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Conservation of Biblical Characters 
 

Introduction 
 
In this week's Torah portion, Behaalotecha, we read: 

ן ֹמֶשה   ֹּ֣ ֮י ֹחת  ְדָינִּ ל ַהמִּ ֹּ֣ ֹחָבב ֶבן־ְרעּוא  ה ְלְ֠ אֶמר ֹמֶשֶׁ֗ ֹֹּ֣  ַוי
Moses said to Chovav son of Reuel the Midianite, Moses’ father-in-law. [Num. 

10:29] 

 
Chovav? Reuel?  But wasn't Moses’ father-in-law named Jethro?  Actually, 
he had 7 names.  Rashi summarizes: 

ְקְראּו לֹו מֹות נִּ ל: ֶשַבע ש  ְתרֹו, ֶיֶתר, ְרעּוא  י, ֶחֶבר, חֹוָבב, יִּ ינִּ ל, ק  יא  ּפּוטִּ  
He was called by seven names: Reuel, Jether, Jethro, Chovav, Cheber, Keni and 
Putiel. [Rashi on Ex. 18:1] 

 
-He was called ֶיֶתר Yeter (from ר ת   to add”) because he caused the“ ,יִּ
addition of a Torah portion, Yitro (Ex. 18:1-20:23) and he was he was 
“abundant” (yiter) in good deeds. 
-Jethro, because when he converted to Judaism a letter (vav) was added to 
his name: ְתרֹו  .יִּ
-Chovav חֹוָבב, because he “loved” (ב ב   God and the Torah [Mekhilta d'Rabbi (חִּ

Yishmael 18:1:2].  

-Reuel ל  Torah says Reuel was Chovav’s father, but sometimes :ְרעּוא 
children call their grandfather “father”. [Sifrei Bamidbar 79, on Numbers 10:29] 
-Keni י ינִּ  because he was “zealous”(kinei) for God and ,[in Judges 1:16] ק 
“acquired” (kanah) the Torah [Mekhilta Yitro 1]. 

-Chever  ֶחֶבר  [in Judges 4:11], because he was the “associate” of God. 
-Putiel ל יא   because he had renounced idolatry (niftar). A ,[in Ex. 6:25] ּפּוטִּ
different interpretation: “he fattened calves” (pittem) for idolatrous sacrifice. 
[Bava Batra 109b] 

 
Name changes 
 
The Tanach frequently tells us that somebody's name was changed, by 
God or people, for a stated reason: 
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-God renamed Abram “Abraham” because he was to become “father of many 
nations”. [Gen 17:5] 

-God renamed Sarai (“my princess”) Sarah because she became “princess over 
all”. [Gen. 17:15, Berakhot 13a] 

-God renamed Jacob “Israel” because he “struggled with God”. [Gen. 32:29] 

-Pharaoh gave Joseph the name  ַח ְפַנֹּ֣ת ַּפְענ   ָ֒צָֽ  Tzafenat-pa’neah because he was 

an “explainer of hidden things”. [Gen. 41:45] 

-Hadassah ה ר  ) is better known by her non-Jewish name Esther ֲהַדָסֶׁ֗  Esther] .(ֶאְסת 

2:7] 

-Daniel and his companions Hananiah, Mishael and Azariah were given the non-
Jewish names Belteshazzar, Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego. [Daniel 1:7] 

 

Conservation of characters 
 
However, going beyond the Bible, the Sages added that some latter-day 
biblical characters were the same as earlier ones.  Here are some 
examples among many: 
 
-The Midrash says that Keturah, Abraham’s second wife, was Hagar, the 
handmaiden from whom he had Ishmael: 

She was named Keturah because her deeds were as beautiful (sweet) as 
incense (ketoret). [Gen. Rabbah 61] 

And because she closed her “opening”, meaning that she did not mate with 
anyone from the time she separated from Abraham. [Gen. Rabbah 61:4] (Keturah 
means “tied” in Aramaic.) 
 

