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HALACHIC AND HASHKAFIC ISSUES IN
CONTEMPORARY SOCIETY

107 - KEVER RACHEL
OU ISRAEL CENTER - FALL 2018

This week - 11 Cheshvan - is the traditional yahrzeit of Rachel Imeinu. Thousands flock to the kever, as they have for a thousand years
(and probably longer). But there is also a well-known question as to the location of the kever which has been debated for almost as
long. What is the evidence, and what are the halachic and hashkafic implications?
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B] HISTORY OF KEVER RACHEL
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Referred to in Eusebius’ Onomastican?.

Bordeaux Pilgrim mentions as 4 miles from Jerusalem.
Efrata and Bet Lechem appear on the Madeba Map south
of Yerushalayim.

Marked with a pyramid.

Mentioned by Muhammad al-Idrisi as a tomb is covered
by twelve stones, with a vaulted dome above.

Binyamin of Tudela mentioned the tomb as made of 11
stones and a cupola resting on four columns and that the
Jews that pass by carve their names upon the stones of
the pillar.

R. Petachia of Regensburg mentions seeing the tomb.
Mentioned by Christian pilgrims.

Described as a mosque.

Bernhard von Breidenbach of Mainz described women praying at the tomb and collecting stones to take home to

ease their labour.

Muijir al-Din al-'Ulaymi, Arab historian, described Qoubbeh Rahil (Dome of Rachel) on the road between Bethlehem
and Bayt Jala and that the building is turned towards the Sakhrah (the rock inside the Dome of the Rock) and widely
visited by pilgrims.

Repaired by the Ottomans and transferred to exclusive Jewish use.

R. Moshe Surait of Prague writes: “The tomb of Rachel the Righteous is at a distance of 1% miles from Jerusalem, in
the middle of the field, not far from Bethlehem, as it says in the Torah. On Passover and Lag B'Omer many people -
men and women, young and old - go out to Rachel's Tomb on foot and on horseback. And many pray there, make
petitions and dance around the tomb and eat and drink.”

Walls built to enclose the arches.

Significant repairs made.2

Visited by Sir Moses Montefiore and his wife Judith, who was childless and deeply moved by the tomb.

Severely damaged by the Galilee earthquake.

Visited again by the Montefiores.

Total renovation and refurbishment by Sir Moses Montefiore, although some reports say that the Jews did not have
full access.

Further extension by the Montefiores, including a Muslim prayer area.

The Jews of Bombay donated to dig a well.

Increased Christian interest in the site and rumors that there was to be a church built next door.

R. Zvi Hirsch Kalischer bought land nearby intending to build a farming colony.

The Ottomans permit the Jews to make some repairs but access is not given to the whole site.

The British occupy Palestine and the Jews clean and whitewash without Muslim objection.

Tensions increased between the Jews, Muslims and British as to the use, upkeep and renovation of the site.
Occupied by Jordan and Jews denied access. Expansion of the Muslim cemetery.

Israel retook the tomb, which was placed under military administration. Levi Eshkol wanted it to be included in the
municipal borders of Jerusalem. Moshe Dayan refused.

Oslo Accords. Yitzchak Rabin originally intended Kever Rachel to be in Area A under Palestinian Authority control.
Under pressure, he relented and it was kept in Area C under Israeli control. Palestinians now began to claim that the
site was always an Arab mosque and denied the Jewish connection!!

Site was heavily fortified.

Attacked for 41 days during Second Intifada.

50 Jews were trapped inside in fire-fight between IDF and Palestinian gunmen.

Israel announced that Kever Rachel will be a National Jewish Heritage Site. This was opposed by Jordan and by the
UN. UNESCO passed a resolution that acknowledged both the Jewish and Islamic significance of the site, describing
the site as both Bilal ibn Rabah Mosque and as Rachel's Tomb.

1. The earliest sources for Kever Rachel being specifically south of Yerushalayim are Christian. Matthew 2:18 connects the crying of Rachel with Bethlehem in the account of the
slaughter of the innocents. However, most assume that this early Christian reference is based on much earlier Jewish roots.

