Parshat Vayetze
How Could Ya'acov Marry Two Sisters?

Dear Rebbetzin,

| have a problem with Ya’acov. If he is supposed to be our role model, how can he
marry both Rachel and Leah, who were sisters, when it explicitly states in the Torah, “You

shall not take a woman as a wife after marrying her sister” (Vayikra 18:18)? If you say that this was
before the Torah was given, we know that the holy fathers and mothers kept all the
commandments even before they were given due to their personal zealousness and a prophetic
knowledge of what the law would be. Moreover, Ya’acov sent a message to Esav saying: “Im Lavan
garti — | lived with Lavan” (Bereishit 32:5). Rashi explains that the word, “garti” has the numerical
value of 613 — the amount of mitzvot in the Torah. This hints that Ya’acov was informing Esav that
he had kept the entire Torah. How could Ya'acov say this when he transgressed the biblical
prohibition not to marry two sisters?

Emunah Yakobi (name changed)

Dear Emunah,

Your question has bothered most of the biblical commentaries as well- each one grappling with it
in his own way. It is, indeed, not easy to understand why Ya’acov married two sisters- actually four
sisters,since, Bilhah and Zilpah were also Lavan’s daughters (Midrash Bereishit Rabbah 74:13). How
could Ya’acov set sisters, who are supposed to love one another, up against each other to become
rivals for his love and for bearing his children? Today, when it is unacceptable for a man to marry
more than one wife, your question becomes even stronger, and deserves attention.

Our Holy Ancestors Kept Most of the Mitzvot before They were Given

We have to understand that although our holy ancestors kept the Torah before it was given, not
every single mitzvah was pertinent to them. Rather, they kept the mitzvot based on what they
perceived as necessary for making tikunim (rectifications in the world. After the Torah was given, it
is not allowed to make such calculations. However, prior to Matan Torah, our forefathers chose to
deviate from certain commandments if they believed it necessary in order to fulfill their mission in
the world. Therefore, Ya’acov married two sisters in order to accomplish his spiritual goals (Nefesh
HaChaim 1:21). In addition, lbn Ezra points out that the prohibition against marrying sisters is
different from the rest of the forbidden relationships. It is not defined as an “abomination” or as
“foulness.” Only the prohibitions referred to as sexual vulgarity and ugliness apply to all humanity,
whereas, the prohibition against marrying sisters became applicable for Israel only after the giving
of the Torah.

Transformation through Conversion

“A convert is like a newborn child” which means that converts are not halachically related to their
biological family members (Yevamot 22a; Shulchan Aruch, Yoreh De’ah 269:10). Since Rachel and
Leah had to undergo conversion before Ya’acov married them, it follows that the wives were no
longer halachically considered sisters., Therefore, there is no Torah prohibition for a convert to
marry a biological relative. (Radvaz, Teshuvos 696); (Marashah, Yoma 28). Still, this explanation has
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some flaws, since before the giving of the Torah, there was no legal distinction between Jews and
the rest of Noach’s descendants. Therefore, halachic conversion did not exist. In addition, the
reason the Torah gives for not marrying two sisters, should apply no less to two converted sisters:
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“Do not take a woman and her sister as a rival, to uncover her nakedness before the other during
her lifetime” (Vayikra 18:18).

It is not proper to marry a woman and her sister, turning them into rivals of each other, for they
should love one another and not be rivals (Ramban, Vayikra 18:18). Even if the law that “a convert
is like a newborn child” applied before the giving of the Torah, it would not diminish the natural
love between two converted sisters, which would be endangered by their sharing one husband.

