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The Story of Hushim ben Dan
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Parashat VaYigash 5784

My mother tongue was no tongue at all, but a pair of hands. My parents were both deaf, so my
first language was American Sign Language. | didn’t think much about it at the time; when
you’re a kid, your parents are just your parents and your life is just your life. Itisonlyin
retrospect that | have come to appreciate how profoundly the experience of growing upin a
Deaf family, and spending my early years signing as well as speaking, has shaped my

relationship to language in general.

So when | came upon a deaf character in the Torah, of course | took notice. To be more
precise: the character is in the Torah, but his deafness we learn from a wild story in the

Talmud. How the Talmud arrived at that connection is a wild story of its own.

As the Book of Genesis comes toward its end, Ya’akov’s sons all gather around his bed to
receive one last blessing. When he finishes blessing them all, he announces that he is about
to die, and adjures his children to bury him with his ancestors “n793an nTwa Wy Nyna-in
the cave thatis in the field of Makhpelah” (Genesis 49:30). Avraham purchased that cave from
Ephron the Hittite, in order to bury Sarah there (Genesis 23). Over the years, the cave became
the family burial plot, as Ya’akov details for us: “There Avraham and his wife Sarah were
buried; there Yitzhak and his wife Rivkah were buried; and there | buried Leah” (Genesis
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49:31). Now that Ya’akov is ready for his own death, he wants to join his wife, his parents, and

his grandparents in the cave. So the last chapter of Genesis sees all of Ya’akov’s descendants,
who have just come down from the Land of Canaan to Egypt, now traveling back up to bury

their patriarch.

But according to an extended aggadah in Massekhet Sotah (13a), when they arrive at the
cave, they run into a problem. Esav, Ya’akov’s twin brother and arch-nemesis, is standing
there at the entrance, blocking their path. He indicates that he will not allow them to bury

Ya’akov there, and makes a claim on the burial rights for himself:

JA'NVIo 722 TINYN
INDI DT ARZ7 N7 IR ... NPT PN NIWIEDNNAKR DINEDTR I NIAIT YR "yaar nnp”

J1T ' RNI0'YO KNI AT 1 IN7 MR NNAT Y7 MR KRIN ' TT YT

Talmud Bavli Sotah 13a

“[The cave] is in Kiryat Arba (lit. Town of Four)’ (Genesis 23:2), so there should be four
pairs: Adam and Havah, Avraham and Sarah, Yitzhak and Rivkah.... [Ya’akov] already
buried Leah in his portion and what remains belongs to me.” They replied to him, “You
sold it!” He said to them, “Granted that | sold my birthright, but did | not sell my basic

rights as an heir!”

Esav’s argument seems to be that this is a cave for pairs (Makhpelah means “doubling”), in the
town of Arba (four)—so four pairs makes eight spots total, and seven of them are already
taken. Ya’akov has used up his spot by burying Leah there, and so the remaining space
belongs to Esav. There is some contention over this claim since, after all, Esav sold his
birthright—but Esav refuses to budge. Itis at this point that we are introduced to the deaf

member of the family:
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7N91 'MIXT TV 'R0 20N K7 07 NNRIERD 'R N7 MR AITIR DY R AINn an [TTNNa 0N

NOTI 777W |1'T22 701N NAN AN KN DNIXAT RYIRA "N 'NIRT TV NG 1R DNXNT XYINNA
T MY AMOT VAL L)NRENTYY ARV ININND APV T KYIOKX 1791101 NN N'TYWINIR NYNN

SUyYInN DTAYNY' I'MyS DI atn '

Among those present was Hushim, son of Dan, who could not hear’; so he asked them,
“What is happening?” They said to him, “Esav is preventing the burial until Naftali returns
with a bill of sale from the land of Egypt.” He retorted: “Is my grandfather to lie there in
disgrace until Naftali returns from the land of Egypt?!” So he took a club and struck Esav
on the head so that his eyes popped out and fell and rolled onto Ya’akov’s lap. Ya’akov
opened his eyes and smiled. And this is like what is written, “The righteous will rejoice

when he sees vengeance, his feet will be bathed in the blood of the wicked” (Psalm 58:11).

