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Chapter XIV: Va’era (Ex. 6:2-9:35)

Essay 6. Amram’s marriage to his aunt
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There is a verse: “Amram took his aunt Jochebed as his wife, and she bore him Aaron
and Moses . . .” (Ex. 6:20). Rashi explains that Jochebed was, “the sister of [Amram’s] father;
she was daughter of Levi and sister of Kohath.” The commentators have struggled with the
interpretation of his words. That is, an aunt is a sister of one’s parents, and Targum Onkelos tells
us 2R noX 7227, that Jochebed was the sister of [Amram’s] father, i.e., a sister of Kohath. Since
we know the lineage Levi—>Kohath-> Amram, wouldn’t it have been enough for Rashi to have said
that Jochebed was the sister of Amram’s father? We know Amram’s father was Kohath, so why did
Rashi have to add that Jochebed was the sister of Kohath? We also know that Kohath’s father was
Levi, so why did Rashi have to add that Jochebed was a daughter of Levi? (We also know explicitly
from Num. 26:59 that Jochebed was the daughter of Levi.)
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In my humble opinion, it seems obvious that his intention is to say that [Jochebed]
was [Amram’s] father’s sister, i.e., Kohath’s sister—on the paternal side, not the maternal
side. That is, Jochebed and Kohath were both children of Levi, but they had different mothers, so
Jochebed was only a half-sister of Kohath. That this was Rashi’s intention is obvious, because the
Noachides have maternal relatives and therefore would forbid marriage to a half-sister on the
mother’s side, but they did not have paternal relatives, and they would allow marriage to a half-
sister on the father’s side. Refer to the 7 chapter of Sanhedrin, page 58b and what Rashi wrote
there, and you will see the truth.

When someone converts to Judaism, his previous family relationships are disregarded by
Torah law. Thus, according to Torah law, a convert would no longer be considered related to a
sister, and could be married to her. However, the rabbis were stricter than the Torah and wouldn’t
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allow a convert to continue in marriage to some blood relatives, out of concern the convert might
think that Jews from birth are allowed such a marriage. A man can’t marry his full sister, or a half-
sister on his mother’s side. With regard to an aunt, Sanhedrin 58a includes a Baraita in which Rabbi
Eliezer says that a man can’t marry the sister of his father. Rashi’s interpretation, given on
Sanhedrin 58b, is that a man can’t marry an aunt who is his father’s full sister, or who is his father’s
maternal half-sister, but that he can marry an aunt who is his father’s paternal half-sister. !

That is why Rashi identifies Jochebed as “the sister of [Amram’s] father” and adds “she
was daughter of Levi and sister of Kohath.” Identifying Jochebed as the daughter of Levi was not
a redundancy, but an explanation that she and Kohath shared a father, but had different mothers.
With that understanding, Amram’s marriage to his aunt would be understood as conforming to the
Noachide laws.

! He would also have to divorce an aunt who was his mother’s maternal half-sister. With regard to a marriage to
an aunt who was his mother’s paternal half-sister, the majority view was that he could keep her as a wife.
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