We Learn the Law of Not Marrying Two Sisters from Ya'acov

The Torah contains various mitzvot that came about through events that happened to our
forefathers. For example, the prohibition against eating the sinew of the thigh derives from
Ya’acoV’s battle with the angel (Bereishit 32:25-33). Rav Elchanan Samet suggests that the
prohibition against marrying sisters may have come about through the events of Ya’acov’s life.
Rachel and Leah were equally worthy of Ya’acov, and he needed to marry them both in order to
build the House of Israel. Yet, the tragic rivalry that developed between them for the love of their
husband and the rivalry over bearing children, described in Bereishit chapters 29-30 may have
given rise to the Torah prohibition against marrying sisters. (http://etzion.org.il/en/prohibition-
marrying-sisters). Nevertheless, Rachel and Leah were able to engender a tremendous rectification
by overcoming jealousy. They refined themselves and reached perfection of character which
paved the way for the ultimate unification between the segments of Israel. The Torah, however,
cannot expect such high inner work from regular sisters.

The Mitzvot Pertains only to the Land of Israel

The Ramban is famous for teaching that the mitzvot apply only in the Land of Israel. Outside of
Israel it is only practice. He explains that Ya’acov knew that the moment he entered the land, the
prohibition against two sisters would apply: “G-d alone plans how things work out. Rachel died on
the way, as they began entering the land. In her merit, she did not die outside Eretz Yisrael, and in
his merit, he did not dwell in Eretz Yisrael married to two sisters, for she was married to him in
contravention of the prohibition against marrying sisters. It appears that she fell pregnant with
Binyamin before they reached Shechem; Ya’acov had no relations with her at all, within the land,
because of the prohibition” (Ramban, Vayikra 18:25). “Ya’acov’s (true) intention in not burying
Rachel in Me’arat Ha-Machpela was in order that two sisters would not be buried together, for he
would thereby be embarrassed before his fathers” (Ramban, Bereishit 48:7). Ramban’s
explanation does not go together with the Midrash quoted by Rashi, which says that Ya’acov kept
all the mitzvot while living with Lavan. How could Ya’acov say that he kept the entire Torah when
in fact he did not keep any of it, since he was not obligated in it while he lived in chutz la’aretz?
However, we may say, based on the Nefesh HaChaim, that Ya’acov obeyed a specific command of
G-d, to build the Jewish people by raising the twelve tribes of Israel.
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Personal Refinement Never at the Expense of Others

Ya’acov never intended to marry two sisters. Rather, it was brought about by Lavan. Since Ya’acov
had promised to marry Rachel, not marrying her would have involved deception. Since the
prohibition of deceiving applies to all humanity it overruled the command not to marry his wife’s
sister, which had not yet commanded. Rabbi Schneerson of Lubavitch learns from Ya’acov’s
marriage to Rachel that care for others overrides the concern for self-perfection that goes beyond
G-d’s law. When we desire to take upon ourselves more than G-d demands of us, we must first
make completely sure that we are not doing so at the expense of others.. (Likkutei Sichot, vol. 5,
pp. 141-8). http://www.chabad.org/parshah/article cdo/aid/101035/jewish/How-Could-Jacob-
Marry-Two-Sisters.htm

The Unification of Sisters Rectifies Creation

The Zohar explains that the souls of Rachel, Leah, Zilpah, and Bilhah, were really four parts of one
soul, called “Rachel.” The rectification of creation requires the reunification of all four parts into
one soul. This is similar to how Ya’acov absorbed Esav into his being by first buying the birthright,
and then receiving the blessings. The four holy wives of Ya’acov represent the four elements, the
four primeval rivers in Eden, the four archangels, the four directions the four camps of the
Shechina, and the four letters of Hashem’s name (Zohar Part 2, page 266b). Ya’acov’s mission in
the world was to unify all these elements and thus rectify Adam, whose sin caused the
fragmentation of the world. For the sake of this lofty rectification, Ya’acov had to deviate from
heeding the command not to marry two sisters. His mission to rectify the split reality caused by
Adam and Chava’s eating from the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil, by unifying the
manifestations of existence, overrode the prohibition which had not yet been given. By joining
together with one husband and overcoming the natural tendency of rivalry, Ya’acov’s four wives
became as one unified person, enacting the highest tikun of creation.
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