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Stories with a Twist
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“Now My Sister Will Be Put to Shame”

(Insights into Babylonian Talmud, Megilla 13b)

Background to Our Story

The Biblical Story (Genesis 29:16-27)

16 Now Laban had two daughters; the name of the older one was Leah, and the name 
of  the  younger  was  Rachel. 17 Leah  had  weak  eyes;  Rachel  was  shapely  and 
beautiful. 18 Jacob loved Rachel; so he answered, "I will serve you seven years for 
your younger daughter Rachel." 19 Laban said, "Better that I give her to you than 
that I should give her to an outsider. Stay with me." 20 So Jacob served seven years 
for  Rachel  and  they  seemed  to  him  but  a  few  days  because  of  his  love  for 
her. 21 Then Jacob said to Laban, "Give me my wife, for my time is fulfilled, that I 
may cohabit with her." 22 And Laban gathered all the people of the place and made a 
feast. 23 When evening came, he took his daughter Leah and brought her to him; and 
he cohabited with her. — 24 Laban had given his maidservant Zilpah to his daughter 
Leah as her maid. — 25 When morning came, there was Leah! So he said to Laban, 
"What is this you have done to me? I was in your service for Rachel! Why did you 
deceive me?" 26 Laban said,  "It  is  not  the practice in  our  place to marry off  the 
younger before the older. 27 Wait until the bridal week of this one is over and we will 
give you that one too, provided you serve me another seven years."

The Oldest Daughter Marries First

 See: Zlotowitz, Meir: Genesis. Mesorah Publications. 1986. Pages 1275 and 1276
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The Text: Babylonian Talmud, Megilla 13b

יַּגֵּד קֹב ״וַ  ל יַעֲ חֵ רָ י לְ י כִּ חִ יהָ אֲ י. הוּא״ אָבִ כִ י וְ חִ יהָ אֲ אֹ? הוּא אָבִ ל הֲ ן וַ חוֹת בֶּ יהָ אֲ !הוּא אָבִ
א לָּ ר אֶ מַ הּ אֲ א: לָ בָ ינְסְ י מִ ה? לִ רָ מַ יהּ אֲ ין: לֵ יהוּ. אִ א, מִ בָּ אָה אַ מָּ א, הוּא רַ לָ תְּ וְ לַ יהּ יָכְ ר. לֵ מַ הּ אֲ יו לָ  אָחִ
נָא אוּת אֲ מָּ רַ ה. בְּ רָ מַ יהּ אֲ י: לֵ י וּמִ רֵ י שָׁ יקֵ דִּ צַ גוּיֵי לְ סְ א לִ יוּתָ מָּ רַ ר? בְּ מַ הּ אֲ ין: לָ ם, אִ ר ״עִ ר נָבָ בָ תָּ ם תִּ עִ  וְ

שׁ קֵּ ל״ עִ פָּ תַּ .תִּ
ר מַ הּ אֲ אי: לָ א וּמַ יוּתָ מָּ ה? רַ רָ מַ יהּ אֲ ית: לֵ י אִ א לִ תָּ א אַחְ ישָׁ שִׁ קְ ינַּאי דִּ א, מִ לָ יב וְ נְסֵ י מִ הּ לִ מָּ קַ ר. מִּ סַ  מָ

הּ נִים לָ ימָ י. סִ א כִּ טָ יָא מְ ילְ מַָרה, לֵ  א: אֲ תָּ שְׁ א הָ פָ סְ יכַּ אי מִ תַּ ינְהוּ, אַחְ תִּ רְ סַ הּ מְ לָ יְינוּ. נִיהֲ הַ יב וְ כְתִ  דִּ
י יְּהִ ר ״וַ בֹּקֶ  נֵּה בַ הִ יא וְ ל, לֵאָה״ הִ לָ כְּ ד מִ עַ א דְּ תָּ שְׁ או הָ אָה לָ יא לֵ א?! הִ לָּ תּוֹךְ: אֶ נִין מִ ימָ הּ סִ רָ סָ מְּ ל שֶׁ חֵ  רָ
אָה לֵ א לְ וָה לָ ע הֲ ד יָדַ א עַ תָּ שְׁ .הָ

“And Jacob told Rachel that he was her father’s brother, and that 

he was Rebecca’s son” (Genesis 29:12). 

