THEME 4:  RECREATING THE WORLD: A PERSONAL AND COLLECTIVE MISSION
TEXT: Gn 25‑35, The Jacob Cycle
I.‑ BIBLICAL TEXT
1. SITUATING THE THEME: UNDERSTANDING THE SOUL OF A PEOPLE
1.1. Leaving the chronicle aside, to get to the depth of the facts.
The accounts on the Patriarchs are not chronicles, but interpretations. Let us remember that since the Pentateuch has an origin all its own ‑‑unique in all of Sacred Scripture‑‑ there is also a special way of dealing with it. The origin of the Pentateuch was a combination of various theological sources or currents, various ways of interpreting the history lived by the Israelite people. This leads us to hold that in the accounts of the biblical Patriarchs we should see not just chronicles of the life of some ancestors, but figures who, when rightly interpreted, offer an explanation of an immensely rich and complicated ancestral history, that is to say, they offer an explanation of the true identity of human beings and of their reason for being in history. Investigations have increasingly borne this out.

1.2. Jacob represents a people, because he is their best response.
According to the investigations we mentioned, Jacob was originally an independent patriarch, that is, he was not directly tied to Abraham or to Isaac. He was simply the father or ancestor of a group that dwelt in the Transjordan (around the river Jabbok) and near the center of Palestine (around the locality of Bethel). Only at a much later time, and through a literary‑historical process, he came to be shaped into the figure we now see in the Bible: the grandson of Abraham, the son of Isaac and the father of twelve sons who started the Twelve Tribes that originally made up Israel. The image of Jacob that we now find in the Bible is rather the image of a whole people who, in reflecting on their past, on their reason for being in history, find, in figures like Jacob, the best answer to their questions.

1.3. And what about the other Patriarchs?
The treatment given to Jacob must also be given to Isaac and Abraham, fathers of primitive groups who dwelt in different places in Palestine. Abraham, around Mamre, and Isaac, around Beer‑Sheba. These two patriarchs came to be reshaped into father and son and into ancestors of Jacob, also through a literary process that gathers around these outstanding figures the deep experiences of the people regarding their life and destiny.

1.4. Getting to know Jacob, in order to understand the people.
In the case of Jacob, it is fitting to point out the importance that his figure holds. Around him are grouped the traditions of the twelve sons who give Israel its name. Jacob, because of his nearness to the beginning of the true history of Israel, is a key figure. To get to know him is to get near to the very identity of the people. This means that when one talks of Jacob, one is not thinking about an individual, but about one of the groups that shaped the Israelite people. It is helpful to recall that the change of Jacob's name to Israel {Gen 32:39) was not gratuitous. This means that the group of Jacob ended up by being fused with the group of Israel. Abraham and Isaac, Jacob and his twelve sons, are "eponymous" persons, that is, they gave their names to groups and peoples.

1.5. A "cycle" of contradictions.
When we speak of the "cycle of so‑and‑so," we mean that a group of accounts is clustered around a certain personage, and that these accounts have been given a unity and definitive thrust in virtue of the meaning that this personage has taken on for the people. Hence, it is quite fitting that there are cases where the people cluster around an important personage some accounts in which others once played the leading role. All of this may well have happened with what we here call the "Jacob Cycle." Among all the patriarchal figures, Jacob is the one who gathered about him the sort of contradictory accounts wherein the people saw themselves best portrayed: lies and truth, disadvantage and self‑interest, outrage and astuteness, sin and grace...

2. DEVELOPMENT OF THE THEME: RECREATING THE WORLD, THE GREAT CHALLENGE
2.1. Historical analysis: The world needs to be re‑created
2.1.1. To create is to set the Cosmos in order.
In the mind of the primitive world, creating meant dominating the world that lay before one. This world, ordinarily, was dominated by a savage nature, full of woods and animals and protecting spirits. The great problem for human beings was the threat that this world meant for them. Their great task was to order, dominate and keep gaining mastery over this world. This was the idea underlying the biblical text itself (Gn 1‑2), when God, in an act of creation, faces the "tohu wavohu" which our Bibles usually translate as "chaos and confusion" or "formless and void," or by "absolute nothingness." Man's task, like God's, was to face his own "tohu wavohu" which later biblical texts would tellingly read in the context of false gods (1 Sm 12:21; Is 40:17,23,29). Primitive human beings, facing an unknown world as yet untamed by them, felt the need to install their God in this milieu, so that He might dominate the other spirits, that He might look favorably on the land they had just conquered and taken possession of, and that He might receive the adoration due to Him.

The God of the group helped people overcome the natural powerlessness they experienced in the face of an unknown, hostile and untamed world. This helps us explain the account of Jacob's wrestling with a spirit, whom the Bible calls God (Gn 32:23‑33). What we are dealing with here seems to be a myth of origins or a cultic legend about a protector spirit of a territory, which Jacob's group is going to capture and take over as their own. Hence, they must also capture and take over the God who protects and defends that territory.  This is seen in the account of Jacob's dream (Gn 28:10‑22). Here, Yahweh takes possession of a land, by taking possession of the shrine dominated by the God El. It is interesting to observe the process of identifying the God El with Yahweh. This is not done by destroying the other God, but by assimilating Him.

2.1.2. Jacob ‑ the people, re‑creators of the Cosmos itself.
a) Re‑creating the world and man, according to the J tradition.
When we superficially read the accounts in which Jacob acts, we find an apparent unity. However, we know that each of the great Patriarchs is handled differently by each of the great traditions: J, E, P (= Yahwist, Elohist and Priestly traditions).  Hence, when we study the Patriarch Jacob, we have to see how and why each tradition treats him in a determined way. The following texts are proper of the Yahwist tradition: the birth of Esau and Jacob (Gn 25:21‑26); Esau's bartering away his birthright (Gn 25:27‑34); the sojourn of Isaac and Rebekah in Gerar (Gn 26:1‑11); the pact between Isaac and Abimelech (Gn 26:12‑33); the theft of Esau's blessing (Gn 27:1‑45); Jacob's dream at Bethel (Gn 28:10‑11a,13‑16,19); marriage with Leah and Rachel (Gn 29:1‑30); sons and daughter of Jacob (Gn 29:31‑35; 30:4‑5,7‑16,21,24); enrichment through fraud (Gn 30:25‑43); Jacob's flight and pact with Laban (Gn 31: 1‑3,17,19a,20‑23,25b,27, 30a,31,36a,38‑40,46‑49, 51‑53a); preparation for the meeting with Esau (Gn 32:3‑11,13a); wrestling with God (Gn 32:22‑32); reunion with Esau (Gn 33:1‑3,12‑17); the rape of Dinah and the pact broken with Shechem (Gn 34:1‑31); Reuben's incest with Bilhah (Gn 35:21‑22a).

