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Vayetzei:

Leah’s Eyes

 

The Torah’s introduction of Rachel and Leah contains the roots of their conflict:
“Leah had weak (or soft) eyes; Rachel was shapely and beautiful” (Genesis
29:17). Clearly, Rachel was the more physically attractive of the two sisters. But
why does the Torah specifically mention Leah’s eyes?

From ancient times, eyes have represented a window into one’s soul.
Perhaps Leah’s eyes suggest an inner depth that is not immediately apparent
from outward appearances. Although Rachel’s physical beauty captured Jacob’s
attention, Leah possessed qualities that would emerge gradually over time.

The Torah gives Leah a forum to express her deepest feelings through the
names she gives her children. Reuben: “The Lord has seen my affliction; it also
means: Now my husband will love me.” Simeon: “The Lord heard that I was
unloved and has given me this one also.” Levi: “This time my husband will
become attached to me” (29:31–34). Leah’s words reveal her longing for Jacob’s
love and her persistent hope that their relationship might deepen.

Jacob’s preference for Rachel continued to shape the family long after these
children were born. Following Rachel’s death, Jacob favored her firstborn, Joseph.
After the brothers sold Joseph and Jacob believed him dead, Jacob became
especially protective of Benjamin, Rachel’s remaining son.
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Yet the narrative gradually reveals the greatness of Leah’s descendants,
particularly Judah. When Benjamin faced enslavement in Egypt, Judah offered
himself in his brother’s place. Although Judah had suffered from the family
tensions generated by Jacob’s favoritism, he demonstrated extraordinary
courage, responsibility, and love for his brother.

The Torah does not explicitly state that Jacob learned of Judah’s willingness
to sacrifice himself for Benjamin. Nevertheless, the narrative invites readers to
recognize Judah’s moral transformation and to consider its significance for Jacob’s
final blessings. On his deathbed, Jacob granted Joseph an extraordinary blessing,
but he bestowed the promise of kingship upon Judah: “The scepter shall not
depart from Judah” (49:10).

In this sense, the quiet strength and perseverance associated with Leah
ultimately emerged through her descendants.

Strikingly, Jacob was buried alongside Leah in the Cave of Machpelah.
Rachel enjoyed Jacob’s passionate love throughout her lifetime, but Jacob rests
eternally beside Leah. The contrast offers a poignant conclusion to the sisters’
complicated relationship.

Despite Jacob’s promise of kingship to Judah, Israel’s first king came from
the tribe of Benjamin, descended from Rachel. Saul is introduced as exceptionally
handsome and physically imposing (1 Samuel 9:2). When he stood before the
people, his impressive stature reinforced their enthusiasm for him (10:23–24). Yet
Saul ultimately failed to establish an enduring dynasty.

When Samuel searched for Saul’s successor, he initially favored the
impressive appearance of Jesse’s son Eliab. God corrected him: “For not as man
sees [does the Lord see]; man sees only what is visible, but the Lord sees into the
heart” (1 Samuel 16:7).

David, descended from Judah and Leah, then appeared: “He was ruddy-
cheeked, bright-eyed, and handsome” (16:12). This description introduces an
important qualification. David himself was physically attractive. The Torah's
contrast, therefore, is not between beauty and its absence, but between outward
appearance and the deeper qualities that determine a person’s worthiness. Saul’s
impressive appearance did not guarantee successful kingship, and Samuel's
initial attraction to Eliab’s stature proved misleading. God chose David because
He saw what human beings could not immediately perceive.



The reference to David’s beautiful eyes is particularly suggestive. Like his
ancestor Leah, whose eyes distinguished her in the Torah’s introduction, David is
characterized in part through his eyes. Yet whereas Leah’s eyes invite readers to
look beyond conventional beauty, David’s description combines physical
attractiveness with the inner qualities that God recognizes.

The rabbinic tradition concerning the messianic age offers a further
development of this pattern. The Sages speak of Messiah ben Joseph, who will
die, and Messiah ben David, associated with the ultimate redemption (Sukkah
52a–b). Although this tradition does not explicitly connect the two messianic
figures to Rachel and Leah, their respective tribal lineages invite a literary
comparison with the earlier biblical narratives.

Once again, the line of Joseph appears first, but the enduring fulfillment
emerges through the house of David.

Jacob’s family history, the establishment of Israel’s monarchy, and the
rabbinic vision of redemption thus suggest a recurring lesson. Human beings
naturally respond to visible beauty and impressive appearances. Yet these
qualities alone cannot reveal the deeper character upon which lasting greatness
depends.

Rachel’s beauty immediately captured Jacob’s heart. Leah’s greatness
emerged more quietly, through perseverance, devotion, and the moral
achievements of her descendants.

People often recognize physical beauty first, but enduring greatness may be
found in the depth of Leah’s eyes.


