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NOTE:  Devrei Torah presented weekly in Loving Memory of Rabbi Leonard S. Cahan z”l, 
Rabbi Emeritus of Congregation Har Shalom, who started me on my road to learning 50 years 
ago and was our family Rebbe and close friend until his untimely death. 
__________________________________________________________________________ 
 

   Devrei Torah are now Available for Download (normally by noon on Fridays) from 
www.PotomacTorah.org. Thanks to Bill Landau for hosting the Devrei Torah.  New:  a 
limited number of copies of the first attachment will now be available at Beth Sholom 
on the Shabbas table! 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
 

Mazel-Tov to Hila Kleiner on her Bat Mitzvah at Beth Sholom this Shabbat.  Mazel-Tov 
also to sister Talia; parents Sam Kleiner & Yifat Shaltiel; and grandparents Morris & 
Sally Kleiner and Roni & Ronit Shaltiel. 
_______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
I have been focusing this Torah cycle on the theme of legacy – what does each generation pass on to children and 
grandchildren as its most important lessons?  In Vayishlach, chapter 34 acts as a transition.  Earlier chapters primarily 
focus on Yaakov.  Subsequent chapters primarily focus on Yaakov’s children. [Note: Rabbi Yehoshua Singer, as he has 
many times, helped me clarify many of the subtle insights in the following interpretation.] 
 
Yaakov and his family purchase land near Shechem.  Yaakov and Leah’s daughter Dina goes out by herself in the 
neighborhood.  Shechem, prince of the Canaanite neighbors, sees Dina, finds her attractive, takes and rapes her.  
Shechem falls in love with Dina and wishes to marry her.  Hamor, the leader of the tribe, goes to Yaakov and his family 
and offers to accept Dina as his son’s wife and to accept Yaakov’s family into a combined alliance/tribe.  In subsequent 
events, Yaakov’s sons Shimon and Levi take the initiative.  Whose legacy are they following? 
 
After the rape, Yaakov is silent.  Shimon and Levi answer for the family.  They tell Hamor that they would only intermarry 
with his people if all the men circumcised themselves.  Hamor’s people all accept and perform the circumcisions.  On the 
third (most painful) day, Shimon and Levi lead a group of their followers and slaughter all the men of Shechem.  Whose 
legacy are Shimon and Levi following? 
 
In Middle Eastern societies of the time, the head of each family was the father – that is why Hamor, not Shechem, 
approaches Yaakov.  However, Yaakov does not respond to Hamor – instead it is Shimon and Levi, two of Dina’s brothers 
(sons of Yaakov and Leah).  For the brothers to take over their father’s role is shocking in the culture of the time.  They 
also respond deceptively.  Where did Shimon and Levi learn about sons responding instead of a father and acting 
deceptively?  When Eliezer visits Avraham’s family to ask for Rivka to go with him to marry Yitzhak, Lavan (Rivka’s 
brother) responds, not their father.  In addition to taking over his father’s role, Lavan treats Eliezer disrespectfully (such as 
making him care for his animals).  Years later, when Yaakov comes to ask to marry Lavan’s daughter Rachel, Lavan 
switches brides and cheats him over wages.  Are we to infer that Shimon and Levi’s dealings with Hamon and Shechem 
follow the legacy of Lavan – deception -- not the legacy of their father Yisrael (direct man of truth and honesty)?  This 
conclusion is overly simple and incorrect, according to chazal.  Lavan used deception to cheat Yaakov out of his wages 
and to switch his bride.  These actions would be illegal and merit severe punishment even by standards of the time.  
Instead, since Shechem’s kidnaping and rape were also serious criminal acts, they deserved punishment.  Shimon and 
Levi were following the legacy of Yaakov in using deception only in reaction to criminal behavior to protect themselves 
and their family.  Chazal therefore endorse their actions, even though Yaakov did not approve. 
 

http://www.potomactorah.org./
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The actions of Shimon and Levi also preview tension between the Levi and Rachel sides of Yaakov’s family.  Dina is a 
daughter of Leah – Yaakov’s “hated” or less favored wife.  Shimon and Levi might have wondered whether Yaakov would 
have responded strongly to Hamor and Shechem if Dina had been a daughter of Rachel.  Yaakov’s obvious preference 
for Rachel over Leah colors the reactions of all members of the family.  The animosity between the Leah and Rachel sides 
of the children comes into the open in Vayeishev.  In this parsha, Yaakov treats Yosef, one of the youngest of the sons, as 
if he were the bechor (first born) and deserves primary position among the sons (including a double portion).  The sons of 
Leah hate Yosef because of how Yaakov favors him, and they threaten to kill Yosef.  The brothers leave him in a pit from 
which Midianite traders take and sell him to Yishmaelite spice traders, who then sell him as a slave in Egypt.  Although 
Yosef eventually forgives his brothers for having him sold as a slave, the brothers never completely believe that Yosef 
actually forgives them.  The animosity between the Leah and Rachel sides of the family breaks out at various times in 
subsequent Jewish history, as Rabbi David Fohrman discusses in many of his videos for Aleph Beta.  The Ohr Hachaim 
presents a response to Yaakov’s favoring Yosef by reminding us that Rachel was to have been Yaakov’s wife (or primary 
wife).  If so, Yosef would have been firstborn – and the brothers would have accepted Yaakov treating him as such.  The 
Torah, however, responds by forbidding a man from favoring the first born son of a “favored” wife over a first born son of a 
“hated” wife.  If Leah’s sons had sinned with Yosef and not performed teshuvah, they would not have merited being part of 
B’Nai Yisrael.  As usual, the Torah has many layers of meaning, and evaluation of right and wrong is sometimes quite 
complex. 
 
Legacy has been in my mind all week, because we have had a series of deaths in the families of close friends.  Our friend 
Jonathan Engler is sitting shiva for his father, Dr. Arnold Engler, who was one of the leading physicists in the world during 
and after World War II.  Dr. Engler worked on the basic science of nuclear energy in Germany before the war, was able to 
transfer to Switzerland during the war (thanks to helpful German colleagues), lived for a time in Israel, and returned to his 
research in Germany in the 1950s.  This amazing man and his ability to recognize teshuvah among the Germans after the 
war should inspire all who learn his fascinating story. 
 
My close friend Warren Manison, who passed away on Wednesday, was a retired Marine, a volunteer three times with the 
IDF, a patriot for both the United States and Israel, and always ready to help make a minyan for the Late Maariv at Beth 
Sholom for more than 15 years.  Warren’s daughter Stephanie Sporkin and her family live four houses from us, and this 
wonderful family beautifully illustrates the legacy of Warren and his exceptional wife Bayda, who passed away last winter. 
 
As we were driving to Warren’s funeral, Hannah checked her E-mail and discovered that our long time friend Florence 
Wolfe had passed away, and her funeral overlapped with Warren’s, but at a cemetery a dozen miles away.  I met 
Florence when we served together on a synagogue committee in the 1970s.  Florence was a warm, loving woman who 
taught by example the message of lashon tov – speak well of everyone, do not tolerate unkind words, and make the world 
a friendly place for all.  Knowing Florence taught me to look for the best in others.  Florence’s legacy of kindness gives me 
a warm feeling whenever I think of her.  To her husband Izzy and their large family, may the wonderful legacy from 
Florence inspire you for many generations. 
 
My beloved Rebbe, Rabbi Leonard Cahan, z”l, would have celebrated his birthday this week.  His legacy also lives on with 
those of us who knew and learned from him.   
____________________________________________________________________________ 

 
Much of the inspiration for my weekly Dvar Torah message comes from the insights of 
Rabbi David Fohrman and his team of scholars at www.alephbeta.org.  Please join me 
in supporting this wonderful organization, which has increased its scholarly work 
during the pandemic, despite many of its supporters having to cut back on their 
donations. 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
                          
Please daven for a Refuah Shlemah for Yehoshua Mayer HaLevi ben Nechama Zelda, Leib Dovid ben 
Etel, Mordechai ben Chaya, Hershel Tzvi ben Chana, David Leib ben Sheina Reizel, Uzi Yehuda ben 
Mirda Behla, Dovid Meir ben Chaya Tzippa; Zvi ben Sara Chaya, Eliav Yerachmiel ben Sara Dina, 
Reuven ben Masha, Meir ben Sara, Oscar ben Simcha, Noa Shachar bat Avigael, Kayla bat Ester, 
Ramesh bat Heshmat, and Regina bat Simcha, who need our prayers.  I have removed a number of 
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names that have been on the list for a long time.  Please contact me for any additions or subtractions.  Thank 
you. 
 
Shabbat Shalom, 
Hannah & Alan 
___________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Drasha:  Vayishlach:  Ask Me No Questions 
By Rabbi Mordechai Kemenetzky © 1997 

 

[Please remember Mordechai ben Chaya for a Mishebarach!] 
 
One of the Bible’s most famous battles was not between two armies or two nations. It was between mortal man and his 
immortal counterpart — an angel. 
 
Leaving his family’s encampment to retrieve some small items, Yaakov Avinu (Jacob) lingered alone in the pre-dawn 
hours, and a man approached him. The man engaged him in battle, and in the struggle, Yaakov dislocated his sciatic 
nerve. Nevertheless, he was able to lock the mysterious man in a fast hold. “Send me away,” cried the foe, “dawn is 
approaching.” 
 
Yaakov realized that this combatant was no ordinary wayfarer, in fact he was a heavenly messenger – the Angel of Esav 
— and Yaakov made a condition for release. “I will not release you unless you bless me,” he demanded. 
 
The Midrash explains that everyone has an angelic representative. Yaakov, who had Divine inspiration, met his angelic 
opponent as a prelude to the face-to-face encounter with his adversarial mortal brother. The Talmud explains that the 
angel had celestial responsibilities that began at dawn. He therefore begged Yaakov to allow him to return to those duties. 
 
In response to Yaakov’s demand, the angel asked Yaakov his name to which he declared. “Your name will no longer be 
Yaakov but rather Yisrael (Israel), as you fought with angels and with men (Lavan & Esav) – and won” (Genesis 32:26-
29). 
 