Underlying the Yahwist's treatment of these texts is his interest in explaining to the people the lawful origin of the Davidic dynasty. This dynasty proceeds immediately from the tribe of Judah which, in turn, goes back lawfully to the great Patriarch Jacob. For if, in the history of Jacob, despite all its ambiguities, God's blessing is present, then the same is true of the Davidic dynasty. God has blessed the difficult ways of man, and that is enough, especially inasmuch as the role of David's monarchy was to set things in order and to reestablish the power of authority in the face of the chaotic situation in which the history of Judges had ended. In the mind of the Yahwist, the monarchy reestablished the order that had been lost.

b) Re‑creating the world and man, according to the E tradition
The Elohist recaptures certain nuances and clarifications concerning Jacob, namely: his dream at Bethel (Gn 28:11b,12,17‑18,20‑22); the sons of Jacob (Gn 30:1‑3,6,17‑20,22‑23); flight and pact with Laban (Gn 31:2,4‑16,19b,24‑25a,26,29,30b,32‑35,36b‑37,41‑45,50,53b‑55); the angels of Mahanaim (Gn 32:1‑2); gifts for Esau (Gn 32:12,13b‑21); reunion with Esau (Gn 33:4‑11); the purchase of land at Shechem (Gn 33:18b‑20); the return to Bethel (Gn 35:1‑8,14‑15) and the birth of Benjamin (Gn 35:16‑20).

As we already know, the Elohist builds his theology on the Covenant of Sinai and not on the Covenant with David. Through this Sinaitic theology, the Elohist extols the God of holiness, the God who reveals Himself to man not directly, but through various intermediaries, the God who is the Lord of life who grants it to man, despite his sterility, the God who protects human beings through His angels. He is the Holy God who can never be confused with the Canaanite god Baal or with his cults or with the underhanded interests of the Court, namely, the great Court of Jerusalem which, after all, made its living by manipulating God for its own interests. The author of E, utilizing the figure of Jacob, also tries to re‑create his world, establishing order in the great chaos that had been created by a corrupt monarchy.

c) Re‑creating the world and man, according to the P tradition.
The author of the P document also recaptures nuances and traditions concerning Jacob, such as the following: Sending Jacob to Paddan‑aram in search of a non‑Hittite wife (Gn 26:34‑35; 27:46 ‑ 28:9); the blessing of El Shaddai on Jacob (Gn 35:9‑13); the line of Esau (Gn 36:15‑42); Jacob and his descendants in Egypt (Gn 46:6‑27); blessing on the sons of Joseph (Gn 48:3‑7) and the death and burial of Jacob (Gn 49:29‑33; 50:12‑13).

In his treatment of these accounts, P seeks to prove his thesis on the way to rebuild Israel, after the destruction of the Northern and Southern Kingdoms. The lost order can only be recovered by the practice of a morality attuned to the Law and right worship. The spiritual chaos in which the people are living can only be overcome by the restoration of right worship and the laws of legal purity. In this case, worship and legal purity are set up as the elements for the re‑creation of man.

2.1.3. The Nuzi texts: re‑creating the juridical order
Between 1925 and 1931, the famous Nuzi tablets were discovered.  Written in Akkadian and belonging to Hurrian culture, they describe the juridical world of the first half of the second millennium before Christ, the patriarchal age. They consist of some 20,000 cuneiform documents that can throw light on several generations of Nuzi life during the 15th and 14th centuries B.C.  In what follows, we present some biblical texts on which new light is thrown by the Nuzi texts:

a) Gn 25:29‑34:  The sale of Esau's birthright. In Nuzi, too, we are told of a brother who exchanged or sold his first‑born rights for three sheep.

b) Gn 27:2:  The Blessing of Isaac begins with the expression: "I am old now, and I do no know how soon I may die." This same phrase is found in Nuzi as a technical formula and solemn declaration that had juridical implications: It was the last will of an old man before he died, which could in no way be changed. It was a matter of absolute juridical validity.

c) Gn 27:4:  This text refers to a father's will to bestow the blessing of primogeniture: "...so that I may give you my innermost blessing before I die." This phrase is also found in Nuzi, in texts that prove to us that the rights of primogeniture conferred by blessing were discerned more by the will of the father than by the chronological priority of the son.

d) Gn 27:33:  Jacob tells Esau, who arrives too late to receive his blessing, that it has already been given to another: "And I blessed him; now he must remain blessed!" According to the Nuzi texts, an oral blessing, like one made on a death‑bed, was irrevocable and had full legal validity.

e) Gn 29:15 ff:  Jacob marries Leah and Rachel, but does not bring them to his house, but is rather brought into his wives' house. In Nuzi we find a model of marriage called "errebu" whereby the husband was adopted by the father of the bride, and therefore entered into the family society of his wife.

f) Gn 30:1‑4:  The saying of Rachel, Jacob's sterile wife, is cited: "Here is my maid Bilhah. Consort with her, that she may bear on my knees and that through her I too may have children." Leah does the same with her maid Zilpah, who is also given to Jacob as a wife. This seems to be authorized in the Nuzi texts, which reveal that a sterile wife could give her husband a slave girl to have children by her.

g) Gn 31:19,34: tells us of Rachel's theft of her father's household idols. The Nuzi texts also tell us of an adopted son who, on the death of his father, "shall take the gods of his father," signifying that he will be the heir to everything. This explains Rachel's great interest in possessing the "teraphim" or household gods of the family, which guaranteed ownership of the inheritance.

h) Gn 31:50:  Laban warns Jacob: "If you ill‑treat my daughters or take other wives besides my daughters ‑‑ though no one else be about, remember, God Himself will be witness between you and me." This same idea is expressed in Nuzi, in an adoption document, in which Naswi adopts Wullu and lays down the condition that the latter will lose all his rights to lands and buildings if he takes another wife.

i) Gn 30:35 alludes to some sons of Laban, whom he put in charge of the livestock which he had taken from Jacob by a ruse. This may have happened because in the beginning Laban, lacking other sons, adopted Jacob. In this connection the Nuzi texts mention that an adopted son loses the right to inherit if other legitimate sons are born afterwards.

j) Gn 31:1 tells us that "Laban's sons were saying: 'Jacob has taken all that was our father's and from that which was our father's he has built up all this wealth." Again we see the legitimate sons claiming what they believed was rightfully theirs, in keeping with the customs of Nuzi.

k) Gn 31:14 says: "Then Rachel and Leah answered Jacob: 'Have we still a share in the inheritance of our father's house?'" For their part, the daughters of Laban complain, also in keeping with the Nuzi texts, according to which if natural sons were born to their Father, they would be disinherited, along with Jacob.

l) Gn 31:43:  Laban tells Jacob: "The daughters are my daughters, the children are also my children, and the flocks are my flocks; all that you see is mine." According to Nuzi, Laban is right, because Jacob, as an adopted son, continues to be subject to his paternal authority.

