opment of the deception-issuewhichisso centra here. Given her prominence, thereader
naturally asksif Rebekah isto beviewed positively or negatively. But again, aswith the question of Jacob’s
deception, thetextisslent. It happened. Littleelseissaid. What, then, isher contribution to the
development of the centra intent of thisnarrative?

A similar question of function must beraised in regardsto the other two charactersaswell: Esau
and Isaac. A survey of therelevant scholarship revealsabroadly accepted assumption that Esau’srolein
the development of thisnarrativeisboth extremely limited and primarily negative. In part, thisassumptionis
based upon theliterary boundaries often assigned to the narrativein question. 1t will beargued herethat
Esauisactually animportant key to understanding authorid intentin thisnarrative, especialy intermsof
determining the proper boundaries of the narrative. Even moreimportant, however, isthe question of
Isaac’sroleinthistext.

Thispaper will arguethat the questionsrai sed above can beanswered, and authorial intent
recovered, only when | saac isrecognized asbeing the central character in what has often been seen asthe
second of thetwo “ Jacob and Esau” narratives, the other one being the sale of the birthright found in Gen.
25:19-34. Theauthor’sintentisnot to draw thereader’ s attention to Jacob’sdeception and al the
implicationswhich obtain therein. Rather, thistext isintended asacommentary onIsaac. Morespecificaly,
thisnarrativefunctionsto explicate hisfailureto do what Yahweh expected of him asthepatriarch of his
family and the consequenceswhichresulted fromthat failure.



Il. Structure & Interpretation

Proper interpretation of thisnarrative depends upon recognition of itschiastic structure. While
paralel e ementsof the narrative have been noted (Fokkelman, 101; Ross, 474), thefull extent of the
pericope’ ssymmetry seemsto havegonelargely unnoticed. Inpart, thisoversightisrelated toagenera
lack of consensusabout the narrative’ sboundaries. A number of scholarsjudgethe narrativeto begin at
27:1andend at 28:5. Thereare also scholarswho believethat the narrativein question actually beginsat
26:34 with Esau’ smarriageto the Hittite women, Judith and Basemath, and endsat 28:9 with hismarriage
tothelshmaelite, Mahaath. However, either because of thetrend towardsidentifying discrete sceneswithin
thematerial, or the propensity towards seeing Esau’ sfirst marriage merely asan indicator of Esau’'sself-
disgualification, thetrue purpose of vv. 26:34 and 28:9 hasbeen missed. Infact, Esau’smarriagesserveas
thetermini of achiasm:

A Esaumarries[26:34-35]
B Isaaccdls(karah) for ason (here Esau) and commandshimto “go” onasearch (here
for game) [27:1-4]
C Rebekahinvolveshersalf, devisingaplantoaid Jacob [27:5-17]
D Deception enacted [27:18-25]
EBlessing[27:26-29]
D’ Deceptiondiscovered [27:30-41]
C Rebekahinvolveshersdf, devising aplan to save Jacob [27:42-46]
B’ Isaaccals(karah) for ason (here Jacob) and commandshimto“go” onasearch
(herefor awife) [28:1-7}
A Esaumarries[28:8-9]

Following thisstructure, it becomesclear that 27:26-29, inwhich | saac mistakenly conveysablessingon
Jacob, formsthefulcrum of the narrative. Thereare someinteresting questionsraised by the particular form
of thisblessing, not theleast of whichisasfollows: doeslsaacintend thisto bethe Abrahamic birthright
blessing, orisitinfact something atogether different? Rackman has suggested that the blessing of vv.26-29
can not be theAbrahamic blessing onthe groundsthat what is present in 27:26-29 isentirely materialistic
(Rackman, 18). Thisisaninteresting question and will bebriefly addressed below. Of greater importance
inunderstanding theauthor’sintent, however, isthefact that the structure of thisnarrative placestheblessing
at the center of theflow of thought. Itisnot theblessing, asathinginand of itself, however, whichismost
significant here. The blessing doesnot chooseits own object nor doesit cometo rest upon someone
without intention. Rather, theblessing ispronounced, which meansthat the chiastic structure drawsthe
reader’ sattention not primarily to theblessingitself, whichispassive, but to the onewho doesthe blessing;
i.e.tolsaac. By placing |saac and thisessential patriarcha activity inthe center of the structure, the
pericope demandsthat | saac be given amore prominent rolein theinterpretive processthan has often been
afforded him by modern scholarship.