2. Joseph Schwartz in his Descriptive Geography and Brief Historical Sketch of Palestine writes in 1850. "It was always believed that this stood over the grave of the beloved wife of
Jacob. But about twenty-five years ago, when the structure needed some repairs, they were compelled to dig down at the foot of this monument; and it was then found that it was not
erected over the cavity in which the grave of Rachel actually is; but at a little distance from the monument there was discovered an uncommonly deep cavern, the opening and
direction of which was not precisely under the superstructure in question."
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C] SOURCES IN TANACH

C1] PARASHAT VAYISHLACH
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The Chumash narrates how Yaakov moved gradually back from Padan Aram to Eretz Yisrael. There were many stops
along the way, including Bet El. After the family left Bet EI° Rachel died in childbirth. This happened ¥xn™n122 Ty
NNION N11p. What does kivrat ha’aretz mean in this context? Rachel was then buried by the road to Efrata, which is Bet
Lechem.
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Chazal understood that ¥ 11220 7w is a reference to WHEN Rachel died. Kivrat ha’aretz here means that the land was
cracked and full of holes. R. Eliezer understands that this is in the fall, before the rains when there is a lot of grain in the
barns. The Rabbanan understands that this is in the spring after the rains before the intense heat of the summer.*
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Both these positions receive support in Chazal. Here they explicitly say that Rachel died between Pesach and Shavuot.
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Here the Midrash lists the birth dates of all the shevatim and Binyamin is on 11 Cheshvan.
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Much earlier than the previous midrash, the Book of Jublilees® records the death of Rachel as 11 Cheshvan.
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Rashi quotes the explanations of Chazal concerning the reference to the time of year®, but considers that they are not
pshat in the verse. Rashi gives two pshatim in the verse - (i) from Menachem ben Seruk (10C Spain) - that ke-brat
ha’aretz means a long distance from Efrata. The other which is his own preferred pshat is that kivrat ha’aretz means a
short distance of something over a parsa (=4 mil) - a 72 minute walk’, or around 4 km.

3. The question is how far did they travel from Bet El before she died?
4. Either way the midrashic point is that the weather was pleasant and Yaakov was not prevented from taking Rachel to burial in Chevron due to the heat or rain. Rather, he was
instructed by God to bury Rachel by the road.
A pseudapigraphal work written in Eretz Yisrael during the Second Temple period. Although excluded from the canon of Tanach, it did serve as the basis for some later midrashim.
Which he interestingly quotes as the position of the Rabbanan - that Rachel died in the spring!
Da’at Mikra ibid writes that the ‘brat ha’aretz’ was an ancient international measure from the Accadian bergaqqai - (brat karka) which was the length it takes to walk 2 hours.
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C2] PARASHAT VAYECHI
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Later, when Ya’akov asks Yosef to bury him in Chevron, he mentions to him that he buried Rachel on the road to
Efrat/Bet Lechem, again mentioning that it was ‘kivrat eretz’ on the way to Efrata.
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Here, Rashi brings two more opinions about what XX 1925 could mean: (i) R. Moshe HaDarsan understands that it is a
short distance of around 2000 amot - around an 18 minute walk. (ii) Unkelos understands that it the amount of land that
a plowman could plow in a day - a much longer distance!

As such, based on an initial reading of the verses in Chumash it is clear that Rachel was buried on the road to Efrata/Bet Lechem, but
there appears to be a fundamental disagreement on whether it was a short distance from Bet Lechem or a long one!

C3] YIRMEYAHU - KOL BERAMA
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Rashi quotes the midrashic source that Rachel HAD to be buried by the side of the road so that she could cry for her
children leaving for exile.
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The famous verses of Yirmiyahu read that a voice is heard in Rama - is this the voice of Rachel crying for her children?

* Rama is mentioned a number of times in Nevi’im and is usually a reference to Rama Binyamin® or Rama in the Harei Efraim°. Rama

is clearly North of Yerushalayim!! and there is no town called Rama anywhere close to Efrat or Beit Lechem.
« This appears to be evidence that Rachel is buried to the NORTH of Yerushalayim and not near Bet Lechem!

C4] SHMUEL
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Shmuel anoints Shaul and then sends him to meet certain key people and ultimately to join a band of nevi’im.