As we have seen, the Nuzi texts reveal a juridical and moral praxis that lies in the background of the Jacob Cycle. The law aims at establishing order in the face of possible community disorder, of a possible moral chaos that must be overcome. The groups of the Patriarchs were the children of the moral order of their cultures.

2.2. Literary Analysis: symmetry and myth, languages of creation
2.2.1. Symmetrical literary structure: harmony of a re‑created world
Following specialists in this subject, for example Luis Alonso Schökel, let us look at an approximate outline of the narrative Cycle of Jacob. Its themes logically correspond to or counterbalance one another is such as way that they follow the following structure: a, b, c, d, e, f, +binding theme+ f', e', d', c', b', a'. The following is the order of the chapter and themes:

25.
a. Genealogy of Ishmael

....b. Birth and adolescence of Jacob ‑ Esau

26.
........c. Isaac with the natives of the country

27.
...........d. Jacob and Esau: break

28.
...............e. Flight and journey: apparition at Bethel

29.
...................f. Laban and Jacob: welcome

.......................+ Rachel and Leah+

30‑31 .................f' Jacob and Laban: flight and pact

32.
..............e' Journey: Nighttime apparition

33.
..........d' Jacob and Esau: reconciliation

34.
.......c' Dinah, her brothers and the natives of the country

35.
....b' Deaths: Deborah, Rachel. Apparition at Bethel

36.
a' Genealogy of Esau

In this literary outline, the point of departure (a) is the genealogy of Ishmael (Gn 25) and the point of arrival (a') is the genealogy of Esau (Gn 36). Around the figure of Jacob, there is an attempt to explain the presence of two peoples (Ishmaelites and Edomites) with whom Israel inevitably maintained relationships, sometimes friendly and sometime hostile. However, the central point corresponds to the central theme: Jacob and Esau, both in their break (d) and in their reconciliation (d').

2.2.2. The role of myth: the hidden meaning of the re‑creative act.
It is ordinarily said that there are no myths in the Bible. This is based on the supposition that a "myth" is rather fanciful, baseless and therefore false. But this is not a very exact notion of what a myth is. Currently, what specialists call a "myth" is an account which tries to spell out the deep meaning that the original, founding moment or point of departure has for a group of people. Hence, for all practical purposes, a "myth" is a creation account. And there is possibly nothing deeper among all peoples than accounts of this sort. It so happens that a myth is always built on symbolic expressions that have a key. And if one does not have the secret of this key, the myth remains closed, incomprehensible. When this happens, one has recourse, erroneously, to a literal interpretation of the myth. But a myth, understood as a symbolic expression of a founding event, is always tied to some historical event, to which a deep meaning is attached in keeping with the culture of the group. In this sense, there is no difficulty in admitting the presence of myths, whether in the accounts of the Jacob Cycle, or in general in the O.T.

2.2.3. The Creation Myths
When one speaks of "creation myths," one must understand two things by "creation": either the beginning or creation of the world, or the beginning or creation of a people. If one refers to the creation of the world, the myth is called a "cosmogonic myth." And if one refers to the creation of a people, the myth is simply called a "myth of origin." The accounts surrounding the person of "Jacob" can be called "myths of origin," since the aim of all of them is to bring to light the deep meaning of the beginnings of the Israelite people. Hence the importance of the personage "Jacob," as a means for spelling out the meaning of Israel in history. In Jacob, there is an attempt to embody and explain everything good, bad and indifferent about the same people. Hence, there was a great deal of fascination surrounding the shaping of his figure. The whole Israelite soul is reflected in Jacob. The accounts of the Jacob Cycle are nearest and dearest to the tribes that gave rise to Israel as an autonomous people. Hence the specialists always start from Jacob and work backwards (toward Isaac, Abraham...) in order to explain the way Israel was formed.

2.2.4. Further remarks on "myths of origin."
There are three things that go toward shaping a people:

a) the human group (clan or clans) that characterize it;

b) the place of worship of the God who allows them to be born as a people;

c) the customs that distinguish it as "this particular people."

These three realities always come enveloped in myths. And the myths that relate to each of these realities has its own name. Thus, myths that seek to spell out the deep meaning of the origin of a people or clan are called "ethnological legends" or "sagas." Those which do the same for the origin of a place of worship are called "cultic legends." And those which attempt to do the same for the customs of the group are called "ætiological legends" or simply "ætiologies." In the innumerable ethnological, cultic and ætiological legends present in the accounts about Jacob, Israel was better able to spell out its own origins and its own distinctive characteristics.

2.3. Theological Analysis: re‑creating, a mission that defines human being.
2.3.1. The Blessing that makes it possible to bring order out of chaos.
a) To be a re‑creative blessing: a mission in history
Jacob and Esau are two opposing figures. The data that are accumulates in Esau characterize him as the representative of a culture contrary to Israelite culture and hence, as being somewhat negative, both in his origins and in his customs. He is a world with whom one has to live together ‑‑part of a family‑‑ but without having to follow his ways, without letting his selfishness shape history. This would have been the rule of primogeniture. Jacob, the direct father of the future people, its living image, has a mission to fulfill in history: to make meaning of it, to set it in order, to be its leader, to humanize it.

b) To be a blessing is a gift of God and not the fruit of human selfishness.
Let us try to see, in Esau, the aspects that characterize his culture:

‑‑ Gn 25:25, presents Esau at birth as being "red" (admônî, a play on "Edom"), an allusion to the native group of Edomites, and that he was "hairy" (se'ar, perhaps a play on Seir, the country of the Edomites). Gn 25:30 tells us that Esau was called Edom, and then makes a play on words with the "red" stew which led to his loss of the rights of primogeniture.

