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- Jacob 
Daniel Jeremy Silver 

December 10, 1978 

If my voice holds out I want to stroll with you this morning through the tra­
)w,,.. ,., r;..t:, • ...,. 6 

ditions of our people. I want to ts Le a look at our people's attitudes towards names. 
-r~ ~ 

Specifically, I want to talk about one man's name, Jacob; an~ s•888&t why name/ were 
1\e-- ~ .. , t.,,Ol$ I e'-' , l 

changed. Ne ■ 11tiu'pr• ■ d names \WC¥ I earl to designate growth and accomplishmen~ A,.,,,.,. 

/ 1\.0 ' ,'.Fhe process of name-changing speaks to the reach of character and personality of which 
I 

we are capable. 

The ancients set great store by a person's name. Names were ultimately 
fJS.,,,t 

significant. A parent chose for his child a theophoric name, a name which bound the 

/'If' 
child to the clan's god, ......... ._. .. iQliilP-Tiill~-~~~~'-li•"4!F11~ A king, on ascending 

/t,,I It L It."~ 
the throne, accepted a royal name which invoked the protection of the god/ or promised 

~ ;... 
great glory to the royal person. When a youth became an adult ta_y were given a new 

I,.. A.. 
name which suggested ~r rank, same special talent wai.ea lfJ.09 tzatecatn, wt'l or a special 

u ~rvr< s > 1\ r- '-, ,. e 
quality of person, Waroea wer~ not •I pl,; ae We use £oh 1 t; convenient labels, to dis-

1¼- 11t ~~u CJi J 
tinguish one person from another. Y,uat-nameJdefin~ sc t) ipg essential and basic 

Ol-.-..,.1' l° l~ C ~ l1t> 
a~uut , eu. t r, '-<--, L t: t ~ I '-..t ------ ~ 

When Ph••o•k •Amenhotep IV ascended the throne of Egypt he received '1.. tJ 

royal name which mea-;J; ''he who pleases the god Amon. 11 Several years later, when 

· 1" tG , Ol'Jn-7\(" 
the young pharoah became involved in a bitter political ks title to siapese the established 

flilllaJ priesthood of Amon (he stripped them of their hereditary privileges, destroyed 

their temples and rededicated the kingdom to the solar disk, A/n), he took a new name, 

Aknehaten, ''he goes will with the god Aten. " Th.is is the famous Iknehaten, the Pharoah, 

who brought to Egypt a first brief vision of ~6~~~eaching and over-arching god. 
1 1 

~I~( ~ ~ f::l(Jt..A9r-tli~ · ~ 
Jacob called 'hiir son, Jo~e,ph, ,1i1aavJ 1f "may he have increase",' 151tj2Y 

t (\.o ~ ( L. "" t-til ""1--MJ . 
hts r&iaiiiz a gas■ ot~e, awth• a lie many descendants.i•e ■ lsau. When Joseph re-

cel\~/1Vzi£ai;;UY in the Egyptian heirarchy the Egyptians gave him a new name symbolizing 
/ 
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their §~igjy1 'ij}p ;iji i'rs ~f!J:I JJ§ Qlt:d ■ ll8d Zaphenath-

" ~ Paneah which means "the god 1'1t~h•h•m,1~t protects~ " When Terah named his?son, Is f" st 
) ~ 

~ aai: patria•hs, he called him Abram which means "my father is mighty. " Later, wheQ 

terpreted by the Bible as meaning "the father of multitudes. 11 A-ht ri 1 s r a e d ud JI in -
f.[_,.~......._ 

-
_.r.-.~ariia .. ■111■~s~a~a••-■•z•••t■·11111'~~~.e""NIM""-iiill._ ... ~ h rl b • ffh d d l f a ., " u -.... _.,. . 1 , a e c ang e 71# : r In 1t1• o an e y. 