Then Yaakov asks the angel for his name. The response is enigmatic. “Why do you ask my name?” There is no further 
response. The angel blesses Yaakov who, badly injured, limps back to his family (Genesis 32:30). 
 
The obvious question is: What is the meaning of the angel’s response? Why did he answer Yaakov’s question with a 
question? Why did he refuse to divulge his name? Or did the angel actually tell Yaakov an answer with that question? 
 
At our supper table one evening each of our children took turns trying to stump me and my wife, with riddles. 
Some of the brain twisters were quite tricky, but my wife and I managed to figure out the answers. Then my 
daughter announced that she had something to say that would stump everyone. 
 
After prefacing her remarks by telling everyone to listen to the clues carefully, She started her riddle. 
 
She began by telling us that China had 1.2 billion people, it occupied approximately 3,700,000 sq. miles, and its 
population density was 327 people per sq. mi. She continued by listing China’s principal languages: Mandarin, 
Yue, Wu, Hakka, Xiang, Gan, Minbei, Minnan. Then she stopped, and with a probing tone in her voice announced 
quite smugly: “How long is a Chinaman’s name.” 
 
We all took the last statement as a question and looked at each other. We were stumped. How did the previously 
stated facts correlate with the length of a Chinaman’s name? How would the fact that China had over a billion 
people explain how long a Chinese name was? 
 
Again she just stood up and repeated. “How long is a Chinaman’s name.” 
 
In unison, we all shrugged our shoulders. “O.K.”, we conceded, “How long is a Chinaman’s name?” 
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My daughter just smiled. “I don’t know either. I never asked you a question all I wanted to tell you, in addition to 
all the other facts that I compiled about China, is that How Long, is the name of a Chinese man!” 
 
Sometimes, “why do you ask” is a questions, sometimes it is an answer as well. The angel that wrestled with Yaakov 
responded to Yaakov’s question in a very intriguing way. My name is, “why do you ask my name.” Rabbi Yehuda Laib 
Chasman, the Mashgiach (dean of ethics) of the Hebron Yeshiva, explained that the angel of Esau sent a very poignant 
message through Yaakov. Those who struggle with Jacob do not want us to question them. They want us to act without 
thought, rhyme or reason. Their motto is, “Why do you ask?” If we do not ask questions, Esav’s angel will surely 
overcome. If you ask no questions, no answers are necessary. Actions go unchecked, and there is never an accounting. 
 
Throughout history, Jews always asked for names. When Moshe first encounters G-d in the Egyptian dessert he asks of 
Him, “when the Jews ask me what is His Name what should I tell them.” Hashem responds, “I shall be As I Shall Be” 
(Exodus 3:13-14). The Jews were asking for an anthropomorphic quality that G-d’s name personified. Yaakov, too, 
wanted to understand the very essence of the angel who personified the struggles he would eternally encounter. 
 
The answer was simple – My name is – Why-do-you-ask-my-name. That name may be a little confusing at times. It may 
be difficult to comprehend. It may even sound like Chinese. But if we don’t ask, and if we are satisfied with the response, 
“why even ask?”, then we will never have an answer. In fact, we won’t even have a clue. 
 
https://torah.org/torah-portion/drasha-5758-vayishlach/ 

__________________________________________________________________________ 
 

The Secret Of Thanksgiving?  Humility 
by Rabbi Dov Linzer, Rosh HaYeshiva, Yeshivat Chovevei Torah © 2021 

 
With the all the ongoing intractability of COVID, the state of the economy, the deepening impact of the climate conference, 
and the rise in anti-Semitism, the period we are living in is a time of great anxiety for so many people. And yet, with 
Thanksgiving, we must take a moment to reflect on the meaning of thankfulness. What should we be thankful for? How 
can we cultivate thankfulness in ourselves? Feeling grateful for all that we have received is not only morally and 
religiously correct, it also has tremendous benefits. As John Tierney wrote in the New York Times a few years ago, 
“Cultivating an ‘attitude of gratitude’ has been linked to better health, sounder sleep, less anxiety and depression, higher 
long-term satisfaction with life and kinder behavior toward others, including romantic partners.” 
 
The theme of gratitude appears front and center in parashat Vayishlach as well. Yaakov, fearing his impending encounter 
with Esav, turns to God in prayer. He begins by acknowledging all that God has given him: “I am not worthy of the least of 
all the kindnesses, and of all the faithfulness which You have shown Your servant; for with my staff I passed over this 
Jordan; and now I am become two camps” (Breishit, 32:10-11). We understand why Yaakov prays to be saved from Esav, 
but what is the point of beginning with this expression of gratitude? 
 
The answer can be found in the opening words: “Katonti,” “I am not worthy.” Yaakov can choose how he will approach 
God: He can come with a claim, or he can come with a request. He can say, “God, you made a promise to protect me, 
and now you must save me. I deserve it; I am entitled.” Or, he can say, “God, I am not worthy of all that I have received 
from You, or of the promise You have made me. But You in Your kindness have chosen to bless me and to make this 
promise. Although I am undeserving, please continue to bestow your kindness upon me.” Yaakov, of course, chooses the 
second. He chooses to approach God with gratitude rather than entitlement, and his prayers are answered. 
 
There is a theological underpinning to this approach: How can anything we ever do as imperfect, created beings be 
deserving of God’s blessing? How can we ever truly live up to our obligations? And how can we “deserve” anything from 
God when all that we have – our lives, our food, our clothes, the very air that we breathe – has been given to us by God? 
 
But theological issues aside, there is a key lesson here about gratitude. Gratitude becomes possible when we forgo our 
sense of entitlement and embrace a sense of humility – a deep appreciation for all that is good in our lives and a profound 
sense of awe: “What did I do to deserve all this.” This can be unhealthy if it translates into, or emerges from, low self-
esteem, a sense that we are never deserve anything good that happens to us. We should feel good, not bad, about our 
blessings. And if we couple this with humility, with a health sense of “what did I do to deserve this?,” then gratitude 
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becomes possible. Gratitude is what happens when we stop focusing on what we don’t have and begin to appreciate how 
blessed we are for what we do have. 
 
Sefat Emet draws out attention to the end of Yaakov’s expression of gratitude: “for with my staff alone I passed over this 
Jordan.” This event occurred twenty years earlier, but it is still fresh in Yaakov’s mind. “It is no small thing,” says Sefat 
Emet, “that a successful person will remember what little he had twenty years prior.” By focusing on what we didn’t have 
in the past rather than on what we don’t have in the present, or alternatively, on what others don’t have that we do, we will 
truly experience all that we have as a blessing. 
 
Let us use this Thanksgiving to begin to cultivate this orientation. In my family, we go around the table and ask everyone 
to share, sincerely, what things they are most thankful for this year. And going forward, even as we continue to struggle 
with the challenges that our world brings, let us continue to nurture a feeling a gratitude, and express our thanks to those 
who have given us so much, and ultimately to God, the source of all our blessings. 
 
Shabbat Shalom. 
 
https://library.yctorah.org/2021/11/the-secret-of-thanksgiving-humility/ 
_________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
Up to the Last Penny 

by Rabbi Mordechai Rhine * © 2021 

 
As we study Parsha year after year we strive to get more than just the storyline. We try to get to know the personalities of 
the Torah, their strengths, their weaknesses, their challenges, and their personalities. 
 
Yakov is a sophisticated personality. He is thrust into so many unique relationships. Each one deserves to be explored. 
He has a unique relationship with his father Yitzchak, with his brother Esav, with his uncle Lavan, and with Pharoh. He 
has unique family relationships, with Rachel, with Leah, with each of his sons, and particularly with Reuvein, Shimon, 
Levi, and Yosef. In this week’s Parsha we note another unique relationship — Yakov’s relationship to money. 
 
On the one hand, Yakov feels a loss when some insignificant jugs are left behind and returns for them so that they should 
not be lost. On the other hand, Yakov gives gifts to Esav with astounding generosity. Yakov was neither stingy with his 
money nor wasteful with it. Yakov was a wise spender. He could be frugal as imaginable if he saw something as wasteful 
(like carelessly leaving small jugs behind). He could be generous beyond comprehension if the situation warranted it. 
 
In Yakov’s perception, the gifts to Esav were warranted. The money spent to placate Esav was money well spent. Yakov’s 
hope was that this would allow them to part in peace; Yakov would be able to build the Jewish people. Yakov was neither 
stingy nor wasteful. He was a smart spender. His relationship to money was that it was meant to be spent…wisely. 
 
In my work as a family mediator, I often experience that crucial moment in the mediation journey in which one party or the 
other is expected to give up something for the sake of peace. Sometimes a person who feels that he or she is giving up 
something they are entitled to asks me, “But what is the Halacha? Am I entitled to it or not? Why should I give up 
something that I am entitled to?” 
 
I point out that there is a difference between strict Halacha (law) and Ratzon Hashem (what Hashem wants). In strict 
Halacha you are entitled to stand your ground and not give an inch. But like in the Mitzva of Tzeadaka, Hashem wants 
you to give of your own. Strict Halacha might not take into account the other person’s feelings, their hurt, or the pain of 
misunderstandings and shattered expectations. Ratzon Hashem is that you should be sensitive and give of your own — 
emotionally and financially — to promote understanding and peace. Such spending is smart, Mitzva spending, and will be 
counted to your credit forever. 
 
With heartfelt blessing for a wonderful Shabbos. 
 
Rabbi Rhine, until recently Rav of Southeast Congregation in Silver Spring, is a well known mediator and coach.  His web 
site, Teach613.org, contains many of his brilliant Devrei Torah.  RMRhine@Teach613.org.  Teach613 is starting a new 
Shulchan Aruch Zoom class this week.  For information, contact Rabbi Rhine. 

mailto:RMRhine@Teach613.org.
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_______________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Optimism and Laughter as Religious Values:  Thoughts on Parashat Vayishlah 
By Rabbi Marc D. Angel * 

 
In this Shabbat's parashah, Jacob's name is changed by an angel who had struggled with him: "Your name shall be called 
no more Jacob, but Israel, for you have striven with God and with men, and you have prevailed." Later in the parashah, 
God Himself changes Jacob's name to Israel. This is reminiscent of the name change of Jacob's grandfather – his name 
was changed from Abram to Abraham. 
 