8. Unkelos inverts the consonants, understanding it to be a metathesis: D295 ~ N721>
9. See Yehoshua 18:25 where Rama appears as one of the cities in the area of Binyamin. In Shoftim 4:5 Devora sits in judgment between Rama and Bet El. In Shoftim 19:13 Rema is
listed as near Giva in the story of the pilegesh, which also happens in Binyamin. In Shmuel Alef 19:22 David runs to hide with and Shmuel where he lives in Rama. Shmuel is then
buried in Rama - Shmuel Alef 25:1.
10. In Shmuel Alef 1:1.
11. And is sometimes associate with the Arab town of Al-Ram, which is just north-east of Beit Hanina, north of Neve Yaakov and south of Qalandiya.
To download more source sheets and audio shiurim visit www.rabbimanning.com
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The first rendezvous is with ‘two men at Kever Rachel on the border of Binyamin in Tzeltzach’. The other places he has
to go - Bet El and Giva® - are also in Binyamin.

* This also appears to be explicit evidence that Rachel is buried to the NORTH of Yerushalayim and not near Bet Lechem!

D] MIDRASHIC SOURCES
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A famous midrash says that Rachel was buried on the road to Efrat so that when the exiles were marched out to Galut
Bavel they would pass Kever Rachel and she would daven for them.

* The route from Yerushalayim?3 to exile in Bavel is NORTH and would only pass Kever Rachel if the burial place was north of the city.
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In fact, Sefer Yirmiyahu confirms that the exiles were kept in a transit camp in Rama on their way to galut!
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Chazal also state in the Sifrei that Rachel was buried in the territory of Binyamin - in Beit Lechem! This is very strange
since Beit Lechem~Efrata is clearly in the territory of Yehuda .....
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E] WHERE IS EFRAT?*

DY) 'N 927D IMND NN NMIPNY () ANNIN ND 0121 PINND DY NY) DRY N T2 D) TN o D Mo () 16.
P22 DY NNV NN T2 DIPY PINY DY IR I WX MND DX NP (T) 29N T0IY 9N 1 22700 (3) © 2)1 DY
NN DYN NRYNNID T2 DIP 22N 1IN0 D27 D X 01 () STIN 1 MY IWND 11792 IMNON) T (M) 9990
ND NN NNV NI NRY PIINY YN DIPHD 10 MND MY NP DN NP2 TN () DY 0OV P TN MWN)
9:99) NoY

» Y
A possible clue®™ may come from Yirmiyahu, who was told by God to buy a linen belt and hide it in the rocks by ‘Prat’,
come home, and then go back to find it some time later.
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The classic commentators explain that “‘Prat’ is the river Euphrates.

12. Giva - or the biblical Givat Shaul - is associated with Tel EI-Ful, now famous for being the site of the half-finished palace built by King Hussein of Jordan in the mid 1960s and
abandoned after the 1967 war. The modern Jerusalem suburb of Givat Shaul is totally unconnected and is named after Sefardi Chief Rabbi Yaakov Shaul Elyashar who died in 1906
- the year of purchase of the land on which Givat Shaul was built.

13. Although exiles coming from the south eg Chevron would pass by Beit Lechem - see below.

14. There is a debate as to whether the name should be Efrat or Efrata. The road signs for modern Efrat do not agree on this!

15. As set out in an excellent article on Kever Rachel by Rabbi Yltzchak Etshalom in his book ‘Between the Lines of the Bible - Genesis’ 2nd ed p.210. See also
https://torah.org/torah-portion/mikra-5774-vayechi/ ?printversion=1
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* This is however problematic since Yirmiyahu lived in Anatot, just north of Yerushalayim and the Euphrates is around 800+ km away -
around a 2 week journey in each direction. That would be 8 weeks of travel, which is possible but unlikely!

* Also, many parts of the the River Euphrates are not rocky.

* A much more likely solution is that ‘Prat’ is Nachal Prat¢ which is a very short distance from Yirmiyahu’s home in Anatot!? It is also

rocky.

* This could be the location of Efrat in the story of Rachel’s death. There is also a town in Binyamin called Hapara8. But it is still not
close to Bet Lechem!

* In fact there are a number of towns in Eretz Yisrael called Bet Lechem?®. The town south of Yerushalayim is usually called ‘Bet Lechem
Yehuda'?. In the story of Rachel it is simply called ‘Bet Lechem’. In fact, in Nechemia 7:26, which lists the return of the exiles to towns
in Binyamin, there is a ‘Bet Lechem’, between Givon and Anatot!