.J ' 
changed ~---•me when_.. .... changed y~ ran~ era a{ married into another tribe~ 

't'\.c ~ 
achieved great deeQ<.tr evidenced some strong personality trait. Nan1ee 1 et&a I 

' ~-~, 
amount, ., 1'"0 ·:r ??Pee 

,,~ ~ 
e tend to change 'MIT last names faa , 11•e than ,9•• first ones. Our immi-

, ' 
grant grandparents shortened their European names or a,a,a..t11t111MINl•iliiill11111-11ean names 

f 
this environment. ~se who went from Europe to Palestine did the same thing. 

IJ 
Gerwin became ben Gurion,r-- Meyerson became Meir 1.,. Shertok became Sharet. The; 

ves Hebraized names 1rhiah signified removal from the diaspora and A~{ 

111■ ,:Z.utiuulil1 •• ,.,. mnet:z-ba V§ p UV number 

(' 
of young women ~when it ■ ) ¢11&) are unwilling to give up their maiden names, and 

~J o,-. J 
ae oenise a hyphenated last name f~ tb•i• aa,r fsmiJy composed of 1heir husband's 

"' family and tli,1 a: .. 111 These hyphenated names can become quite a mouthful, but they 

l, f'Y II 

do assert tl).a ... ...tdab~e ..., I uo4!e, 

el a111 i:l!•i8■ Ai LL-L - ,_~ earlier times name changes tended to involve the 

I 
, th 

last names, our background, 

Su~~~ 7;\ -

our 

f/ 

changeEf of names 111n,... 

family ties, ra1her than with personality. 

,.-~ '"" " rr•~c-- I. ~ 
-....~.._._..,,,, Clearly, this r•1atea t. tha •w.as to family and class waiell j\la aacients 

;I. M ~ I.I L.. 
but there is something more. lans or 

Am a rite of pass JW111en ky.oung person p 

l 

( 
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~ ~ ~- 1-W-'9 
initiation into adulthood. Ue won a new name based on adult skill 

~ \ 

<j\,:arv ~ 
.&..-... • ...--- might de pend 

or strength or S•IIIP ~lQQ.Q.pJ$k..ss .. a.a~Ptdd~ aia~,w11•--•-lo 'n.e naming process 

symbolized that the c ild waa left behind and a new a ]Ct pe son had emerged. I wonder 

if our indifference to .ftrsf na 
; ~4'{ 

e changi,ng...m.ay not relate to the fact that 1:ue really do not 
'---- ---,.,.·-· 

believe tha~an overcome ~ conditioning and environment, that we remain through-

" "' t 
out adulthood very much wh1_t JUC z 11 • eum? • 1· uaI J intb l5swn1h1g ~n our childhood. This 

is the age of Freud. We are what our childhood allows us to be. We see ourselves as 

~ ' " )..~ 
emerging ,-,.••••s■?EMiRPiiiiulPi}il rather than at a point of time being transfor~, chs11~-ed 

;.- ' 

The ancients believed that the adult was more than a grownup child. To be 

few years of experience. I believe j1 nt this perception • I believe that our con-

ff',,,,J I 
temporary conventional wisdom ha~----•••• • • of ea2.1tg12211 which 

1 ' ' 
some modern psychologists are beginning to call an identity eris is, a period of intense 

fr u 1'-k.{.)... ? ( A" 
inner turmoil ~d:> Ls ultimately 1 esul: e~d..,;.w~ ~::::c; 

~ 
place. Once 

identity confusion has been resolved we gain our adult identity and are, in fact, quite 

'\ 
different from that p we were before. The Bible's phrase, ve 1ne he pachiti 

le-ish ahea - I have become another. , 
-., 

No greater mistake can be mad~ 111 f ·esdi than not recogniz1@ that 1he 

forty-year old is far different than the child we knew thirty years ago.. I know this 

\(_ ,, u....-~~----
from my own experience with turke s. A turk y,-:in contemporary jargon, is a youngster 

who is always out of step, never quite wi1h it, whose neck LAll--,.,.e't wardl c g 
I 

~' ~ 
are going. /!'he 'turkeys of my youth haver,fQI &s □ t rsst, turned into competent 

.J.-·~ 1\0't~ l)l'f Ii b ~ -- ...... ~ , "' 
human beipqr If I were to judge them by what I knew them to be when we were a.W..yollllg.,. 