Esau’ smarriages, which book-end the chiasm, further thisdemand. If thefirst marriagein 26:34-35is
considered independent of itsparalel in 28:8-9, acase might possibly be madefor seeing hereamere
introductionto thefollowing narrative, possibly by providing an apology for Esau’sdisqudification.
However, when considered intandem, thetwo accounts of Esau’ smarriages seem to demand more careful
attention. After al, thenarrative dealsonly tangentially with marriageandisfar more oriented to the subject
of patriarcha blessing and the delineation of the next progenitor of Abraham’sline. Why then, should Esau’'s
marriage be construed asameaningful introduction to thistext unless, asaready mentioned, itisto betaken



asabrief statement of Esau’sdisqualification? More careful attention to Esau’smarriagesrevea sanother
interpretive optionwhichismore plausiblegiventhedirectioninwhichthenarrativeisunfolding. Whensuch
atentionisgiven, theeditoria comment in 26:34—"when Esau wasforty yearsold” standsout. Noting that
Abraham saw it ashispatriarchal duty to obtain asuitablewifefor | seac when hewasforty yearsold (cf.
Gen 25:20), thiseditorial comment seemsto direct the reader’ s attention lessto Esau’sfailureto choosea
wifeof suitabletribal identity than to thefact that | saac hasnot fulfilled hisown obligationto ensurethat his
sonisprovided with an appropriatewife, thusprotecting the purity of thefamily line. Theeditoria notein
28:8totheeffect that Esau suddenly realized, only after Jacob has been sent to Laban, how much hischoice
of wivesgrieved I saac, reinforcesthis. Thereader isgiventheimpressionthat |saac hasprevioudy failedto
communicate theimportance of marryingwithinthefamily lineto hiseldest son. Thus, itisbest to seethe
mention of Esau’ smarriagesnot asreasonsfor hisdisqualification from being installed asthe next progenitor,
but rather asasubtlecriticism of 1saac, the* acting” patriarch. Itislsaac’spassivity which hascreated the
context in which Esauwastempted into inappropriate marriages.

Having thus cast asuspiciouslight on Isaac, the author turnsto the second parallel themeof hischiasm (B +
B’) by detailing the episodein which I saac callsfor Esau and sendshimon ahunt. Sincethishunt and the
subsequent preparation of aritua meal, in keeping with Hebrew custom (Steinmetz, 97), wasclearly
intended to be apreludeto the blessing of Esau, aquestionisraised: did | saac know about Yahweh'soracle
(25:23) and Esau’ ssale of thebirthright to Jacob (25:29-34)? 1t seemshighly unlikely that hewould not
have been aware of either one. That Rebekah would have been given an oracle concerning I saac’'ssons
and not communicated it to himisdifficult toimagine. 1t may aso not be pressing thetext too far to say that
Esau’sexclamationin 27:36 “ he has supplanted methesetwo times’ impliesprior knowledgeon Isaac’'s
part of thebirthright sale. Surely Isaac knew of at |least one of therelevant past episodesand, indeed, itis
likely that hewas cognizant of both. What the narrative presentsthen seemsto be, at somelevel, a
depiction of |saac asattempting to thwart the revealed will of God regarding which sonwould begiventhe
Abrahamichblessing.

Asmentioned previoudly, some scholars have argued that the blessing , which | saac intended for Esau, but
which Jacob “ stole,” wasmaterid, rather than spiritual. Entertaining thisoption for amoment, therearetwo
interpretive avenueswhich may be pursued. Firg, it might bethat the blessing intended hereisessentially
unconnected to theAbrahamic blessing and smply representsisaac’sdesirethat hisfirstborn, whom God
has chosen not to work through, should not be bereft of all material advantages. Perhapsthisdesirewas
related to adissatisfaction with themanner in which hisown haf-brother | shmael wasturned out of the
camp a Sarah’'sinsistence. However, thelinguistic smilarity between theinitia blessng giventoAbrahamin
12:2-3 and theblessing givento Jacob in 27:26-29 isunmistakable, making it highly unlikely that 27:26-29
isnot, in some significant way, dependent on 12:2-3. A second interpretiveoption, whichisfar morelikely,
isto seetheblessing here asan excised portion of theAbrahamic blessing. If that werethe case, then