All of these sources indicate a possible Northern Site for Kever Rachel. Is there a candidate in archeology?

F] QUBUR BANI ISRA'IL

Around 3 miles WNW of Ein-Fara were 52! identical stone structures which the locals call ‘Qubur Bani Isra’il’ - the ‘graves of the children
of Israel’?2. These date from the time of the Avot, whereas there is no?® archeological evidence of settlement from that time in the
Southern Area of Beit Lechem Yehuda until the time of David.

The French archeologist, Charles Simon Clermont-Ganneau (1846-1923) and later the Irish archeologist Robert Alexander Stewart
Macalister (1870-1950) suggested Qubur Bani Isra’il as a possible site for Kever Rachel.2
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16. Also know as Ein-Fara.

17. Thisis the suggestion of Da’at Mikra on Yirmiyahu 13.

18. Yehoshua 18:23

19. Used for a town rich in wheat and barley. See Yehoshua 19:15 for Beit Lechem in the North of Israel.

20. Egin Shoftim 17 and 19. See also Shmuel Alef 17:12 where David is called N7 DnY 12N MD ONIN WN

21. There are now 4. One was removed as part of the construction of Route 437 which is the Ramala by-pass road which comes out at the Yishuv of Adam (or Geva Binyamin). Qubur
Bani Isra’il is just south of that Yishuv.

22. Rabbi Etshalom quotes Prof. Yoel Elizur who asked a local Arab why it was called that and he shrugged and said that his grandfather called it that, as did his grandfather before.

23. Atleast not yet!

24. Although this is a short distance from the main road heading south from Bet El (now Route 60), Rabbi Etshalom quotes Nogah Hareuveni who suggests that this also could fit well
with the pesukim. Yaakov pulled off the main road ‘kivrat aretz’ - a short distance to the lush valley of Nachal Prat to enable Rachel to give birth, and buried her there.

To download more source sheets and audio shiurim visit www.rabbimanning.com
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G] SUPPORT FOR THE TRADITIONAL SOUTHERN LOCATION

G1] RESPONSES TO THE ARGUMENTS FOR THE NORTHERN SOLUTION

(a) Shmuel’s instructions to Shaul
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Chazal in the Tosefta already raise the question of the pesukim in Shmuel that appear to explicitly state that Kever
Rachel is in Binyamin, whereas Bet-Lechem~Efrata is clearly in Yehuda! The answer is that Shmuel was telling Shaul
that the men he needs to meet are currently (during their conversation) at Kever Rachel south of Yerushalayim, but will
meet him later at Tziltzach in Binyamin.”
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Rashi brings this Tosefta in his commentary on Shmuel.

(b) Kol BeRama
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With regards to the proof from ‘kol beRama’ (above) the Targum Yonatan translates it as not being a place at all! It
means that the voice of the Jewish people” crying over the exile of Yirmiyahu® ascends on high to the heavens! Rashi
also bring this explanation on the verse.”

 Another midrash in Sefer HaYashar says that Yosef stopped at Kever Rachel on his way to slavery in Egypt and Rachel is crying is for
her son Yosef.2? However, Yosef would be unlikely to take the route past Bet Lechem, since he was picked up by the Midyanim in the
midbar and would have been taken down the Jordan Valley - Derech HaMelech - and then across to the Mediterranean coast.

(c) Rachel is buried in Binyamin

R’ Meir could be suggesting that the borders of Binyamin expand as far South as Beit Lechem Yehuda.3®

(d) The exiles pass Rachel’s tomb as they leave Eretz Yisrael

 The midrash may be projecting3! the experiences of the Second Churban into the First. After the defeat of Bar Kochba, Hadrian had
Jewish captives taken to the slave-market in Chevron.32 They would have been marched past Kever Rachel south of Yerushalayim.
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This reading is supported by a Midrash that explains that the Jewish exiles FIRST went to Chevron and only when they
saw that the Avot could not help them, they stopped on the way past Kever Rachel to daven.

25. Rabbi Etshalom quotes Professor Yoel Elitzur who brings a lengthy literary analysis which support this reading as a good pshat in the verses. Prof. Elitzur is a strong supporter of the
traditional site for Kever Rachel and rejects the arguments for the Northern system.