,4,; __ ,.., 41\- ~ 
or they were to judge me by what they knew of me at that time,~ssessmenta would 

I 
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( 

:QlJr Ue vel of confidence 
~ ; 

, A1 k ~ 
change,1 erNilll our 

temperament. What is surprising is that despite these changes something deep down in 

the modern psyche prevents us from going down to Probate Court and changing our name 

to correspond to ta- perceived changes in our personality. Little Sammy simply beep.me 

big Sammy. 

All this is simply by way of prologue to a discussion of a name change described 
~ 

in the Bible; la r Jacob became Isra:? 
l 

XJ?ia ••m• 
. t' 

,Its sg ; I :oa&lJ suggest, speaks ... __ _ 

• 
the reach of human P'21@ihiH•1e eai potential and r ther effective describes the changes 

OJ'/'. 
which, in fact, take place as individual personality emerges. 

r;+-""'-, 'f , rv A 
N z taa Hebrew-word, tj;:ov, !.!."-.•probably comes from~ root which 
~ € L_ 'L ...... I r,.-.-. A F .fne..((.,,.,,,., means yakub ;1.l, may God protecr.;11tt me Bible..iei.Hoci it'a different entymological 1-ae. 

~ u Yi ( I- ~ .,,. 
It t~u1 fzom tb1 oMn, if-1,av, which means heel. A119 we a•• fit at htttoJwasd tJ Jacob 

, 
liv ed c~s out holding & e heel 6f lil■d. ADd iii'"" I c111eMlrsm :111:11-r Greek my-

.J;bcJos¥ ¥0• 1•~ 21 $kit Achilles had on y one weak spot, one place where a spear 

~; or a sword could enter his body ______ __.., c orllmg fo Ore-ek legend, was the son of 
t-h..J ('rlj 

th.a Ill!, Pe s, and Q.,. goddes11 Q.f tb1 nirrsre Thetis• ••i Tan~is 

I lf'-f,liJ '-

"' " L ( I 
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&t.:> rJ , J»o 
wanted to protect her mortal o.t:fep•iing ~ she teak aina end held the 

...-
y the heel an.a ella cJ"nkz9t h,irn ia iir-e 1 t,et mihierever the waters covered the child 

' 0 1 - -- ' ~ ch ii-1 was impregnabler,, .b.&d;...wl:Lere .ib81 laelt1 IE e ·U'b. the hee 

be wounded. ~d. w.a~n Achilles ~ent g[f ta ihe~ru;an w'WI! ! !1'.nd•pfl8 I cd invincible, so 
; 

fi11-.ally.., as~:: knew, someone discovered his Achilles heel. 

~ \M' \ ~ V •. ~ N"w, -ifi'e B ibl ica 1 story of tM~illlll--... J.A~~Wl.i...1~~~111.a••~-.&~, M ...,. ~ 

lEW.iidJrP:Flaz 1, that the younger • d s~.&1Wiiiiiai_....._1e11wt'!411•-•1etil'P""lllfl!e knew ~-

C,_JII ""' ®''.lh qpR9 "Y~s a heel, h Ii aza-...it 

We were introduced to Jacob f t ES in a scen e wh ich ' u-•-----..-..·ltlle U , you ,.. 
put \'t_ · ta' aps;ePls firaas. We _ find him 

chen, with an 

. . , 
apron, around his waist,cooking. w.,:; t~d~y a ~ou~g ~~n has to learn to 

cook or he starve, but in those days for a young man to ~*•tp.e kitchen was 

a s.1r,i;!37 g pt a f effimanacy. 
n_ rt 'lJ & 

It W&B Ht ~ i1 2 ale. ~as 1 ,s.-e sex-differentiated r.oles 
. ,. 

and ob. But there he is, puttering around with 
bl\. l If L,.4.... C\~ /,A.~ 

the pots and the pans, 111shiwg lentil soup. ft•• Esau is e·,J;tn the fields doing what 
I h \ -' ),-c,.,,-,~./ 

young men are supposed to Be aai•,;, hunting, riding
1
hatscs, being ua y ;;aa1r physical. 

