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Torah Talk for Vayishlach 5781   Gen 32:4-36:43 (end) 
 
Gen. 33:18     Jacob arrived safe in the city of Shechem which is in the land of Canaan—having 
come thus from Paddan-aram—and he encamped before the city. 19 The parcel of land where he 
pitched his tent he purchased from the children of Hamor, Shechem’s father, for a hundred 
kesitahs. 20 He set up an altar there, and called it El-elohe-yisrael. 
 
Ex. 17:15     Moses built an altar and named it Adonai-nissi. 
Josh. 22:34     The Reubenites and the Gadites named the altar [“Witness”], meaning, “It is a 
witness between us and them that the LORD is [our] God.”  
Judg. 6:24     Gideon built there an altar to the LORD and called it Adonaishalom. 
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Nahum Sarna, Genesis (JPS Torah Commentary) 
20. He set up an altar      Unlike the other patriarchal altars, this one neither responds to a 
theophany nor is used for worship. Rather, it constitutes a pillar celebrating the safe arrival 
home after a prolonged absence filled with ever-present peril and recurring crises and 
commemorating the change of name from Jacob to Israel. The Hebrew verb va-yatsev is 
connected with matsevah, “a pillar,” and is never used of the erection of altar for sacrifice. 
Altars with purely commemorative or testimonial functions were also built by Moses after the 
war with the Amalekites and by the Transjordanian tribes in Gilead, as described in Exodus 
17:15 and Joshua 22:10, 26:28. 
El-elohe-yisrael      Literally, “El/God, God of Israel.” Although it may seem strange to give such 
a name to an altar, the several similar examples show this to have been unexceptional. The use 
of Israel in this name refers to the patriarch. 
 
Jon Levenson, “Genesis,” Jewish Study Bible 
Gen 33:20 Through this confession El, the supreme Canaanite deity, is identified as the God of 
Israel. 
 
Gen. 33:20  
Abarbanel’s Questions 
• How could Jacob name an altar—made up of dead, material objects—“El-elohe-yisrael,” 
which means “God, the God of Israel”? 
 
RASHI: And called it El-elohe-yisrael. Not that the altar itself was called “God of Israel.” But in 
honor of the Holy One’s being with him and rescuing him, he named the altar after the miracle, 
so that anyone saying the name of the altar would be offering praise to God: “God”—that is, the 
Holy One—“is my God, and my name is Israel.” Moses did the same: “Moses built an altar and 
named it Adonai-nissi” (Exod. 17:15). Again, the altar was not named after the Lord, but after 
the miracle. 
 
RASHBAM: El-elohe-yisrael. The God who rescued me from Laban and Esau. The Hebrew 
name can be understood to mean “God is the God of Jacob.” One might call a child Eliezer (“God 
is my help”) or Immanuel (“with us is God”), and Jacob gave this altar the same kind of name. 
That is the straightforward sense. 
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KIMHI: He set up an altar there. Saying that he “set it up” rather than that he “built” it implies 
that it was made of a single stone. 
 
IBN EZRA: And called it El-elohe-yisrael. Saadia says that he called “Him” (the Holy One)  
this, since it sounds like a divine name. But in fact it is the name of the altar, just as Moses 
named an altar “Adonai-nissi” (Exod. 17:15) for the miracle that the Holy One did in that 
location. Because the Holy One had helped Jacob, he called the altar where he served Him El-
elohe-yisrael, meaning, “the God of Israel is powerful.” He called him “the God of Israel” because 
He had rescued him on the journey and brought him safely to the land of Canaan (where 
Shechem and Succoth are located).  
 
NAHMANIDES: And called it El-elohe-yisrael. See Rashi’s comment, which does indeed explain the 
straightforward sense of the text. His point is that the altar was named after the event, just as 
was Benjamin (see 35:18), just as the returnees to Jerusalem would be called “repairer of fallen 
walls, restorer of lanes for habitation” (Isa. 58:12). It is a Jewish custom that names invoke 
some praise of God, like Zuriel (Num. 3:35) and Zurishaddai (Num. 7:36). Merely to read such 
names is to declare that “God is my Rock” or “the Almighty is my Rock.” See similarly such 
names as “Immanuel” (Isa. 7:14, “God is with us”), “The LORD is our Vindicator” (Jer. 23:6), and 
“The LORD Is There” (Ezek. 48:35). Angels are given this kind of name as well, like Gabriel (Dan. 
8:16, “God is mighty”) and Michael (Dan. 10:13, “Who is like God?”).  
 
GERSONIDES: And called it El-elohe-yisrael. Rather, “for God, the God of Israel, had called him 
[there].” This prophecy may not have been recorded, since its content had nothing new, or this 
might be the prophecy that is recorded in 35:1. Again, Ibn Ezra’s explanation is less plausible 
than the one I have given. 
 
NAHMANIDES: But the True explanation is that given by our Sages on B. Meg. 18a: “And the 
God of Israel called him [Jacob] ‘El.’” There is a profound mystery in this statement, expressed 
in different words in Genesis Rabbah as well, where Jacob addresses the Holy One as follows: 
“You are God among those on high, I am God among those below.” This alludes to what they 
always said—that an image of Jacob is carved onto the Throne of Glory. The point is that the 
Shekhinah rests upon the land of Israel. One who is enlightened will understand. 
 
William H. C. Propp, Exodus (Anchor Bible) 
 Exod 17:15. altar. Presumably on which to render thanks for the victory (Josephus Ant. 
3.59; Philo Moses 1.219). This might be the very altar Jethro will use in 18:12, although 
Houtman (1989: 110–11) thinks rather of a symbolic memorial altar (cf. Josh 22:26–29). At 
any rate, the name etiology implies an object visible in later times (Gressmann 1913: 157), 
perhaps Moses’ stone seat. (For altars erected on special occasions, see also Gen 12:7; 13:18; 
26:25; 33:20; 35:7.) 
 
Ex. 20:21 Make for Me an altar of earth and sacrifice on it your burnt offerings and your 
sacrifices of well-being, your sheep and your oxen; in every place where I cause My name to be 
mentioned I will come to you and bless you. 
 


