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From chapter 1 
 

Numerical Patterns in the Torah  
 
 

The Torah begins by counting – six days of physical creation completed by the sanctity 
of the seventh day. 
        

And there was evening, and there was morning, one day.          
... And there was evening, and there was morning, a second day. 
... And there was evening, and there was morning, a third day. 
... And there was evening, and there was morning, a fourth day. 
... And there was evening, and there was morning, a fifth day. 
... And there was evening, and there was morning, the sixth day. 
... And God finished on the seventh day.... (Genesis 1:5–2:3) 

 
As the Torah counts her days, it beckons us to count along with her. Through the process 
of counting, we begin to uncover her secrets. 
 

The counting of letters, words, and verses in the Torah is an ancient practice. The 
Babylonian Talmud states: 
 

The early [scholars] were called soferim [see 1 Chron. 2:55 (Rashi)] because 
they used to count all the letters of the Torah; [soferim comes from the root 
safar, “to count.”] Thus they said the vav in  גחון (Leviticus 11:42) marks half the 
letters of the Torah;  (10:16) דרׁש דרׁש, [half] the words;  (13:33) והתגלח, [half] the 
verses.... R. Joseph propounded: “Does the vav of  גחון belong to the first half or 
the second?” Said they to him, “Let a scroll of the Torah be brought and we will 
count them! Did not Rabbah b. Bar Chanah say, “They did not stir from there 
until a scroll was brought out and they counted them!” [Kiddushin 30a]1  

 
The Torah is suffused with word patterns. We can discover many of these patterns simply 
by counting significant words in a given text. The counting of words can be a valuable tool 
in directing our attention to parallel texts in the Torah, as well as a technique for 
understanding the simple meaning of the words before us. It is the aim of this book to 
demonstrate how the simple counting of words can lead to a more comprehensive 
understanding of the Torah text.  
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Significant Numbers in the Torah 
 

Numbers play an important role in the Torah. Ideas such as Divine Providence, the 
mundane and the holy, perfection in this world, and the level beyond the natural world are 
expressed through the use of significant numbers.  
 

One such number is seven. Seven is a number of completion and perfection, as in the 
seven days of Creation. The six days of physical creation are not complete without the 
kedushah (holiness) of the seventh day. Cain is avenged sevenfold, and Lamech seventy 
and sevenfold. Adam lives 930 years, one thousand minus seventy, which the Midrash 
assigns to the seventy years of David. Lamech lives 777 years. Terah begets his sons at 
his seventieth year. The waters of the Flood come after seven days, in the seventh month, 
on the seventeenth day. Noah takes seven pairs of clean animals from his household into 
the ark, and he sends forth the dove for periods of seven days. Abraham gives Abimelech 
seven ewes. Jacob serves units of seven years for his wives, waits seven days for Rachel, 
bows seven times before Esau, and is mourned seventy days in Egypt and seven days in 
Canaan. Pharaoh dreams of seven cows and seven ears of grain, signifying units of seven 
years. Jacobʼs family of seventy souls comes down to Egypt. Yitro has seven daughters, 
and Israel is promised the land of seven nations. There are seventy elders of Israel at 
Sinai. The Menorah has seven lamps. The silver bowl weighed seventy shekels, and many 
other numbers regarding the Tabernacle include units of seven. There are units of seven 
in the priestʼs examination of the leper and the plague on the walls. Miriam is shut out of 
the camp for seven days. The ordination of Aaron and his sons takes seven days. The 
altar is consecrated over a period of seven days, and blood is sprinkled upon it seven 
times. There are seven clean days that are counted for a woman or a man. The red heifer 
ritual incorporates units of seven. Balaam asks for seven altars, seven bulls, and seven 
rams. Yom Kippur and Sukkot are observed in the seventh month, and Passover and 
Sukkot are observed for seven days. After Passover, we count seven weeks of seven days 
until the festival of Shavuot, and after seven cycles of seven years, we come to the Jubilee 
year. Seven is a unit of completion and perfection. As we shall see, key words within 
literary units in the Torah regularly occur in multiples of seven.  

 
[In the book, other significant numbers, such as tens and sixes/twelves are discussed.] 
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Numerical Symmetry in the Account of Creation 
 
 
 Rabbi Umberto Cassuto, the late professor of Bible at the Hebrew University of 
Jerusalem, introduced the concept of numerical symmetry in the Torah. One of Cassutoʼs 
passions was to prove the unity of the Torah, in opposition to those of his colleagues who 
held that the Pentateuch is an amalgam of fragments written by different authors. For 
Cassuto, numerical symmetry is the golden thread that binds the Torah together, serving 
as convincing proof of its unity. 
 
 If we count repetitions of words within paragraphs or larger literary sections of the 
Torah, we can discern clear patterns based on the number seven, or multiples of seven. 
To illustrate, we will examine the very first section of the Torah – the seven days of 
Creation (Genesis 1:1–2:3).2 We will begin with Cassutoʼs numerical analysis, and follow 
with some additions of our own. 
 
 In his brilliant analysis of the story of Creation, Cassuto notes the following:3  
 
 (1) The account of Creation is divided into seven paragraphs, one for each day. 
 (2) The name of God ( אלקים) is written thirty-five times, that is, five times seven 
(Genesis1:1, 2, 3, 4, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 10, 11, 12, 14, 16, 17, 18, 20, 21, 21, 22, 24, 25, 
25, 26, 27, 27, 28, 28, 29, 31; 2:2, 3, 3).4 
 (3) The word  ארץ, earth/land, appears twenty-one times, three times seven (1:1, 2, 
10, 11, 11, 12, 15, 17, 20, 22, 24, 24, 25, 26, 26, 28, 28, 29, 30, 30; 2:1). 
 (4) The expression ויאמר  אלקים, and God said, recurs ten times in the section – 
seven in relation to the natural world, and three (a number of emphasis) in relation to man 
(1:3, 6, 9, 11, 14, 20, 22, 26, 28, 29). 
 (5) The expression  על־הארץ, on the earth, is recorded seven times (1:11, 15, 17, 20, 
26, 28, 30). 
 (6) Water,  מים, is found seven times in Days Two and Three, which describe the 
division of the waters and the gathering of the seas (1:6, 6, 6, 7, 7, 9, 10). 
 (7) Good ( טוב) recurs seven times, the seventh time as very good (1: 4, 10, 12, 18, 
21, 25, 31). 
 (8) Within the seventh paragraph, which deals with the seventh day, there occur 
three consecutive sentences, three for emphasis, each of which consists of seven words 
containing the expression the seventh day: 
    

 ויכל  אלקים  ביום  הׁשביעי  מלאכתו  אׁשר  עׂשה
 ויׁשבת   ביום  הׁשביעי  מכל־מלאכתו  אׁשר  עׂשה
 ויברך  אלקים   את־יום  הׁשביעי  ויקדׁש  אתו

 
And God    finished   on the seventh   day   His work   which   He had made. 

And He ceased   on the seventh   day   from all   His work   which   He had made. 
And God   blessed     את   the seventh   day   and hallowed   it5 

   
 (9) The first verse in the Torah has seven words. 
 (10) The second verse has fourteen words – twice seven. 
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 (11) The seventh paragraph totals thirty-five words – five times seven. 
 
 In addition to the list above that has been gleaned from Cassutoʼs Commentary on 
Genesis I, the following items amplify the significance of seven in the story of Creation: 
 
 (12) The word day ( יום) occurs fourteen times (Genesis 1:5, 5, 8, 13, 14, 14, 16, 18, 
19, 23, 31; 2:2, 2, 3). 
 (13) The root of the word bird/fly (  עוף) is found seven times (1:20, 20, 21, 22, 26, 28, 
30). 
 (14) Crawl (  רמׂש) is written seven times (1:21, 24, 25, 26, 26, 28, 30). 
 (15) The word for after its/their kind, (  למינהם  ,למינהו  ,למינו ,למינה) is written three times 
in the third paragraph in relation to the plant kingdom (1:11,12,12), and seven times in the 
fifth and sixth paragraphs, in relation to the animal kingdom (1:21, 21, 24, 24, 25, 25, 25). 
This word appears seven more times in Genesis, all in regard to the animals of Noahʼs ark 
(6:20, 20, 20; 7:14, 14, 14, 14). 
 (16) The phrase and God saw...good ( וירא  אלקים ...טוב) recurs seven times (1:4, 10, 
12, 18, 21, 25, 31). 
 (17) The word   כל, all/every, occurs fourteen times in chapter one (1:21, 21, 25, 26, 
26, 28, 29, 29, 29, 30, 30, 30, 30, 31). The fourteenth appearance of all/every is written in 
the same verse as the seventh occurrence of the expression and God saw...good: “And 
God saw all that He had made, and, behold, it was very good” (1:31).  
 
 In addition to the sevenfold word patterns listed above,6 we also find numerical 
symmetry based on sevens in the number of letters and words in many of the verses. 
   
 (18) The first verse of the first paragraph has 28 letters, and it is divided by the 
Masoretic trup (cantillation marks) into two distinct parts of 14 letters each:  
 

In the beginning, God created,  בראׁשית  ברא  אלקים [twice seven letters] 
the heavens and the earth,  את  הׁשמים  ואת  הארץ [twice seven letters]. 

 
 (19) The last verse of the first paragraph has 49 letters, seven times seven: 
 

 ויקרא  אלקים  לאור יום  ולחשך  קרא לילה  ויהי־ערב ויהי־בקר  יום  אחד         
 

And God called to the light day, and to the darkness He called night; and there 
was evening, and there was morning, one day. (Genesis 1:5) 

 
 (20) In Day One, the sum of the letters of the first verse (28) and the last verse (49) 
total 77.    
 (21) There are seven hyphenated words in the first paragraph.  
 (22) The words in Day One form a perfect symmetry of sixes and sevens. The first 
verse has seven words; the second verse twice seven. The third verse has six words; the 
fourth verse twice six. The last verse has two parts. The first part – and God called the 
light day, and the darkness He called night – has seven words. The second part – and 
there was evening, and there was morning, one day – has six words. The pattern of words 
in Day One is: 7…twice 7, 6…twice 6, 7/6. 
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 (23) There are fourteen letters in the refrain: And God saw that it was good, 
 .וירא  אלקים  כי־טוב
 

* * * 
 
 Forty-nine, or seven squared, is an intensification of the perfection of seven. This 
number is emphasized frequently in the Creation story.  
 
 (24) As noted above, the Hebrew letters in the last verse of Day One total 49. The 
letters in the first clause of Genesis 1:14 total 49, as well. Both are related: 
 

And God called to the light day, and to the darkness He called night; and there was 
evening, and there was morning, one day. (1:5) [49 Hebrew letters] 
 
And God said, Let there be lights in the firmament of heaven to divide between the 
day and between the night. (1:14) [49 Hebrew letters] 

 
Both forty-nine-letter sentences deal with light and the division of day and night. 
 
 (25) The Hebrew letters in Genesis 1:10 total 49, as well as the letters in the first 
clause of verse 28. Again, these sentences are related. In verse 10, God names the dry 
land earth; in verse 28, God tells man his role in relation to the earth: 
 

And God called the dry land Earth; and the gathering together of the waters He 
called Seas; and God saw that it was good. (1:10) 
 
And God blessed them, and God said to them, “Be fruitful, and multiply, and 
replenish the Earth, and subdue it.” (1:28) 

 
Man has dominion over the dry land, which God formed on the second day. The total of 
forty-nine letters in each clause underscores the association. 
 
 These forty-nine letter pairs move from the creation of light to the bearers of light, 
from the creation of dry land to human dominion over the land. The heavenly orbs 
dominate light, and man dominates the earth.  
   