|saac’ sfailure, which isbeing underscored here, would betied up in hismistaken belief that theAbrahamic
blessing could be separated into materia and spiritual components, with the onedivorced fromthe other.
Thecriticism herewould then bethat | saac hasfailed to understand the true nature of the blessing Yahweh
hasbestowed on Abraham’sfamily. Asbiblical history continuesto developit becomesaxiomatic that the
spiritua blessingsof the covenant areinextricably tied to physical and materia blessings, e.g. theLand.
Thisnotion of materia vs. spiritual componentsof the blessing contrasting within the narrativeisinteresting.
However, theevidencefor amateria/spiritua split hereisnot fully convincingand, inany case, itisnot
necessary to see | saac asattempting to split the blessing in order to makethelarger case: that, by
attempting to bestow either part or all of the Abrahamic blessing on Esau rather than Jacob, whoisGod's
choseninstrument and progenitor of theline, |saac hasasecond timewithinthenarrativefailedtodowhat is
expected of him asthepatriarch. Thevarioustensionsand dysfunctionswhichfollow intherest of the
narrativeresult from |saac’sfailures. Only by understanding the author’ snegative evaluation of I saac as



patriarchinthisnarrative doesit become possibleto properly understand the place of the other charactersin
thistext.

Asthethird parald theme (C + C') isintroduced, Rebekah, realizing what her husband isattempting to do,
intervenes. Indevising aplan by which Jacob should be given theblessing, however, sheradicaly oversteps
her cultural boundaries. Whileit may well betruethat womenin ancient Hebrew society enjoyed arather
moreimportant role than one might naturally suspect (de Vaux, 24-40; Benjamin, 22-30) therewere
certainly areasof tribal lifeinwhichther rolewas substantially limited. One such areawould seemto have
been theallocation of theinheritance. Thisappearsto have been the exclusvedomain of thefather. For
Rebekah to interferewith the processwasfor her to violateasignificant cultural expectation. A second area
inwhich women’sroles seem to have been limited wasthe arrangement of marriagesfor sons. Inher
attempt to save Jacob from harm at Esau’s hands, however, she overstepped thisoneaswell (cf. Gen
27:46). 1t may be presumed that the author expected hisoriginal audienceto assignadightly negative

eva uation of Rebekah onthesegrounds. However, theflow of thetextisdoneadisserviceif toomuchis
made of her actions. Themain point isnot to criticize Rebekah but smply to show that shewas encouraged
into overstepping her cultural boundariesbecause of 1saac’ sfailureto adequately fulfill hisrolesasthe
patriarch.

What istrue of Rebekah might also besaid of Jacob. At thispoint inthe development of thelarger story of
Genesis, Jacobistill arather ambiguousfigure. 1t seems prematureto discredit hischaracter onthebasis
of hispurchase of thebirthright from Esauin 25:29-34. Whilehisactionsthere betray acertain scheming
ambition, thetransaction hasall the appearancesof legaity and the narrative seemsto be more astatement
of Esau’sfailureto recognizethe birthright’sval ue than acriticism of Jacob per-se. Moreover, Jacobis
hesitant about enacting Rebekah's proposed. Withinthe narrative of 26:34-28:9, Jacob ismoreapawn
than agenuine player and thisfact alone arguesagainst any interpretive approach which placeshim at the
pericope’ stheological center. Hisboldest act isto makethedecision to follow through on hismother’splan
when given the opportunity to comeclean. Certainly Jacob’sdeception of hisfather isresponsiblefor much
of thedysfunction which resultsin thisnarrative, but thefact remainsthat | ssac’ sfailureto properly convey
the blessing to the son of God's choosing, established both prophetically and legally, isultimately responsible
for creating thecircumstancesin which so much strifebefalsthefamily.