~ j~~ ' A~d .ea rs was : - ,.,famished .-a.~- ....... .L; Ke etuillhis brother"~ itit .4i,e lentil ' ~-. ~-· ,._ /S i» N 
; 1,:: a find , 'ilt me have some, ~ 

, '6.rta inly, I¼H ei ;;a __ ;l'>U 
II , 

~• but you must first promise me the birthrigh1 that is, t&e double portion of 

~~ ~~~~" 
the inheritance¥ lite leadership of the clan. ' 
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Now, Esau does not possess the birthright as yet, his father hasn't given it to 

him. I think he probably felt that • Jacob was bantering with him and he says, 'of 

course, I'll sell you my birthright for the mess of pottage. ' And Jacob says, 'swear 

to me I and he swears to him and he sells the birthright in a symbolic way for the soup 

which satisfies, at the moment, his hunger. And all this, again, is an introduction to 

the actual conniving by which young Jacob gets the birthright. 

Young Jacob was not only a shrewd, manipulative human being, effeminate, but 

he is also a very pliable, malleable person, without a mind of his own. His mother 

preferred the youngster with smooth skin and he was always around the kitchen, He 

didn't smell of the field, of the hunt, The father preferred the more athletic, the more 

masculine, of the boys and there seems to have been some kind of bitterness in the 

house between the two parents. But, in any case, one day when they were in their 

early twenties the mother, Rachel, overhears the father, Isaac, now an elderly man 

whose eyes are going bad on him, call Esau to him and say to Esau: "My son, the 

time has come for me to speak the ritual blessing which invests you with the birth­

right. I have decided that you are to be the chief of the clan and my heir, but I must 

have some venison in order to eat the sacred meal, the ritual meal, prescribed before 

I pronounce the blessings. Go out in the fields, hunt down a deer, bring in the deer, 

cook it, prepare for me the meal and I will give you my blessing." Rachel overhears 

this conversation. She summons her younger, the younger of the twins, Jacob, and 

she says to him, This is what has transpired. I want you to go to the flock and find 

me a couple of goats and we '11 slaughter the goats and I'll make a fine stew for your 

father and you will go in, and since he can hardly see any longer he will give you the 

blessing, believing you to be Esau. 

Now, Jacob does not protest. He's ready to take this act, but he says to his 
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mother: "The scheme won't quite work. I am smooth-skinned and my brother is of 

hairy skin. My father will feel us even if he can't see us and he '11 know that I am not 

Esau. 11 His mother said, well, that's easily solved; we'll make for you armlets out 

of the skin of goats which are hairy, we '11 put them over your arms and when your 

father feels your arms or feels your shoulders to put his hands in blessings upon them 

he will feel that you are, in fact, Esau. And so it trans pire'6 and the young Jacob is 

given the blessing,which cannot be recalled, the birthright which once given cannot 

be rescinded. He becomes the titular heir of the family. 

Esau, of course, feels deceived, but he can't take immediate vengeance upon 

Jacob because his father is still alive, he has no right to do so. He bides his time, 

but the mother knows there will be a moment of violent anger, of murder, and she 

orders young Jacob to flee. 

So far we have a perfect description of a young Hebrew juvenile delinquent, nothing 

to commend him, nothing to suggest that Jacob will turn into one of the fathers, one 

of the patriarchs of our people. He goes off by himself. He goes off to the mountains, 

to go north to the homeland of his people in Syria, Labin, his uncle. And that first 

night when he is away from his father's home, this young man who was always under 

foot in the home, never out in the fields, he must have felt cold and lonely and frightened, 

but we are told simply that he lay down without a covering; he took a stone for a pillow; 

he went to sleep. Suddenly, that night, he had a dream and in that dream he saw a 

ladder, his foot on the earth, its top reaching into the heavens, and he saw angels 

of God ascending and descending the ladder, and he heard the voice of God speaking 

to him from the heavens. The Bible tells us Jacob was frightened, awestruck, over­

whelmed and he said, surely God is in. His place and I had no sense of it. 