 (26) The fourth paragraph, which tells of the formation of the bearers of light, has 
298 letters: 2(102 + 72).  
 (27) The sixth paragraph, which tells of the creation of Man and his responsibility for 
the earth, has 549 letters: 5(102) + 72, and 149 words: 102 + 72. 
 (28) The numerical value of the verb created is 203 (7 x 29). The numerical value of 
the three nouns – the earth, the heavens, and God – total 777.7 The total numerical value 
for the subject, verb, and objects of the first sentence in the Torah – God, created, the 
heavens, and the earth – is 980, which factors out to twice 7 x 7 x 10, or 72(10) + 72(10).  
 (29) The total number of words in the seven days of Creation is 469, which equals 
7(67), or 7(6)(10) + 72. The product of seven, six and ten, all significant numbers, is 
supplemented by seven squared. All these significant numbers appear in perfect symmetry 
when we count the total of all the words in the Creation narrative. 
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 There can be no doubt that a numerical symmetry based on the number seven 
exists in the first section of the Torah. This symmetry persists throughout the Torah, but it 
is most intense in the story of the seven days of Creation. As Cassuto said after his 
numerical analysis of the Creation text, “To suppose that all this is mere coincidence is not  
possible.8 
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In the Beginning God Created the Twenty-two Letters 
 
 There is a tradition that before Creation God created the spiritual aleph-bet. The 
Hebrew letters represent the twenty-two spiritual forces with which the world was created. 
The Torah begins with seven Hebrew words and four times seven Hebrew letters: 
 
 

 בראׁשית  ברא  אלקים את  הׁשמים  ואת  הארץ  
In the beginning God created  את the heavens and  את the earth. 

 
 If we read the first four words as a unit, we can derive another meaning: In the 
beginning God created  את, the letters from aleph to tav, the twenty-two spiritual forces of 
the Hebrew aleph-bet. Rendering the whole sentence in this manner we get, In the 
beginning God created  את of the heavens and  את of the earth, the spiritual letters of the 
heavens, and the physical letters of our text. 
 
 To confirm the importance of the word את, I counted the number of times it appears 
in the Creation narrative. The little word  את made of the first and last letters of the twenty-
two letters of the Hebrew aleph-bet, appears twenty-eight times in the Creation narrative 
(Genesis 1:1, 1, 4, 7, 16, 16, 16, 16, 17, 21, 21, 21, 22, 22, 25, 25, 25, 27, 27, 27, 28, 28, 
29, 29, 30, 31; 2:3, 3). 
 
 Furthermore, note the following extraordinary pattern. The first aleph ( א) in the 
Torah, in the word  בראׁשית (in the beginning), begins a twenty-two letter string ending in the 
letter tav ( ת) – the last letter of the aleph-bet. How many twenty-two-letter strings beginning 
with aleph and ending with tav are there in this section? In Genesis 1, there are exactly 
seven cases. Taking the Creation stories together, Genesis 1–3, we have exactly twenty-
two cases.  
 
 
 It has been taught that the Torah is the blueprint of Creation. As such, every word 
and letter has significance. God and His Knowledge are One.9 To the extent that we 
understand His Torah, we understand God. Numerical symmetry is the imprint of the 
Divine engraved in the body of the Torah text.   
 
 
 For anyone who has long studied Torah, the Divine source is self-evident. However, 
numerical symmetry serves a much greater function. It is a tool for uncovering the 
meaning of the text itself. In literary units having symmetries based on the number seven, 
the seventh is connected to and completes the first. Sometimes, the first and seventh 
appearances of a word in the Torah come from seemingly unrelated texts, texts that 
biblical critics assign to different authors. However, the first and seventh are interrelated: 
the context of the first defines the essential meaning of the word, the seventh brings the 
word to completion, and the eighth is lʼmaalah hatevah, at a level beyond the physical 
world.  
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From Chapter 7 
 
 

Numerical Convergence in Genesis 32:22 
 
 A remarkable instance of numerical symmetry converging in one verse occurs in 
Genesis 32:22:10 
 

אַּבַּלְיָלה־ַההּו ַּבַּמֲחֶנה     ַוַּתֲעבֹר ַהִּמְנָחה ַעל־ָּפָניו ְוהּוא  ָלן  
 

And the offering passed over before his face, while he lodged 
that night in the camp. (32:22)   

 
 At first glance, this verse seems rather unexciting. Jacob is returning from his exile 
in Paddan-Aram to the land of Canaan, bringing with him his family, servants, and 
livestock. He encounters a group of angels, and he says, “This is a camp ( ַמֲחֵנה) of God,” 
and he names the place twin camps (  מחנים) (32:3). Jacob sends messengers [lit. angels] 
before him ( לפניו) to his brother, Esau (32:4), and the messengers report that Esau is 
heading towards him with four hundred men (32:7). Jacob is exceedingly afraid, so he 
divides the people with him and his livestock into two camps ( מחנות) (32:8), and he says, “If 
Esau comes to one camp ( מחנה) and smites it, then the camp (מחנה) which remains will 
survive” (32:9). Jacob prays to the God of his fathers, “...with my staff I passed over this 
Jordan; and now I have become two camps ( מחנות). Deliver me, I pray, from the hand of my 
brother, from the hand of Esau: for I fear him, lest he will come and smite me, mother with 
children…” (32:11–12).11 Jacob lodges ( ילן) there that night (  בלילה ההוא) (32:14), and he 
prepares an offering/gift/tribute ( מנחה) of five hundred fifty animals to be sent ahead to Esau 
(32:14–17) in the hope that Esau would forgive him for taking the blessing of their father: “I 
will appease his face with the offering that goes ahead of my face; afterward, when I see 
his face, perhaps he will lift my face (32:21). Then comes our verse, And the offering 
passed over before his face while he lodged that night in the camp (32:22). 
 
 On a simple level, this verse serves as a transition, bridging the preparations that 
Jacob makes before meeting his brother to both the spiritual wrestling he would have later 
that night and the actual encounter he would have with Esau the next morning. However, 
the remarkable numerical symmetry of the verse suggests that there is a lot more going on 
here than merely a link between two phases in the Jacob and Esau saga. Counting from 
the beginning of the Torah, almost every word appears here for the seventh time (or a 
multiple of seven)! By connecting the first appearance of each of these words to its 
seventh, we uncover an extraordinary relationship between our verse and other sections of 
the Torah. 
 
 
A Process of Discovery 
 
 I first studied Genesis 32:22 while preparing for a Bible class given by Rabbi Murray 
Schaum at the Hebrew Institute of Riverdale. I noticed that this verse had two key words 
from the chapter we had been studying, and that both words, offering ( מנחה) and camp 
 occurs at the ,(מחנה) are composed of the same letters. Recalling that camp ,(מחנה )
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beginning of the chapter, where Jacob encounters a camp of angels, I decided to count 
the number of times camp is written in the chapter. The total came to seven, with the 
seventh in our verse (32:3, 3, 8, 9, 9, 11, 22). These are the first times the word camp 
appears in the Torah. Intrigued, I decided to count the word offering ( חהנמ ) as well. I found 
offering only four times in the chapter. Was there a seven count for offering over a larger 
expanse of text? I decided to do something I had never done before – count a word from 
the beginning of the Torah. The count of the word offering (מנחה) came to seven, four times 
in our chapter (32:14, 19, 21, 22), and three times in the story of Cain and Abel (4:3, 4, 5).  
 
 At this point, I decided to count the other words in our verse, starting from the 
beginning of the Torah. What I found was astonishing. Each word I counted had a 
numerical symmetry based on seven. 
 
 Night ( לילה) appears in our verse for the twenty-first time  in the Torah (1:5, 14, 16, 
18; 7:4, 12; 8:22; 14:15; 19:5, 33, 34, 35; 20:3; 26:24; 30:15, 16; 31:24, 39, 40; 32:14, 22). 
Genesis 32:22 marks the seventh time the word night is written in conjunction with the 
word  הוא or  ההוא (that night) (14:15; 19:33, 35; 26:24; 30:16; 32:14, 22). In addition, this 
verse marks the seventh time night occurs in narratives of Jacob in exile. Our sages teach 
us that Jacob was a man of the night, the founder of evening prayer.  
 
 Pass over ( עבר), as a verb, makes its fourteenth appearance in the Torah in our 
verse (8:1; 12:6; 15:17; 18:3, 5, 5; 23:16; 30:22; 31:21, 52, 52; 32:11, 17, 22). It marks the 
seventh time pass over appears in conjunction with Jacob, and the third time in Genesis 
32 (three for emphasis).12  
 
  The word his face ( פניו), with those exact letters,13 is written for the seventh time in 
the Torah in Genesis 32:22 (4:5; 17:3, 17; 31:21; 32:21, 21, 22). Our verse marks the third 
time his face ( פניו) appears in the chapter, and the third time the phrase on his face ( על־פניו) 
occurs in the Torah (17:3, 17; 32:22).14 Verses 32:14–22 (the second aliyah in Parashat 
Vayishlach) form a literary unit, beginning with, “And he lodged there that night,” and 
ending with “and he lodged that night in the camp.” In this unit, different forms of the word 
face occur seven times, culminating again in our verse (32:17, 18, 21, 21, 21, 21, 22).15 
 
 Lodged ( לן) is the only key word in Genesis 32:22 that does not appear there for a 
seventh time, when counting from the beginning of the Torah. Our verse marks its ninth 
appearance (19:2, 2; 24:23, 25, 54; 28:11; 31:54; 32:14, 22). However, lodged does occur 
seven times (the seventh in our verse) in narratives that deal with the patriarchal familyʼs 
relationship with Laban – three times when Abrahamʼs servant goes to Laban to get a 
bride for Isaac (24:23, 25, 54), and four times during Jacobʼs journeys to and from Laban 
(28:11; 31:54; 32:14, 22).  
                                            
 

TORAH AND THE LAW OF ENTROPY 
 
 With the exception of lodged, as discussed above, all the major words in Genesis 
32:22 appear in this verse for a seventh time in the Torah, or a multiple of seven. When we 
count from the beginning of the Torah to this verse, we find offering seven times, camp 
seven times, his face ( פניו) seven times, pass over fourteen times, and night twenty-one 
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times. The two words whose counts are multiples of seven – night and pass over – are 
used in our verse for exactly the seventh time in the Torah in conjunction with Jacob. In 
addition, this verse marks the seventh time in the Torah that night ( לילה) appears together 
with  הוא or  ההוא, and the seventh time in the paragraph that we find the root of the word 
face ( פניו).  
 
 Is all this an accident, some statistical coincidence? One might argue that although 
the odds against any word appearing for the seventh time (or multiple thereof) are seven 
to one, and that the odds for five such words appearing in the same verse increase 
geometrically (75, or 16,807 to 1). (Actually, the odds are much greater, when you take into 
account the other sevens mentioned above).16 Such an eventuality is statistically possible 
at some point in all the many verses of the Torah. However, when we look at the juncture 
in the Torah wherein this “coincidence” occurs, five words reaching their state of 
completion at their seventh appearance in a verse that is a state of completion in its own 
right, when we examine the location of their first appearance in the Torah, the firstness 
which conceives the life-force of each word, and when we probe the remainder of this 
section, Jacobʼs wrestling with the angel and his final encounter with Esau, and find every 
one of these words appearing there for an “eighth” time, the eighth (seventh plus one) 
symbolizing a spiritual leap beyond time and space, we become awed by all these 
inconceivable interrelationships and by the meticulous care with which each word of the 
Torah is written. 
 