Hushim at first cannot understand what is happening, but when he realizes Esav is blocking
the burial of his grandfather, he is outraged. He leapsinto action and does away with Esav in
gruesome fashion. The burial proceeds as planned and Hushim, the deaf grandson, is the

hero of the family that day.

But who was Hushim? Where did our Rabbis find this character and how did they know he

was deaf?

The story begins with a very unusual verse in Parashat VaYigash. As Ya’akov travels down to
Egypt, the Torah gives us a list of everyone in the clan. All of his sons are named and then
their children are listed. So: “the children of Reuven” and a list; “the children of Shimon” and
a list; “the children of Levi...” and a list. But when we arrive at at Dan, the “list” looks like it

has been truncated:

L Lit. “his ears were heavy.” In the version of this story in Pirkei de-R. Eliezer (39), it says “Diao n'n |7 |2 D'win
1M1W721 TR - Hushim ben Dan was defective in his ear and his tongue.” Interestingly, according to one midrash
(in Bereshit Rabbah 93:7), Hushim ben Dan had super-hearing.
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a2:n N'UXI
0N [T
Genesis 46:23

The children of Dan were Hushim.

The grammar of this short verse is odd.” It records the “children” of Dan, but there seems to
be only one child mentioned. Why doesn’t it say: “the child of Dan was Hushim”? Then again,

Hushim, with the “im” ending, looks like a plural word.> Was there more than one “Hush”?*

This ambiguity leads to a series of speculations as to how many children Dan really had. Ibn

Ezra offers a tragic possibility:

22:In N'YUXI KTV AN
[IY70 0T |2 ' 2NN NDTN K71 DNN TAR NNEDYIY 'Y DN
Ibn Ezra to Genesis 46:23
It is possible that there were two and one of them died. And though the verse does not

mention him, this is the language style of the Torah [to use the word “children” anyway].’

So perhaps Dan had twins, and one did not make it, and in memory of that original family, the
verse uses “children.” But another opinion in the Talmud understands the verse to mean just
the opposite:

:anj XN X211 '711 TN

)7 7¢ D'YIN? 2NN Y NPT 2T KINTI RNYT

?In fact, this is the shortest verse in the Torah—only three words and 10 letters long!

® This is not unusual for names in the Torah, however: just two verses back we have Binyamin’s sons, “0'ani n'on
- Mupim and Huppim” (Genesis 46:21).

* This possibility leads a midrash in Bereishit Rabbah 94:9 to use the extra “Hush” to make up the the full tally of
70 people who came down to Egypt.

*>See Numbers 26:8.
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Talmud Bavli Bava Batra 143b

Perhaps it is like what is taught in the House of Hizkiah: That there were many [children],

like bundles (hushim) of reeds.

Maybe we should read the plural of “children” and the plural-sounding name Hushim as an
indication that Dan had not just one child, but a large number of children. In fact, the tribe of
Dan one day becomes the second-most populous tribe in Israel,® so there is some reason to

suspect that this lineage must have been multiplying rapidly all along.

To all the confusion that comes from the plural grammar of the verse, we can add another
textual oddity that we encounter when Dan’s children are again named in a census in the

Book of Numbers.

aninNATNna

:DNN9YNYT [TNN9YN NTX MNIYD NNOYN DNIYY DNN9YNT | T2 NN

Numbers 26:42
These are the descendants of Dan by their families: of Shuham, the family of the

Shuhamites. Those are the families of Dan, by their families.

Again, only one name is listed—but now it is a different name: Shuham. But even stranger, the
new name shares all the same consonant letters as Hushim: nniw vs n'wn. Itis as if Hushim,
who already had an indeterminate identity, has now been jumbled up and called by another
name. Rashiand Ibn Ezra both presume this is the case and tell us explicitly: this is Hushim.

But no one seems to know why the letters would have been scrambled.

® The total is 64,400, second only to Yehudah at 76,500. See Numbers 26:22,43.
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All kinds of textual vagaries surround the figure of Hushim. But how does all that lead our

Rabbis to suggest that he was deaf? What was the midrashic move that took them there?’