It  may  be  asked:  Was he,  Jacob,  in  fact  her father’s  brother?   But 

wasn’t  he  the  son  of  her  father’s  sister?  Rather,  it  must  be 

understood that when Jacob met Rachel,  he said to her: Will you marry 

me? She said to him: Yes, but my father,  Laban,  is a swindler, 

and you will not be able to outwit him. He [Jacob] said to her: I 

am his brother in deception.

She [Rachel] said to him: But is it permitted for the righteous 

to be involved in deception? He said to her: Yes, it is permitted when 

dealing with deceptive individuals, as the verse states:  “With the pure you 

will show yourself pure, and with the perverse you will show 

yourself subtle” (II Samuel 22:27), indicating that one should deal with others 

in the manner appropriate for their personality.

Jacob then said to her: What is the deception that he will plan to carry 

out and I should be prepared for? 

[Rachel] said to him: I have a sister who is older than I, and he 

will not marry me off before her, and will try to give you her in my place. 

So  Jacob  gave her  certain  distinguishing signs  that  she  should  use  to 

indicate to him that she was actually Rachel and not her sister.

When the wedding night arrived, Rachel said to herself: Now my sister 

will  be  embarrassed.  So  she  gave  them  [the  distinguishing 

signs] to her. And this is as it is written: “And it came to pass, 
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that in the morning, behold, it was Leah” (Genesis 29:25). Does this 

imply by inference that until now she was not Leah? Rather, due 

to the distinguishing signs that Rachel had given to Leah, he 

did not know until now, when it was light outside, that she was Leah.

Explaining  the  Story  What’s  going  on  in  our  story?  (The 

sequence of events)

Comprehension Questions

  From our story, how would you define the feelings between Rachel and 

Jacob?

  In which way were Jacob and Laban brothers?

 Why do you think a father would be opposed to his younger daughter 

marrying before his older daughter? 

Answer 1 ____________________________________________________

Answer 2 ____________________________________________________

Answer 3 ____________________________________________________

Analysis Questions

  What do you think about Rachel’s question to Jacob: But is it permitted 

for the righteous to be involved in deception?

  What do you think about Jacob’s reply to Rachel: “With the pure you will 

show yourself pure, and with the perverse you will show yourself subtle”?

  After reading the story do you feel that Rachel agreed with Jacob to use 

the distinguishing signs (the passwords) or not?

Bonus   If the answer to the previous question is yes, then why did Rachel 

pass the signs to Leah?

Answer 1 ____________________________________________________

Answer 2 ____________________________________________________

Answer 3 ____________________________________________________
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  In most stories there is a pivotal moment, or phrase. Which one is in our 

story? Why?

“The Twist” – Or the Lessons We Can Learn from the Text

 The cost of doing what we know is right: When Rachel’s struggle is our 

struggle. 

In the Talmudic reading of the biblical story of Jacob, Rachel and Leah, we 

still encounter Laban’s deception and the strong and mutual love between 

Jacob and Rachel,  who devised a plan in which nobody would be able to 

come between them. The plan is a perfect one, with the exception that it 

doesn’t take into consideration Rachel’s silent inner struggle between what 

she desires and what is right. At the center of a powerful story, we are privy 

to  Rachel’s  inner  thoughts:  “Now  my  sister  will  be  embarrassed.”  In  a 

beautiful  moment  of  insight,  Rachel  understands  that  her  happiness  will 

come at the expense of her sister’s suffering and embarrassment, and in a 

transformative act, she gives her sister the identifying signs, thus making 

kindness,  compassion,  and  doing  the  right  thing,  prevail  over  her  own 

happiness.
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