 The law of probability resists this numerical symmetry. So does the law of entropy. 
Entropy is the tendency in nature for reduced differentiation, for total randomness and 
disorder, for tohu and bohu (Genesis 1:2). A drop of ink placed in a tank of water does not 
remain a distinct drop of ink, but mixes completely and randomly with the water in the tank. 
Creation is a process of increased differentiation. Each step in the seven days of Creation 
moves the world away from tohu and bohu, from a state of random chaos, towards a more 
ordered state. The Sixth Day culminates in Man, the most differentiated of Godʼs 
creatures. The Seventh Day extends the movement towards greater differentiation to the 
level of kedushah, to sanctity. The human being, by observing the Sabbath, by observing 
the finely differentiated laws of the Torah, can act as co-creator with God and move the 
world to a higher level of differentiation, to the kedushah of the Seventh Day. There is a 
tradition that God looked into the Torah and created the world. The differentiation within 
our ordered world reflects the ultimate differentiation within the Torah itself, within the 
world of halakhah (Torah law). The laws of probability and entropy would act to oppose the 
numerical symmetry that is exemplified by our verse, but the Torah, as the blueprint of 
Creation, acts to advance this ordered cycle of sevens.17  
 

** * 
 
 By attending to the numerical arrangement of the Torahʼs words, we not only reveal 
the exquisite Artistry inherent in the Text, but we begin to uncover the intricate 
interrelationship between various sections of the Torah. Each word of the Torah has a life 
force of its own. Each wordʼs first appearance in the Torah and the context thereof gives 
us the wordʼs essential meaning, and, perhaps, its mission. The seventh indicates a state 
of completion, as in the completion of creation on the Seventh Day. The eighth is beyond 
the natural world, when each word, having reached its completion in this world, manifests 
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its essence within a purely spiritual plane, or within the context of the Messianic Age. 
Simply by counting words, by noting the relationship of the first occurrence to the seventh, 
we can come to a more expansive comprehension of the biblical text.  
 
 Let us examine each of the words in Genesis 32:22, in the essence of its first 
appearance, the completion of its seventh, and the spiritual leap of its eighth. 
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APPLYING THE METHOD OF NUMERICAL SYMMETRY TO THE 
ANALYSIS OF A SPECIFIC VERSE, GENESIS 32:22 

 
 ַוַּתֲעבֹר ַהִּמְנָחה ַעל־ָּפָניו ְוהּוא  ָלן  ַּבַּלְיָלה־ַההּוא ַּבַּמֲחֶנה   

And the offering passed over before his face while he lodged that night in the camp. 
(Genesis 32:22) 

 
 
 In the sections that follow, we will use the method of numerical symmetry to locate 
texts that are parallel to the verse we are studying. In so doing, we will not only come to a 
fuller understanding of each word in this verse, but we will come to see the significance of 
this verse in relation to the Book of Genesis as a whole. 
 
 

Offering ( מנחה) and His Face ( פניו) 
 
 To begin, we shall examine the words offering ( מנחה) and his face ( פניו). Not only do 
both these words appear together for the seventh time, counting from the beginning of the 
Torah, but these words are found together in their first appearance in the Torah, as well: 
 

Seventh: And the offering ( מנחה) passed over before his face ( פניו).... (32:22) 
                                                                 
First: And it was after a period of time, that Cain brought of the fruit of the 
ground an offering ( מנחה) to the LORD.18 And Abel, he also brought of the 
firstlings of his flock and of the fat thereof. And the LORD turned to Abel and to 
his offering ( מנחתו); but to Cain and to his offering ( מנחתו) He did not turn. And 
Cain became very angry, and his face fell ( ויפל   פניו). (5–4:3) 

 
 This concurrence of two words, offering and his face, in both their first and seventh 
occurrences in the Torah, demands a complete examination of the context within which 
these words live. The numerical symmetries in the Torah serve as guideposts, pointing the 
way to verses and sections that need to be compared. When we examine the contexts of 
the first and seventh appearances of offering and his face, we find remarkable literary 
parallels. In both cases, an older brother is jealous of a younger brother. Cain kills Abel. 
Esau wants to kill Jacob. If we look at the texts carefully, we find every verse in the Cain 
and Abel narrative to have a parallel of similarity or contrast in the Jacob and Esau saga. 
  
Birth of CAIN AND ABEL 

 
Birth of JACOB AND ESAU 

 
  

Now the man had known Eve, his 
wife ( אׁשתו), and she conceived 
 Cain; and (ותלד ) and she bore (ותהר )
she said ( ותאמר): “I have acquired a 
man with the LORD (    את־י־הוה).” 19 
And she increased to bear ( ללדת) 
his brother ( אחיו) Abel.... (4:1–2)                          

 

And she conceived (  ותהר), 
Rebekah his wife ( אׁשתו). And 
the children struggled within 
her; and she said ( ותאמר), “If so, 
why am I thus?” And she went 
to inquire of the LORD (את־י־הוה). 
...And when her days to bear 
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 ,grew full, then behold (ללדת )
twins were in her womb. And 
the first came out red...and they 
called his name Esau. And after 
that came out his brother ( אחיו), 
and his hand grasped Esauʼs 
heel  (בעקב); and his name was 
called Jacob ( יעקב). (26–25:21) 

 
  The births of Cain and Abel, and Jacob and Esau use many identical words: his 
wife, conceived, to bear, his brother, and she said, and the unusual phrase, with/of 
Hashem (    את־י־הוה). The parallels of these opening passages suggest a relationship 
between these two pairs of brothers. Also, Jacobʼs grasping of the heel of Esau ( בעקב) 
hearkens back to the Snake in the Garden: “You shall bruise its heel ( עקב)” (3:15).  
                         

* * * 
 

 There is a parallel construction reporting the occupation of the brothers: and Abel 
was...but Cain was; Esau was...but Jacob was. Both pairs of brothers are presented with 
contrasting vocations: shepherd...farmer, hunter...tent-dweller.  
 
And Abel was ( ויהי־הבל) a keeper of 
sheep, but Cain ( וקין) was a tiller of 
the ground. (4:2)                                

...and Esau was (  ויהי עׂשו) a man 
who knows hunting, a man of 
the field; but Jacob (  ויעקב) was a 
wholesome man, dwelling in 
tents.20 (25:27) 

 
* * * 

 
 The episodes of the first offering to God and the savory food to Isaac begin with the 
expression  ויהי, and it was, after a period of time. 
And it was ( ויהי) at the end of many  
days.... (4:3)                 

And it was ( ויהי) that when Isaac 
was old.... (27:1) 

 
* * * 

 
Cain brought an offering to the 
LORD, and Abel, he also 
brought: 

Jacob brought savory food and 
wine to his father, and Esau, he 
also made and brought: 

  
...and Cain brought (  ויבא)...to the 
LORD. And Abel, he brought also  
                              (4–4:3) ....(הביא גם־הוא )

And he [Jacob] came ( ויבא) to his 
father...and he brought ( ויבא) to 
him... And he [Esau] made also 
 to (ויבא ) and he brought ,(גם־הוא )
his father.... (27:18, 25, 31) 
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The parallel phrases suggest a connection between Cain and Abelʼs bringing of an 

offering to their Father in heaven, and Jacob and Esau bringing savory food to their father 
on earth.  
 

* * * 
 
There is a qualitative difference 
in the offerings of Cain and Abel: 

There is a qualitative 
difference in the verbal tone of 
Jacob and Esau, when they 
bring food to their father: 

  
...Cain brought from the fruit of the 
ground…. (4:3)       
 

And Jacob said to his father: “...I 
have done as you have told me. 
Arise, please, sit, and eat of my 
venison....” (27:19) 
 

 And Abel, he also brought of the 
firstborn of his flocks and from their 
choicest. (4:4)  

And he [Esau] said to his father, 
“Arise my father and eat from the 
venison of his son....” (27:31) 

 
Abel brings from the best of his flock, Cain from whatever was at hand. Jacob speaks 

gently to his father – “Arise, please, sit, and eat.” Esauʼs tone is more abrupt: “Arise…and 
eat.” Jacob goes to the flock and takes two good kids of the goats,  (27:9) ׁשני  גדיי  עזים  טבים, 
from which his mother cooks the meat that his father loves,  כאׁשר אהב. The word good that 
is associated with Jacobʼs venison is lacking in Esauʼs.  
 

* * * 
 

The LORD accepts Abelʼs 
offering, but not Cainʼs: 

Isaac eats from Jacobʼs 
venison, but not Esauʼs: 

  
The LORD had regard for Abel and 
his offering, but to Cain and his 
offering He had no regard. (4:5) 
 

[Jacob] brought it close to him and 
he ate...and he blessed him. 
(27:25) 
  

And he said [to Esau regarding 
Jacob], Indeed he shall be 
blessed. (27:33) 

 
After eating the savory food, Jacob approaches Isaac, and kisses him. Isaacʼs spiritual 

eyes are opened, and he blesses Jacob saying, “See, the smell of my son is like the smell 
of a field that the LORD has blessed. So may God give you....” Isaac blesses Jacob, and 
when Esau arrives with venison from his hunt, Isaac does not eat of it. Instead, Isaac 
confirms the blessing given to Jacob saying, Indeed he shall be blessed,  גם־ברוך  יהיה. In 
each sibling story, one brotherʼs effort is accepted, and the otherʼs rejected.  
 

* * * 
 
 Both Cain and Esau react with great emotion upon being upstaged by their younger 
brother. 
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Cain was very angry.... (4:6) Esau...cried with a great and bitter 

cry. (27:34) 
 

* * * 
 

The acceptance of Abelʼs 
offering and the rejection of 
Cainʼs cause Cainʼs face to fall: 

In order to have his own face 
lifted, Jacob sends Esau an 
offering that is intended to 
appease Esauʼs face: 

  
And Cain was very angry, and his 
face fell, ( ויפלו  פניו). And the LORD 
said to Cain: “Why are you angry, 
and why is your face fallen 
               (6–4:5) ”?(נפלו  פניך )

...I will appease his face (  פניו) with 
the offering that goes before my 
face ( לפני), and afterwards I will 
see his face ( ופני ), perhaps he will 
lift my face ( יׂשא  פני). And the 
offering passed over before his 
face ( על־פניו). (22–32:21) 

 
Taken together, the pair of parallel segments above emphasizes face seven times, 

with a contrast between falling of face and lifting of face. 
 

* * * 
 
Surely, if you will do well ( תיטיב), 
you will be uplifted ( ׂשאת). But if 
you do not do well ( תיטיב).... ( 4:7) 

For I fear him, lest he come and 
strike me... And you said, “I will 
surely do you good (  היטב איטיב)....” 
(32:12–13)    

 

     
In both texts, God promises to do good to the individual. However, the promise to Cain 

is conditional. Uplift to Cain depends upon doing good and keeping away from sin. 
Similarly, Jacob fears that Godʼs promise to him is conditional. He is apprehensive that he 
might have sinned, thereby forfeiting Godʼs protection.21 The double use of good in both 
texts emphasizes the uplift that comes from doing good. Cain is very angry and his face 
falls ( ויפלו  פניו) (4:6). God tells Cain, “If you do good you will be uplifted ( ׂשאת).” Jacob sends 
an offering to Esau hoping to appease him: “perhaps he will lift my face (  אולי  יׂשא פני)” 
(32:21). 
 

* * * 
Desire and kiss have a similar assonance, sharing two letters in their root ( ׁשק).22 God 

tells Cain that he can rule over the desire to sin. At the height of the deception, Jacob 
kisses his father – the first kiss in the Torah.   

 
Sin couches at the door; and to 
you is its desire ( תׁשוקתו), but you 
may rule over it” (4:7) 

And kiss me ( וׁשקה־לי), my son. 
And he came near and kissed him 
 (27–27:26) 23(ויׁשק־לו )
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 At the seventh kiss in the Torah (27:26, 27; 29:11, 13; 31:28; 32:1; 33:4), all in 
the story of Jacob and Esau, Jacob “bows low to the ground seven times,” and Esau 
kisses Jacob. The first kiss, the kiss of deception, is transformed at the seventh, into a kiss 
of reconciliation.  
 

* * * 
 
 Both the offerings of Cain and Abel and the venison that Jacob and Esau bring to 
Isaac lead either to fratricide or the threat of fratricide, with word parallels between both 
episodes. 
 