‑‑ Gn 25:27 tells us that Esau was "a skillful hunter, a man of the outdoors..., who had a taste for game." Hence, his culture was related to "legal impurity," involving blood and death.

‑‑ We should not forget the historical fact that in the times of the Davidic monarchy, the Ammonites, Moabites and Edomites were subjugated by the Hebrews. The pain of the vanquished Esau‑Edom can be heard in 27:34, where Esau "burst into wild and bitter sobbing."

‑‑ Gn 26:34‑35 tells us of the Hittite wives of Esau, who "were a source of bitterness to Isaac and Rebekah." Gn 27:46 also adds that Rebekah was tired to death of living alongside these Hittite women. According to the "P" tradition, Esau would have committed the sin of racial impurity. Hence, he had no right to inherit (cf. Ezr 9:2,10‑15).

‑‑ Specialists in the Jacob Cycle tell us that underlying the story of the of the paternal blessing robbed by Jacob are two Canaanite myths: "the magic meal," know as the myth of Sa'atagat and Keret, about a meal with curative powers, and the myth of "Usóo and Shemé Marón," which speaks of the animal pelts alluded to in the account of the blessing. We could say that here, the biblical redactors performed a process of demythologization, stripping Canaanite and Horite myths of their magical elements. And we should not forget that in terms of the biblical myth, Esau is a representative of these cultures.

c) To be a blessing is a mysterious and sometimes inexplicable gift of God.
Let us now look at the elements that characterize Jacob:

‑‑ Gn 25:23 directly presents him as a nation ‑‑a culture‑‑ contrary to that of his brother, whom he will confront and at length dominate.

‑‑ But he will have to accomplish this dominion by trickery, since by all accounts Jacob‑Israel appears on the panorama of the history of Palestine well after other groups who had already set its cosmos in order. In order to survive, Israel would have to grasp the firstborn by the heel. Not for nothing does Gn 25:26 tell us that he was born grasping the heel ('aqeb) of his brother, thus suggesting the name "Jacob" (ya'aqob).

‑ Gn 25:27‑34 represents the social and ethnic struggle between two models of civilization, hunters and herdsmen, the latter characterized as more respectable and morally better regulated, as the society of Jacob would be.

‑‑ In the Yahwist tradition, Jacob is shown as wearing "the best clothes of his brother Esau." This would signify, according to some commentators, priestly robes, signs of the future priestly function that would be assigned to the firstborn when he organized his family. Still later, the "P" tradition would regard Israel (Jacob) as the one who would perform lawful worship in Palestine.

‑‑ In Gn 27:27b‑28, Jacob obtains a blessing for the land, which would be blessed by God with fragrance, dew, fertility, grain and wine. It is an economic blessing for the culture that Jacob represents.

‑‑ However, Gn 27:29 adds another type of blessing, a political blessing, according to which the peoples, nations and other brother‑groups would be under the political sway of Israel.

d) To be a blessing, despite being a woman and precisely because of being a woman.
‑‑ In presenting the literary structure of our theme, we indicated that the Jacob Cycle begins in Gn 25. This leads us to consider Rebekah in her role as a woman who mediates the blessing. Gn 25:21 presents her as being sterile ‑‑accursed‑‑ but restored by Yahweh, who looks on her with favor and who, by means of her, blesses Isaac, her husband. She is the one who consults Yahweh, perhaps visiting some sacred place where some God was venerated who had already taken possession of a land that human beings wanted to organize. Woman is always the mediator of this life. And in our case, Rebekah is the mediator of life by begetting Jacob‑Israel, the re‑creators of life in Palestine. In the picaresque tale of Isaac and Rebekah in Gerar, at the moment of greatest crisis, Isaac reveals his unconscious male ambiguity toward woman, the cause of blessing or calamity: "I thought I might lose my life on her account" (Gn 26:9). But, as "J" usually likes to point out, God transforms these dangerous situations into blessings (Gn 25:12‑14).

‑‑ In Jacob's wives we see a confirmation of the behavior of God, who bestows His blessing on those whom men undervalue. Hence Leah, the little‑loved, the less‑attractive, the scorned, is the blessed and fertile woman, while Rachel, of the fair body and fine eyes, whom Jacob is physically in love with as his favorite, becomes a sterile and embittered woman (Gn 29:31). Nevertheless, both Rachel and Leah become a blessing and a mediation of life for the future re‑creation of Israel. From Leah's womb will come Reuben, Simeon, Levi, Judah, Issachar and Zebulun. From Rachel's womb will come Joseph and Benjamin. Hence, both Leah and Rachel are eponymous mothers, not only of persons but of peoples.

‑‑ In the Jacob Cycle there also appears a pair of slave‑girls (Bilhah, the maid of Rachel, and Zilpah, the maid of Leah). These are oppressed and hidden women who have already played their part in life and lost, and in addition to their being women, have ended up being slaves, serving only to rescue their mistresses from straitened circumstances (Gn 30:3,9). Nevertheless, in biblical history, the slave‑girl becomes an object of blessing, as a mediation of justice (Gn 30:6) and of happiness (Gn 30:13). From Bilhah's womb will come Dan and Naphtali. From Zilpah's womb will come Gad and Asher.

e) To be a blessing despite human ambiguity.
One of the characteristics of the Yahwist is his refusal to brush over the weakness or ambiguities of the fathers and mothers of Israel. In contrast, one of the characteristics of the Elohist is to give explanations in ambiguous cases, so as to safeguard their "image." 

‑‑ In the classic case, Jacob quite deviously takes advantage of Esau's hunger to swindle him out of his birthright (Gn 25:29‑34).  This event would be interpreted by Gn 27:36 and Hos 12:4 as an act of legal supplantation.

‑‑ When Jacob reached Laban's lands, he tried to break the cultural laws regulating the marriage of daughters, of whom the elder should be married first. Jacob believed that he had deceived Laban, but as things turned out, he was deceived by Laban (Gn 29:18,23‑26).

‑‑ Jacob also uses his cleverness to multiply the kind of livestock that suits him (Gn 30:3743). And for his part, Laban keeps on tricking Jacob (Gn 31:7‑12).

