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Radak’s Unusual Interpretation of Jacob’s Vow

By Eliezer Daniel Jesselson*
Radak, considered one of the fathers of classical biblical exegesis, wrote his commentary after looking over the commentaries of his predecessors—Rashi, Ibn Ezra, and Rashbam.  Radak found a unique and comprehensive way of looking at the text in terms of the plain sense.

In this article we examine Radak’s unique approach to Jacob’s vow, stressing his special and exceptional view of the ascetic way of life that is to be desired.

Promises of the Holy One, blessed be He
Jacob’s dream concludes with the Holy One, blessed be He, making a promise to Jacob (Gen. 28:13-15):

And the Lord was standing beside him and He said, “I am the Lord, the G​-d of your father Abraham and the G-d of Isaac:  the ground on which you are lying I will assign to you and to your offspring.  Your descendants shall be as the dust of the earth; you shall spread out to the west and to the east, to the north and to the south.  All the families of the earth shall bless themselves by you and your descendants.  Remember, I am with you:  I will protect you wherever you go and will bring you back to this land.  I will not leave you until I have done what I have promised you.”
We can identify nine promises made here by the Holy One, blessed be He, as follows:

1. I am the Lord
—“I am the Lord, the G-d of your father Abraham and the G-d of Isaac” (v. 13).

2. Promising the land—“the ground on which you are lying I will assign to you and to your offspring” (v. 13).

3. Promising progeny—“Your descendants shall be as the dust of the earth” (v. 13).

4. Geographical expansion—“you shall spread out to the west and to the east, to the north and to the south” (v. 14).

5. Being blessed by the nations—“All the families of the earth shall bless themselves by you and your descendants” (v. 14).
6. The Lord being close to him—“Remember, I am with you” (v. 15).

7. Protecting him—“I will protect you wherever you go” (v. 15).

8. Returning him to the land—“and will bring you back to this land” (v. 15).

9. All-inclusive concluding promise—“I will not leave you until I have done what I have promised you” (v. 15).
Jacob’s vow
In response to the promises of the Holy One, blessed be He, Jacob made a vow stipulating five conditions, which in part are a recapitulation of the above promises by the Holy One, blessed be He.
Jacob then made a vow, saying, “If G-d remains with me, if He protects me on this journey that I am making, and gives me bread to eat and clothing to wear, and if I return safe to my father’s house, and the Lord be my G-d…"
The terms of his vow
1. Proximity of G-d—“If G-d remains with me” (v. 20) recapitulates the words of the Lord, “Remember, I am with you” (v. 15).

2. Being protected—“if He protects me on this journey that I am making” (v. 20) parallels “I will protect you wherever you go” (v. 15).

3. Food and clothing—“and gives me bread to eat and clothing to wear” (v. 20), a stipulation having no preceding promise.
4. Returning safely—“if I return safe to my father’s house” (v. 21), paralleling “and will bring you back to this land” (v. 15).
5. Proximity of G​-d
—“and the Lord be my G-d” (v. 21), paralleling “I am the Lord, the G-d of your father Abraham and the G-d of Isaac” (v. 13).

Jacob’s promises

Jacob promises that if the terms stipulated are fulfilled, he will keep two promises to the Lord, namely, setting up an abode for the Lord and giving tithes:  “And this stone, which I have set up as a pillar shall be G-d’s abode; and of all that You give me, I will set aside a tithe for You.”

Why the vow was essential
The first question that concerned Radak was what need was there of a vow after Jacob had received the Lord’s promise in verses 13-15?  After all, the Lord’s promise itself was guarantee of its fulfillment.

Radak, as an exegete who adhered to the plain sense of the text, claimed that Jacob had no doubts whatsoever about the promise of the Holy One, blessed be He.  He feared lest sins make him less worthy.  Should the conditions he be granted be curtailed, he would not be able to fulfill his two promises.  Thus, it turns out that Jacob made a vow, not out of lack of faith in the Lord’s promise, but for fear lest on account of his sins he not have the minimal conditions necessary to enable him to give the Lord the recompense he promised.  As Radak put it:

Jacob then made a vow—a conditional vow, not conditional because he had any misgivings in his heart about the Lord fulfilling His promise, for he knew that G-d would keep it, rather he made it conditional only because he feared lest his sins cause the promise not to be, and then he would not return to his father’s house and would not be able to do as he had vowed. (v. 19)
Radak seems to have been the first to deal with this essential issue.

Examining the conditions stipulated in the vow
Radak remained true to his approach that Jacob only asked for the fulfillment of the minimal conditions that would make it possible for him to keep his vow.  Jacob accordingly requests only that his basic needs be provided, such as clothing and food, and that he return safely to his father’s house.  As Radak put it:

Bread to eat—he asked for nothing beyond the needs of basic subsistence, and he did not need to ask for water because a person finds water to drink for free everywhere.
And if I return safe—with a wife and sons, for without them there would be no peace for him, nor for his father or mother, for he was not to take a wife from among the daughters of the Canaanites.

Here, too, Radak’s interpretation is singular, for his predecessors, Rashi and Rashbam, viewed the terms of the vow as a plain repetition of the Lord’s promises.  They dealt neither with the reason or need for a vow, nor with interpreting the special conditions in the vow.

Above we took verse 21, “the Lord [shall] be my G-d,” as the fifth condition for Jacob fulfilling his vow.  It turns out that Radak views this verse as the first promise Jacob makes in his vow.  Thus, according to Radak, Jacob set four, not five, conditions and made three, not two, promises.