And Cain said ( ויאמר) to Abel his 
brother ( אחיו); and it was when they 
were in the field, that Cain rose up 
against Abel, his brother ( אחיו), and 
slew him (             (4:8) .(ויהרגהו …

And Esau said ( ויאמר) in his 
heart: “Let the days of mourning 
for my father draw near, and I 
will slay ( ואהרגה) Jacob, my 
brother ( אחי).” (27:41) 

 

Where ( אי) is Abel your brother?   
(4:9)                                    

 

Who-where ( מי־אפוא) is he....?   
(27:33) 

 

And He said: “What have you done 
                     (4:10) ”?(עׂשית )

 

And Jacob said to his father: “I 
have done ( עׂשיתי) as you have 
told me.” (27:19) 

 
Every verse in the Cain and Abel narrative continues to have parallels to the account 

of Jacob and Esau. 
 

* * * 
 
 Jacobʼs voice is connected to the voice of Abel, and Esauʼs hands are linked to the 
hands of Cain. 
 
The voice ( קול) of your brotherʼs 
blood cries out ( צעקים) to Me from 
the ground...which has opened her 
mouth to take your brotherʼs blood 
from your hand ( מידך). (11–4:10) 

The voice is the voice of Jacob  
 but the hands are ,(הקל  קול יעקב  )
the hands of Esau ( והידים ידי   עׂשו). 
(27:22) 

 
The spiritual voice of Jacob is connected to the voice of Abel, whose offering is 

pleasing to God. At one point, the spiritual voice within Esau cried out, too (  יצעקו צעקה ) 
(27:34), saying, “Have you but one blessing, my father? Bless me, even me also, my 
father. And Esau lifted up his voice ( קלו), and wept” (27:38). Immediately, Divine blessing 
flowed down upon Esau in the form of Isaacʼs blessing (27:39–40). However, Esauʼs 
flirtation with the spiritual was short-lived. The spiritual voice within Esau was muted by his 
suffocating hatred for Jacob: “But Esau hated Jacob because of the blessing wherewith his 
father blessed him. And Esau said in his heart [instead of raising his voice to God, he 
addressed the darkness within his heart], “Let the days of mourning for my father draw 
near; then I will slay Jacob, my brother” (27:41). 
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* * * 
 
 The ground takes the blood of Abel from the hand of Cain. Jacob and Esau 
reconcile as Esau takes the offering from the hand of Jacob. The offering that Jacob gives 
to Esau becomes a tikkun for the offering that induces Cain to kill Abel. The taking of blood 
from the hand of Cain is transposed into the taking of blessing from the hand of Jacob. 
 
And now cursed are you from the 
ground, which has opened her 
mouth to take ( לקחת) your brotherʼs 
blood from your hand ( מידך). (4:11)24  

And Jacob said [to Esau], “...then 
take ( ולקחת) my offering from my 
hand ( מידי)...Please take ( קח) my 
blessing that is brought to you....” 
And he urged him, and he took 
 (11–33:10) .(ויקח  )

 
* * * 

 
 Beginning with the hands that spill Abelʼs blood, we come to the seventh hand, 
which reflects the first (4:11; 5:29; 8:9; 9:2, 5, 5, 5):  
 

First: Cursed are you from the ground, which has opened its mouth to take your 
brotherʼs blood from your hand ( מידך). (4:11) 
 
Seventh: Your blood of your lives I will require a reckoning...and at the hand 
 of every manʼs brother will I require the life of man. (9:5) (ומיד )

 
The word hand appears seven times in Parashat Toldot (25:26; 27:16, 17, 22, 22, 23, 

23): 
 

First: and his hand ( וידו) was grasping the heel of Esau. (25:26)  
 
Seventh: for his hands were like the hands of ( ידיו כידי) Esau, his brother (27:23).  

 
 The hand that had grasped the heel of his brother, in an attempt to be born 
first, becomes disguised as the hands of Esau, in an effort to receive the blessing of 
the firstborn. 
 
 The next appearance of hand begins another unit of seven (30:35; 31:29, 39; 32:12, 
12, 14, 17) wherein the seventh is an echo of the first.  
 

First: And he [Jacob] gave [the flocks] into the hand of his sons ( ויתן   ביד  בניו), 
(30:35)   
 
Seventh: And he gave [the herds] into the hand of his servants  
 who are to tell Esau that the animals are an “offering sent) ,(32:17) (ויתן   ביד  עבדיו  )
to my lord Esau” [32:19]).  
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The flocks that Jacob places in the hands of his sons are the manifestation of the 

physical blessing that he had received from his father. Jacob sends, through the hands of 
his servants, a significant portion of this blessing to his brother (an offering sent to my lord 
Esau).  
 
 The next appearance of hand in the Torah, on the level of the eighth, appears 
together with the eighth appearance of offering in the Torah:   
 

The eighth: Pray, if I have found favor in your eyes, then take my offering from 
my hand ( ולקחת מנחתי   מידי). (33:10)   

        
The first offering leads to fratricide and the curse of the ground, which had taken the 

blood spilled by the hand of Cain. The eighth offering, the manifestation of Jacobʼs 
blessing, is taken by Esau from the hand of Jacob, leading to reconciliation between 
brothers. 
 

* * * 
 
For Cain, the land is cursed: For Jacob, the land is blessed: 

 

And now, cursed are you from the 
ground, which has opened her 
mouth...When you work the ground, 
it shall no longer yield its strength to 
you. (4:11–12)  

See, the smell of my son is as the 
smell of a field that the LORD has 
blessed. May God give you of the 
dew of heaven, and of the fat of 
the earth, and plenty of grain and 
wine. (27:27–28) 

 
* * * 

 
Cain is sent to wander the earth: Esau is promised a dwelling on 

earth: 
 

A fugitive and a wanderer shall you 
be in the earth ( בארץ). (4:12)          

Behold, of the fat places of the 
earth ( הארץ) shall be your 
dwelling…. (27:39) 

  
* * * 

 
Cain says that his sins are too 
great to bear: 

Jacob fears that his merits have 
been diminished through sin:25 

 

My sin is greater ( גדול) than I can 
bear. (4:13)      

I have been made smaller ( קטנתי) by all 
the kindnesses and the truth you have 
done with your servant. (32:11) 

 
* * * 

  
 
 Cain fears being slain for murdering his brother. Esau contemplates murdering his 
bother. 
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And it will come to pass that 
whoever finds me will slay me 
(  (4:14) .(יהרגני …

Behold, your brother Esau is 
comforting himself regarding you to 
slay you ( להרגך). (27:42) 

 
* * * 

 
 Cain is protected from retribution by the threat of a sevenfold penalty. By bowing 
seven times, Jacob assuages Esauʼs fratricidal anger.  
 
Therefore, whoever slays Cain, 
vengeance shall be taken on him 
sevenfold (ׁשבעתים). (4:15) 

And he bowed to the ground 
seven times (ׁשבע פעמים), until he 
came near to his brother. (33:3) 

 
* * * 

 
Cain is exiled for murdering his brother. Jacob flees because he has angered his 

brother, who designs to kill him. Both go out to lands in the East.  
 
And Cain went out ( ויצא) from the 
presence of the LORD.... ( 4:16)         

And Jacob went out ( ויצא) from 
Beersheba, and went toward 
Haran. (28:10) 

 
...and he dwelt in the land of ( בארץ) 
Nod, east of Eden (  קדמת־עדן). (4:16) 

Jacob lifted his feet and went to 
the land of the children of the east 
 (29:1) .(ארצה  בני־קדם )

  
* * * 

 
God decrees a curse upon Cain. 
Cain pleads with God to 
moderate the decree. God 
moderates the decree, and 
allows Cain to dwell in the land 
of Nod: 

Isaac decrees that the blessing 
that Jacob took would remain 
intact. Esau pleads for a 
moderation of the decree. 
Isaac moderates the decree, 
and blesses Esau with a 
dwelling: 
 

[THE DECREE] “And now cursed 
are you from the ground, which 
opened its mouth to receive 
your brother’s blood from your 
hand. When you work the ground, it 
shall no longer yield its strength to 
you. A fugitive and a wanderer shall 
you be in the earth.”  
[THE PLEA] And Cain said to the 
LORD: “My sin is greater than I can 

[THE DECREE] “Indeed, he 
[Jacob] shall be blessed.”  
[THE PLEA] When Esau heard 
the words of his father, he cried 
with a great and bitter cry, and 
said to his father: “Bless me, me 
also, my father.”  
[DECREE RESTATED] “Your 
brother came with guile, and has 
taken your blessing.” 
[PLEA RESTATED] “Havenʼt you 
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bear. Behold, you have banished 
me from the face of the land, and 
from Your face I shall be hid; and I 
shall be a fugitive and a wanderer 
on the earth; and it shall be that 
whoever finds me will slay me.”  
[MODERATION OF THE DECREE] 
The LORD said to him, “Therefore, 
if anyone kills Cain, sevenfold 
vengeance shall be taken on him.” 
And the LORD put a mark on Cain, 
lest anyone who met him should kill 
him. Cain left the presence of the 
LORD and dwelt in the land of Nod, 
east of Eden. (4:11–16) 

reserved a blessing for me?” 
[DECREE ELABORATED] 
“Behold, I have made him your 
lord, and all his brothers have I 
given to him for servants…What 
then can I do for you, my son?” 
[FINAL PLEA] “Have you but one 
blessing, my father? Bless me, 
me also, my father....” 
MODERATION OF THE 
DECREE] “Behold, your abode 
shall be the fat of the earth…but 
you shall serve your brother. And 
it shall be when you shall break 
loose, that you shall shake his 
yoke from off your neck.”      
(27:33–40) 

 
* * * 
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Offering ( מנחה) appears for the first 
three times in the Torah in the Cain 
and Abel narrative. (4:3, 4, 5)         

Offering ( מנחה) does not appear 
again until the Jacob and Esau 
narrative, where it occurs for the 
seventh and eighth times in the 
Torah. (32:14, 19, 21, 22; 33:10) 

 
The only other time the word offering ( מנחה) is written in Genesis is in the story of Joseph 
and his brothers, where it occurs four more times (43:11, 15, 25, 26), making the total in 
the Book of Genesis twelve, a sexagesimal number corresponding to the twelve sons of 
Jacob. In Genesis 43, the chapter that tells of the offering that the brothers bring to 
Joseph, we find many words and phrases that resound from the Jacob and Esau narrative: 
bowed down, your servant, lifted his eyes, made haste, his brother, wept, lodging, 
firstborn, in their hand, his face, came near, by himself, and offering. The saga of brother 
stories in the Book of Genesis is bound by the use of similar words and phrases in each. 
 

* * * 
 
 The numerical symmetry of the word brother emphasizes the relationship between 
Jacob and Esau, and Cain and Abel. 
 

Brother is written seven times in the Cain and Abel story (4:2, 8, 8, 9, 9, 10, 11).       
       
Brother, as it relates specifically to Jacob and Esau, occurs fourteen times in 

Parashat Toldot (25:26; 27:6, 21, 23, 29, 30, 35, 37, 40, 41, 42, 43, 44, 45) and seven 
times when they meet again in Vayishlach (32:4, 7, 12, 14, 18; 33:3, 9). 
     
  As we have noted earlier, we find the same pattern in the Joseph saga, where 
brother appears in multiples of seven in the many chapters that tell of the selling of Joseph 
and his encounters with his brothers in Egypt (Chapters 37, 44, 45, 46, 47).  
 