R. Shmuel Eidels (the Maharsha) gives a brilliant explanation, the more so because it is
founded on a clue that has been right in front of us all along. He reminds us that the Talmud’s
story of Hushim ended with a quote from Psalm 58: “The righteous will rejoice, when they see
vengeance...” We might have thought that was just a rhetorical flourish. But the reference is

quite precise, as the Maharsha explains:

.2' DUIO ,NITAX 'YIT'N ,X"WInn

NITINRY DT INTAN WATI AT 22w AR I3 "DTn D I N 2T 1D [T n'win'

77N 10N K7W 215 1277 NYIN 7Y ANR INX7 02191 NN DN 1TIVA 12DW 1YY KIN DN DY)
AR IINTEN YN XIN IND D INNIAR 20V7 10V K1 'IA WN1 NN NINT N7 Dnn apy' Ny
IN7W NN 7Y Y12 DDINN DN2N Y20 XINED'WNM 2177 ynw K7W [T |12 0'YIN RINEITR DOXR' WAN

1wy v 'Ia mav on "'y nanl 'tnoay

Maharsha, Hiddushei Aggadot, Sotah 13a

“Hushim ben Dan... this is like what is written, ‘the righteous will rejoice when they see...”
It seems that this is all drawn out from that psalm, which says (Psalm 58:4), “The wicked
have been estranged from birth...”—that is Esav, who [according to midrashic traditions]
tried to break out of the womb in order to follow idolatry. [The verse continues:] “...the
liars go astray from the womb”—when he said he did not sell his plot to Ya’akov. “Their
venom is like that of a snake”—when he came in angrily and tried to prevent the burial, for

his power comes from the primordial snake [in the garden]. And then it says (Psalm 58:5):

"1 was tempted to read the word D'win to mean, “senses,” as in the five senses, as it is used in modern Hebrew.
Maybe the name was meant to draw our attention to his senses, and to indicate that there was one he lacked, or
others that were heightened. But the word does not take on that connotation until after the talmudic period. In
the Torah, the word refers to an energetic effort (as in Numbers 32:17: “n'win Y702 101x1”). In the Talmud, the
word means simply, “feeling” (as in Eruvin 54a: “i¥ix0a win”), which is a step closer to “sensing.” Itisn’t until the
medieval period that we begin to see the use of win to mean a physical sense like “nymwn win - the sense of
hearing.”
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“a deaf viper that stops its ears up”—that is Hushim ben Dan. “So it does not hear the voice

of whisperers, the sharp discussion of the group”—to know why they were sending Naftali.

And then, through him (Psalm 58:6), “his teeth were smashed”—that is, Esav’s.

The Maharsha deftly reads the whole story back into the psalm that was quoted at its
conclusion. “The Talmud,” he explains, “abbreviated all this with just a hint (a2 x'), by
bringing the one verse at the end.” We were meant to go back to the psalm and see how it
provides the structure for the Hushim ben Dan narrative. There we find, in its fifth verse, the
word, “wnn - deaf.”® Finally, we are beginning to see the word-chain of connections between

Dan’s family and deafness.

One final connection. If the Talmud was speaking in abbreviated, “hinting” language, why not
quote just the verse with the word “deaf” in it? Why instead was our reference to the verse
that began “p'1¥ nnw! - the righteous will rejoice”? Take a look at the letters in that first
quoted Hebrew word: “nnw* - will rejoice.” Itis yet another name-jumble, for there are all the

same letters as in the name of our friend, Hushim: o'wn.’

| have always been dazzled by the linguistic creativity and virtuosity in the interpretative
technique of the Talmud and midrashim. | think | was well primed for it by sign language.
From my parents | learned that language was multidimensional—that meaning could move in
physical space through moving hands. From our Rabbis, | learned that letters could also fly
through the air, that words could jump across texts, that the Torah could communicate with

every form of expression available to the human mind.

® Not only that, but a “wn N9 - a deaf viper.” That is also significant to this midrashic reading, because in the
final blessing Ya’akov gave to Dan, we read: “nIX "7y [9'9¢ 0T "7V winl |T '0' - Dan will be a snake on the road, a
serpent on the path” (Genesis 49:17).

® This | understood only after reading the Shelah ha-Kadosh (R. Yeshayahu Horowitz, 16™-17"" century Prague),
who writes: “l found that the Arizal wrote that the name is written without a vav (1), so that it is the letters of n'wn
(mashi’ah).” He had previously pointed out that “nnwr - will rejoice” is also the letters of n'wun.

R3PS

Page 7 of 7