These name changes suggest an essential quality of these patriarchs. Abram's name was changed to Abraham as an 
indication that he would be father of a multitude of nations. God found Abraham worthy of being the progenitor and 
inspiration of many people.  Jacob's name was changed to indicate that he no longer should be viewed as a usurper and 
hanger-on (as implied by the name Jacob), but as a forceful, courageous individual who could face life's challenges and 
be victorious (as implied by the name Israel). 
 
What about Isaac? He is the only one of our three patriarchs who didn't have his name changed. He seems not to have 
experienced the turbulence and conflicts that faced Abram/Abraham or Jacob/Israel. He went through his entire life with 
one name, a name that refers to laughter (yitzhak=he will laugh). While Abraham reflects nation building and Israel 
reflects successful struggle with God and man, Isaac reflects – laughter. 
 
Since Isaac is one of the three patriarchal pillars of our people, then laughter must play an important foundational role in 
our lives and religious worldview.  
 
The Talmud (Taanit 22a) relates a story that Elijah the Prophet pointed out two people who had a place in the world-to-
come. Who were these outstanding individuals? They were street comedians!  They told jokes. When asked why they 
devoted their time to making people laugh, they answered: we try to relieve people's sufferings; we offer them a moment 
of laughter to free them from their woes; we use humor to bring peace among those who are arguing with each other. 
 
The 18th century sage, Rabbi Eliyahu ha-Cohen of Izmir, elaborated on the virtues of these street comedians. "Anyone 
who is happy all his days thereby indicates the greatness of his trust in God. This is why they [the street comedians] were 
always happy...This quality [of accepting life with happiness] is enough to give a person merit to have a place in the world-
to-come; for great is trust [in the Lord], even if a person is not perfect in all other moral perfections." 
 
Perhaps Isaac's name was never changed so as to remind us that we must never lose our quality of optimism, of happy 
and confident faith in God, in the power of laughter to generate good feelings and harmony. While the names of Abraham 
and Israel suggest  serious challenge, turmoil and conflict, the name of Isaac suggests a quiet, steady and optimistic trust 
in God, and a cheerful approach to life.  
 
The Jewish people need to draw on the strengths of each of our patriarchs. Like Abraham, we need a powerful spiritual 
vision that can transform the world. Like Jacob, we need the strength and courage to struggle and defeat those who strive 
with us. Like Isaac, we need to be optimists. We need to have calm, wise faith. We need to laugh, and to share our 
laughter with others. 
 
* Founder and Director, Institute for Jewish Ideas and Ideals. 
 
https://www.jewishideas.org/optimism-and-laughter-religious-values-thoughts-parashat-vayishlah 
 
*** The Angel for Shabbat column is a service of the Institute for Jewish Ideas and Ideals, fostering an intellectually 
vibrant, compassionate and inclusive Orthodox Judaism. Please join our growing family of members by joining online at 
www.jewishideas.org    
 
The Institute for Jewish Ideas and Ideals has experienced a significant drop in donations during the 
pandemic.  The Institute needs our help to maintain and strengthen our Institute. Each gift, large or 
small, is a vote for an intellectually vibrant, compassionate, inclusive Orthodox Judaism.  You may 
contribute on our website jewishideas.org or you may send your check to Institute for Jewish Ideas 

https://www.jewishideas.org/article/thoughts-parashat-haazinu
https://www.jewishideas.org/article/thoughts-parashat-haazinu
https://www.jewishideas.org/article/thoughts-parashat-haazinu
https://www.jewishideas.org/article/thoughts-parashat-haazinu
https://www.jewishideas.org/article/thoughts-parashat-haazinu
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and Ideals, 2 West 70th Street, New York, NY 10023.  Ed.: Please join me in helping the Instutite for 
Jewish Ideas and Ideals at this time. 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Esav, Yaacov and Us:  Thoughts for Parashat Vayishlah 
By Rabbi Marc D. Angel *  

 
Some years ago, I participated in a symposium on interfaith dialogue and cooperation. One of the participants, a highly 
respected Orthodox rabbi, cited a statement of Rabbi Shimon bar Yohai: “It is a halakha that it is known that Esav hates 
Yaacov.” He applied this statement of Rabbi Shimon as an iron law of history: non-Jews hate Jews! When I challenged his 
usage of this text, he raised his eyebrows in surprise: “Just look at our history. It is a long story of anti-Jewish hatred. Esav 
will always hate Yaacov; non-Jews will always hate Jews.” 
 
I’ve heard and read words of other rabbis who have echoed this understanding of Rabbi Shimon’s statement. Jews are 
universally and always hated. There is no escape from anti-Semitism. It is a built in “law of nature.” 
 
I bristle at this line of thought. While indeed Jews have faced — and still face — hateful enemies, it is also true that 
tremendous numbers of non-Jews don’t hate us at all! They respect us, work with us, and stand up for us in times of 
trouble. To view ourselves as the eternal victim is psychologically problematic. At worst, it generates a self-fulfilling 
prophecy. If we assume everyone hates us, then we alienate ourselves from those who are perceived to be our enemies. 
 
What did Rabbi Shimon bar Yohai mean when he asserted that it is a law that Esav hates Yaacov? His comment relates 
to this week’s Torah portion. 
 
Esav hated Yaacov for having won their father’s blessing. Yaacov fled home and stayed away for many years, ultimately 
returning with his wives and children. Yaacov was afraid that Esav would attack him and his family. Instead of a hostile 
reunion, though, Esav hugged Yaacov and kissed him.  In the Torah text, the word “vayishakeihu” (and he kissed him) 
has small dots on top, as though to imply added meaning to the word. Rashi, citing Rabbi Shimon, suggests that Esav’s 
kiss was insincere; he still hated Yaacov. The kiss was only a ruse. In spite of Esav’s outward signs of love, he was 
steeped in hatred for Yaacov. Rabbi Shimon’s statement, thus, can be understood simply as an interpretation of a 
particular biblical text involving just two people, Esav and Yaacov; it has nothing to do with ongoing relationships between 
Jews and non-Jews. 
 
However, it is possible to apply his statement to a larger context. Rabbi Shimon was known for his deep hostility to Rome. 
He despised Roman rule over Israel and spent years of his life hiding from Roman authorities who wanted to execute him. 
It would not be unreasonable, then, to interpret Rabbi Shimon’s statement as an expression of visceral opposition to 
Rome and mistrust of Roman rule. By identifying Rome with Esav and the Jews with Yaacov, Rabbi Shimon was warning 
Jews to maintain their resistance to Roman rule, and not to trust any peace overtures they may offer. Roman hatred, in 
his eyes, was implacable. 
 
Although Rabbi Shimon’s statement can be understood both in terms of the biblical passage and his own personal 
historical setting, it is a huge stretch to cast his statement as an iron law of history for Jews and non-Jews in all places 
and all times. Even if one would want to extrapolate his statement so broadly, why should the views of one rabbi, living 
several thousand years ago in a highly hostile relationship with Rome, be taken as the one authentic view on Jewish 
relations with non-Jews? And why should anyone today cite this statement in a way that condemns Jews to eternal 
victimhood? 
 
If Rabbi Shimon’s statement is to be taken in its largest context, I would suggest an entirely different understanding of it. 
 
The Torah and Midrashim describe Esav as a physically powerful hunter. In contrast, Yaacov is described as a quiet 
person “dwelling in tents.” Esav was strong and aggressive. He personifies the bully who depends on his strength to cow 
others into submission. Yaacov was essentially a shy, hesitant person…an ideal target for bullies. 
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Rabbi Shimon’s statement was not about Jews and non-Jews; it was about bullies and patsies. It is indeed a “law of 
nature” that bullies will hate and oppress those whom they perceive to be frightened weaklings. Esav-types will always 
look down on and try to hurt Yaacov-types. 
 
The lesson is: don’t be a victim! Don’t allow bullies to humiliate you or to physically hurt you. Yaacov was able to 
overcome Esav by outsmarting him and outmaneuvering him; by defeating the bullying tactics of Esav, Yaacov won his 
own liberation. 
 
The Esavs of the world — whatever their religion or nationality — are hateful and arrogant bullies. The Yaacovs of the 
world — whatever their religion or nationality — need to stand up to those who would humiliate and crush them. 
 
When people succumb to the self-image of victimhood, they live as perpetual victims. When the Yaacovs develop their 
strength and self-confidence, they can resist — and defeat — the bullying tactics of Esav. 
 
* Founder and Director, Institute for Jewish Ideas and Ideals. 
 
https://www.jewishideas.org/esav-yaacov-and-us-thoughts-parashat-vayishlah 
_________________________________________________________________________________________ 
       

Vayishlach – Don’t Forget the Masses 
by Rabbi Yehoshua Singer * © 2021 

 
 We are very well aware of the importance of gratitude and appreciating the kindness that people show us.  There is a 
Medrash in this week’s parsha which teaches that appreciating the individual is not always enough.  We must also 
appreciate the community within which the kindness was done. 
 
The Torah tells us that after Yaakov parted ways with Eisav he arrived whole and unharmed in Shechem and stayed there 
for a time.  The Torah uses an unusual phrase when describing Yaakov’s settling in Shechem saying, “and he camped on 
the face of the city.” (Berieshis 33:18)  In one explanation, the Medrash explains that the word “and he camped” (ויחן) can 
also mean “and he was gracious.”  The Torah is telling us that Yaakov was gracious to the city of Shechem and set up 
shops to sell merchandise to the city at a good price.  The Medrash learns from here that one must provide goodness to a 
place which he has benefit from. 
 