There comes a moment in every one of our lives when we are leaving our adoles­

cence and we are entering adulthood when suddenly we recognize that there is reason 
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to fear. We are now responsible for our own destiny. We are now alone. We know 

that the voice of God speaks to us. There I s no body to run home to. The re I s no body 

to throw our responsibilities on and the world suddenly becomes an alien, strange, 

foreboding place. And that's the beginning of the transformation. We've left the home. 

We've left the womb. We've left the security. We can no longer blame anybody else 

for what happens to us in our lives. We suddenly recognize that we are alive, that we 

are independent, that no one will take care of us, that there is this relationship between 

God and man, between responsibility and myself, and that I must somehow assume that 

responsibility. And that's the first moment: if you think back to your childhood you can 

probably remember that moment, that first moment where we begin to transform 

ourselves into something other than we were as a child, the recognition that the security 

of the home is shattered forever and that we've got to walk and make our own way. 

Now, that's not the completion of the process of becoming an adult. It's only 

the. beginning, the first step. No one begins to become an adult until he's gone through 

an emotionally devastating experience, when you're suddenly frightened, frightened 

by life and of all its implications, frightened by the responsibilities. How am I ever 

going to make my way? How am I ever going to make a living? How am I ever going 

to decide what to do? There are no answers as yet, only the desperate questionsand 

only the sense that there is an overarching judgment which somehow relates to us. 

Now, as you know, Jacob goes on. He returns to the homeland of the people 

in Syria, to his uncle Labin, and there in a very neat bit of measure for measure , 

tit for tat justice, the younger who took the elder's birthright is made to take the 

elder daughter for a wife when, in fact, he proposed to marry the younger daughter 

and Labin informs him, in our world this is the way we do it, that the elder must 

always be deferred to. He's made to sense the guilt that was his because of his act. 
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When he comes to La bin's territory he goes to the well and he sees this beautiful 

girl come down to draw water for the flocks, this is Rebecca. He falls in love with 

her and wants to marry her and he says to Labin, what can I do to deserve your daughter 

for my bride, and Labin says, work for me for seven years. And he works, apparently 

willingly, for seven years and when it comes to the bridal feast there's a great gather-

ing of the clan and the bride is bedecked, veiled as all oriental brides are, and she 

is led into the marriage chamber and only the next morning does he discover that he 

has been sleeping with his new wife who is not the younger daughter, but Leah, the 

older daughter because the older daughter by tradition must be the first to be married. 

In anger he explodes at Labin, what must I do, why did you do this to me? Through 

storms we grow, by being taken advantage of we learn to take care, to a certain degree, 

of ourselves. Labin said, it's easy, I'll give you my daughter whom you want to be 

your wife but you must promise to me to work seven more years in order to earn her 

as your wife. And so he works for fourteen years for these two women and then he 

works for Labin another six trying to establish himself, to get capital, sheep, goats, 

camels, all that he will be able to take home. Between the first moment, the first 

shattering moment when we recognize that we're on our own, that it's a cold alien 

world and we've got to somehow make it our own, to the moment when we're ready to 

go back home, that is when we are ready to become adult, to live with other adults, 

to be with those whom we left behind because at that point we were not yet ready to 

act the role of the grownup. A number of years have to pass, · years when we're 

away. It's no matter of happenstance that it's part of our common wisdom that children 

ought to go away to college. They ought to be out from under and probably they ought 

to remain away for a number of years, however much we would like them to be around, 

until they can come back and treat with us as equals, as adults, a very difficult role 

for any child to establish with a parent. 
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Twenty years have passed before he hears God say, the voice of conscience, 

return to your land and return to your parents. And he sets out with his large retinue. 