Thisisnot to say, of course, that only Isaac isto be held responsiblefor hisactions. Quitethe opposite.
Esau’sdecisonto marry Hittitesresultsnot only in astrained rel ationship with hisparents, but eventualy
meansthat heisthe uneasy husband of threewives. Rebekah’sinappropriateinterventionseventually lead
to her favorite son being sent away and not returning until after her death. Jacob’sdeception forceshimto
leavefamily and friendsand, infact, ssemsto return to haunt himwhen hisuncle, Laban, visitsavery smilar
deception on himinregardsto thewoman for whom he paid adowry of seven yearsservice (29:23-25).
Each character isthusheld responsible, invariousways, for their individua contributionsto the dysfunction
of their family.

The centra unifying feature of thisnarrative, however, islsaac and hisfailureto do what was expected of
him asthepatriarch. Had hefulfilled hispatriarchal obligation by obtaining an appropriatewifefor Esau,
following themodd of hisown father Abraham, Esauwould not have been placed inasituationinwhichthe
inappropriate marriages seemed aviableoption. Furthermore, had | saacfulfilled hispatriarcha obligation
by passing thefull Abrahamic blessing to Jacob as God intended, Rebekah would not have been pushed to
overstep her cultural boundariesand Jacob would not have been encouraged towards the deception which
created therift between he and hisbrother Esau, adeception for which so many paid so dearly.

Onefinal observation, which again arguesfor |saac’s centrality in thisnarrative, can bemade. Followingthe
conveyanceof thefull Abrahamic blessing on Jacobin 28:1-5, Isaac all but disappearsasacharacter inthe
flow of Biblical history. Itisat thispoint, but not before, that Jacob becomesthefoca point of the
developingtext. It seemsbest to say, then, that 26:34-28:9 doesnot itsalf represent the shiftinfocusfrom



| saac to Jacob, ashas often been assumed. Rather, this pericope should be seen asadditional materia
concerning I saac and hisactivitiesasapatriarch. Thisitsdf isinteresting asit hasbeen remarked uponby a
number of scholarsthat, among the patriarchs, | saac seemsto have gotten short shrift literarily. Abraham
and Jacob are both given substantial narrativetime, but thereisanoticeable paucity of material about | saac.
Apart fromthestructura concerns, an additiona strength of theinterpretive approach outlined hereisthat it
recognizesan additional, substantial pericopeasbeing focused onlsaac. Itisnot that | saac has not been
given an expected amount of “text-time” but that the material focused on him hasnot been properly
recognized. Oncetheblessingispassed, however, Jacob becomesthe patriarch towhich thereader’s
atentionissupposed to bedrawn. If theshift in patriarchal focusisattempted too early, that is, prior to
28:9, interpretersareforced to make strained conj ectures about the author’ sintent and how Jacob and the
“theft” of theblessingisto be understood theol ogically and applied. These hermeneutical contortionsare
completely unnecessary, however, when | saac isrecognized as playing the central role here, asthe author
intended.

I11. Concluson

Again, it should be noted that the centrality of I saacinthisnarrative doesnot relieve the other participants of
their responsibility. Rather, theauthor has constructed thisnarrativein such away asto show that Isaac’s
falluresto dowhat was expected of him asthe patriarch created an environment in which unwise and even
sinful decisonsonthe part of hisfamily wereencouraged. The principle might beabstractedto
contemporary contextsin thismanner: when spiritual leadersfail to do what God expectsof them,
dysfunctionwill betheresult. Thereare, of course, profound implicationsof thisprinciplefor churchesas
well asfor families.

It might well benoted, in closing, that theartistry of thisnarrative argues against the position of critical
scholarswho contend that there areanumber of different authorsresponsiblefor itsconstruction (i.e. J, P,
etc...) (Von Rad, 276; Skinner, 368-375). When the clear chiastic structureisdiscerned and the subtlety
with which theauthor weavesthe story around itscentral character, | saac, isappreciated, it isdifficult to
imaginethat several different and temporally disconnected authors could beresponsiblefor thisnarrative's
creation. Infact, itisthefailureto consider thispericope asacohesive and intricate wholewhich hasled to
thetraditional misunderstandingsabout itsfunction and purpose.

When considered with the proper narrative boundaries, the chiastic structure of thistext emergesand the
author’sintent becomesclear. Inorder tofaithfully understand and apply thistext, interpreters must restore
Isaac to hisrightful placein the center of thispericope.
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