* * * 
 
 Our sensitivity to the numerical symmetry of two words – offering ( מנחה) and his face 
 occurring together in both their first and seventh appearances in the Torah, has led – (פניו )
to an examination of the context of each. What we found is extraordinary. The Cain and 
Abel, and Jacob and Esau narratives are linked by similarities and contrasts in word, 
theme, and style, as well as in the sevenfold repetition of brother in both sections. Every 
verse in the Cain and Abel narrative has a parallel in the Jacob and Esau saga. Although 
the odds are against two words – in this case five words – occurring together for the 
seventh time in the Torah in a single verse, and the odds are magnified against the same 
two words making their first appearance together, as well, the literary interconnections 
between the sections containing this first and seventh suggest that there is no element of 
chance operating here – only methodical intention.  
 
 Without doubt, the offering of Cain and Abel is connected to the offering that Jacob 
sent to Esau, but in what way? The first appearance of a word in the Torah establishes the 
wordʼs essential meaning. The context of the first occurrence of offering is an offering to 
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the LORD (4:3). At its sublimest level, according to the Malbim, an offering to God is a 
statement “...that God is the cause underlying all causes and their final purpose and 
justification, and that therefore everything that happens should be associated with Him 
alone.... The essential aim of a sacrifice is to express manʼs submission to God, to benefit 
his own soul by thinking of the offering as a sacrifice of himself to God.”26 The phrase 
offering to the LORD suggests this sublime mission – the bringing of oneself closer to God, 
but the first offeringʼs imperfections brought fraternal jealousy and fratricide, instead. For 
Cain, this first offering caused a falling of his face (4:5). The seventh offering, the offering 
of Jacob, comes to repair the imperfections of the first, and to heal, through the lifting of 
face, the falling out between the two brothers.  
 
 In order to understand the nature of this repair, we must understand the relationship 
between the words offering ( מנחה) and his face ( פניו), both of which are found together in 
their first and seventh appearances in the Torah. The first offering – Cainʼs – was 
incomplete, and caused a falling of his face:  
 

But to Cain and to his offering He did not turn. And Cain became very angry, 
and his face fell ( ויפלו  פניו). (4:5) 

 
This verse marks the seventh time the root of the word face ( פנה) appears in Genesis (1:2, 
2, 20, 29; 2:6; 3:8; 4:5). Offering and his face reach a state of completion at the point of 
their seventh appearance in the Torah, when Jacob finishes his preparations and sends 
Esau the offering for the sake of his face ( המנחה  על־פניו): 
 

And he lodged there that night (  וילן  ׁשם  בלילה ההוא), and took from what had come 
into his hand an offering ( מנחה) for Esau his brother.... And he delivered [the 
animals] into the hand of his servants...and he said to his servants: Pass over 
before my face ( עברו  לפני).... And he commanded the first saying: “When Esau, 
my brother, meets you, and asks you saying: ʻWhose are you, where are you 
going, and whose are these that are before your face ( לפניך),ʼ then you shall say: 
ʻThey are your servant, Jacobʼs. It is an offering sent to my lord, to Esau, and, 
behold, he also is behind usʼ.... In this manner shall you speak to Esau when 
you find him. And you shall say, ʻMoreover, behold, your servant Jacob is behind 
us.ʼ For he reasoned, “I will appease his face ( פניו) with the offering that goes 
before my face ( לפני, for the sake of my face), and afterwards I will see his face 
 passed over for (המנחה ) So the offering ”.(יׂשא פני ) perhaps he will lift my face ;(פניו )
the sake of his face ( על־פניו), while he lodged that night in the camp. (32:14–22) 

 
 In the paragraph above, which begins and ends with parallel sentences that are 
centered on the word offering, we find the root of the word face ( פנה) seven times! This 
symmetry suggests that the Torah wants us to understand offering and face together. The 
first offering, which led to the falling of his face ( פניו) and to fratricide, has been transformed 
into the seventh offering, which appeases his face ( פניו) and brings brotherly reconciliation.  
 

The seventh offering, then, is a repair of the first. To fully comprehend the essence of 
this repair, we need to understand the blemish of the first. It is well known that Cainʼs 
offering was lacking, that he offered inferior fruit (Rashi), but there was something amiss in 
Abelʼs as well. As an offering, Abelʼs was perfect. Nonetheless, there was in Abelʼs 
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relationship to his elder brother, perhaps, a lack of humility, a sense of pride in having 
upstaged Cain. There is no direct textual evidence for this assertion, only that Cain spoke 
to Abel (4:8) – conversation unrecorded. We can imagine what Cain might have said to 
Abel – expressions of anger toward his younger brother. Either Abel did not reply, or the 
Torah did not deem Abelʼs reply worthy of mention. In any case, Abel lacked the sensitivity 
to understand his brotherʼs hurt feelings, and to say or do anything that would assuage his 
anger. Cain did not kill Abel in the heat of the moment (immediately after the offerings), as 
it is written, “And Cain spoke to Abel his brother; and it came to pass when they were in 
the field that Cain rose up against Abel his brother and slew him” (4:8). Abel had time to do 
something constructive to heal his relationship with his brother, to avert his own death and 
Cainʼs status as exiled murderer, and to save his parents from the calamity which 
Rebekah would fear: Why should I be bereaved of both of you in one day? (27:45). It was 
with Cainʼs own free will that he rose up against his brother Abel, and slew him. However, 
it may be that Godʼs protective providence would not have been withdrawn from Abel had 
Abel not committed some sin.27 Abel had no sin in his relationship between man and God, 
as it is written, “and the LORD turned to Abel and to his offering” (4:4). Abel must have 
come up short in his relationship between man and man, perhaps in the areas of humility 
and sensitivity to his brotherʼs feelings, as suggested above. 
 
 It is these very areas that Jacob has to address, as well. Like Abel, Jacob is not 
lacking in his man/God relationship. Like Abel, he needs to soothe the hurt feelings of his 
brother, to perfect his man/man relationship. Jacob acquires this growth in human 
relations, combining the inner-directed spiritual strength of his father, Isaac, with the outer-
directed loving kindness of his grandfather, Abraham, through Jacobʼs experience with 
Laban in exile, and through his preparations to confront his brother, Esau. Jacob 
completes this growth at the point where the offering passed over before his face, and he 
lodged that night in the camp (32:22). The offering to God, which was perfected by Abel, 
has become perfected on the human level, as well. At its seventh appearance in the 
Torah, offering has reached completion. 
 
 Simply by noting the first and seventh appearances of two words – offering and his 
face – we have come to better understand the significance of Jacob sending  המנחה  על־פניו, 
the offering before his face (32:22). Jacob was doing more than just assuaging Esauʼs 
anger with a gift (as minchah is often translated). Jacobʼs tribute to Esau was connected 
to the offerings of Cain and Abel. The first offerings had led to a falling of face, and his 
face fell ( ויפלו … פניו) (4:5). The seventh offering, the offering of Jacob to Esau, would lead to 
a lifting of face: I will appease his face with the offering ( אכפרה  פניו  במנחה) that goes before 
my face, and afterwards I will see his face – perhaps he will lift my face ( אולי יׂשא   פני) 
(32:21). The seventh offering is a repair of the first. Through the symmetry of these words, 
the Torah is teaching us that our service in this world, our minchah, must be directed to 
both our Father in heaven and our brother on earth.  
 
 
 

THE LEVEL OF THE EIGHTH 
 
 Up to this point, we have analyzed the symmetry of words in the Torah based on 
the number seven. Seven is a number of completion, as in the completion of Creation in 
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seven days. The first sets the pattern that is completed at the seventh. There is a level 
that is above the seventh, a level that is beyond the physical world, and that is the level of 
the eighth.  
 
 

The Eighth Offering 
 
 After Jacob sends his offering to Esau – and the offering passed over before him, 
while he lodged that night in the camp – offering is ready to reach the level of the eighth, to 
that which is above the natural order.28 At its eighth appearance in the Torah (7th + 1), we 
find offering associated with face one more time – this time with both the face of Jacobʼs 
brother, and the face of God. 
 

And Jacob said [to Esau]: No, please, if now I have found favor in your eyes, 
then take my offering ( מנחתי) from my hand, inasmuch as I have seen your face 
 .God, and you were appeased by me (פני ) which is like seeing the face of ,(פניך )
Please take my blessing ( ברכתי) that is brought to you, because God has been 
gracious to me, and because I have everything. And he urged him, and he took. 
(Genesis 33:10–11) 

 
Offering reaches the level of the eighth, the level of the Divine, when Jacob is able to see 
the spark of God in the face of his brother, and to share the physical blessing that Jacob 
had taken from him.  
 
  Esau receives Jacobʼs offering during the night – during the same night that Jacob 
wrestles with Esau's guardian angel (Rashi).29 Jacob struggles with this angel until the 
breaking of the dawn (32:25). At the end of this encounter, it is written: 
 

And Jacob called the name of the place Peniel ( פניאל), Face of God, for I have 
seen God face to face ( פנים  אל־פנים), and my life is preserved. (32:31) 

 
 The eighth offering – “take my offering from my hand, inasmuch as I have seen your 
face, which is like seeing the face of God” – is connected to Jacobʼs encounter with the 
Divine, to the angel that he sees “face to face.” When Jacob says “take my offering from 
my hand,” he is taking the level of hands, as in the “hands are the hands of Esau,” and as 
in “cursed are you from the ground which has opened her mouth to take your brotherʼs 
blood from your hand,” and he is raising this level of hands to the level of the Divine, to the 
level of Voice, as in “the voice is the voice of Jacob.” Similarly, offering undergoes such a 
transformation, from the offering that leads to jealousy and fratricide at its first appearance, 
to the offering that brings brotherly reconciliation at its seventh. The concept of offering 
reaches the level of the eighth when Jacob realizes that his obligation to maintain the 
highest level of ethical behavior with his fellow man is one with his obligation to serve God:  
 

Please, no, if I have found favor in your eyes, then take my offering from my 
hand, inasmuch as I have seen your face, which is like seeing the face of God, 
and you were pleased with me. (33:10) 
 

This culminating verse, where Jacob sees his brother as an image of  
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God, has 3 x 7 words and 77 letters. 
 
 

The Essence of Face ( פנה) 
 
 As we have seen, offering is closely connected to face. The first appearance of his 
face ( פניו), in that exact form, occurs together with the first three appearances of offering 
(4:3–5). Offering and his face make their seventh appearance in the Torah in the same 
verse (32:22). The eighth time we find his face in the Torah (together with the last four 
occurrences of offering in the Book of Genesis) is in the section dealing with the 
reconciliation of Joseph with his brothers, the final fraternal saga in the Book of Genesis: 
 
        And he [Joseph] washed his face ( פניו), and came out; and he  
        restrained himself.... (43:31)30 
 

A few verses prior, we find the brothers approaching Joseph with an offering in a 
manner that is reminiscent of Jacob coming to Esau: 
 

And when Joseph came home, they brought him the offering ( המנחה) which was 
in their hand ( בידם) into the house, and they bowed down ( ויׁשתחוו) to him to the 
earth ( ארצה). (43:26) 

 
        ...and he [Jacob] bowed down ( ויׁשתחו) to the earth ( ארצה) seven times, until 
he came near his brother.... And Jacob said: “...take my offering ( מנחתי) from my 
hand ( מידי), forasmuch as I have seen your face.... (33:3–10) 

 
 

Within this chapter of the Joseph story (Genesis 43), there are many other words and 
phrases that reverberate from the Jacob and Esau saga (face, ate, drank, brother, Israel, 
die, offering, man, rise, God, father, asses, bowed down to the ground, cried, and his 
face). We will not attempt to analyze the parallels between the story of Joseph and his 
brothers and the other stories of sibling rivalry, except to note one point. Jacob, the 
potential victim of fratricide, brings an offering to appease the potential killer: “Then I will 
slay (ואהרגה) Jacob” (27:41). Josephʼs brothers, the potential killers – “and let us slay 
(  to Joseph to appease the potential victim of (מנחה ) him” (37:20) – bring an offering (ונהרגהו …
fratricide. The simple counting of words strengthens the bond between these narratives of 
sibling strife. 
 