-The Talmud says that King Melchizedek was Shem, Noah’s son and 
progenitor of the “Semites”. [Nedarim 32b]  Melchizedek is introduced in 
Genesis as “the king of Salem” and “priest of God Most High” (ֹון ל ֶעְליָֽ ֵ֥ ן ְלא  ֵ֖  .(ֹכה 
He brings out bread and wine and then blesses Abram and God. [Gen. 14:18-

20] 
 
-The Talmud says that Ethan the Ezrahite (י ָֽ ן ָהֶאְזָרחִּ יָתֵ֥  almost as great in ,(א 
wisdom as King Solomon and author of Psalm 89, was Abraham; and that 
Heman the Ezrahite, author of Psalm 88, was Moses. [Bava Batra 15a] 

 
-In the Talmud, Rabbi Akiva says that Tzelofechad, the man who died 
without a son and whose five daughters wanted to inherit from him [Numbers 

27:3], was the nameless man who was killed for picking up sticks on 
Shabbat [Numbers 15:32].  But not all agreed with him: 
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Rabbi Yehuda ben Beteira said to him: Akiva, in either case you will be judged in 
the future for this teaching. If the truth is they are indeed the same man, the 
Torah concealed his identity and you revealed it. And if the truth is that they are 
not the same man, you are unjustly slandering that righteous man. [Shabbat 96b] 

-The Talmud says that Hatach, mentioned in the Book of Esther, was 
Daniel: 

[The Book of Esther says: 

And Esther called Hatach ְך  one of the eunuchs whom the king had ,ֲהָתָ֜

appointed to serve her. [Esther 4:5]] 
Rav said: Hatach is the same as Daniel. Why was he called Hatach? Because he 
was degraded [hataku-hu] from his position. Samuel said: Because all affairs of 
state were decided [nehtakim] by his voice. [Megillah 15a] 

The Midrash adds that Hatach was killed by Haman: 
And Hatach went out to Mordechai and told him the things, and Hatach entered 
and told Esther, and Haman saw Hatach going and coming and killed him. [Pirkei 

D'Rabbi Eliezer 50] 
 

So Daniel was killed by Haman.  (Note that Haman and Daniel have the 
same gematria: 95.) 
 

Why these identifications? 
 
One can be confused by this proliferation of identifications of latter-day 
characters with earlier ones, frequently widely separated in time and space. 
If these are intended as factual, why weren’t they stated in the Bible itself? 
If these are intended as parables, what is the lesson? 

 

There are many possible answers: 
 
-Rav Tzvi Hirsch Chayet, 19th-century Galician sage, in his introduction to 
the Talmud (Mevo HaTalmud), says that the ancient Sages identified two 
people to emphasize their similar qualities. An identity is always more 
powerful that an analogy.  
 
-Another opinion is that the Bible sometimes presents us with a new 
individual with no introduction.  Since nothing is superfluous in the Bible, 
we must conclude that that individual was introduced before and much is 
known about him, and it is up to us to deduce who that was.  In fact, the 
rabbis’ identifications bring proof texts from the Bible, omitted here. 
 

Spirit of synthesis 
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My own opinion is that this tendency comes from the fact that the Sages 
viewed everything in minimalist terms.  All of Judaism does, beginning with 
the belief that God is One.  That belief imbues one with the faith that many 
things that appear to be different are in fact related, and have a common 
origin. It’s an attitude, a frame of mind, and one does not even have to be 
religious to have it: it’s enough to have been raised in an environment 
where such faith is tacitly in the background, backed by hundreds of 
generations.  
 
Let me use an example from my field, physics.  Physicists have discovered 
that there are four natural forces:  Gravity, electromagnetism, the weak 
nuclear force, and the strong nuclear force.  Each describes its own set of 
phenomena.  Physicists, many of them Jews, have tried for decades to 
unify them into a single force, which they call the Unified Field Theory.  
Einstein spent his last 30 years looking for it.  In 1979, three physicists got 
the Nobel Prize for unifying electromagnetism and the weak nuclear force.  
Yet, there is no requirement that these forces must be unified. They 
describe different sets of phenomena and if they are not unifiable, so be it.  
But the faith of the scientist is that they are, and that finding the supreme 
law will yield new insights into how nature operates. 
 
The driver of these endeavors is faith in the unity and simplicity of the laws 
of nature. The notion that “God is One” has taught scientists to look for 
hidden connections that point to common origins.  Note that that is not what 
comes naturally to mind.  It must be learned and experienced.  When one 
witnesses good and evil, it is natural to conclude in the existence of two 
gods: a God of Good and a God of Evil, forever struggling for control.  It is 
also natural to believe there is a god for every part of the human 
experience, as the idolaters did:  A god of war, a goddess of love, a god of 
the sea, a goddess of agriculture, etc.  Looking for unity goes against the 
natural impulse. 
 
The Jewish notion that God is One gave birth to the spirit of synthesis, the 
quest to minimize the laws of nature, to unify everything, to try to show that 
all observations and experimental results can be derived from a single 
theory.  I believe it also impelled the Sages to believe biblical characters 
reappeared with different names. 
 
Shabbat shalom.  