‑‑ Rachel and Leah authorize Jacob to keep on cheating their father out of his livestock (Gn 31:14‑16). Likewise, also be means of a ruse, Rachel steals the family gods, the gods of the inheritance, from her father Laban (Gn 31:30‑35).

‑‑ The jealousy between Rachel and Leah is notorious (Gn 30:1), a jealousy portrayed as a fateful struggle (Gn 30:8) to see which of the two would win the love or good pleasure of their husband (Gn 29:34, 30:20).. And all of this takes place in that spontaneous popular atmosphere of two women, two mothers of the people, who bargain away nights of love with their husband in exchange for the supposed fertility power of some mandrake plants (Gn 30:14 ff).

‑‑ We would not like to pass over the episode of the rape of Dinah (Gn 34:1 ff), which is quite complicated when it comes to understanding its literary origins, but which is quite clear in the thirst for vengeance, capacity for deception and immense cruelty that it assigns to the two sons of Jacob (Gn 34:13‑24,25‑29). Jacob, too, is also implicated in the macabre event, since he does not reprehend his sons for the fact in itself, but only for the complications that it may create for him (Gn 34:30‑31).

f) What position should we take regarding this human ambiguity?
There is no point to the preceding run‑through of events just to seek out a needed explanation for morally doubtful situations. Here, the biblical problem is more in‑depth. Better put, it is a problem of another sort. We could state is as follows:

‑‑ If we accept the historical‑critical literary method which explains the genesis of the accounts, the moral problem shifts to a secondary level. For what we are dealing with are Israelite adaptations of other, pre‑existing mythical accounts, which are being used in order to explain the meaning of their own origins. Here, rather than asking about the morality of what we are being told, we ought to be asking about the primitive account that underlies the present account, both because it derived from that account and because of what the adaptation presented to us is trying to explain. The ambiguity that we have to face here is greater, namely that of the Word of God being built up from so many cultural bits and pieces.

‑‑ If we do not think it suitable to accept the preceding explanation ‑‑which we would insist is the better one‑‑ we would have to establish, regarding these events, statements such as the following, which are true enough in themselves: Let us remember that we cannot apply the evangelical moral criteria of the NT to the OT... Let us remember that the morality of primitive peoples is the fruit of their community "ethos",,, Let us remember that Israel, in its historical origin, is the fruit of a unity in diversity: that is to say, it is the fruit of many peoples or groups, each of them with its own cultural background, with its own principles of living together... Let us remember that in many of its principles, morality evolves in keeping with history and culture... etc.

‑‑ Unless we want to lose the context we have put forward here as a hermeneutical key, we have to recall data such as these: That Jacob‑Israel are read as a mediation for re‑creating the world. And that, biblically speaking, re‑creating supposes making human beings let go of their selfishness, in order to make the earth more habitable, more human, less full of suffering and death. Human beings must organize their own inner chaos.

And in this sense, no one should find it strange that the Bible should present, even in its most significant characters, their ambiguous moral conduct, full of selfishness that has to be overcome. All of these accounts, filled with human ambiguities, are the best sign that the Bible is not trying to falsify reality. But let us understand quite clearly, in these and in other cases, that the mere presence of dubious accounts in the Bible does not mean, of itself, that the sacred author approves of them. Only when we apply a genuine hermeneutic key do we get to know the moral or theological position of the sacred writer. We have already spoken of this possible key in the Introduction to the Pentateuch and in Theme I.

g) To be a blessing within a cultural process.
One of the great lessons that the Pentateuch teaches us is that of how the Israelite people learn to cope with the cultures which, little by little, kept becoming part of their being and of their symbolic mental worldview. Israel went through a process of unity, achieved around the cause of its liberty from Egypt and Canaan.  Israel, since it was born of an alliance of tribes, was, in its very origins, multicultural. This alliance arose through the appropriation of the land, the expulsion of petty kings and the adoption of Yahweh as its protective divinity. Let us remember, too, that this union of tribes was called an "amphictyony," which means a union of different groups around the divinity of a pre‑established shrine. This beautiful trait of recognition and respect for the culture of others is what we observe, with fascination, in the accounts of the dream of Jacob and his wrestling with God. But let us again recall that these two accounts are not the only ones that prove the originally multicultural background of Israel. These two examples are simply a methodological practice that we can apply in all accounts of the patriarchal cycles.

h) Jacob's dream: its cultural and theological elements.
The context of chapter 28 sets before us Jacob on his way to Mesopotamia, where his parents came from, in search of a woman of pure blood and also of a divine blessing that would make him fertile. Purity of blood was a cultural element of nomadic or seminomadic groups in general. The search for fertility under the blessing of a divinity, brings us to Canaanite culture, in which the specialists find a custom called "sacred incubation," which consisted of the party's going to sleep (lying down = incubation) with special rites in a temple, in order to obtain a blessing of fertility. Moreover, the account tells us of a great ladder with its base touching the ground and its top reaching the heavens. The Hebrew word for this ladder is sullam,  from the root salal  which means "to build up an earthwork by rolling it." This, quite logically, leads us to Mesopotamian culture, with its famous terraced towers or "ziggurats." Jacob is on his way to Mesopotamia, and he indirectly criticizes its mythology by transforming it.

Moreover, we are told in Gn 28:19 that Jacob "called that place Bethel. We know from history that Beth‑El was a god worshiped by the Semites under the name of Beth‑ili, and venerated at Elephantine by Hebrew groups until the 5th cent. B.C. The fact that the redactor of our account uses various cultural traditions suggests, once more, the originally multicultural reality of Israel. Moreover, Jacob performs two actions that are typical of Canaanite culture: he erects a memorial stone or massebah  and anoints it with oil (Gn 28:18). The sacred writer takes over all these cultural elements and, obviously, adapts them to the idea that he has of his own God, Yahweh, who goes on assuring him of life, both through the gift of fertility and through the possession of a land of his own.

i) The struggle with God: Its cultural background.
According to Jgs 11:13‑22, the River Jabbok, the geographic site of the event in this passage (Gn 32:23), marked the northeastern boundary of Israel. This places us in the kingdom of the Amorites and their culture. Moreover, we find in the text we are examining the phrase "and he crossed the ford of" (in Hebrew, "ya'abor'eth ma'abar"), a phrase which is parallel to other phrases quite frequent in Mari, an ancient city of Babylon in which an archives of 20,000 tablets written in cuneiform were found. This stock phrase indicates, at bottom, a great fear of crossing a river that marks the borderline of a people. It was considered to be a sacrilege against the protecting spirit to cross the border of another. Moreover, we know from Canaanite sources that rivers were ordinarily consecrated to tutelary gods. Among the Phoenicians there was a myth of the struggle of a warrior against the Numen of the river.  From all of these data, some exegetes hold that in the cultural background of our account, lies a struggle between Jacob and his group with the protective spirit of Esau, who represents the Edomite people. In our case, the redactor of the Pentateuch made up a new text out of former texts, and in doing so he gave them a new thrust, though without destroying the original cultural elements.