* * * 
 
 In all the other tabulations in Genesis 32:22, we counted the roots of words. 
Therefore, in addition to looking at the exact word his face ( פניו), it is proper to examine the 
appearances of the root of the word face ( פנה), as well. If we count the appearances of the 
root of the word face, from the beginning of the Torah, we find that our verse, 32:22, “And 
the offering passed over before his face ( על־פניו) marks the ninetieth face (a sexagesimal 
number).31 The ninety-first appearance of the root of the word face in the Torah, that is, the 
thirteen times seventh,32 is the name Peniel ( פניאל), literally, Face of God:                       
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And Jacob called the name of the place Peniel ( פניאל).... (32:31) 

 
The next occurrence of face, on the level of the eighth (13 x 7th + 1, or 12 x 7th + 8), is the 
expression face to face in the continuation of the verse: 
 

...for I have seen God face to face (  פנים אל־פנים).... (32:31) 
 
If we exclude Peniel from the count, because it is a proper noun having two roots, then 
face to face is both the 13 x 7th and 13 x 7th + 1. Of the two faces in the expression, the 
first is the face of spiritual man. The second face is the encounter with the Divine. This is in 
keeping with the position that the eighth reaches a spiritual plane that is beyond the 
physical world. The only other times the phrase face to face occurs in the Torah are in 
Exodus 33:11, “And the LORD spoke to Moses face to face, as a man speaks to his 
friend,” and in Deuteronomy 34:10, “And there arose not a prophet in Israel like Moses, 
whom the LORD knew face to face.”  
 
 In order to understand the inner meaning of face, we need to examine its first 
appearance in the Torah: 
 

 Now the earth was unformed and void, and darkness was upon the face of 
 the (על־פני ) the deep; and the spirit of God hovered over the face of (על־פני )
waters.33 (Genesis 1:2) 

 
The deep and the waters refer to the first elemental forms of matter, the material of the 
physical world. The darkness, which covers the face of the created world, refers to the 
concealment of God. God makes room, so to speak, to allow for Creation, and this is the 
meaning of the darkness – the concealment of Godʼs light. But Godʼs presence, though 
hidden, is near, hovering over Creation: “And the spirit of God hovered over the face of the 
waters.” Face, then, is the interface between the physical world and the spiritual. It is the 
point wherein the Divine spirit and the human spirit “touch,” so to speak. Through the 
proper service of God, as well as love of oneʼs brother – both of which are symbolized by 
offering ( מנחה) – manʼs face can be lifted:   
 

Why is your face fallen? If you do well, you will be uplifted ( ׂשאת) (7–4:6).  
 
And when man does well, the LORDʼs blessing flows down through the medium of face: 
 

May the LORD bless you, and keep you. May the LORD make His face ( פניו) 
light upon you, and be gracious unto you. May the LORD lift up ( יׂשא) His face 
 unto you, and grant you peace. (Numbers 6:24–26)34 (פניו )

 
This level of face is reached after Jacobʼs offering passes over for the sake of his face 
 for the sake of the lifting of the faces of both Jacob and Esau – perhaps he will lift ,(על־פניו )
my face (Genesis 32:21) – and after Jacob succeeds in his wrestling with the angel at 
night. At the thirteen times seventh appearance of the root of the word face in the Torah, 
Jacob calls the name35 of the place Peniel (Face of God). Jacob merits a face-to-face 
encounter with the Divine because he has striven with both angels and men, and he has 
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prevailed (32:29). The encounter between the human and the Divine, between the 
created and the Creator, reaches the level of the eighth in: 
 

...for I have seen God face to face ( פנים  אל־פנים). (32:31). 
            
The verse immediately following states: 
 

And the sun rose upon him as he passed over36 Peniel ( פנואל) (Face of God). 
(32:32)   

                                                           
The darkness, which conceals the “face of God hovering over the waters,” is penetrated by 
light: 
 

And Jacob lifted up his eyes, and he saw (ַוַּיְרא), and behold (ְוִהֵּנה) Esau was 
coming, and with him four hundred men. (33:1) 

 
Parallel to the sunlight that shines upon Jacob after wrestling through the night and seeing 
God face to face is the light of Creation: 
 

...and darkness was upon the face of the deep; and the spirit of God hovered 
over the face of the waters. And God said: Let there be light. And there was 
light. And God saw ( אויר ) the light that it was good.... And God saw (ַוַּיְרא) 
everything that He had made, and behold (ְוִהֵּנה) it was very good. (1:2–4, 31) 

 
The light that shines upon Jacob, after wrestling with the angel at night, is connected 

to the light of Creation, but this spiritual light brings not a vision of the Divine, but a vision 
of Esau and his army. Jacobʼs spiritual light would mean little, if he could not make peace 
with his brother.  
 

* * * 
 
 It is clear that Jacobʼs very physical struggle with Esau is a spiritual struggle as well. 
Before Jacob can face Esau, the man, he must wrestle with an angel of God. When he 
finally does meet his brother, Jacob says, “I have seen your face as one sees the face of 
God” (33:10). We find this transposition of man and angel when Abraham greets three 
angels who appear to him as men. The words in the story of Abraham parallel Jacobʼs 
encounter with Esau:  
 

ABRAHAM AND THE THREE ANGELS 
Genesis 18:2–33 

 

JACOBʼS ENCOUNTER WITH ESAU 
Genesis 33:1–16 

 And he lifted his (ויׂשא  עיניו וירא   והנה )
eyes and he saw, and, behold, 
three men stood over him.       

 And Jacob (ויׂשא  יעקב  עיניו וירא   והנה)
lifted up his eyes and he saw, 
and, behold, Esau was coming, 
and with him were four hundred 
men. 

And he saw, and he ran toward 
them from the door of the tent, and 

...and he bowed down to the 
earth ( ויׁשתחו  ארצה) seven times, 



 31 
bowed down to the earth 
        .(ויׁשתחו  ארצה )

until he came near to his brother. 

My lord, if now I have found favor in 
your eyes (אדני  אם־ נא מצאתי  חן  בעיניך),  

…if now I have found favor in 
your eyes ( אם־נא  מצאתי  חן  בעיניך),  

please do not pass over from your 
servant. ( אל־נא  תעבר  מעל  עבדך). 

let my lord, please, pass over 
before his servant. 
 (יעבר־נא  אדני  לפני  עבדו )

And Abraham returned ( ׁשב) to his 
place. 
 

And Esau returned ( ויׁשב) on that 
day on his way toward Seir.  

 
Abraham lifts his eyes and sees angels in the guise of men; Jacob lifts his eyes and sees 
his brother with a threatening entourage of men. Both Abraham and Jacob bow to the 
ground and verbalize the phrase, if I have found favor in your eyes. Abraham addresses 
his guests as my lords, and Jacob addresses Esau as my lord. Abraham asks his guests, 
please do not pass over from your servant. After Jacob reconciles with Esau, Jacob 
encourages the departure of his brother saying, please pass over before his servant. 
Abraham returns to his place, and Esau returns to Seir. 
 
 By the ambiguous identification of man and angel, the Torah is telling us that our 
work on the human level has spiritual ramifications. Abrahamʼs acts of kindness to three 
strange men was a service to angels of God. Similarly, Jacobʼs effort to repair the rift 
between himself and his brother was a service to God. The message is clear. Our spiritual 
work and our interactions with other human beings are not separate endeavors. While we 
live on earth, the spiritual and physical are always interconnected.  
 
 Permit me to make a personal digression. When I first discovered the parallels in 
the chart above, I was troubled. Perhaps the duplication of these words and phrases is 
governed by the fact that both sections deal with an extraordinary meeting of men (or man 
and angel). In such cases, one might expect to find phrases such as, and he bowed down 
to the earth. Are the parallels between Jacobʼs encounter with Esau and Abrahamʼs 
encounter with the angels intended or fortuitous? If these two sections are really intended 
to be parallel texts, they should be connected by numerical symmetry. I decided to check 
the word and he bowed down (ויׁשתחו). The Torah doesnʼt disappoint. The account of 
Abraham bowing to the earth is the first time the exact word, and he bowed down ( ויׁשתחו), 
is written in the Torah. The account of Jacob bowing to the earth is the seventh time this 
exact word,  ויׁשתחו, is found in the Torah (18:2; 19:1; 23:7, 12; 24:26, 52; 33:3). The 
numerical symmetry of Abraham and Jacob bowing to the ground confirms the intertextual 
relationship between these two stories. Parallels that were discovered by listening for 
echoes became corroborated by the binding power of numerical symmetry. Now we can 
understand the first half of our verse (32:22). Jacobʼs offering passed over  על־פניו, for the 
sake of his/His face – for the sake of the face of his brother, and for the sake of the face of 
God.  
 

 
 

The Darkness Called Night ( לילה) 
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 As noted before, the word night ( לילה) appears in Genesis 32:22 for the twenty-
first time in the Torah: 
 

And the offering passed over before him, while he lodged that night ( בלילה־ההוא) 
in the camp. (32:22) 

 
It is the seventh time night  ( לילה) appears together with the word that/he ( ההוא /הוא). It is also 
the seventh time night is written in narratives with Jacob. When we probe the first 
occurrence of night in the Torah, we begin to uncover its symbolic meaning. 
 
 The first time we find the word night is in the account of Day One (in the same 
paragraph where we find the first face): 
 

The spirit of God hovered over the face of (פני) the waters. And God said: 
Let there be light. And there was light. And God called to the light Day, and 
to the darkness He called night ( לילה). (1:5) 

 
Just as the light of Day One is a spiritual light, so, too, is the darkness of Day One a 
spiritual darkness. The name of this spiritual darkness is night. Night is the veil that hides 
Godʼs face, so to speak, and it is this hiddenness of Godʼs presence that is called evil. In 
man, night represents the evil inclination within his heart. It is this night with which Jacob 
struggles, and ultimately subdues. It is during the night that Jacob makes his final 
preparations for the offering that would bring light to the darkness that clouded the first 
offering. When this preparation is completed, when man reaches perfection in both his 
man/God and man/man relationships, then night, which conceals the light of God, reaches 
completion, too:   
 

And the offering passed over before his face, while he lodged that night in the 
camp. (32:22)  

 
After sending his offering ahead to his brother, and wrestling with the angel throughout the 
night, the sunlight shines with the morning sun: 
 

Then the sun rose upon him as he passed over Penuel (Face of God). (32:32) 
 

*  *  * 
 
 The “eighth” night (3 x 7th + 1) is found in the verse that immediately follows 
Genesis 32:22. Jacob wrestles with the angel and sees God face to face, even in the dark 
of night: 
 

And he rose up ( ויקם) on that night (  בלילה הוא) [the eighth time, also, for the 
conjuncture of night with ההוא /הוא], and took ( ויקח) his two wives ( את־ׁשתי  נׁשיו), and 
his two ( ואת־ׁשתי) handmaids, and his eleven children, and passed over the 
crossing Jabbok.... And Jacob was left alone; and a man wrestled with him until 
the breaking of the dawn ( עלות הׁשחר). …Jacob named the place Peniel, “for I 
have seen God face to face, yet my life has been preserved.” (32:23–31) 
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 The word dawn (ׁשחר) occurs only three times in the Torah: twice in the section 
above (32:25, 27), and once in the narrative of Sodom and Gomorrah. The words in 
one place reverberate in the other: 

 
When the dawn broke ( הׁשחר  עלה), the angels hastened Lot saying: “Arise ( קום), 
take ( קח) your wife ( את־אׁשתך), and your two ( ואת־ׁשתי) daughters that are found, 
lest you be swept away in the iniquity of the city.” (19:15) 

 
The breaking of the dawn in the Sodom and Gomorrah narrative brought destruction to the 
outer manifestation of evil that enveloped those cities. The breaking of the dawn in the 
Jacob narrative brings a subjugation of the inner evil that dwells in the heart of man.  
 