He has two wives .and several concubine and a number of sons and a daughter and he 

begins to move back south towards Canaan, and as he moves towards the south he be-

gins to wonder how will I be received. Now, he knows that his parents will receive 

him with open arms, at least his mother will, but what about his brother, the brother 

who was physically stronger than he, the brother whom he defrauded. How will his 

brother receive him? And as he moves along through the trans Jordan, down towards 

the fjord across the Jordan that he will take to enter the Promised Land, he begins 

to wonder, to worry, to be anxious, and he sends ahead a messenger. He tells the 

messenger, go to Esau, my brother, tell him I have come with many possessions, 

to share my possessions with him, and I want to be received well by him. The messenger 

goes, returns. What said my brother? Your brother said nothing, my Lord. He said 

only that he was coming to greet you with four hundred armed horsemen. Worry, 

anxiety, fear. Have I the courage to cross over, to expose myself, to really be an 

adult? And so as he approaches the fjord in the river he divides his possessions, and 

he sends ahead at about two-hour intervals,first, a large flock of goats as a gift, 

J 

and then a large flock of sheep as a gift, and then a large flock of camels as a gift, 

and then a large flock of horses as a gift, and he tells to the drover, to the man who 

is guiding each of these separate flocks, tell my brother Esau that these are for him 

only part of the gifts which I want to bestow upon him. And one by one these gifts 

are sent out, bribes if you will, and finally the fjord is come to and he orders his 

- household, all his familiars across the fjord. and he remains there alone that night. 

Shall he cross the rubicon or shall he not? And that night there wrestles with him a 

man, an.d they wrestle until the morning. And the man says unto him, I cannot overcome 

you and you cannot overcome me. What is your name? Jacob. 
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And the man wrestles further and he cripples Jacob in the thigh. Jacob said, 

I have wrestled with God and with man, but I have not been fully overcome. And the 

man says to Jacob, let me go. And Jacob says, I will not let you go until you bless 

me. And the man says, from now on your name will not be Jacob, heel, but Israel, 

he who has wrestled with God and with man and has not been overcome. 

Now, is this a dream?Was Jacob simply wrestling with his conscience? Was the 

attempt to portray Jacob wrestling with an angel of God or was he wrestling with God 

Himself? The story is difficult in the sense that we are not told precisely who this 

dark, unknown, anonymous assailant was. Surely, we can project ourselves on to 

this moment, for can we not remember a moment in time when suddenly we restled 

with our conscience; we wrestled with our fears; we wrestled with our anxieties. Oh, 

they got the better of us for a time, but somehow we overmastered them, we crossed 

the rubicon, we crossed the fjord, we crossed into adulthood never to return to child­

hood. 

And there you have the beginning and the end of this period of transition, from 

childhood to adulthood, It does not come overnight in spite of all our children would 

like to believe. It takes a long time. It takes many many difficult experiences. It 

begins with the shattering awareness that we are alone, we are on our own. It ends 

with the awareness that we can wrestle with our fears and not be mastered by them. 

We have put our need for security of the home behind and can now really direct our 

energies and develop our energies as an adult. And it's at that point when the identity 

confusion has become a clear sense of our own identity, to use Eric Ericson's terms, 

it's at that point that we emerge into ourselves, and it's at that point that in traditional 

society a person adopted his or her adult name because now they knew themselves. 

And isn't that what adulthood really is? When you begin, really, for the first time, 

to understand yourself. The child reacts almost instinctively. The adolescent has a 
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different crusade every other day, a different passion every other month, but the 

adult has settled convictions, settled concerns, and knows himself. He has been 

changed in the process. We are no longer as innocent. We are no longer, perhaps, as 

sensitive as we once were. Jacob was crippled by this night of wrestling, limped for­

ever after. 

But whatever the cost,and of transition from childhood to adulthood does demand 

of us a cost, we have grown, we have matured, we have emerged. You know, I've 

always been rather proud of the fact that we are called the children of Israel. I often 

wondered why, of all the patriarchs, they called the Jews Israelites. Why weren't 

we called Abrahamites or Isaacites or Josephites? Why Israelites? Jacob, when we 

look at him as a young man, was not a very nice young man, but I suspect that the 

name was chosen because we, too, as a people have had to wrestle through many a 

long night, wrestle with our fears, fears of the oppressor, fears of the crusader, 

fears of the enemy outside, fears of the majority, and we have not been overcome. 

We've been blooded. We've had our martyrs. We've been denied many things, but 

we have not been overcome. We persisted. We wrestled the long night. We emerged 

as a truly committed community, a truly committed Israel, the sons of Israel. 
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