We would hold, then, that in the background of this account, we are being told how Jacob desires to conquer the land promised by his God and acquired through the sale of Esau's birthright, although he still does not possess it.  In the scene of his taking possession of this land, some important elements appear, such as: the ancestral mothers Leah, Rachel, Zilpah and Bilhah, with their eleven sons who form the amphictyony which will give rise to Israel. Let us note this precise biblical phrase: "In the course of that night, however, Jacob arose, took his two wives, with the two maidservants and his eleven children, and crossed the ford of the Jabbok. After he had taken them across the stream and had brought over all his possessions, Jacob was left there alone. Then some man wrestled with him until the break of dawn" (Gn 32:23‑25). According to rabbinical tradition, this "someone" with whom Jacob wrestles is the demon protector of Esau; and according to the prophetic tradition, he is an angel of Elohim, a "Ben Elohim" of  Canaanite culture, who fears the light and is conquerable by a mortal (Hos 12:5). This occurs "in the course of the night," the time when hostile spirits of the "power of darkness" are at work. We are also told of the prohibition to eat the sciatic muscle (Gn 32:32‑33), probably linked with the "asaku" of the Amorites, who dwelt in the area around Penuel until after the time of the Exodus (Jos 10:1‑19; Jgs 8:8‑17).

We should not fail to mention the immediately following episode, which relates the meeting between Jacob and Esau (Gn 33:1 ff), where we again encounter elements that confirm the multicultural background of Israel. Bowing to the ground seven times (Gn 33:3) was a common custom in the court of Mari and throughout the east, for we find references to it in the El‑Amarna letters. Also the phrase "I will go before you" is parallel to the Amorite expression "he who goes alongside you," which indicates the guide that the chief of a confederation offered to the vassals of other confederations while they were visiting his territory. Jacob, in fact, does not accept his brother's offer, since he wishes to travel independently: "Let my lord, then, go on ahead of me, while I proceed more slowly" (Gn 33:14). This dissembling rejection reminds us of the texts of Mari: "without my traveling at your side." Jacob feigns to follow his brother, but once again deceives him, taking another road.

j) Recognizing the culture of another as an instrument of blessing.
With the accumulation of the preceding cultural data, we have aimed at highlighting the process that Israel followed in the way it came together and in the way it behaved toward the groups whose history it came to share. Throughout this process we have seen how, implicitly and explicitly, there was an acknowledgement of existing cultures, many of whose groups became part of Israel, incorporating their culture in a new historical process.

The Jacob Cycle shows us this process of recognition accorded to the cultural values of others. It likewise shows us the complementary process that we might call the "process of newness, of announcement, of good news," whereby all the cultures that keep being incorporated into the history of a group keep moving toward the type of justice or mutual relations that the said group conceives of as being the will of their God. This theme of the recognizing the cultural values of others is one that we must face today as a matter of the highest urgency for evangelization.


II.‑ CLARETIAN RESONANCES
1. THE CALL OF JACOB
Anthony, though a diocesan seminarian, was destined for the universal service of the Gospel. The Father showed him His will by means of the Son, who is His Word: An incarnate Word, a Word preached and written in the Bible. Bishop Corcuera recommended that his seminarians read the Bible daily  in order to become good priests. In this reading, Anthony discovered his vocation as an Apostolic Missionary. In the first group of Scripture texts he compiled as a "young seminarian," Isaiah 41:8 headed the list: "But you, Israel, my servant, Jacob, whom I have chosen, the offspring of Abraham, my friend"  (EA p. 416). As he read this, he felt ‑‑by a movement of the Spirit‑‑ that he had been personally chosen, without any personal merit of his own, but only by the sheer goodwill of God, as Jacob had been chosen. God wanted him to be His servant, a man totally trustworthy and available. Later He showed him that the service for which He had chosen him was to glorify Him through preaching the Gospel.

Claret ‑‑an active optimist‑‑ came to experience his own nothingness and inability when the Lord placed him in the forge of love and on the anvil of humiliation. The name that best suited him was "worm Jacob," yet he would be enabled to fulfill his mission through the presence and help of the Lord: "Fear not, you worm Jacob, you that are dead of Israel! I will help you, says the Lord; your Redeemer is the Holy One of Israel (Is 41:14)"   (EA pp. 417, 428).

Whether we are optimists or pessimists, we should never consider ourselves to be lords  of our life or of our apostolic work. The Constitutions, in n. 41, ask that our attitude be that of Christ Jesus, "who emptied himself, taking the form of a slave  (cf. Phil 2:5‑9)" (cf. CMF, Our Project of Missionary Life [= OPML],  vol. II, pp. 592‑612).

2. COVENANT WITH JACOB
In 1865 Spain was harshly scourged by an outbreak of cholera. From Madrid, Father Claret strove to bring the consolation of the faith to all the afflicted, and to this end he wrote a short work on The Origin of Public Calamities, such as cholera, plague, war, famine, etc., and how to ward them off and banish them,  Religious Library, Barcelona 1865 (cf. SSW pp. 263‑283). He encouraged everyone to have trust, because God is the God of the Covenant who, even though He chastises his son, does so in order to correct and forgive him: "I will remember my covenant that I made with Jacob...They will beg pardon for their sins...I will not cast them off altogether... For I am the Lord their God. And I will remember my former covenant"  (Lev 26:14‑46; SSW, pp. 267‑268)).

3. JACOB, MODEL OF MEEKNESS
Father Claret accepted the episcopate only in order to obey the will of God, for it went against his temperament and his vocation as a universal and itinerant apostolic missionary. From the outset the charge weighed heavily upon him because of internal and external difficulties: "Sometimes I am beset with longings to shake off the yoke and escape"  (Letter to Caixal, 27 April 1853: EC I, 791‑792). The Retreat of 1854 was decisive; in it he found the definitive light he longed for. But he needed to fortify his spirit through patience, fortitude and meekness. Among the exemplars of meekness he turned to for encouragement, Jacob figures between Abraham and Moses (Retreat Resolutions  1854: EA, p. 541).

