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TH TEST OF REBECCA
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to
ham's servant goes to the city of Nahor and devises a test to find the
appropriate wife (24:10-14); Rebecca, Isaac's cousin, passes the test
(24:15-27). Abraham's servant then goes to Rebecca's family, successfully proposes the marriage of Rebecca and Isaac (24:28-61), and the
Rebecca and Isaac (24:62-67).
The test devised by Abraham's servant is difficult to understand.
The servant plans to say to a maiden, "Please lower your jar, that I may
chapter ends with the marriage of

drink," and the "correct" answer would be, "Drink, and I wil also
water your camels." The servant prays that if the right response is given,
"Let her be the one whom You have decreed for Your servant, Isaac"

(24:14). How can the servant use such a haphazard method to decide
such an important issue? Why does he not try to find a wife for Isaac by
actively researching the women in the area instead of passively relying

on a test?

There are several approaches to understanding this test. One
approach is that Abraham's servant uses divination to select Rebecca.
The great codifier of Jewish law, Maimonides,l wrote, "What is divina-

tion? He who makes signs for himself: 'If this happens, I will do such a
thing; if it does not happen, I will not do such a thing, like Eliezer,2 the
servant of Abraham, did. Al these actions are forbidden."3 Apparently,

Maimonides believed that even though the test is successful, Abraham's
servant acts improperly. This approach, however, is not supported by

the text, as Rebecca fails to follow the exact stipulations of the test: the

test is that the maiden is to say, "Drink, and I wil also water your
camels," but Rebecca says, "Drink," gives the servant water, and only
afterwards does she say, "I wil also water your camels." While ths difference might appear inconsequential, if a test is to be a Divine omen,
even the most minor deviation should constitute a failure. Indeed,
when the servant repeats the account of the test for Rebecca's family, he

reverses the order of events: he says that first, she had said, "Drink,"
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and then added, "I will also water your camels," and that only afterwards had she given him and his camels water (24:46). Clearly, to the
servant, the order is significant, and in his account of the test, he fixes

the facts to match the test.4 It appears, then, that the servant recognizes
that Rebecca had failed the test, and therefore we cannot say that he
relies on divination to select a wife for Isaac.
A second approach to understanding the test is that Abraham's
servant acts in an appropriate manner, as the test is a character test.s Ac-

cording to this approach, it would not have mattered if the test was
passed exactly as formulated as long as Rebecca had demonstrated concern for the animals. If the test were passed, it would show that she was
kind, gentle, and thoughtfuL. The test would then be a rational way to
select a wife and would not be considered divination.
According to this approach, the test appears to be reasonable, but

can the test provide enough information to select a wife? First, the
woman who passed the test would have to be single and unattached,
and the servant could not have learned this information from the test.6
Second, from 24:16 we learn that it was important for Isaac's bride to
be a virgin, something which certainly could not be ascertained by the
test. Third, the woman might not be wiling to join Abraham's family in

its covenant with God. Fourth, perhaps the woman was being kind only
because she saw the wealth on the camels. How many people would
want to marry a person based solely on the answer to one question?
Ibn Ezra (24:14) attempts to answer some of these questions by
claiming that if the maiden who passed the test was found to be unsuitable for Isaac, the servant would have removed her from further consideration as a wife, with no loss to the servant. Therefore, the servant asks
Rebecca, "Whose daughter are you?" after she has passed the test. The
difficulty with this solution is that the servant asks ths question after he

has given Rebecca jewelry and presents (24:22-23). If Rebecca had
given the wrong answer, the servant would have lost all the gifts he had
just given her? Furthermore, in conjunction with the question, "Whose

daughter are you?" the servant asks, "Is there room in your father's
house for us to spend the night?" (24:22). The servant has not yet
received an answer about her family, yet he already asks to spend a night

in her father's house! Apparently, once Rebecca has passed the test, the
servant is not interested in learning more information about her.
Accordingly, both the divination approach and the character-test
approach to understanding the test of Rebecca cannot completely

explain the text. In addition, several other questions arise in chapter 24.
First, the chapter is repetitious, as the initial occurrence of the test is
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recorded and then the retellng of the test is also recorded. Why the repetition? Second, in 24:45 Abraham's servant refers to Rebecca by her
name-but how does the servant know her name? If the test was done
on a mystery woman and he never inquired about her name after she
had passed the test (and there seems to have been no time for the servant to have learned her name in her house), how does he know her
name? A different approach is needed to understand the test and to
answer these questions.
The key to understanding the servant's actions is to recognize his

apprehensiveness about the mission. In 24:5, he expresses doubts about
whether he will succeed in the mission: "What if the woman does not

consent to follow me to the land?" Abraham attempts to soothe his
fears by tellng him that God will help him, and that if the mission fails

