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BETHEL TO HEBRON

After the fiasco at Salem in Shechem, God told Jacob, who was afraid

the people of the surrounding places would attack him, to go up to Bethel

and build an altar to the God who had appeared to him there on the way

out and had since looked after him. But when his sons had plundered

Salem (after killing all the inhabitants), members of his entourage –

remember he had many slaves – had taken idols that they had found in the

spoil. Probably some were made of silver and gold and quite valuable.

Jacob did not approve of this, and insisted that they all hand them over,

which they did. He then buried them at the foot of 1 a large tree near

Shechem. After that they carried on up into the hills, known later as

Mount Ephraim, to Bethel.

But trouble did not leave Jacob. Something always went wrong. Here

Deborah, his mother’s nurse, died, and they buried her and all wept for

her. What she was doing there we are not told, but she must have been

very old indeed. If she was Rebekah’s nurse, she must have been much

older than Rebekah, who did not give birth to Jacob until she had been

married twenty years, and Jacob was now about ninety years old. Still

they carried on, God repeated his promises to Jacob, who eventually

moved on towards Hebron.

Then came the next blow, a very bitter one indeed. They were on the

way to Bethlehem, which is also called Ephrat, and had reached

somewhere in or alongside what is today North Jerusalem, when Rachel

was about to have another child. She died in childbirth, but the son

1. NOT ‘underneath’.
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survived with the name given by his father, Benjamin. Of course Jacob

was very broken up about this. However, he did not take her body with

him to bury her at Hebron in the Machpelah cave. Instead he buried her

on the spot, on the route from Bethel to Bethlehem.

Recently some people claim to have found the grave, somewhere near

Neveh Yaakov and Pisgat Ze’ev – it was certainly in that region. The so-

called Rachel’s Tomb just outside Bethlehem is without doubt a mistake.

Life must carry on, and so did Jacob. Rachel was perhaps punished for

stealing her father’s idols, and Jacob in turn for dilly-dallying on the way

home. Had he moved faster he could at least have reached Hebron before

she died, and buried her there.
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Even then, troubles did not stop. On the way there was some very nasty

business involving Jacob’s oldest son Reuben and one of his wives,

Bilhah. Jacob heard about it, and did nothing, but remembered it when he

was about to die and then expressed his disgust at Reuben.

Finally they arrived at Hebron, where Jacob’s father Isaac was living

at the time. (When he left home, over twenty years earlier, they were all

living at Beersheba.) He came back to his father, we are told. To his

father, not to his mother, who was apparently dead. When did she die? We

are not told. We are told that her nurse died at Bethel, perhaps to stress

that we are not told when she died.

But when Rebekah sent Jacob away, she promised to send for him soon

to come back. She never did. She never saw her favourite son again.

There too we see her punishment for deceiving her blind husband and

getting Jacob into a mess. Still, all worked out well in the end.

In the end? Israel in his lifetime always had troubles, and so have his

descendants, but there have also been some very good times in between.
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