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No two people can fight like two siblings. 

There’s an intensity about such a conflict, and a tension in the relationship that 

renders it unique. 

And the Bible captures that beautifully. 

 

Today’s parashah focuses on one particular, and particularly intense, conflict: 

the one between Jacob and Esau. 

They happen to be twins which, in a literary way, signals to us that their conflict 

will be particularly visceral.   Even in the womb they were fighting.  Then, Jacob 

exploits Esau’s hunger to “purchase” the birthright, the right of the firstborn, and in 

the part of the parshah we read today, he tricks his father into giving him the 

firstborn’s blessing.   

 

But this relationship is really only one of a long line of sibling relationships, each 

of which is in fact different from the next. 

A Bible scholar by the name of Diane Sharon, who teaches at JTS, has studied 

these relationships and she believes that the Bible is trying to teach us something 

through the way that they evolve over time. (See “Rivalry in Genesis:  A New 

Reading,” Conservative Judaism 53:4, Summer 2001)   With your permission, I’d 

like to take a stroll through time.  I’d like to review these relationships and see if 

we agree or disagree with Professor Sharon. 



 2 

Who are the first siblings in the Bible? 

Cain and Abel, of course, and their experience doesn’t speak well of Adam and 

Eve’s skill at domestic conflict resolution. 

Jealousy over whose offering is more beloved of God and resentment over their 

disparate treatments lead quickly and decisively to a brutal outcome:  the murder of 

Abel, the weaker brother. 

(The Bible, in its wisdom, has already cued us to that when it tells us that at his 

birth he was given the name Abel, which in Hebrew means “nothingness,” or 

“vapor”.  Like mist, his life quickly disappears.) 

Not much hope there, in that model of sibling rivalry. On the other hand, things 

can only improve.  And they do! 

 

A few generations later, we have the three sons of Noah:  Shem, Ham and Japhet. 

This introduces us to a theme that will pervade the stories of sibling rivalry in 

Genesis:  the idea that separation or distance is a good response to the intensity of 

the sibling relationship.  Shem’s descendants settle in one place and become the 

Semites; Ham’s descendants become the Egyptians, the Ethiopians; and Yaphet’s 

descendants become the Greeks.  The Tower of Babel story reinforces this idea: 

better that closely related people shouldn’t live too close to one another.  They’re 

better off dispersed. 

 

Then we get to Abraham.  Abraham’s two sons, Isaac and Ishmael, again, must be 

separated.  Ishmael and his mother are sent off; only Isaac and his descendants are 

to dwell in the land. 

 

Similarly, as we read today, with Jacob and Esau.  As we will recall, they don’t get 

off to a good start.  They fight in the womb.  Then, Jacob exploits Esau’s hunger to 
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“purchase” the b’chorah, the birthright, and finally, in the part we read today, he 

tricks his father into granting him the b’rachah, the blessing.  When Esau realizes 

what has happened, he vows to kill Jacob.   Jacob must flee to Aram Naharaim, the 

ancestral homeland of our people, and live there for 20 years before he can, once 

again, encounter his brother – and even then there’s great anxiety: Will Esau kill 

him?  Will he kill Esau? 

 

In case one might wonder whether living together is the way to avoid such conflict, 

consider Rachel and Leah:  two sisters who marry the same husband.  The 

animosity that reigns in that household is enough to discourage any reasonable 

person from considering such a step.  It reminds me of that old song:  “God help 

the man who comes between me and my sister – but God help the sister who 

comes between me and my man.”)   But at least they don’t threaten to kill each 

other. 

   

The same can’t be said, though, about their children.  We once again are exposed 

to the theme of murderous – or, near-murderous – relations between siblings when 

we read the story of Jacob’s sons.  Joseph is almost murdered by a mob – a mob 

composed of his nearest and his dearest: ten of his brothers.  (Interestingly, 

Joseph’s sister, Dina, is not part of that mob: is that a way of telling us that, 

however much sisters might resent their siblings, they’re not as likely to take 

things to their logical extreme and engage in brutal and malevolent behavior?)  

 

And with that sad story of the sibling conflict between Joseph and his brothers, 

Genesis comes to an end.  And even though the brothers do come together at the 

end of the Joseph story, even though there is reconciliation, it still leaves one 
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wondering:  can it get any better than this?  Is there any hope for better sibling 

relations? 

 

But then, in Exodus, we’re introduced to another family:  the family of Amram and 

his wife.  Amram might not be such a familiar name to many of us, but his children 

became very famous: 

 

Miriam, Aaron and Moses. 