he wil not be held responsible. But it is unlikely that all of the servant's

doubts are relieved. Finding an appropriate wife and getting her to
agree to marry is no simple procedure, and in this case, there is an additional difficulty. The servant is trying to find a wife for Isaac, but Isaac

is not with him, and this puts the servant in a difficult spot. Isaac's
absence will automatically raise doubts in the prospective wife and her
family; the servant feels like a merchant who must sell goods without

letting the customer see the merchandise.
The plan that the servant devises is to find an appropriate wife and
then, in order to get the consent to the match, he will make the selec-

tion of the woman appear to be Divine. If the selection is seen as
Divine, he reasons, nobody will be able to obstruct the marriage. The

purpose of the test, then, is not to select a wife, but to fabricate a
Divine omen of approval for the match so that the marriage proposal
will be accepted. If so, the key is not the test itself, but the retellng of
the story of the test to the family.

This understanding of the actions of Abraham's servant can be
observed in the text: 24:10 records that the servant makes his way to

the city of Nahor and 24: 11 records that he went to the well outside of
the city. Why stop at the well and make the test even before reaching
the city and attempting to find a wife in the typical manner? Wells were
a place to learn information;8 perhaps he learns at the well that Rebecca
would make an appropriate wife for Isaac. Rebecca's selection to be
Isaac's wife is not based on divination or on a character test, but on the

servant's research. His research undoubtedly taught him that Rebecca
would go to the well at evening time, so he waits for her. At the well,
prior to announcing the test, he offers a prayer to God to help him with
his plan (24:12-14). Whle this prayer is genuine, it also serves to make
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the test appear a Divine omen. Based on his research, the servant believes that Rebecca will pass the test. Immediately after he declares the
test, Rebecca appeares (24:15). Of course, when the family hears that
Rebecca had appeared immediately after the test was announced, they

wil consider it an omen, but this is all planned. 24:15-16 records
(apparently from the point of view of the narrator) that the girl coming
to the well is Rebecca, that she is a descendant of Nahor,9 Abraham's
brother, that she is beautiful, and that she is a virgin. Why do we hear

this information before the test occurs? Perhaps the text is tellng us
that this information is already known to Abraham's servant prior to the
test, from his research.1o As part of his research, he must also have been
Rebecca. This explains his next action: the servant

given a description of

runs to Rebecca (24:17), not leaving to chance whether she wil pass

the test. Rebecca does not exactly pass the test, but she is close enough
(24:18-20), and, as mentioned above, the servant is able to "correct"
the small discrepancy.

As Rebecca gives water to the camels, the servant waits to see
"whether the Lord had made his errand successful or not" (24:21).
What is the doubt? Has Rebecca not already passed the test? The answer is that the doubt is not whether Rebecca is an appropriate wife; the
doubt is whether she and her family will agree to the match. Therefore,

when she finishes giving water to the camels, he gives her the presents
to get her approval (24:22). He can give her the presents before asking

any questions only because he already knows the necessary information
from his research. Aferwards, he asks her, "Whose daughter are you?"
and for a place to stay (24:23). He does not even ask her name or if she
is free to marry. His questions are not to learn more information about
the suitability of the match, they are only a pretext to speak to Rebecca's family. Rebecca responds to the questions, stating that she is a

granddaughter of Nahor and that there is room for him to stay in her
by publicly thanking God

home (24:24-25). The servant responds

(24:26-27). Again, while this prayer is genuine, it also serves to impress
upon Rebecca that her selection was Divine. This concludes the first
part of the servant's efforts to find a wife for Isaac.

The second part is to get Rebecca's family's (and presumably Re-

becca'sll) approval of the match. This is not a secondary issue, but was
always the main problem. Since the point of the test was to be able to

tell the family that Rebecca had passed it and that they should therefore
approve the marriage, the retellng of the test had to be recorded.
The servant meets Rebecca's family and is offered food, but he
refuses to eat until he has spoken. Why the rush? If his goal is to get a
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quick approval of the marriage, he must be eager to limit the possibility
of doubts being raised about the test and the marriage. Without delay,

the servant then begins the marriage proposaL. He mentions that Abra-

ham is wealthy and that Abraham has told him that God will help him
in his endeavors (24:34-41). He is able to refer to Rebecca by her name
(24:45), as he knew all along exactly who she was. He recapitulates his
encounter with Rebecca, but with some variations: he neglects to mention that he ran to meet her, he says that she passed the test exactly as

stated, and he says that he gave her the presents after inquiring "whose
daughter she was" (24:42-48). This "corrected" recapitulation of the
test is to impress upon Rebecca's family that her passing of the test is a
Divine omen. Once he has finished the recapitulation, Abraham's ser-

vant insists that the family tell him whether they agree to the marriage

proposal, giving them no time to ponder the marriage proposal and
possibly raise doubts.