Let us explain these three promises, according to Radak’s interpretation, since here too Radak took a different approach from his predecessors.

The first promise, “the Lord shall be my G-d”—the advantage of total asceticism

Radak’s position here is unique, found neither in the interpretations of his predecessors nor those who succeeded him.  Radak interpreted the promise the “the Lord shall be my G-d,” as total devotion to worshipping the Lord, completely abandoning worldly concerns.  Thus he wrote:

The Lord shall be my G-d—that is to say, that he would seclude himself to worship G-d and have nothing more to do with worldly matters for the rest of his days.
Completely true to his approach, in his commentary on a verse in Parashat Va-Yishlah, Radak informs us that Jacob indeed realized this promise.  Jacob, he said, retired from relationships with women and from the affairs of this world.  On Genesis 35:22—“While Israel stayed in that land, Reuben went and lay with Bilhah, his father’s concubine; and Israel found out.  Now the sons of Jacob were twelve in number”—Radak commented:
Israel found out—and ceased relationships with women; that is why it says, “Now the sons of Jacob were twelve in number,” because he had no more children and the rest of his life he abstained from relations with women and worldly ways, and devoted himself to worship of G-d, as he said, “The Lord shall be my G-d.”

According to his unique approach, those who withdraw from life in this world and adhere to the Creator at all times, making “the Lord my G-d,” are commendable.

The second promise—“And this stone…shall be G-d’s abode”
According to Radak, Jacob’s second promise refers to building a house for the Lord.  Here, too, Radak differed from the interpretations of Rashi and Rashbam,
 and offered two possible ways this promise of Jacob’s could be fulfilled.  Jacob promised that upon his return to the land he would set up a house of prayer and altar for all who worship the Lord.  Or, alternatively, this could be understood as referring to the Tabernacle and Temple, which would be erected after conquest of the land by the Israelites.  As Radak wrote:

He vowed further that the place where he erected the stone as a pillar would be the House of G-d, that is, there the Temple would be built with an altar at which all those who worship G-d would come to pray and worship the Lord and none other; or, shall be G-d’s abode could mean that he would command his children that when they take possession of the land they should build a House of the Lord there.
The third promise—“of all that You give me, I will set aside a tithe for You”

While the first two promises pertain to the religious and the spiritual, the third one concerns the economic realm.  Jacob promises to raise a tithe for those who fear G-d and worship Him.  Radak also cited the midrash which associates Jacob’s promise with setting aside the tribe of Levi to worship the Lord, which was a sort of setting aside a tithe also of his sons.  He wrote:
He vowed further that of all the Lord give him, he would set aside a tithe for Him, meaning he would take a tenth of his property and flocks that the Lord would give him and would give it to the needy from among those who fear G-d and worship Him.  And it is said (Genesis Rabbah 70) that he also said he would give a tithe of his sons, and thus Levi was the tithe, for they were more closely involved in the worship of the Lord than their other brothers, and Jacob, when he secluded himself, taught him and transmitted to him the secrets of the Torah and wisdom.

Conclusion
Radak’s commentary on Jacob’s vow provides a fine appreciation of Radak’s unique approach to the book of Genesis,
 an approach that consciously differed from that taken by the few biblical exegetes who preceded him.
Translated by Rachel Rowen
* Eliezer Jesselson heads the Institute for Advanced Torah Studies, Bar Ilan University.


� See my article, “Peirush ha-Radak le-Sefer Bereshit:  Hadshanut u-Vidul me-ha-Parshanim she-kadmu Lo,” Ha-Ma`ayan, Tishre 2012, and the expanded version published on the Da`at website, Kislev 2012.


� This expression implies recognition of Jacob as continuing the line of the patriarchs, as his father Isaac had indicated in his blessing to Jacob before the latter fled to Haran, at the beginning of the chapter:  “May He grant the blessing of Abraham to you and your offspring, that you may possess the land where you are sojourning, which G-d assigned to Abraham” (Gen. 28:4).


� At this stage we take the expressions, “If G-d remains with me” and “the Lord be my G-d” as two parallel conditions, providing the introduction and conclusion of the list of Jacob’s conditions.  Further on we shall see that Radak differs from this approach.


� Rashi, Rashbam and Ibn Ezra all mention the motif, “lest his sins cause…,” but not in this context, rather as a commentary on Jacob’s remarks in Parashat Va-Yishlah (Gen. 31:11), “I am unworthy of all the kindness that You have so steadfastly shown.”


� For example, cf. Rashi on verse 20, “and gives me bread to eat—as He said:  ‘I will not leave you.’”  Also cf. Rashbam on this verse:  “If I return safe—as He said to me, ‘I will bring you back to this land.’”  Ibn Ezra does not bother to write anything about these verses at all.


� I wonder whether we see the influence of Christianity here, sanctifying the ascetic life, but I have not found any evidence in support of this idea.


� Both Rashi and Rashbam totally ignore the expression “abode of G-d.”  Only Ibn Ezra offers a similar interpretation to the first one suggested by Radak: “abode of G-d” as a fixed place for worship.


� In quoting the midrash on giving a tithe of his sons, Radak takes issue with Ibn Ezra’s commentary.  Ibn Ezra is of the opinion that “the Torah does not have such a thing as a person giving a tithe of his sons.


� Radak wrote commentaries on all the books of Prophets and Writings, apparently leaving his commentary on the Torah for last.  The only extant commentary of his on the Pentateuch is for the book of Genesis, so it seems he did not have time to write commentaries on the other four books.  