 

Now, I’ve presented these three siblings in the traditionally understood order of 

their births.  And there’s already a message there. 

We talk about the Torah as the Five Books of Moses. 

We idolize, in our tradition, Moses as not only the great lawgiver, but also the 

great teacher. 

He’s really the central character, if not the hero, of the Book of Exodus. 

And yet, he’s one of three children.  And the youngest one at that. 

And his siblings have fairly significant roles to play as well. 

What can we learn about the evolution of sibling relationships through history by 

studying Miriam, Aaron and Moses? 

 

Well, I think we can see a remarkable change. 

What is Miriam’s first act as a sister? 

It’s to save Moses’ life. 

Remember, Moses was put into a basket by his mother and placed into the Nile in 

order to save him from certain death. 

It was Miriam who watched over that basket and who, when Pharaoh’s daughter 

discovered it, recommended that Moses’ mother become the wet nurse. 
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Now, we had seen a similar, though much clumsier, act, by an older sibling back in 

Genesis.  It was Reuben who had persuaded his younger brothers not to kill 

Joseph, but only to throw him into a pit, but he wasn’t as good a watchman as was 

Miriam.  He was hoping, it seems, to rescue Joseph, but he apparently wandered 

off, and while he was away, the other brothers sold Joseph to a traveling caravan of 

Ishmaelites.  Perhaps there was too much ambivalence in Reuven’s relationship 

with Joseph. 

 

But in Exodus, no weakness of resolve -- no ambivalence at all -- can be detected 

in Miriam’s conduct.  She saves her brother with great skill and poise. 

 

And how about the relationship between Aaron and Moses? 

After Moses had fled to the Wilderness of Midian, God speaks to him and tries to 

persuade him to return to rescue his people.  Moses resists: I can’t do it.  I’m not 

up to the task.  Leave me alone!  God responds to each one of Moses’ 

protestations.  Moses still resists, and says – send anybody else; just not me!  I’m 

not a man of words. I can’t speak well.   

 

At this point, God responds and says (Exodus 4:14): 

“Halo Aharon ahichah?” – “Don’t you have a brother named Aaron?” 

“He can speak – and quite well!  And he’s already on the road to greet you!” 

And – and this is the part that’s so remarkable – 

“And when he sees you, v’ra-achah, v’Samach b’libo – he’ll be happy in his 

heart.” 

In other words, he’ll be glad to see you and he’ll help you. 

You’ll put the words in his mouth and he will do the talking. 
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What a model of cooperation! 

Now, it is true that the “Amramson” family is not free from conflict. 

The Book of Numbers in particular contains several interesting tales of the 

nuanced relationship between Moses, Aaron and Miriam.  (See, in particular, 

Numbers 12) 

But think how far we’ve come! 

Think how distant these relationships are from the murderous one between Cain 

and Abel! 

 

What accounts for that change, and what lesson is there for us? 

To me, the message is quite simple. 

Though they may not always do so, people can and do learn from the past. 

Maaseh avot siman la-banim – 

The ways of one generation instruct the next. 

Perhaps the experiences of the earlier generations in Genesis had an impact on 

Amram and his wife. 

 

The stories of Genesis sometimes can instruct us not only how to behave, but how 

not to behave. 

We Jews are not – or at least I believe, we should not be – fundamentalists – in the 

sense that we should view Biblical figures as pure and unerring.   

 

Just because Cain understood that the only way he could deal with his brother Abel 

was to kill him, we shouldn’t necessarily follow suit. 

 

Just because the only solution to the conflict of Isaac and Ishmael was to banish 

Ishmael from the house doesn’t mean that today we should do the same. 
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Reading these stories is extremely instructive, extremely helpful, but we have to be 

careful not to read them the wrong way.   

 

It should go without saying that just because Jacob and Esau couldn’t get along 

very well doesn’t mean that we should emulate their conduct. 

 

We need to learn from these stories the way, perhaps, Amram and his wife did, and 

strive to raise children who can overcome their natural rivalry, and grow to build 

strong, supportive, loving relationships.  Parents can do a lot to make that happen:  

by not playing favorites, by demonstrating that love is not a zero sum game.  Love, 

when shared, is enhanced.  It can be magnified and multiplied, rather than divided, 

when there are more children among whom to share it.   

 

Of all the gifts we can bestow upon our kids, perhaps empathy is the greatest of all. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