The plan works perfectly. Rebecca's father and brother approve
the marriage, as "the matter was decreed by God"12 (24:50-51). At this
point, Abraham's servant thanks God, gives the family more presents,
and eats with the family. In the morning, he expresses a desire to return
to Abraham and Isaac immediately, even though the family requests
that Rebecca stay a litte longer at home. Again, why the rush? Once he
has departed with Rebecca, the family will be unable to rescind their
agreement to the marriage. Probably, he would have attempted to leave
right after their agreement to the marriage, but it was late at night by
the time he had met the family and he could not start a journey that

late at night. With Rebecca's approval, he leaves the city of Nahor as
soon as possible, having successfully completed his mission.

God had promised Abraham on several occasions that he would
have numerous descendants (Gen. 13:16, 15:5, and 22:17), and, as
God had chosen Isaac as Abraham's heir (21:12), Isaac had to be married. The choice of Rebecca as Isaac's wife did not occur haphazardly,
but due to a briliant and carefully executed plan by Abraham's servant.
NOTES
1. Mishne Torah, Laws of Idol Worship 11 :4.

2. The text never identifies Abraham's servant by name, but according to
Jewish tradition, Eliezer, who was mentioned in Gen. 15:2, was the servant.
3. This opinion can be found in Hullin 95b and Ta)anit4a. Divination is for-

bidden based on Lev. 19:26 and Deut. 18:9.
4. Abraham's servant does not simply change the test presumably because
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the test in 24:12-14. If other

other people had heard his announcement of

people had not heard the test before it occurred, then Rebecca's family

could have argued that Abraham's servant had concocted the test after
meeting with Rebecca.

5. For a survey of this approach see Nehama Leibowitz, Studies in Bereshit

(Genesis), World Zionist Organization, Jerusalem, 1972, pp. 223-7. For a
recent version, see M. Sternberg, The Poetics of Biblical Narrative, Bloomington: Indiana University press, 1985, pp. 131-152.
6. The woman who passed the test could have been a slave. This possibility

and several others were raised by the twelft century biblical commentator
Radak (Rabbi David ben Joseph Kimhi), on 24:14.
verses 24:22-23 and argues that
the servant asks Rebecca, "Whose daughter are you?" before he gives her

7. Ibn Ezra is forced to switch the order of

the gifts.
8. See Nahum Sarna, Commentary on Genesis, The Jewish Publication Society, 1989, p.164 and rH. Hertz, The Pentateuch and Haftorahs, Second

Edition, Soncino Press: London, 1960, p. 83.
9. It is uncertain whether Abraham had insisted that the wife of Isaac be from

the family of Nahor. In 24:4, Abraham uses the word "moladti" when
tellng the servant where to go to find a wife for Isaac. "Moladti" can be
translated, "My native land," implying that the wife did not have to be

from the family of Nahor, or "kinsmen," in which case the wife would
Nahor (see Ramban on 24:7). The idea that
have to be from the family of

the wife of Isaac did not have to be a descendant of Nahor is difficult.

First, if this was not a requirement, why does the servant have to go to
Abraham's native land? Second, Jacob had to marry specifically from the

family of Nahor (28:1-5); why should Isaac be different? Third, if it was
Nahor, it is highly coinci-

not required that Isaac's wife be a descendant of

dental that in fact Rebecca was a descendant of Nahor. In any event, this
argument about the meaning of "moladti" does not impinge on the thesis
here that Abraham's servant stages the test. The use of the test would be

even more problematic if the wife of Isaac had to be a descendant of
Nahor, as the test could not be open to all, since the most likely possibilty

is that somebody outside the family would have passed the test.
10. This research did not have to take long. As discussed in the previous note,

it is uncertain whether the wife of Isaac had to be from the family of
Nahor. If the answer is yes, then the choice was just between the granddaughters of NahoL A few questions to local nativès could have informed

Abraham's servant who would be the most appropriate wife. Even if the
wife of Isaac did not have to be from the family of Nahor, that family still
would have been the first choice of the servant.
11. It is recorded only that Rebecca is asked when she would be willng to leave
(24:57-58), but presumably, she could have refused the match ifso inclined.

12. The test is staged by the servant, but they are not wrong in their state-

ment. From the fact that Rebecca is mentioned in Gen. 22:23, we know

that Rebecca was decreed by God to be the wife of Isaac. Furthermore, as
noted by Nahum Sarna (1989, p. 164), "nothing is more characteristic of

biblical man than a profound and pervasive conviction about the role of
Divine Providence in everyday human affairs."
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