 There is one other connection between our section on Jacob and the narrative of 
Sodom and Gomorrah: Both have allusions to messianism. At the end of the Sodom and 
Gomorrah narrative it is written: 
 

And they made their father drink wine on that night ( בלילה  הוא).37 And the firstborn 
went in and lay with her father.... And the firstborn bore a son, and called his 
name Moab.... (19:33–37) 

 
Moab is the ancestor of Ruth. Ruth is the great-grandmother of David, from whom will 
come the Messiah. The dawn in the Jacob narrative, the dawn that comes after that long 
night of wrestling with the evil inclination, and subduing it, brings the Messianic Day – a 
day when Jacob and Esau will truly embrace and kiss both physically and spiritually, the 
day when Jacob will come unto my lord unto Seir (33:14). As Rashi comments: “...when 
will he go? In the days of the Messiah....” Night, then, on the level of the “eighth,” is a 
prelude to the Messianic Day.  
 
 

Pass Over ( עבר) – The Symbol of Transformation 
 
 
 The verb pass over ( עבר) appears in our verse for the fourteenth time in the Torah: 
 

And the offering passed over ( ותעבר) before his face, while he lodged that night 
in the camp. (32:22) 

 
 In order to understand the significance of pass over in this verse, we need to 
examine the context of its first appearance in the Torah: 
 

And God remembered Noah, and every living thing, and all the cattle that were 
with him in the ark; and God caused a wind to pass over ( ויעבר) the earth, and 
the waters subsided. (8:1) 

 
The passing over of the wind brings an end to the Flood and a new beginning to a 
transformed earth. Pass over, then, in its first appearance in the Torah, is connected to 
transformation and renewal. At its twice seventh occurrence in the Torah, pass over 
suggests such a metamorphosis, as well. Its meaning in Genesis 32:22 is a transformation 
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of the first offering –  ותעבר  המנחה, the offering passed over. The offering that Jacob sends 
ahead to Esau during that fateful night brings healing to the rift between brothers, making 
a tikkun of the offerings of Cain and Abel that had led to fratricide. Not only is offering 
transformed, but so, too, is Jacob, as he ascends to the level of Israel during that 
momentous night. 
 
 Pass over ( עבר) reaches the level of the “eighth” appearance in the Torah (2 x 7th + 
1), in the same verse that night reaches its “eighth” (3 x 7th + 1): 
 

And he rose up on that night ( בלילה  הוא), and he took [his family] and passed over 
the crossing ( ויעבר  את   מעבר), Jabbok. (32:23) 

 
All that belongs to Jacob passes over the crossing on that night – his offering, his family, 
and his possessions – until Jacob is left utterly alone.  
 

And he took them, and passed them over ( ויעברם) the stream, and passed over 
 that which he had. And Jacob was left alone, and a man wrestled with (ויעבר )
him until the breaking of the dawn. (32:23–25) 

 
The verb cross/pass over ( עבר), a verb of transformation, is emphasized in these 
sentences. When Jacob succeeds in his wrestling at night, in his inner struggle to perfect 
his relationship with his brother, as well as with God, Jacob merits a new name:   
 

 No longer shall your name be called Jacob, but Israel, for you have striven with 
God and with men, and you have prevailed. (32:29) 

 
 Jacobʼs passing over on the level of the eighth leads to an exalted transformation of 
being. He is told that his name will be Israel, and, after making peace with his brother, he 
arrives whole ( ׁשלם)38 in the city of Shechem (33:18).39 Rashi comments: “Whole: whole in 
body...whole in wealth...whole in Torah....” Jacob, to be known as Israel, is the complete 
human being.  
 

* * * 
 One other parallel warrants investigation. The first appearance of pass over ( עבר) in 
the story of the Flood, connects indirectly to the first appearances of night (לילה) in the 
story of Creation. Many of the same words appear in both places:   
 

THE FLOOD CREATION 
And God remembered Noah, and 
every living thing...and God made to 
pass over ( ויעבר) a wind ( רוח) on the 
earth ( הארץ), and the waters ( המים) 
subsided. And the fountains of the 
deep ( תהום) and the windows of the 
heavens ( הׁשמים) were stopped; and 
the rain from the heavens ( הׁשמים) 
was abated. (8:1–2)                     

In the beginning, God created the 
heavens ( הׁשמים) and the earth 
 was (והארץ ) And the earth .(הארץ )
unformed and void, and darkness 
was upon the face of the deep 
 of God (ורוח ) and the spirit ;(תהום )
hovered over the face of the waters 
 And God said: “Let there be .(המים )
light”.... And God called the light 
Day, and the darkness he called 
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night ( לילה). (5–1:1)                         

 
Pass over connects to the Flood, and the Flood connects to Creation. 
  

The theme of passing over ( עבר), the theme of transformation and renewal that takes 
place in the Jacob narrative – after he passes over the river crossing on that night 
 is connected to both the theme of Day One and the theme of the Flood. Day – (בלילה־ההוא )
One is the creation of the universe, the transformation of nothing into something, chaos 
into form. The Flood is a renewal of Creation. Through Jacob, through the nation that is 
called by his transformed name, Israel, will come the fulfillment of that Creation: 
 

And the LORD shall be king over all the earth: on that day  
 the LORD shall be one, and His name one. (Zechariah 14:9) (ביום ההוא)

 
 
 

Jacobʼs Camp ( מחנה) 
 
 There is one other word to examine from our verse, and that is camp ( מחנה), the 
anagram of offering ( מנחה). Camp is the only word in Genesis 32:22 whose first through 
eighth appearances in the Torah all occur within the section dealing with the reconciliation 
of Jacob and Esau. Let us examine the first occurrence of camp in order to shed light on 
its fundamental meaning: 
 

And Jacob went on his way, and angels of God encountered him. And Jacob 
said when he saw them: This is a camp of ( ַמֲחֵנה) God. And he called the name of 
that place Two Camps (  ַמֲחָנִים). (3–32:2) 

 
According to Hirsch: “Jacob and his family...were a temporary camp, in search of Godʼs 
Presence [Face]. The angels, too, were a camp in search of something. They sought a 
human community wherein God could dwell on earth. When these two camps met, Jacob 
named the place Machanaim, the two camps - the camp of Israel, and the camp of God.”40 
Camp, then, is the place where the human encounters the Divine, and face is the 
interface, the medium through which this encounter takes place.   
 
 At the first use of the word camp, Jacob encounters the camp of God. By the 
seventh, Jacob has set his own camp in order:    
 

And the offering passed over before him, while he lodged that night in the camp 
 (32:22) .(במחנה )

 
Jacobʼs camp, at its seventh occurrence in the Torah, is complete.            
 
 By its eighth appearance, camp has reached its most exalted level: 
 

And he [Esau] said: What do you mean by all this camp ( כל־המחנה) which I met. 
And he [Jacob] said: To find favor in the eyes of my LORD/lord. (33:8)   

 



 36 
Rashi comments that the camp ( המחנה), according to its plain meaning, refers to the 
bearers of the offering ( מוליכי  המנחה), but that according to its Midrashic interpretation, it 
indicates groups of angels ( מלאכים). We can understand the underpinnings of this Midrash 
if we are sensitive to the words. The first camp in the chapter and in the Torah is a camp of 
angels of God. The  מלאכים (which can be rendered as angels or messengers) that Jacob 
sends ahead to Esau (32:4) are the same ones that Jacob encountered in Godʼs camp 
(32:2–3). The camp from Jacob that Esau first meets is the group of angels who appear as 
human “bearers of the offering.” Just as camp ( מחנה) and offering ( מנחה) are 
interchangeable in their letters, so too are the human bearers of the offering 
interchangeable with the angelic camp of God. Jacobʼs camp had become the Twin 
Camps (  ַמֲחָנִים) of both man and God. When Esau asks, “What do you mean by all this 
camp?”, Jacob can respond that the purpose of his camp, on the level of the eighth, is to 
find favor in the eyes of my LORD/lord - in the eyes of my God and in the eyes of my 
brother. Through the righteous conduct of Jacobʼs camp, the camp of God can dwell on 
earth. Indeed, in its wanderings in the wilderness and in its encounter at Sinai, the 
community of Israel is called camp, and Hashemʼs Presence is with them: 
 

And Moses brought forth the people out of the camp ( המחנה) to meet with God; 
and they stood at the nether side of the mount. (Exodus 19:17) 

 
For the LORD your God walks in the midst of your camp ( מחנך), to give up your 
enemies before your face, therefore shall your camp (  מחניך) be holy.... 
(Deuteronomy 23:15)   
                                                              

* * * 
 
 We have explored the extraordinary numerical symmetry of Genesis 32:22. Virtually 
every word in the verse – offering ( מנחה), his face ( פניו), night ( לילה), the phrase that night 
 appears there for the seventh or multiple – (מחנה ) and camp ,(עבר ) pass over (לילה   ההוא/הוא  )
of seventh time in the Torah. In addition to this convergence at their seventh appearance 
in the Torah, many of the same words are paired together at their first and/or eighth 
appearances, as well. Offering and his face are found together in their first emergence in 
the Torah. Offeringʼs eighth occurrence is in a verse containing the word face (the seventh 
face since 32:22). The “eighth” showings for both pass over (4 x 7+1) and night (3 x 7+1) 
occurs in the same verse, and, in addition, these words are connected indirectly in their 
first appearance. All this is not fortuitous. Not only do all these words connect in their 
numbers, we have observed that they are linked in an intricate web of meaning and theme.  
 
 When I observe the numerical symmetry of this verse, and recall other exquisite 
symmetries throughout the Torah, I am struck with awe. For Cassuto, numerical symmetry 
is the “golden thread” that binds the Torah together, providing convincing proof of the unity 
of the text. And what a beautiful tapestry it is! Every word is connected. Even the counting 
of letters adds to our esthetic appreciation. But it is more than that. On the face of it, the 
concept of numerical symmetry is very difficult to accept. Ordinary books are just not 
written that way. That words should be written in a text in groupings of sevens, with the 
seventh connected to the first, is highly unlikely, but it is difficult to refute the evidence that 
stands before us. To accept this evidence is to accept the Divine imprint in the Torah, for 
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no human hand could have written such a text. For me, this “golden thread” that weaves 
its way through the words and letters of the Torah is an intimation of the presence of God. 
 

* * * 
 
  In addition to the esthetic and spiritual reasons sited above, there is a practical 
purpose for counting words and letters. The observation of numerical symmetries is 
invaluable to a comprehensive study of the biblical text. Simply by counting words, we can 
confirm and/or strengthen literary parallels drawn by more conventional methods, as well 
as draw our attention to new parallels that might otherwise be overlooked. Moreover, 
counting words in their cycles of sevens, finding other places where the same word may 
be emphasized seven times, and observing the context of the first, seventh, and eighth 
can help us uncover the simple meaning of the words in a verse, as well as the deeper 
meaning of the text as a whole. 
 