The renewed Constitutions have included a number on meekness, because of its importance for apostolic missionaries, as our Father Founder points out in his Autobiography 372‑383 (cf. CMF OPML, vol. II, pp. 613‑627).

4. FRATERNAL RECONCILIATION (Gn 33)
Claret lived through the civil war and, as a missionary, considered himself to be a minister of reconciliation, because he was convinced that he should not become compromised with either of the conflicting parties. In Madrid he had a select group of laity, the members of the Academy of St. Michael, whom he wanted them to be of one heart and mind, like the community in Acts. Moreover, he wanted them to be agents of reconciliation in society. He wrote and summed up his teachings in the Ascetical Letter  (RL, Barcelona 1862). In numbers 2, 3 and 4 he gives motives and practical suggestions for living in fraternity, even under conflict‑ridden circumstances (cf. SSW, pp. 141‑150).

The Constitutions want us to be men of peace and reconciliation: "Let us learn to be generous toward anyone against whom we may have some cause for grievance" (CC 16). The Directory makes this comment: "Imitating the ineffable kindness of Jesus, we should offer a hand to anyone who has failed in any way. Through our works we should let them know that all is forgiven and forgotten, and that they are still vital and efficient members of the community, which does not dwell on the past but looks to the present and the future (Dir n.49).

5. JACOB'S DREAM
To explain Mary's distinctive mediation in the order of grace, while remaining subject in all things to the unique Mediator, Jesus Christ her Son, he used a typical symbol traditional in Marian writings, namely, Jacob's ladder: "Mary was also prefigured in Jacob's ladder, for as this ladder reached from earth to heaven and God rested at its top, while the angels descended and ascended it  (Gn 28:12‑22), so Mary, through her grace and privileges, reaches from earth to heaven. God rests in her. Through Mary, graces descend from heaven, and through Mary our supplications ascend to heaven"  (Pastoral on the Imm. Conception, n. 14: SSW pp. 522‑523).

The theme of Mary, Ladder of Jacob and Gate of Heaven,  developed in the introduction to the short work of that name, can be found in SAMC, Escritos Marianos  (ed. J. Bermejo), Rome‑Madrid 1989, pp. 121‑125. For the Spanish‑speaking, this text could be used in a community celebration.


III.‑ FOR THE COMMUNITY MEETING (Study Help)
1. THEME: RE‑CREATING THE EARTH THROUGH RECONCILIATION
2. TEXT: Gn 27:18‑45.
3. RESUME OF THE FOREGOING
3.1. Re‑creating the world: mission of Jacob, mission of Humankind. We stated that the point of departure for the Jacob Cycle lies in the fact that in him, we see the mission of Israel, which will become transformed more clearly each time into the mission of humankind itself: to re‑create the world about us, in order to humanize it, to make it more liveable and to change it into a place worthy of beings who have God as their Father and who, without lying or deceit, can call one another brothers and sisters. Hence, throughout the Jacob Cycle, we considered not only his mission, but also the concrete facts through which we can see his role as "re‑creator of the world."

3.2. Myth as a deep expression of the task of re‑creation. In the texts we examined, we set ourselves the task of detecting the presence of myth in the Jacob Cycle. This led us to a re‑evaluation of myth, not as a denial of history, but as an interpretation of it that gives it a deeper meaning that is not always easy for us to catch, in view of the formation we have received. Myth, properly understood, is the only thing capable of revealing to us the deep meaning of the mission of Jacob, of Israel and of Humankind, as well as of allowing us to capture something of its subtlety and depth.

3.3. Culture as an intermediary in the task of re‑creating Humankind.  Historical processes always remain deeply engraved on the symbolic mental worldview of a people, that is, on their culture. Hence, we did a panoramic run‑through of the cultural elements that left their imprint on the diverse groups, the diverse cultures, that gave Israel its final shape. And we saw that this process was bolstered by the taking up of what was worthwhile in the different cultures and was defined by what was best in all of them. And we were able to sum up this process by saying: When you want to respect history, when you want to build a road of justice, there is nothing better to do than to recognize the values of others and enrich those values with the best of your own.

3.4. Rebuilding fraternity, in order to rebuild the world.  Both the literary and theological analysis of the Jacob Cycle lead us to the same conclusion: the central theme of the whole cycle is that of brotherhood, with all its dynamics and in all its existential nuances. The great pedagogical work which the sages and prophets wanted to accomplish with Israel throughout the entire OT, is: That everyone should learn that the most important thing for humanizing the earth is to live in brotherhood. And that we must do everything we can to rebuild the world, since the thousand forms of selfishness that threaten it stand in the way of making this a living reality. Jacob and Esau, although each of them has his own destiny, both have to learn at least how to respect one another. Otherwise vendettas, oppressions and injustices will drench life in blood and kill it.

4. DEVELOPMENT OF THE THEME
4.1. Setting. The great lesson to be gathered from Jacob Cycle, as well as from the other parts of the Bible, is that every time the rights of others are not acknowledged, the earth is programmed for the shedding of blood, and for brother to consider brother as an enemy. Hence it is well worth the trouble to dedicate this community meeting to the theme of brotherhood wounded and reconciled, which is practically the central theme of the whole Jacob Cycle. Let us recall that in the literary scheme of the whole cycle, the breakdown and reconciliation between Esau and Jacob (Gn 27 and 33) are established as the theme that gives meaning to the whole cycle. All other themes turn around these two, either as an ascending climax where it would seem that everything will end in blood, or as a descending climax where it gradually becomes apparent that what seems impossible for men will always be possible for God: The humanization of humankind through fraternity.

4.2. The bitter outcry of wounded rights. When Esau realized that his wily brother had cunningly robbed him of the advantages that should rightfully have been his through his father's blessing of the firstborn, "he burst into wild and bitter sobbing" (Gn 27:34). This has to do with Esau's belief that his brother had done him a deed of injustice. And even when, by dint of Esau's repeated pleading, his father tries to give him a secondary blessing, this bitter and inevitable cloud still hangs over him: "By your sword you shall live, and your brother you shall serve; but when you grow restive, you shall throw off his yoke from your neck" (Gn 27:40). History shows that the Edomites (Esau = Edom = red, cf. Gn 25:25,30) were dominated by David (David = Judah = Jacob, cf. 2 Sm 8:14, 2 Kgs 8:20‑22). Flavius Josephus tells us that the Edomites were "a barbarous and bloody nation," due to the continual attacks they made on Israel throughout history.