26. Even if it means the voice of Rachel, she could still be buried south of Yerushalayim, but the sound of her weeping reaches Rama - see Ramban below who brings this explanation.

27. Asnoted above, Rama was a Babylonian army transit camp to deport the Jewish exiles.

28. Two pshat problems with this are (i) the word ‘rama’ is never used elsewhere to refer to the heavens; (ii) if it meant ‘the heavens' it should have been written ‘barama’; ‘beRama’
definitely indicates the name of a place.

29. RavYaakov Medan analysis this position in his essay nnmap) on9 mn available at:
https://www.etzion.org.il/he/%D7%A4%D7%A8%D7%A9%D7%AA-%D7%95%D7%99%D7%97%D7%99-%D7%9E%D7%95%D7%AA-%D7%A8%D7%97%D7%9C-%D7%95%D
7%A7%D7%91%D7%95%D7%A8%D7%AA%D7%94

30. Fora more academic analysis which proposes essentially the same solution see https://www.ritmeyer.com/2010/11/09/where-is-rachels-tomb-the-biblical-perspective/

31. Ina common midrashic style which projects the events of the present into the narrative of the Tanach. See for example the P’titchta to Eicha Rabba #24.

32. See the translation of early Church father and historian Jerome to Yirmiyahu 31.
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* R.Yaakov Medan makes a number of other suggestions as to the nature of Rachel’s crying:

- it may refer to the taking of captives down to Egypt via Bet Lechem in Yirmiyahu 41 after the assassination of Gedaliah ben Achikam.
- it may refer to the exile of Bnei Rachel - Efraim, Menashe and Binyamin - after the Churban of Mishkan Shilo by the Pelishtim.

- it may refer to the exile of the 10 tribes - often collectively called Efraim - by Ashur.

- there may also be a resonance of the episode of the Pilegesh Begivah and the consequent destruction of most of shevet Binyamin.

G2] THE RAMBAN
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The Ramban (in the first edition of his commentary written in Spain) clearly understands that Rachel was buried north of
Yerushalayim in Rama in Binyamin.
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But after he moved to Eretz Yisrael (in 1267) he changed his understanding based on the mesorah of the site south of
Yerushalayim. He then readdressed the proofs and shows how they can support the Southern location.

G3] CONCLUSIONS

» We have a mesora of well over a thousand years (possibly over two thousand!) that the burial place of Rachel is south of Jerusalem.

* Even though there are indications in the text that the actual burial place is north of Jerusalem, these have not been discovered
recently, but have been known about and discussed since the time of Chazal. There are answers to all of the points raised, although
some level of textual uncertainty remains.

* The alternative site of Kever Rachel north of Yerushalayim is interesting, and plausible, but ultimately highly speculative. Even
though it is accepted by many archeologists as a working hypothesis, it is rejected by all major Jewish thinkers.

H] DOES IT MATTER WHERE RACHEL IS ACTUALLY BURIED?

* Probably not! The purpose of davening at a kever is to connect with God in the zechut of the tzadik. This can be done in any place.
Even if people are asking Rachel to intervene on their behalf with God (which is itself potentially problematic) this does not need to be
done next to the actual grave.

* More importantly, even if the actual place of Rachels burial is in the northern location, the reality of thousands of years of Jewish
prayers and tears at the traditional site gives it enormous kedusha.33 This is the site at which we connect to the zechut of Rachel Imeinu
and, as such, it is perhaps even more important than the actual spot which may contain her remains.

I] OTHER HALACHIC AND HASHKAFIC CONCERNS

* The appropriate way to daven at a a kever and concerns of doresh el hametim.3#
* Issues of davening and learning near to a kever and loeg lerash.

» Whether Cohanim may visit the graves of tzaddikim.

* The custom of the red thread at Kever Rachel.

* Women visiting a grave when niddah.

33. I have heard this idea in the name of Rav Amital and also Rav Mordechai Eliyahu.
34. Seehttp://rabbimanning.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/09/Davening-at-Kivrei-Avot.pdfand
http://rabbimanning.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/09/Davening-at-Kivrei-Avot.mp3
To download more source sheets and audio shiurim visit www.rabbimanning.com