The Medrash continues and shares that Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai and his son Rabbi Elazer learned this lesson from 
Yaakov.  When the Romans had decreed to kill them, they hid in a cave for thirteen years.  During that time their bodies 
developed sores from malnutrition.  After the decree was annulled, they went to Teveriah and bathed in the bathhouses at 
the hot springs there to cure themselves.  Rabbi Elazar suggested to his father that should purify Teveriah in return for the 
great benefit they had received.  (There were areas in Teveriah where people had been buried, but no one knew where 
the graves were.  Kohanim and anyone else who wished to remain ritually pure would have to circumvent many areas of 
the city.)  Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai agreed with his son, saying that they should do so, just as Yaakov had done good for 
Shechem.  They then proceeded to locate all of the graves and move them to proper burial grounds. (Bereishis Rabbah 
79:6) 
 
We can learn powerful lessons in gratitude from both stories.  Yaakov arrived in Shechem as a wealthy individual.  The 
Torah tells us that he purchased the land where he was staying, and presumably he participated in the commerce of the 
city.  Having such a wealthy household move into the neighborhood must certainly have benefitted the community.  Yet, 
Yaakov felt that natural benefit wasn’t enough.  He wanted to give something actively to show his gratitude.  He, therefore, 
chose to take a loss and sell merchandise at a lower rate to the town.  Although, he had simply moved in and they did not 
specifically go out of their way for him, he had still benefitted from their town.  He felt the need to actively express his 
gratitude. 
 
From Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai and his son we can learn another lesson in gratitude.  Unlike Yaakov, they were not 
moving into Teveriah.  They were simply coming as customers to use the bathhouses at the hot springs of Teveriah.  
They presumably had paid for their use of the bathhouse.  However, for them this was far more than a regular bath.  They 
had sores all over their bodies and had been healed by the famed hot springs of Teveriah.  Recognizing the extent of their 
personal benefit, they felt the need to express gratitude to the city for opening up their bathhouses to the public.  They, 
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therefore, invested themselves in locating and removing graves, not resting until the city was declared ritually pure, to 
show how much they appreciated Teveriah. 
 
The Maharz”u adds another layer to the lessons from these stories.  He explains that the phrase “and he camped on the 
face of the city” mean that Yaakov did not live in Shechem proper.  Rather, he lived outside the border looking in at the 
city.  He notes that Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai and his son also did not enter the city proper, but only went to the hot 
springs.  In both cases, they still felt the need to show gratitude to the local town.  When one benefits from an area, one 
must show gratitude to those who live nearby. 
 
We first must take stock and appreciate the individual acts of kindness people have done to us.  But we can’t stop there.  
We must also remember the community which made that kindness possible. 
 
* Rabbi, Am HaTorah Congregation, Bethesda, MD. 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Vayishlach:   An Invitation to Clean 

By Rabbi Moshe Rube * 
 
I remember an incident growing up in Hewlett, NY, when my siblings and I spilled a canister of green liquid in our garage.  
It was one of those substances that went in your car and would kill you if you drank it.  So that Sunday afternoon we got 
down on our hands and knees and got ready to clean. 
 
But we quickly found that the liquid had spread to different corners of the garage and had gotten on all the various garage 
paraphernalia (a word I did not know at the time).  To clean the ooze, we'd have to take everything out of the garage, 
spray it off, wash the whole garage floor, and put everything back.  So we did. 
 
Now let's backtrack.  Our garage at the time was stuffed to the gills.  I remember having to climb over things just to make 
it through and could never find anything.  (My grandmother's garage was the same way as she stored all of her lifetime 
paraphernalia in there.)  Not to mention, it also had its fair share of leaves, dirt, and debris.   
 
But not after that day.  After the slime was spilled, cleaned up, and the items put back, our garage was organized, clean, 
and a pleasure to walk through.  As long as we lived there, we could find anything we wanted from the garage with ease.   
 
And it was all because we made a mess.  In this case, a small conflict (a spill) necessitated the fixing of a larger conflict (a 
messy garage) so the smaller conflict could be seen as a loving blessing that led the way to pleasurable garage use over 
a long time. 
 
I thought about this story this week, as I had to work on something regarding my car.  Thank God everything is fine (and 
the issue was not a collision),  But through dealing with that issue, I not only had to clean my car, but I also had a chance 
to to go through and organize some important documents.  I actually found an important one that I'd been searching for 
which was unrelated to the car.  So one conflict (the car) pointed to another conflict (documents that needed to be found 
and organized) that needed to be resolved.  Thanks to the first conflict, I now have a much better handle on where my car 
paraphernalia are – and a cleaner glove compartment.   
 
There's reason to think that our forefather Yaakov went through something similar.  Something more akin to what we 
would call a more "spiritual" experience.  Yaakov had an issue with his brother, who was approaching him with 400 men 
ostensibly with intentions of war and fratricide.  Yaakov readied himself for that conflict, but that pointed to a larger conflict 
which in this case was a more psychical one. 
  
Could Yaakov evolve and integrate being a "tent dweller" to an adventurous "man of the field"?  A nation and community 
needs all kinds of people to function: sportsmen, book scholars, adventurers, scholar-adventurers and adventurer-
scholars.  But now that Esav had chosen to not have a hand in the building of the Jewish nation, Yaakov had to 
incorporate Esav's strengths into his own.  In order to conquer the conflict with Esav, a larger psychical conflict had to be 
resolved within himself.   
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This was Yaakov's battle with the angel.  Indeed, Maimonides and other commentators say that the Torah does not 
mandate us to accept that this physically happened, but rather reflected an internal turmoil within Yaakov himself.  Like it 
does in many places where it describes prophecy, the Torah anthropomorphizes the person's inner experiences in the 
form of heavenly beings.  Yaakov fought the larger conflict, the larger cleanup of his own personal garage so to speak, 
and came out on top with a brand new name, fully comfortable and secure with his new dynamic Yaakov-Yisrael identity.  
 
Perhaps that's what Esav saw in Yaakov-Yisrael, causing him to embrace his new brother with a hug and kiss. 
 
Conflicts abound.  Such is life.  But the issues we face contain opportunities.  They can point to other places in our life that 
need a good thorough washing.  We can give ourselves fruitful opportunities to make our lives easier, simpler and more 
pleasurable when we allow ourselves to clean up the larger conflicts that may be hampering us without our conscious 
knowledge. 
 
And if nothing else, being grateful for these larger opportunities will help us feel better when we have to deal with things 
like dirty garages or car bureaucracy. 
 
Shabbat Shalom. 
 
[Ed. Note: This Dvar Torah fits in with the theme that many of the leaders of anti-Semitism in history have been relatives 
of Jews – or self hating Jews.] 
 
* Rabbi, Knesseth Israel Congregation, Birmingham, AL.   
_________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
Rav Kook Torah 

Vayishlach:  Jacob and Israel 
 

Twice Jacob was informed that his name had been changed to “Israel”: first by an angel who wrestled with him at Peniel, 
and later by God Himself. 
 

“Your name will no longer be said to be Jacob, but Israel. You have struggled before God and 
man, and you have overcome” (Gen. 32:29). 

 
Why was it necessary to change Jacob’s name? What is the significance of the names “Jacob” and “Israel”? 
 
More puzzling is the fact the change was not irrevocable. Once Abram became Abraham, his former name was never 
again used. But even though Jacob’s name was changed to Israel, he still retained his former name. Why? 
 
The Dangers of Nationalism 
 
It is commonly accepted that countries have the right to expand their influence and possessions, even at the expense of 
neighboring countries. Many enlightened rulers have spilt much blood in order to advance their empire and national 
wealth, without concern for other peoples. Human morality has progressed enough to admit that one should not seek to 
gain at the expense of others — but this is usually restricted to the realm of the individual. 
 
Even those who do not advocate war and conquest are nonetheless concerned almost exclusively with the prosperity and 
well-being of their own country. The fact that all people are created in God’s image is conveniently ignored. 
 
One might think that the Torah also condones this outlook. After all, were not the Israelites commanded to conquer the 
Land of Israel and defeat the Canaanites? But if we wish to be intellectually honest, this is untenable. Why should God, 
Whose mercy is extends to all creatures, seek to harm His own creations? 
 
In truth, all are equal before God, and the ultimate goal is the complete happiness of all creatures. However, the 
perfection of humanity requires the unique contribution of a special people who enlighten and educate the world. Such a 
nation needs to remain separate in order to accomplish its task, much like the mind which is separate from the body. 
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Thus, the Torah only permits warfare when it will advance the world’s betterment. Before waging an elective war (not in 
self-defense or in order to conquer the Land of Israel), the king must obtain the approval of the Sanhedrin and the 
prophetic Urim and Thumim worn by the High Priest. This consultation confirms that the proposed action is in accordance 
with God’s Will. 
 
Abraham’s Universalism 
 
Abraham’s original name, “Abram,” means “father of Aram.” Since Abraham needed to widen his horizons and look 
beyond the welfare of his own people, he was renamed “Abraham” — “the father of many nations.” This new name 
indicated that Abraham should work towards the betterment of all peoples. In fact, it was forbidden to use his former 
name. Doing so would imply that God’s unique relationship with Abraham stemmed from some special concern for the 
nation of Aram. 
While Abraham belonged to all humanity, he was also the beginning of a separate, distinct people. His son Isaac similarly 
combined these two qualities: universal concern for all nations, and separation to safeguard his special holiness for future 
generations. 
 
In Isaac’s twin sons, however, these traits were separated. Esau was a “man of the field,” an outgoing personality who 
integrated with the rest of the world. Jacob, on the other hand, was a scholar who kept to himself. He was “a quiet man, 
dwelling in tents” of Torah study. 
 
Jacob’s Special Identity 
 
The name Jacob (Ya’akov) refers to his grasping Esau’s heel (eikev) when they were born. From the very start, Jacob 
tried to hold back Esau’s drive to integrate and assimilate. To maintain his special identity, Jacob held Esau back with his 
hand. The hand is a metaphor for the practical (“hands-on”) aspect of mitzvot which distinguish and separate the Jewish 
people from other nations. 
 
As long as the world has not sufficiently advanced, and the true purpose of the mitzvot is concealed, Jacob will retain his 
original name. The mitzvot enable him to inhibit the Esau-tendencies towards assimilating into the rest of humanity. 
 