 The numerical symmetry of Genesis 32:22 teaches us that the offering that Jacob 
sends is more than just a gift to appease Esau. It is a tikkun, a repair of the first set of 
offerings, the offerings of Cain and Abel. The night when Jacob sends ahead this offering, 
the same night that he wrestles with the angel, is not just any night: it is that night. It is 
related to the night of Day One – to the darkness that hides the face of God hovering over 
the waters. The passing over of this offering, and Jacobʼs passing over the river crossing – 
where he wrestles with this darkness in the human spirit, and prevails – brings as much a 
transformation to Jacob as the wind that passed over the Flood brought to the renewed 
earth. The camp of Jacob reaches the level where it can dwell with the camp of God:  
 

 
 ותעבר המנחה על־פניו והוא לן בלילה־ההוא במחנה 

 
And the offering passed over before his face while he lodged that night 

 in the camp. (32:22) 
 
 One last word. Jacobʼs offering brought him to the level of the eighth, the level 
where he could see God face to face (32:31), only because Jacob, unlike Cain and Abel, 
learned to be sensitive to both the service of God and the feelings of his brother. The 
Torah is teaching us that both our service to God and our treatment of our fellow human 
beings must be on the most exalted level possible, to the end that we be worthy that our 
camp and Godʼs camp can dwell together on earth. Then we will be worthy of the name 
Israel, for we will have perfected our relationship with both God and man. Then we will 
become like our father, Israel, as it is written:  
 

…for you have striven with God and with men, and have prevailed. (32:29) 
 
 
                                                
1 Translation adapted from Rabbi Dr. H. Freedman, Hebrew-English Edition of the Babylonian Talmud: Kiddushin 
2 Counting of words and letters in this book are counts from the Hebrew Masoretic text. 
3 See U. Cassuto, A Commentary on the Book of Genesis, Part I, From Adam to Noah, [English Edition], (Jerusalem: 
Magnes Press, 1961). 
4 All counting of words in this book is done in Hebrew, counting Hebrew roots for each word, unless otherwise 
specified. 
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5 I have underlined the English phrases that correspond to the Hebrew words so that the reader can see the seven-word 
count in English. Each underlined word or phrase corresponds to one Hebrew word. 
6 A few of Cassuto’s counts were in error, and these have been omitted. 
7 The Aish HaTorah Discovery booklet notes that Professor Ivan Panin discovered over 50 patterns of the number seven 
in the first verse of the Torah, including the one that we noted. 
8 U. Cassuto, op. cit., 15. See App. 1 for an account of every word in the Creation text. 
9 See Tanya, Likutei Amarim, Chap. 4. 
10 Much of the content of this chapter, as well as Chapter 2, has been adapted from the author’s series of articles, 
Numerical Symmetry: A Method for Learning the Biblical Text, in Nishma Journal, vols. 2–5, 1988–1989.  
11 Jacob feared that he might have sinned, thereby forfeiting God’s protection. Similarly, God’s promise of uplift to 
Cain depended on Cain doing good and keeping away from sin. 
12 These letters also spell the name of Shem’s son, Eber ( עבר), which appears seven times prior to Gen. 32:22 (10:21, 
24, 25; 11:14, 15, 16, 17). The conjunction  ַּבֲעבּור or  ַּבֲעֻבר, rendered for the sake of, on account of, in order that, occurs 
fourteen times from the beginning of the Torah to our verse (3:17; 8:21; 12:13, 16; 18:26, 29, 31, 32; 21:30; 26:24; 
27:4, 10, 19, 31). The Hebrew ( ָהִעְבִרי), having an extra letter yud at the end, occurs one time (14:13). 
 
There is another interesting word count link to our verse: 
 

Hashem passed over before his face ( והי־ה  על־פניו  and proclaimed: “Hashem! Hashem! God (ויעבר  
compassionate and gracious, slow to anger, abounding in kindness and faithfulness. (Ex. 34:6)  

 
In both Gen. 32:22 and Ex. 34:6, we find the expression, passed over...before his face. In the literary section defined by 
these verses (Gen. 32:22–Ex. 34:6), his face ( פניו) occurs exactly seven times (Gen. 32:22; 43:31, 34; Ex. 3:6; 28:25, 27; 
34:6). The expression before his face ( על־פניו) occurs at both the beginning and the end of this textual unit. As brother 
shares blessing with brother, Divine blessing flows down upon man. 
13 Does not include prefixes added to  פניו, such as  לפניו or  מפניו. 
14 The next time  על־פניו appears in the Torah is in Ex. 34:6: “Hashem passed before him and proclaimed: Hashem! 
Hashem! A God compassionate and gracious, slow to anger, abounding in kindness and faithfulness....” Ex. 34:6 marks 
the seventh time in the Torah for various expressions of on his/my/your face (Gen. 17:3, 17; 32:22; Ex. 20:3, 20; 33:19; 
34:6). 
15 In the remainder of the section, if we exclude the name Peniel ( פנואל), we find the root of the word face ( פנה) an 
additional seven times (Gen. 32:31, 31; 33:3, 10, 10, 14, 14). However, if we include the name Peniel (lit. face of 
God,  פניאל), then we have another interesting unit of seven, wherein the seventh reflects the first (32:31, 31, 31, 32; 
33:3, 10, 10). This unit begins with: 
 

And Jacob called the name of the place Peniel (face of God); for I have seen God face to face, and my life is 
preserved. (32:31) 

                                                                      
The unit ends with: 
 

 ...for as much as I have seen your face, as one sees the face of God, and you have been gracious to me… 
(33:10) 

                                                                       
Both the first and the seventh of this unit contain a reference to face of God. This symmetry forms a nexus between the 
face of the angel, with whom Jacob wrestled, and the face of his brother, lending force to Rashi, who says Jacob had 
encountered Esau’s guardian angel (Rashi to 33:10). Alternatively, Jacob had reached the level where he could see the 
image of God in the face of his brother. 
16 This is an oversimplification, since some words are more likely to appear than others. 
17 For a discussion of entropy and Torah, see Z. Faier’s notes to his English translation of Malbim, Commentary on the 
Torah, Book One, Beginning and Upheaval (Jerusalem: Hillel Press, 1978), 125–138. 
18 This verse (Gen. 4:3), which contains the first occurrence of offering in the Torah, has thirty-six letters, that is, six 
times six, a perfect sexagesimal number. The verse containing the seventh appearance of offering (32:22) has thirty-six 
letters, too. This numerical symmetry adds additional strength to the bond between these two verses. 
19 This opening verse of the Cain and Abel narrative (Gen. 4:1) has exactly fourteen words and forty-nine letters (seven 
times seven). 
20 Both of these verses (Gen. 4:2 and 25:27) have fourteen words. 
21 Rashi’s comment to Gen. 32:11: “I am unworthy of all the kindness: My merits are diminished in consequence of all 
the kindness and truth which You have already shown me; For this reason I am afraid; perhaps, since You made these 
promises to me, I have become corrupted by sin, and this may cause me to be delivered unto Esau.” 
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22 Desire ( ׁשוק) appears only twice in the Torah (Gen. 3:16 and 4:7). 
23 The Malbim notes that the act of kissing joins spirit to spirit so that the uppermost blessing can flow down. In spite of 
the deception, the kiss was efficacious. After the kiss, Isaac’s blessing follows immediately, as the kiss joins the spirit of 
Jacob to the spirit of Isaac. 
24 Corresponding to, “And the first one came out red ( אדמוני)….” (Gen. 25:25). Rashi comments, “This is a sign he will 
shed blood....” 
25 See Rashi to Gen. 32:11. 
26 Malbim, Faier, op. cit., 301–302. 
27 In his classic work, Duties of the Heart, R. Bachya ibn Paquda writes: “None of the created things can benefit or hurt 
either itself or any other creature, save with the blessed Creator’s permission.” In addition, “...God’s control is complete 
in all these things. In none can any human being plan aught or exercise any control, save with the Almighty’s 
permission, decree and ordinance.... A human being’s end and length of his days on earth are determined by the blessed 
Creator’s decree.” R. Bachya ben Joseph ibn Paquda, Duties of the Heart, Vol. I, with English translation by Moses 
Hyamson, (Jerusalem/New York: Feldheim Publishers, 1970 [paperback edition 1978]), 305, 325. 
28 As we noted in the first chapter, six represents the physical world, as in the six days of Creation. Seven symbolizes the 
spiritual aspect of Creation, as well as completion and perfection, as in the Sabbath Day. Eight is one level above seven, 
that which is beyond time and space. 
29 When the dawn rises, Esau has already received Jacob’s offering. It is written: “And the sun rose upon him as he 
passed over Penuel…. And Jacob lifted his eyes, and, behold, Esau was coming....” (Gen. 32:32–33:1). Also, “What do 
you mean by all this company which I have met?” (33:8). Esau received Jacob’s offering during the night. 
30 As pointed out to me by Rabbi Murray Schaum, and he restrained himself ( ויתאפק) is linguistically similar to and he 
wrestled ( ויאבק) (Gen. 32:25). The letter bet ( ב) and the pay ( פ) have the same sound, except that one is vocalized with 
the voice box, and the other is not. Perhaps, Joseph’s inner struggle, as he tries to hold back his tears in the presence of 
his brothers, is connected to Jacob’s inner struggle, as he wrestles with the angel. Joseph needs to seek reconciliation, 
instead of vengeance.  
31 Gen. 1:2, 2, 20, 29; 2:6; 3:8; 4:5 (the seventh: “And Cain was very angry, and his face fell”), 6, 14, 14, 16; 6:1, 7, 11, 
13, 13; 7:1, 3, 4, 7, 18 (the twenty-first: “and the ark went upon the face of the waters”), 23; 8:8, 9, 13; 9:23; 10:9, 9; 
11:4, 8, 9, 28; 13:9, 10; 16:6, 8, 12; 17:1, 3, 17, 18; 18:8, 16, 22, 22; 19:13, 21, 27, 28, 28; 20:15; 23:3, 4, 8, 12, 17, 19; 
24:7, 12, 31, 33, 40, 49, 51, 63; 25: 9, 18, 18; 27:7, 7, 10, 20, 30, 46; 29:26; 30:30, 33, 40; 31:2, 5, 21, 35; 32:4, 17, 18, 
21, 21, 21, 21, 22 (the ninetieth) [90 = 60 + 60/2, a sexigesimal number]. 
32 Thirteen – the numerical equivalent of the word one ( אחד) – is a combination of six and seven, the unity of the 
physical world and the spiritual. As such, thirteen times seven (91) is a number of great spiritual elevation.  
33 This verse (Gen. 1:2) has 52 (4 x 13, or 2 x 26) letters. The verse containing the 13 x 7th face, “And Jacob called the 
name of the place Peniel, for I have seen God face to face, and my life is preserved” (Gen. 32:31) has 52 letters, also. 
34 These three verses have 15 words (3 + 5 + 7) and 60 letters (15 + 20 + 25), displaying a numerical progression for 
words and letters. 
35 This is the seventh of the seven appearances of  ׁשם (there/name) in the chapter (Gen. 32:3, 28, 29, 30, 30, 30, 31). 
36 This marks the eighth of the eight appearances in the chapter of the root of pass over ( עבר) (Gen. 32:11, 17, 22, 23, 
23, 24, 24, 32). 
37 The word night appears in the Sodom and Gomorra story four times (Gen. 19:5, 33, 34, 35), including two as that 
night ( בלילה  הוא). Also, we find the first two occurrences of lodge (  לין) in this same chapter (19:2, 2), another key word 
from Gen. 32:22. 
38 This marks the eighth time the root of the word whole/peace ( ׁשלם) appears in the Torah (Gen. 15:15, 16; 26:29, 31; 
28:21; 29:6, 6; 33:18). The end of the verse, “...and he encamped in the face of ( את־פני) the city,” marks the 100th 
appearance of the root of the word face in the Torah. 
39 We find the word pass over ( עבר) used to describe Abraham’s arrival in the land of Canaan at the city of Shechem 
(Gen. 12:6). Compare the use of the words took, wife, came, land of Canaan, pass over, and Shechem with Abraham 
(12:1–6) and with Jacob (32:23–25; 33:18). For Abraham, the verb pass over ( עבר) is used to indicate a transformation 
from the idolatry of his father to the belief in one God. See, also, the book of Joshua, wherein the Children of Israel 
pass over the Jordan River into the Promised Land (Josh. 1:2; 3:17). It is interesting that many of the words in our verse 
(Gen. 32:22) are found in the first few chapters of Joshua:  night (1:8; 2:2; 4:3), camp (1:11; 3:2, 5:8), lodge (3:1, 4:3, 3, 
8), and numerous uses of the word face and pass over. 
40 ArtScroll Tenach Series/Bereishis, Vol. 4 (Brooklyn: Mesorah Publications, 1979), 1384. 


