Torah Talk - NN MINNN

MILT
l\[lh GOTTESMAN
JEWISH DAY SCHOOL

OF THE NATION'S CAPITAL

The Parasha Post of Milton Gottesman Jewish Day School of the Nation’s Capital

Parashat Vayetzei NX'I NYO
November 25, 2017 n"ywn 17001 't

Torah Reading: Bereshit (Genesis) 28:10-32:3

In this parasha, Yaakov flees to his uncle Lavan’s household and lives there for
several years, marrying Lavan’s daughters, Leah and Rachel, and establishing a large
family.

One of the challenges of living in the modern era is grappling with ethical questions
and challenges generated by new technologies. One area of particular concern is
medical ethics. Where can we, as Jews, find guidance on such things as genetic
engineering, which includes cloning, stem cell research, and gender selection? Why,
from the Torah, of course!

In this week’s parasha we encounter two cases of genetic engineering, one in the
text itself, and one in the later midrash.

Lavan tries to manipulate Yaakov out of payment due to him, but Yaakov, as we
know, is a master manipulator himself. Chapter 30, verses 27-43, tells the story:
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27 And Lavan said to him [Yaakov]: 'If now | have found favor in your
eyes—I| have observed the signs, and Hashem has blessed me for your
sake.' 28 And he said: 'Appoint me your wages and | will give it.' 29 And
he said to him: 'You know how | have served you, and how your cattle
have fared with me. 30 For it was little which you had before | came,
and it has increased abundantly; and Hashem has blessed your
wherever | turned. And now when shall | provide for my own house
also?' 31 And he said: 'What shall | give you?' And Yaakov said: 'You
shall not give me anything; if you will do this thing for me, | will again
feed your flock and keep it. 32 | will pass through all your flock today,
removing from there every speckled and spotted one, and every dark
one among the sheep, and the spotted and speckled among the goats;
and of such shall be my hire. 33 So shall my righteousness witness
against me hereafter, when you shall come to look over my hire that is
before you: every one that is not speckled and spotted among the
goats, and dark among the sheep, that if found with me shall be
counted stolen.! 34 And Lavan said: 'Behold, would it might be
according to your word.' 35 And he removed that day the he-goats that
were streaked and spotted, and all the she-goats that were speckled
and spotted, every one that had white in it, and all the dark ones among
the sheep, and gave them into the hand of his sons. 36 And he set three
days' journey between himself and Yaakov. And Yaakov fed the rest of
Lavan's flocks. 37 And Yaakov took him rods of fresh poplar, and of the
almond and of the plane-tree; and peeled white streaks in them,
making the white appear which was in the rods. 38 And he set the rods
which he had peeled over against the flocks in the gutters in the



watering-troughs where the flocks came to drink; and they conceived
when they came to drink. 39 And the flocks conceived at the sight of
the rods, and the flocks brought forth streaked, speckled, and spotted.
40 And Yaakov separated the lambs—he also set the faces of the flocks
toward the streaked and all the dark in the flock of Lavan—and put his
own droves apart, and did not put them into Lavan's flock. 41 And it
came to pass, whenever the stronger of the flock did conceive, that
Yaakov laid the rods before the eyes of the flock in the gutters, that
they might conceive among the rods; 42 but when the flock were
feeble, he did not put them in; so the feebler were Lavan's, and the
stronger Yaakov's. 43 And the man increased exceedingly, and had
large flocks, and female and male servants, and camels and donkeys.

In a sense, Yaakov was employing genetic engineering here. He was using perhaps
a different methodology than we would employ in the 21 century, but
manipulating genetic outcomes all the same.

The second case involves gender selection. The following midrash appears in the
Babylonian Talmud Tractate Berachot 60a:

Leah passed judgment on herself. She said, ‘Yaakov is destined to beget
twelve tribes. | have already given birth to six sons, and the handmaids
have given birth to four, making a total of ten. If the child | am carrying
is a male, it would leave only one son for Rachel; consequently, my
sister, Rachel, will not even be equivalent to one of the handmaids.’
Thereupon the child was changed to a female [hence, the birth of
Deena, the daughter of Yaakov and Leah].

Granted, Leah’s methodology was through prayer and supplication, but the
outcome is effective, and the Talmud lauds Leah for this selfless act.

These two stories do not necessarily give Jews free license to experiment with
genetic engineering in the modern era; such monumental decisions remain up to
individuals and their spiritual advisors. These stories do indicate, however, that
Judaism is not philosophically averse to genetic engineering.

Shabbat Shalom.



For Discussion:

e Do you think that Yaakov creating lots of spotted and speckled animals the
way he did was honest? Why or why not?

e What do you think of Leah’s act of changing the baby she was carrying from
male to female? Would you do such a thing for someone you loved?

e Do you think cloning is okay? Why or why not?