In the future, the Torah’s light will radiate over Jacob. Esau will recognize that his approach of assimilation before its time 
led him to be lost and corrupted.1 And Jacob will no longer need to “hold back Esau’s heel.” The primary function of 
mitzvot will no longer be to prevent assimilation among the nations. When the triumphant splendor of greatness will shine 
on Israel, and the nations will be drawn to follow the light of his Torah, how could he lower himself from his elevated 
stature? Jacob will be recognized as Yisrael — “he will lead” (from the Hebrew word sar, meaning “leader”). All will 
recognize that it is suitable for Israel to remain apart, just as a leader must maintain distance in order to lead and instruct. 
 
But even then, the name Jacob will not be discarded. Even in the Messianic Era, the mitzvot will still serve to “hold back 
Esau’s heel.” 
 

“Many nations will go, saying, let us rise up to the mountain of God, to the house of Jacob’s God” 
(Isaiah 2:3). 

 
(Adapted from Midbar Shur, pp. 200-209) 
 
FOOTNOTE 
 
1 Here, Esau is a metaphor for Christianity. In his work Orot, Rav Kook criticizes Christianity as an offshoot of Judaism 
which made the critical mistake of assuming that Israel’s spiritual potential was already fully realized and the time was ripe 
to convert all of humanity. 
 
http://www.ravkooktorah.org/VAYISH63.htm 
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The Parable of the Tribes (Vayishlach 5775) 
By Lord Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, Former UK Chief Rabbi,* 

 
From beginning to end, Genesis 34 tells a terrifying story. Dina, Jacob’s daughter – the only Jewish daughter mentioned 
in the entire patriarchal narratives – leaves the safety of home to go out to “look at the daughters of the land.” She is 
raped and abducted by a local prince, Shechem, son of the king of the town known as Shechem. 
 
Jacob learns of this fact but does nothing until his sons return. Shimon and Levi, Dina’s brothers, immediately realise that 
they must act to rescue her. It is an almost impossible assignment. The hostage-taker is no ordinary individual. As the son 
of the king, he cannot be confronted directly. The king is unlikely to order his son to release her. The other townspeople, if 
challenged, will come to the prince’s defence. It is Shimon and Levi against the town: two against many. Even were all of 
Jacob’s sons to be enlisted, they would still be outnumbered. 
 
Shimon and Levi therefore decide on a ruse. They agree to let Dina marry the prince but they make one condition. The 
members of the town must all be circumcised. They, seeing long term advantages to an alliance with this neighbouring 
tribe, agree. The men of the town are weakened by the operation, and the pain is most acute on the third day. That day, 
Shimon and Levi enter the town and kill the entire male population. They rescue Dina and bring her home. The other 
brothers then plunder the town. 
 
Jacob is horrified. “You have made me odious to the people of the land,” he says. What then were we supposed to do, 
ask the two brothers? “Should we have left our sister to be treated like a prostitute?” With that rhetorical question, the 
episode ends and the narrative moves elsewhere. But Jacob’s horror at the action of his sons does not end there. He 
returns to it on his deathbed, and in effect curses them: 
 

“Simeon and Levi are brothers — their swords are weapons of violence.  Let me not enter their 
council, let me not join their assembly, for they have killed men in their anger and hamstrung 
oxen as they pleased.  Cursed be their anger, so fierce, and their fury, so cruel!  I will scatter 
them in Jacob and disperse them in Israel.” (Gen. 49: 5-7) 

 
This is an extraordinary passage. It seems to lack any kind of moral message. No one comes out of it well. Shechem, the 
prince, would seem to be the chief villain. It was he who abducted and raped Dina in the first place. Hamor, his father, fails 
to reprimand him or order Dina’s release. Shimon and Levi are guilty of a horrendous act of violence. The other brothers 
engage in looting the town.[1] Jacob seems passive throughout. He neither acts nor instructs his sons on how to act. Even 
Dina herself seems at best to have been guilty of carelessness in going out into the town in the first place, in what was 
clearly a dangerous neighbourhood – recall that both Abraham and Isaac, her grandfather and great grandfather, had 
feared for their own lives because of the lawlessness of the times.[2] 
 
Who was in the right and who in the wrong are left conspicuously undecided in the text. Jacob condemns his sons. But his 
sons reject the criticism. 
 
The debate continued and was taken up by two of the greatest rabbis in the Middle Ages. Maimonides takes the side of 
Shimon and Levi. They were justified in what they did, he says. The other members of the town saw what Shechem had 
done, knew that he was guilty of a crime, and yet neither brought him to court nor rescued the girl. They were therefore 
accomplices in his guilt. What Shechem had done was a capital crime, and by sheltering him the townspeople were 
implicated.[3] This is, incidentally, a fascinating ruling since it suggests that for Maimonides the rule that “all Israel are 
responsible for one another” is not restricted to Israel. It applies to all societies. As Isaac Arama was to write in the 
fifteenth century, any crime known about and allowed to continue ceases to be an offence of individuals only and 
becomes a sin of the community as a whole.[4] 
 
Nahmanides disagrees.[5] The principle of collective responsibility does not, in his view, apply to non-Jewish societies. 
The Noahide covenant requires every society to set up courts of law, but it does not imply that a failure to prosecute a 
wrongdoer involves all members of the society in a capital crime. 
 
The debate continues today among Bible scholars. Two in particular subject the story to close literary analysis: Meir 
Sternberg in his The Poetics of Biblical Narrative[6] and Rabbi Elhanan Samet in his studies on the parsha.[7] They too 
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arrive at conflicting conclusions. Sternberg argues that the text is critical of Jacob for both his inaction and his criticism of 
his sons for acting. Samet sees the chief culprits as Shechem and Hamor. 
 
Both point out, however, the remarkable fact that the text deliberately deepens the moral ambiguity by refusing to portray 
even the apparent villains in an unduly negative light. Consider the chief wrongdoer, the young prince Shechem. The text 
tells us that “His heart was drawn to Dinah daughter of Jacob; he loved the young woman and spoke tenderly to her. And 
Shechem said to his father Hamor, ‘Get me this girl as my wife.’” Compare this with the description of Amnon, son of King 
David, who rapes his half sister Tamar. That story too is a tale of bloody revenge. But the text says about Amnon that 
after raping Tamar, he “hated her with intense hatred. In fact, he hated her more than he had loved her. Amnon said to 
her, ‘Get up and get out!’” (2 Samuel 13: 15). Shechem is not like that at all. He falls in love with Dina and wants to marry 
her. The king, Shechem’s father, and the people of the town, readily accede to the Shimon and Levi’s request that they 
become circumcised. 
 
Not only does the text not demonise the people of Shechem. Neither does it paint any of Jacob’s family in a positive light. 
It uses the same word “deceit” (34: 13) of Shimon and Levi that it has used previously about Jacob taking Esau’s blessing 
and Laban substituting Leah for Rachel. Its description of all the characters, from the gadabout Dina to her excessively 
violent rescuers, to the plundering other brothers and the passive Jacob, the text seems written deliberately to alienate 
our sympathies. 
 
The overall effect is a story with no irredeemable villains and no stainless heroes. Why then is it told at all? Stories do not 
appear in the Torah merely because they happened. The Torah is not a history book. It is silent on some of the most 
important periods of time. We know nothing, for example, about Abraham’s childhood, or about 38 of the forty years spent 
by the Israelites in the wilderness. Torah means “teaching, instruction, guidance.” What teaching does the Torah want us 
to draw from this narrative out of which no one emerges well? 
 
There is an important thought experiment devised by Andrew Schmookler known as the parable of the tribes.[8] Imagine a 
group of tribes living close to one another. All choose the way of peace except one that is willing to use violence to 
achieve its ends. What happens to the peace-seeking tribes? One is defeated and destroyed. A second is conquered and 
subjugated. A third flees to some remote and inaccessible place. If the fourth seeks to defend itself it too will have to have 
recourse to violence. “The irony is that successful defence against a power-maximising aggressor requires a society to 
become more like the society that threatens it. Power can be stopped only by power.”[9] 
 
There are, in other words, four possible outcomes: [1] destruction, [2] subjugation, [3] withdrawal, and [4] imitation. “In 
every one of these outcomes the ways of power are spread throughout the system. This is the parable of the tribes.” 
Recall that all but one of the tribes seeks peace and has no desire to exercise power over its neighbours. However, if you 
introduce a single violent tribe into the region, violence will eventually prevail, however the other tribes choose to respond. 
That is the tragedy of the human condition. 
 
As I was writing this essay in the summer of 2014, Israel was engaged in a bitter struggle with Hamas in Gaza in which 
more than 1,000 people died. The state of Israel had no more desire to be engaged in this kind of warfare than did our 
ancestor Jacob. Throughout the campaign I found myself recalling the words earlier in our parsha about Jacob’s feelings 
prior to his meeting with Esau: “Jacob was very afraid and distressed” (Gen. 32: 8), about which the sages said, “Afraid, 
lest he be killed, distressed lest he be forced to kill.”[10] What the episode of Dina tells us is not that Jacob, or Shimon 
and Levi, were right, but rather that there can be situations in which there is no right course of action; where whatever you 
do is wrong; where every option involves the abandonment of some moral principle. 
 
That is Schmookler’s point, that “power is like a contaminant, a disease, which once introduced will gradually but 
inexorably become universal in the system of competing societies.”[11] Shechem’s single act of violence against Dina 
forced two of Jacob’s sons into violent reprisal and in the end everyone was either contaminated or dead. It is indicative of 
the moral depth of the Torah that it does not hide this terrible truth from us by depicting one side as guilty, the other as 
innocent. 
 
Violence defiles us all. It did then. It does now. 
 
FOOTNOTES: 
 
1] Disapproved of biblically: see Deut. 13: 13-19, 1 Samuel 15: 13-26, Esther 9: 10, 15-16. 
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[2] The Midrash is critical of Dina: see Midrash Aggadah (Buber) to Gen. 34: 1. Midrash Sechel Tov is even critical of her 
mother Leah for allowing her to go out. 
 
