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Chapter VII: Vavetzei (Gen. 28:10-32:3)

Essay 10. The protection of Rachel and Zipporah
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Midrash Rabbah there states:

“And Rachel came with the flock of her father, for she was a
shepherdess.”' Rabbi Shimon ben Gamliel said: Come and see the difference
between [some] neighbors and [other] neighbors.

There, [in Midian] they were seven [daughters of Reuel’], and the
shepherds sought to violate them, as it is written: “And the shepherds came
and drove them away[; Moses rose to their defense, and he watered their flock].””?

But here [in Rachel’s case], there was only one [maiden, by herself], but
no man sought to confront them, as it is written, “The angel of the L-rd
encamps around those who fear Him and rescues them,”* to surround those
who fear Him [including those in their orbit].

- Gen. Rabbah 70:11 °
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Everyone asks: What connection is there between this incident and that incident? For
there in Midian, regarding Zipporah, they hated Jethro because he had separated from
idolatry, and therefore they mistreated his daughters.

: English translation: Copyright © 2025 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays are available at https://zstorah.com
' Gen. 29:9.

2 1.e., Jethro.

3 Ex. 2:17.

4Ps. 34:8.

3 See also Yalkut Shimoni on Torah, 124:1.




This wasn’t the case here in our parashah, for [the neighbors] loved Lavan, and they
had no reason to harm his daughters. Further: regarding the proof [Rabbi Shimon ben
Gamliel] brought regarding Rachel’s protection from the verse “The angel of the Lord
encamps around those who fear Him and rescues them,” isn’t this reason also relevant there in
Midian, for Zipporah was destined to be the wife of Moses?

Further: the simple reading of the Midrash seems contradictory. At first it says “the
difference between some neighbors and other neighbors,” implying the matter followed the
nature of the neighbors; but afterward it brings a proof from the verse, “The angel of the
L-rd encamps,” implying it was entirely miraculous.
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One can say: it is brought in Shulchan Aruch, Even HaEzer (siman 22, se’if 5), that
one woman may be secluded with two upright men in the city, and in the field, with three.
But if they are immoral, even with ten it is forbidden to be secluded. If there are many women
with many men, there is no concern for seclusion.
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The Yefeh To’ar explained that “they sought to confront them” means licentiously.
Therefore, [Rabbi Shimon ben Gamliel] properly states “the difference between [some]
neighbors and [other] neighbors.” For there, in Midian, they were not wishing to harm them,
which we might have attributed to their hatred of Jethro, but they sought to commit
immorality with them. Even though we are ordinarily concerned about seclusion, in Midian they
were seven women, and we hold that many women with many men is not a concern for
seclusion.

But here, with Rachel, there was only one woman, and we have learned that if the men
are immoral, a woman may not be secluded with them even if there are many men. Why, then,
did Lavan send her alone? Surely the reason is that they were upright men, and they were
many; and thus one woman alone may be secluded with them? But why would Lavan merit
such good neighbors, since he was wicked and ought to have found wicked neighbors, for
“the starling goes to the raven,”® i.e., “birds of a feather flock together, as both are nonkosher
birds?

¢ Bava Kamma 92b.
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[Rabbi Shimon ben Gamliel] answers: “The angel of the L-rd encamps around those
who fear Him,” to surround those who fear Him.” Meaning: the world would say, Lavan has
two daughters, Leah and Rachel, and Rivkah has two sons, Esau and Jacob; the elder for the
elder, i.e., Lean for Esau, the younger for the younger, i.e., Rachel for Jacob.

If so, they knew that Rachel was destined to be the wife of Jacob, and Rachel herself
believed so. Since everyone knew that Jacob was righteous, and Rachel would be his wife,
therefore “the angel of the L-rd encamps around those who fear Him,” to surround those who
fear Him.
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The verse is precise in saying “for she was a shepherdess”: “she” comes to exclude
Leah. Although Leah was older than Rachel, since she believed her fortune was bad, i.c., that
she was destined for Esau, therefore she did not wish to go out to pasture the flock, lest harm
befall her. Not so Rachel, who knew her fortune was good: she trusted herself. This is the
meaning of “The angel of the Lord encamps around those who fear Him.”

As for the question that Zipporah too was destined to be the wife of a righteous man,
i.e., Moses, one may say that what the shepherds sought, to “confront them,” was with the
other six who were with her.

Alternatively, another approach is that Zipporah was different, because it was not
known that she would be the wife of Moses.
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