4.3. Mortal vengeance of the wounded brother. The conclusion Esau comes to is this: "When the time of mourning for my father comes, I will kill my brother Jacob" (Gn 27:41). Thus, whenever anyone feels his rights have been wounded, it hangs over history, like the sword of Damocles, bringing bloodshed. Even in this aspect we can have recourse to the Syro‑Palestinian historical and cultural background, where we find an inscription relating to a certain Idrimi, who has "to flee from the wrath of his elder brothers."

4.4. God is not indifferent to fratricidal struggles. Jacob flees from his brother on the advice of his mother, who tells him to go away "and stay for a while until your brother's fury subsides and he forgets what you did to him" (Gn 27:44‑45). Then on his way to Paddan‑aram to seek a wife, he halts "at a certain place" (Gn 28:11). As we have already seen, in this place along the route to Haran, Jacob makes a pernoctatio sacra, a "sacred overnight stay," during which God speaks to him in dreams and tells him: "I will bring you back to this land" (adamah = territory = the color red = Esau). Here, we see taking shape a place of encounter with the divinity, a territory where Jacob‑Israel and God meet and will meet again, according to the promise of God Himself. Jacob understands this quite well; hence he adds: "If God remains with me..., and I come back safe to my father's house..., this stone...shall be God's abode" (Gn 28:21‑22). That is, Jacob accepts the assignation made with God in this territory, which will begin to be his when he converts it into a house of God. Let us remember: the group takes possession of the territory by making their spirit or protecting God take possession of it. Will Jacob keep his appointment with God?

4.5. The place of love is occupied by hate. When Jacob comes back from his thousand adventures in Paddan‑aram, he becomes aware that the place agreed upon for the encounter between God and himself is occupied by his brother Esau. Access to the meeting place is barred by the enemy, his brother. The challenge for Jacob is great: either he will keep his appointment with God and meet his brother, or he will totally fail the God who will no longer be the God‑protector of the land he wishes to re‑create. Naturally, he is afraid: "Jacob was very much afraid and filled with anxiety" (Gn 32:7‑8), because he expected that Esau would attack him: "Deliver me, I pray, from the hand of my brother Esau! Otherwise I fear that when he comes he will strike me down..." (Gn 32:12). He does not engage his brother in battle. Rather, he uses the means of a "gift" (= minhah). There was an Amorite custom to send gifts to foreign confederations, whereby they were made "glad of heart" and relationships were established or reinforced with them.  The results of this move toward mediation were not long in coming. Esau had a change of heart, verging on great tenderness: "Esau ran to meet him, embraced him, and flinging himself on his neck, kissed him as he wept" (Gn 33:4). He even went so far as to inquire after Jacob's wives and children (Gn 33:5). It was exactly in this encounter between himself and his brother that Jacob encountered God, as he avows: "To see your face is like seeing the face of God, and you have received me favorably" (Gn 33:10). It is the face of Esau, the reconciled brother, that reveals the face of God. That face which Jacob had seen in his hand‑to‑hand struggle with God: "I have seen God face to face, yet my life has been spared" (Gn 32:31). The name of the place where this took place was called "Penuel" (= face of God), The great lesson has been given: God is seen and encountered in the brother. Because Jacob did not shy away, he managed to keep his appointment with God and again saw His face.

4.6. A permanent altar for the God of Reconciliation. Following hard upon the heels of theme of fraternity, we find this phrase: "God said to Jacob: 'Go up now to Bethel. Settle there and build an altar there to the God who appeared to you while you were fleeing from your brother Esau" (Gn 35:1). Jacob's first attempt at re‑creating the earth at Bethel had failed. There was enmity between him and his brother. In this new attempt, God Himself authorizes him to settle there, after being reconciled with his brother. When he was fleeing from his brother, he could only set up a temporary altar. Now, after Jacob has been reconciled with his brother, God wants a permanent altar.


IV.‑ COMMUNITY MEETING ON THEME 4
1. PRAYER
2. ORIENTATION
3. READING OF THE TEXT FOR THE COMMUNITY MEETING
	 The text is given in written form in the booklet:   Gen 27:18‑46


4. COMMUNITY DIALOGUE BASED ON THE TEXT
4.1. Biblical Key
Historical Level:
a) Which characteristic traits does each of the traditions (J,E,P) present in its narration of the Jacob Cycle?

Literary Level:
a) What is the aim of the literary structure that appears in the Jacob Cycle?

b) Recall the meaning of myth within biblical literature and the diverse forms in which it is expressed. To what extent is it present in the Jacob Cycle?

Theological Level:
a) What characteristics of the Blessing of God are spelled out for us in the narratives of the Jacob Cycle?

b) What is the place and mission of the women who appear in the text?

c) In the Jacob Cycles, how is the integration of the diverse cultural elements of different people presented to us?

4.2. Claretian Key
a) For Claret, what does it mean to be a "minister of reconciliation"?

b) What does it mean for us today?

4.3. Situational Key
a) What are the "myths" of our culture? What do they express or communicate to us?

b) How do we talk about God's action through the different expressions with which the cultures of our peoples provide us? Let us share some experience.

c) Which situations define our own society as a "chaotic reality" that we are called upon to re‑create?

d) Let us share how we are confronted with situations of conflict:

‑ on the level of community,

‑ on the level of Church,

‑ on the level of the people.

4.4. Existential Key
a) How are we concretely living our mission of "re‑creating" the world? What does this demand of us personally and as a community?

b) What should characterize our Claretian missionary community in order that it may truly be a sign of "re‑created" reality?

c) What experiences of breakdown and reconciliation have we had both in our own community and in our exercise of the ministry?

d) How is reading God's Word helping us to purify our image of God, and of our relationship with Him and others?

5. SUGGESTIONS FOR CELEBRATION
a) Song or prayer: Psalm 140 or 147

b) Moment of silence

c) Reading: Wis 10:10‑21. Claretian reading: Jacob and Mary in Escritos Marianos,  pp. 121‑125.

d) Invitation to shared prayer.

e) Dismissal

f) A song of thanksgiving
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