[3] Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, Hilkhot Melakhim 9: 14. 
 
[4] Arama, Akedat Yitzhak, Bereishit, Vayera, Gate 20, s.v. uve-Midrash. 
 
[5] Nahmanides, Commentary to Genesis 34: 13. 
 
[6] Sternberg, Meir. The Poetics of Biblical Narrative: Ideological Literature and the Drama of Reading. Bloomington: 
Indiana UP, 1985. 444-81. 
 
[7] Elhanan Samet, Iyyunim be-Parshat ha-Shevuah, third series, Israel: Yediot Aharonot, 2012, 149-171. 
 
[8] Andrew Bard Schmookler, The Parable of the Tribes: The Problem of Power in Social Evolution. Berkeley: U of 
California, 1984. 
 
[9] Ibid., 21. 
 
[10] Quoted by Rashi ad loc. 
 
[11] Schmookler, ibid., 22. 
 
 * https://rabbisacks.org/covenant-conversation-5768-vayetse-leahs-tears/ Note: because Likutei Torah and the Internet 
Parsha Sheet, both attached by E-mail, normally include the two most recent Devrei Torah by Rabbi Sacks, I have 
selected an earlier Dvar.  
 
https://rabbisacks.org/parable-tribes-vayishlach-5775/ 
_____________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Self Sacrifice:  A Lesson from Devora to Devora 

By Chaya Mushka and Nechama Krimmer * 
 

Parshas Vayishlach focuses on the adventures of Yaakov and his encampment as they leave Lavan's place to travel to 
Yaakov's birthplace in Eretz Cannan. Within this narrative, a new character in Yaakov's house is mentioned for the first 
and only time. Who is this mysterious woman introduced to us in this parsha, and why does the Torah feel it is important 
for us to know her at this specific time in Jewish history? 
 
The Torah says, "Devora, Rivka's nurse, then died, and she was buried below (the mountain at) Beis E-l (under an oak 
tree)… and Yaakov named it Alon, 'the Oak Tree of Sadness'" (Genesis 35:8). 
 
What was so special about Devora that Yaakov felt compelled to stop, grieve, and name her burial place? Even more 
compelling, why did the Torah specifically mention Devora's passing, when the deaths of both Rivka and Leah, for 
example, are not explicitly stated in the Torah. 
 
 
We can deduce, however, that Devora may have been spoken of previously in the Torah. When Avraham's servant 
Eliezer went to Lavan's place to find a wife for Yitzchok, Eliezer is impressed with the kindness and generosity of Rivka 
and her drawing of water from the well for both him and his camels. 
 
When Rivka accepts Eliezer's request to return to Eretz Canaan to marry Yitzchok, the Torah writes, "So they (Lavan's 
house) sent away Rivka, their sister, and her nurse and Avraham's servant and his men'' (Genesis 24:58). This nurse, 
mentioned here only in passing, was none other than Devora. 
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Not much is known about Rivka's mother. It is clear, however, that Devora was Rivka's primary maternal figure. Not only 
did Devora nurse Rivka as a child, but Rivka remained under Devora's wing throughout her childhood and until Rivka's 
marriage to Yitzchok. The Talmud explains that Devora did not just care for Rivka's physical and emotional needs but that 
Devora was also Rivka's teacher and her mentor. 
 
In this juncture in the story, it's important to remember that it was Rivka who sent Yaakov to Lavan's place in Charan to 
escape the anger of Esau and, now, twenty years later, it is Rivka who once again is calling for Yaakov and the family he 
raised in Charan to return home. 
 
The famous commentator, Rashi, explains that out of all the people in Yitzchok and Rivka's camp, Rivka chose Devora to 
take the long and arduous trip to Charan to convince Yaakov to bring his family back to Eretz Canaan. 
 
On the face of it, Rivka's choice seems almost bizarre. Rivka was an elderly woman herself. Why would Rivka choose her 
childhood nurse, an even older woman, to make the long and difficult trip to Charan on her behalf? 
 
Why would Rivka not choose a man in his prime who would easily be able to make the journey? Why would Rivka burden 
an elderly woman with the task, specifically with the dangers a woman traveling alone might face from robbers or others 
on the road up to no good. 
Many commentators on the Torah were also baffled by Rivka's choice to send Devora in her stead. The Ramban suggests 
that Devora may have originally accompanied Rivka to Eretz Canaan for her wedding and then returned back to Lavan's 
place at a later time. 
 
Perhaps Devora had become a member of Yaakov's house during their time in Charan, assisting in the care of the 
children of Rochel, Leah, and the two concubines, Zilpa and Bilha, like she had with Rivka, herself. 
 
The prevailing opinion, however, is that Devora was living in the camp of Rivka and Yitzchok when Rivka sent Devora on 
the journey from Eretz Canaan back to Charan to compel her son to come home. 
 
Yaakov had serious reservations about leaving Lavan's house. Still terrified by Esau's threats in his youth, Yaakov was 
afraid his family, the members of his camp, and his host of animals would be in danger on their journey back to Eretz 
Canaan. Yaakov did not know if Esau's hatred of Yaakov still burned within him. 
 
It was only Devora, Rivka's nurse and life long companion, who could convince Yaakov to return home. And Devora 
ultimately sacrificed her life for her mission, passing away on the way back to Eretz Canaan at the place Yaakov named 
the "Oaktree of Sadness." 
 
If we now fast forward from generation to generation, from Biblical times to the Industrial Revolution, we will encounter 
another Devora, who perhaps received strength from her Biblical namesake. 
 
The Rebbetzin Devora Leah was the second daughter of the Alter Rebbe, Rabbi Shneur Zalman of Liadi, the first Rebbe 
of Chabad. Devora Leah was especially close with her blessed and esteemed father, who equally recognized his 
daughter's spiritual loftiness. 
 
As our story unfolds, Devora Leah was a young wife and mother to a three year old son. She could sense that the life of 
her father, the Alter Rebbe, was in danger. 
 
The heavens were in a tumult. Prior to the Chassidic movement, the study of Kabbala and the teachings of Jewish 
mysticism were reserved for a select holy few. 
 
The Alter Rebbe, however, saw with his spiritual vision that now was the time to release the mystical teachings of 
Chassidus to the world. The Alter Rebbe made the spreading of Chassidus his life's work. He believed that the teachings 
of Chassidus would bring an influx of spiritual light into the physical world and would uplift and inspire even the simplest of 
souls to recognize the beauty of living a G dly life. 
 
At the same time, the Alter Rebbe could sense that there was spiritual opposition in the heavens to sharing the inner 
secrets of the Torah to the world. The Alter Rebbe sent messengers to pray at the gravesites of the Baal Shem Tov and 
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the gravesites of his mentors. The visions the Alter Rebbe saw made his trepidation only worse. His very life, in fact, was 
in danger. The Alter Rebbe was afraid that if he died, his holy mission would not come to fruition. 
 
When the Alter Rebbe's daughter, Devora Leah, became aware of the severity of the danger her father was in, she 
convened a Beis Din, a Jewish court. She asked the court to promise to rule in favor of her request, which she had not yet 
disclosed to them. As the daughter of the Alter Rebbe, and a Tzedekas, a righteous, holy woman, they felt compelled to 
accept her plea. 
 
How shocked they must have been when she declared that it was her intention to give up her own life in order that the life 
of the Alter Rebbe be spared so he could continue spreading Chassidus to the world. 
 
Her final request to her father was that he would raise, teach, and guide her three year old son, Menachem Mendel. That 
son who grew up on the Alter Rebbe's lap went on to become the third Rebbe of Chabad known as the Tzemach Tzedek. 
 
Next week on Yud Tes Kislev, the 19th day of the Hebrew month of Kislev, we celebrate the liberation of the Alter Rebbe 
from prison in Petersburg in 1798. This day is one of the biggest holidays on the Chabad calendar. 
 
In prison, the Alter Rebbe could see that his earthly imprisonment and court case mirrored the case still waging in the 
heavenly court about the spreading of Chassidus. 
 
When the Alter Rebbe was freed from prison, it was a sign that the heavenly court had ruled in his favor, that the 
wellsprings of Chassidus would flow to the four corners of the earth! 
 
May we all endeavor to study Chassidus with both the joy and sacrifice that was necessary for it to be revealed in order to 
light up the world until the coming of Moshiach. 
 
* Dayton, OH. 
 
https://www.chabaddayton.com/templates/articlecco_cdo/aid/5315481/jewish/Vayishlach.htm 
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The Peril of Perfection:  An Essay on Vayishlach 
By Adin Even-Israel (Steinsaltz) * © Chabad 2021 

      
Give truth to Jacob? 
 
It is widely accepted that Jacob our patriarch represents the attribute of truth, as the prophet says of him, “Give truth to 
Jacob.”1 In practice, however, throughout many of the stories we read of him, it seems that Jacob acts evasively, often 
deviously. That is the case in Parshat Toldot, that is the case in Parshat Vayeitzei, and that is also the case in Parshat 
Vayishlach.2 
 
The problem is formulated most sharply in this week’s parshah, in connection with Jacob’s sons: “And Jacob’s sons 
replied to Shechem and Chamor his father with guile (bemirma).”3 Onkelos removes some of the negative overtones of 
“with guile” by translating “bemirma” as “with wisdom,” but nonetheless, this is crooked wisdom, wisdom that is 
characterized by deception. 
 
From all the narratives about Jacob, Micah’s plea, “Give truth to Jacob,” seems very difficult to understand. 
 
Jacob’s three Hebrew names – Yaakov, Yisrael, and Yeshurun – all express some element of truth. The almost inverse 
relationship between the name “Yeshurun” and the name “Yaakov” appears in clear contrast in a verse in Isaiah, “and the 
crooked (he’akov) shall be made straight (lemishor).”4 Apparently, this transition from Yaakov to Yeshurun is integral to 
Jacob’s essence. 
 
A world of falsehood 
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Falsehood can be defined as the absence of an accurate relationship between the true inner part of an entity and its 
superficial outer part. Falsehood is the disparity between the actual and the appearance, between the thing itself and the 
outward impression that is formed. Often, when people are called “liars,” “hypocrites,” or “deceivers,” these are people 
whose insides differ from their outsides. 
 
One of the most basic falsehoods in the world is the falsehood inherent in social life. Social life is only possible when 
people refrain from expressing their true feelings and opinions regarding others. In practice, no society can exist at all 
without falsehoods. 
 
Everyone understands the need for this type of falsehood: These are the structures by which society operates. One does 
not share one’s every thought or opinion with everyone. The Hebrew expression “derech eretz,” literally, “the way of the 
land,” refers to the concept of social politeness. What people call “derech eretz” is this whole institution of social 
falsehoods, which society is unfortunately unable to do without. Such behavior includes showing respect even to those 
one does not respect, saying things that one does not mean when these are expected of him, and holding in things that 
one would like to say. A look at how young children express themselves reveals that, often, their problems stem from the 
fact that their speech is uninhibited. This is not to suggest that adults consciously and deliberately lie, but merely that they 
do not always tell the whole truth. This is part of the system of social conventions. In this sense, falsehood can be thought 
of as a kind of garment that people wear, whose function is to conceal aspects of one’s self. 
 
In society, some take this idea to the extreme. For example, there are people who believe that modesty should be 
shunned because it is a form of falsehood. Some of these people advocate nudism for this reason. After all, if a person 
appears this way on the inside, he ought to appear this way on the outside as well – indeed, why be false? To their mind, 
removing one’s physical and spiritual garments makes the world much cleaner. The world’s first garment was a result of 
the sin of Adam and Eve. If man had not sinned, he would not have needed a garment. 
 
An additional level of falsehood, which likewise stems from a discrepancy between the internal and the external, lies in the 
gap between one’s inner desires and what one expresses externally. Here, the connection (or lack thereof) between 
inside and outside runs much deeper. This kind of falsehood is, to a large degree, a social necessity as well. A person 
who is stranded on a deserted island can say or do whatever he wants without social repercussions. In society, however, 
there are many things that people would like to do but nevertheless refrain from doing, since many types of conduct are 
considered unacceptable. 
 
Many philosophers built their entire world views on this question – what is the relationship between things themselves and 
their external appearance? Or formulated much more pointedly, can a genuine entity actually exist in the world? Is there 
such a thing as truth in the world? In a telling line, Rava avows that “there is no truth” in the world,5 a depressing prospect 
for many of us to accept. 
 
A person’s existence is built on a system of restraints, from the falsehood of conventional social manners, to the 
falsehood of outer coverings of all kinds, to the gap between what one feels in his heart and what one reveals outwardly. 
This world innately and by necessity demands of us not to be truthful. It forces us to refrain from expressing the truth, the 
whole truth, and nothing but the truth, even when we would love nothing more than to do so. 
 
The Mishna states that “The Holy One, Blessed Be He, will ultimately cause every tzaddik to inherit 310 worlds.”6 Why is 
each and every tzaddik given 310 worlds? Wouldn’t it make more sense for the tzaddikim to share these worlds? What 
can a tzaddik do with so many worlds? It must be that the ultimate reward for tzaddikim will be that each tzaddik will be 
able to create his own complete world, a world that truly suits him, his desires, and his dreams. Presumably, once he 
accomplishes this, one world will not be enough. A person needs 310 worlds in order to be everything that he wishes 
simultaneously, each world containing a different, unique version of him. 
 
In our worldly existence, where many more than 310 of us must coexist, we often get in each other’s way, to the point 
where we must live in a reality where the internal and the external do not correspond. This world, by its very nature and 
structure, is full of falsehood, and in a world of falsehood, the choice between truth and falsehood does not exist. Hence, 
our recurring question in this world is not whether to be truthful or not; in actuality, the whole truth was never within our 
grasp in the first place. 
 
The choice that we have in the reality of this world is a lot less dramatic than the abstract question of truth versus 
falsehood, but it is a much more nuanced question. In a world where only partial truths exist, how and to what extent 
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should we accept the inevitability of falsehood? Should we be satisfied with half-truths, quarter-truths, or three-quarters 
truths? If we accept that a life of total truth is impossible, the least that we can do is set forth guidelines as to the manner 
in which we do not speak truth. 
 
“‘Very good’ refers to the evil inclination” 
 
It may be surprising, but just as there is an evil inclination to falsehood, the desire to constantly adhere to the truth can be 
a type of evil inclination as well, one that at times is much worse than the inclination to falsehood. Indeed, it turns out that 
a person can experience a spiritual fall not only by pursuing things that are overtly evil, but also by going to the other 
extreme. There is a certain appeal to the notion that one must make an unequivocal decision to either be entirely good or 
entirely evil, but one must realize that this is a false dilemma: Neither of these choices is the proper path. 
 
It is much more difficult to withstand this type of evil inclination than to withstand an ordinary evil inclination, not because 
being entirely good is an inherently undesirable thing – on the contrary, in an ideal world this approach would be 
recommended – but because it sets an unreasonable standard by which to live. 
 
Our sages7 agree that the man whom Jacob encounters is Esau’s guardian angel, who represents the evil inclination, the 
Angel of Death, and evil in general. They disagree, however, as to the form in which Esau’s angel appeared to Jacob. 
According to one opinion, “he appeared to him in the guise of a heathen.” According to another, “he appeared to him as a 
chief bandit.” But there is also an opinion that “he appeared to him as one of the wise.”8 
 
When Esau’s angel appears as a bandit, we recognize him. He explicitly says, “Rejoice, O youth, while you are young! Let 
your heart cheer you in the days of your youth.”9 When one encounters pure evil, it does not attempt to hide its agenda. It 
does not sell a system of values; it does not sell wisdom and morality; it sells crude merchandise unabashedly. To be 
sure, the struggle against pure evil is not always easy, but it is a very clear type of struggle. 
 
When, however, Esau’s angel appears as “one of the wise,” he presents arguments that can be very convincing. He does 
not sell you this world; he sells you the World to Come, a very tempting prospect. The obvious question is: If this entity is 
so good, if he is so wise, why is he the guardian angel of Esau? 
 
There are people in this world whose deviation from all things holy came not as a result of their association with heathens 
or bandits, but as a result of their association with wise men. Their fall was a result of their attempt to set impossible 
standards. The evil inclination presents a type of world whose requirements cannot be met; in such a world, an inner crisis 
is inevitable. The evil inclination confronts every individual with an insidious false dilemma: Are you righteous or wicked? 
Are you a decent person or not? According to the evil inclination, every person must choose a side – he must be one or 
the other, and if he is neither, there is no place for him in this world. 
 
Facing these questions, a person will likely identify in himself some element that is incompatible with his self-image as a 
tzaddik or as a person who follows a righteous path. As a result, he jumps to the conclusion that he is a liar and a 
hypocrite, deceiving both himself and others. This mindset is not sustainable; eventually he will feel the need, in the 
interest of avoiding “hypocrisy,” to eschew righteousness altogether. 
 
This portrayal is not merely theoretical. There are many people who are affected by this type of evil inclination and this 
type of thinking much more than they are by the “standard” evil inclination, which openly tempts and entices people to sin. 
People frequently fall to this warped moral reasoning precisely because their souls are pure, and it is hard for them to 
come to terms with deficiency and imperfection. For such people, the usual, straightforward temptation of the evil 
inclination is less dangerous than the presentation of life in black and white terms. 
 
The downfall of Elisha b. Avuyah, known as “Acher” (“Other”), was partially a result of his inability to come to terms with 
this predicament – the world’s intrinsic imperfection. A person encounters such a reality, he falls, he descends, and there 
is no remedy for him, because he cannot reconcile himself with the imperfect reality. 
 
On the verse, “And God saw all that He had made, and behold, it was very good (tov meod),”10 the Midrash expounds, 
“‘Good’ refers to life; ‘very good’ refers to the Angel of Death. ‘Good’ refers to the good inclination; ‘very good’ refers to the 
evil inclination.”11 Elsewhere, the Midrash relates that Rabbi Meir had written in his personal Torah scroll that “‘And 
behold, it was very (meod) good’ means ‘And behold, death (mavet) is good’.”12 The evil inclination emphasizes “very 
good” so strongly that it negates all of existence. Ordinary existence is almost never “very good”; hence, “very good” 
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refers to the Angel of Death. The Angel of Death espouses the philosophy of perfection because there is no reality in 
which absolute perfection can be realized, leading a person to frustration and despair. 
 
The very same evil inclination that generally appears as a bandit appears here as a wise man. The same evil inclination 
that appeared in the Garden of Eden as a serpent13 appears here as “very good,” and in both instances it leads to the 
same death. 
 
The children of Jacob-Israel 
 
In every possible real-life situation, we encounter this imperfection, this flawed existence, and this holds true even for truly 
great people. In this world, we cannot attain absolute perfection, absolute truth, or absolute good. What is required of us is 
an incredibly difficult form of existence. We must live continually with partial truth, which stems from compromise. 
 
In this world, pure truth exists only in theory, not in actual practice. No material in the world can be 100 percent pure. Man 
has never succeeded – and apparently never will succeed – in finding or creating such a material, for this world, by its 
very nature, is not suited for absolute purity. 
 
In our spiritual work, the question we face is often not that of truth versus falsehood, but how much truth can we manage 
to introduce into things that we concede can never be completely true and pure. It is our struggle for the truth, not our 
achievement of absolute truth, that defines us. 
 
In the reality of this world, the shortest distance between two points is not always a straight line. To leave a room via the 
shortest route, in most cases one would have to break through the nearest wall. In reality, however, it is more advisable to 
go through the door. The route that is theoretically the straightest and the simplest is usually practically unfeasible. 
 
It is for this reason that we are called the People of Israel; we are children of Jacob in that he represents our spiritual path, 
reminding us of the problem of “Give truth to Jacob” that is built into our world. This is our struggle with life, just as Jacob 
must struggle with his path, which is fraught with danger on both sides – from both the bandit and the wise man. 
 
Jacob sets out on his journey, and instead of forging straight ahead continuously, without any deviation, his path is full of 
twists and bends, an integral feature of his (and, by extension, every person’s) progress through life. Straight lines exist 
only in geometry; the real world is full of curves. To a large degree, our challenge is to maintain an overarching sense of 
direction and purpose for the duration of life’s journey, despite the twists along the way. We must find the way to 
maneuver between the bandit on one side and the wise man on the other – and to stick to it. 
 
This “truth” of Jacob includes how he acts with Esau and with Laban, deceitful as those interactions may appear. Jacob’s 
truth is not a pure, abstract truth, but the truth that can be achieved in the real world. Because of this, Jacob is a figure 
that the Torah charges us to emulate, not despite his “truth,” but because of it. 
 
No one can break through all of his limits and limitations, but one can certainly try to find a way around them, emerging 
from them somehow unscathed, by forgoing the unattainable perfect truth. 
 
Jacob, the most truthful of the patriarchs, says of Laban, “I am his brother in deceit.”14 Jacob does not say this because 
he actually considers himself a deceitful person; he says it because in order to preserve his own truth in Laban’s world, he 
must also take this approach. 
 
The Talmud tells of a man who said the word “true” twice upon completing the Shema, saying of him, “‘True, true’ got hold 
of this person.”15 Rashi explains, “A stream of truth seized this man” – in other words, the insanity of the truth killed him. 
The evil inclination of truth is the attempt to find a “stream of truth” in one’s life, to maintain a lifestyle to whose standard it 
is impossible to adhere. 
 
Jacob admits that all he can do is live within his reality. For this reason, Jacob is not straightforward. This world – “the 
world of division”16 – does not allow things to proceed in an ideal and direct way. While Isaiah’s hope for the future is that 
“the crooked shall be made straight, and the rough places shall become a plain,”17 until then, the road remains winding. 
 
In passing through the various stages of life, when we pursue the truth as much as possible, we must endure many 
imperfections along the way. Only then will we be able to reach the highest level of truth within the reality of this world. 
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FOOTNOTES: 
 
1.  Mic. 7:20. 
 
2.  In Parshat Vayeishev, we will see how this element of deviousness backfires on Jacob. 
 
3.  Gen. 34:13. 
 
4.  40:4. 
 
5.  Sanhedrin 97a. 
 
6.  Uktzin 3:12. 
 
7.  Genesis Rabbah 77:3. 
8.  Chullin 91a; Genesis Rabbah 77:2. 
 
9.  Eccl. 11:9. 
 
10.  Gen. 1:31. 
 
11.  Yalkut Shimoni I:16. 
 
12.  Genesis Rabba 9 
 
13.  Bava Batra 15a. 
 
14.  Bava Batra 123a. 
 
15.  Berachot 14b. 
 
16.  Zohar, Vayeitzei 155a. 
 
17.  Is. 40:4. 
 
*  Rabbi Adin Even-Israel (Steinsaltz) (1937-2020) was internationally regarded as one of the leading rabbis of this 
century. The author of many books, he was best known for his monumental translation of and commentary on the Talmud. 
 
https://www.chabad.org/parshah/article_cdo/aid/4953676/jewish/The-Peril-of-Perfection.htm 
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Vayishlach:  Elevating the Material World 
An Insight from the Rebbe 

by Rabbi Moshe Wisnefsky * © Chabad 2021 
 

The angel said to Jacob, “No longer will it be said that your name is Jacob, but Israel”  (Genesis 
32:29) 

 
The name “Israel” did not replace Jacob’s original name but complemented it. It expressed a new, loftier status that he 
was now granted. Whereas “Jacob” had to struggle with Esau to secure Isaac’s blessings, these blessings were now 
granted to “Israel” openly by Esau’s guardian angel. 
 
Jacob’s two names represent the two ways in which we interact with the world. Sometimes the material world or our own 
materialistic tendencies can get in the way of our Divine consciousness or mission in life; we must then, like “Jacob,” 
struggle to reveal the Divinity that underlies the material world. 
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At other times, the world can be used as a means to enhance Divine consciousness or fulfill our Divine mission; at such 
times, our challenge, like “Israel,” is to use these opportunities both to bring the world to a higher level of Divine 
consciousness and to promote our own spiritual growth. 
 

 * — from Daily Wisdom #1 
 
Gut Shabbos, 
 
Rabbi Yosef B. Friedman 
Kehot Publication Society 
291 Kingston Ave., Brooklyn, NY 11213  
_______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
To receive the complete D’Vrai Torah package weekly by E-mail, send your request to AfisherADS@Yahoo.com. The 
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Covenant and Conversation 
Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, z”l

The Parable of the Tribes

From beginning to end, Genesis chapter 34 
tells a terrifying story. Dina, Jacob’s daughter – 
the only Jewish daughter mentioned in the 
entire patriarchal narrative – leaves the safety 
of home to go out to “look at the daughters of 
the land.” (Gen. 34:1) She is raped and 
abducted by a local prince, son of the king of 
the town known as Shechem.


Jacob learns of this fact but does nothing until 
his sons return. Dina’s brothers Shimon and 
Levi immediately realise that they must act to 
rescue her. It is an almost impossible 
assignment. The hostage-taker is no ordinary 
individual. As the son of the king, he cannot be 
confronted directly. The king is unlikely to 
order his son to release her. The other 
townspeople, if challenged, will come to the 
prince’s defence. It is Shimon and Levi against 
the town, two against many. Even were all of 
Jacob’s sons to be enlisted, they would still be 
outnumbered.


Shimon and Levi therefore decide on a ruse. 
They agree to let Dina marry the prince, but 
they make one condition. All the male 
members of the town must all be circumcised. 
The men of Shechem, seeing long-term 
advantages to an alliance with this 
neighbouring tribe, agree. The men of the town 
are weakened by the operation, and their pain 
is most acute on the third day. That day, 
Shimon and Levi enter the town and kill the 
entire male population. They rescue Dina and 
bring her home. The other brothers then 
plunder the town.


Jacob is horrified by their actions. “You have 
made me odious to the people of the land,” he 
says. (Gen. 34:30) What then were we 
supposed to do, ask the two brothers? “Should 
we have left our sister to be treated like a 
prostitute?” With that rhetorical question, the 
episode ends and the narrative moves 
elsewhere. But Jacob’s horror at the action of 
his sons does not end there. He returns to it on 
his deathbed, and in effect curses them:


“Simeon and Levi are brothers—

their swords are weapons of violence.

Let me not enter their council,

let me not join their assembly,

for they have killed men in their anger

and hamstrung oxen as they pleased.

Cursed be their anger, so fierce,

and their fury, so cruel!

I will scatter them in Jacob

and disperse them in Israel. (Gen. 49:5-7)


The story of Dina is an extraordinary passage. 
It seems to lack any kind of moral message. 
No one comes out of it well. Shechem, the 
prince, would seem to be the chief villain. It 
was he who abducted and raped Dina in the 
first place. Hamor, his father, fails to 
reprimand him or order Dina’s release. Shimon 
and Levi are guilty of a horrendous act of 
violence. The other brothers engage in looting 
the town.[1] Jacob seems passive throughout. 
He neither acts nor instructs his sons on how to 
act. Even Dina herself seems at best to have 
been guilty of carelessness in going out into 
what was clearly a dangerous neighbourhood – 
recall that both Abraham and Isaac, her 
grandfather and great grandfather, had feared 
for their own lives because of the lawlessness 
of the times.[2]


Who was in the right and who in the wrong are 
left conspicuously undecided in the text. Jacob 
condemns his sons, but his sons reject the 
criticism.


This debate continued and was taken up by 
two of the greatest Rabbis in the Middle Ages. 
Maimonides takes the side of Shimon and 
Levi. They were justified in what they did, he 
says. The other members of the town saw what 
Shechem had done, knew that he was guilty of 
a crime, and yet they neither brought him to 
court nor rescued the girl. They were therefore 
accomplices in his guilt. What Shechem had 
done was a capital crime, and by sheltering 
him the townspeople were implicated.[3] This 
is, incidentally, a fascinating ruling since it 
suggests that for Maimonides the rule that “all 
Israel are responsible for one another” 
(Shavuot 39a) is not restricted to Israel. It 
applies to all societies. As Isaac Arama was to 
write in the fifteenth century, any crime known 
about and allowed to continue ceases to be an 
offence of individuals only and becomes a sin 
of the community as a whole.[4]


Nahmanides disagrees (in his commentary to 
Gen. 34:13). The principle of collective 
responsibility does not, in his view, apply to 
non-Jewish societies. The Noahide covenant 
requires every society to set up courts of law, 
but it does not imply that a failure to prosecute 
a wrongdoer involves all members of the 
society in a capital crime.


The debate continues today among Bible 
scholars. Two in particular subject the story to 
close literary analysis: Meir Sternberg in his 
The Poetics of Biblical Narrative[5] and Rabbi 
Elchanan Samet in his studies on the parsha.[6] 
They too arrive at conflicting conclusions. 
Sternberg argues that the text is critical of 
Jacob for both his inaction and his criticism of 

his sons for acting. Samet sees the chief 
culprits as Shechem and Hamor.


Both point out, however, the remarkable fact 
that the text deliberately deepens the moral 
ambiguity by refusing to portray even the 
apparent villains in an unduly negative light. 
Consider the chief wrongdoer, the young 
prince Shechem. The text tells us that “his 
heart was drawn to Dina, daughter of Jacob; he 
loved the young woman and spoke tenderly to 
her. And Shechem said to his father Hamor, 
‘Get me this girl as my wife.’” (Gen. 34:3-4) 
Compare this with the description of Amnon, 
son of King David, who rapes his half-sister 
Tamar. That story too is a tale of bloody 
revenge. But the text says about Amnon that 
after raping Tamar, he “hated her with intense 
hatred. In fact, he hated her more than he had 
loved her. Amnon said to her, ‘Get up and get 
out!’” (2 Samuel 13:15). Shechem is not like 
that at all. He falls in love with Dina and wants 
to marry her. The king and the people of the 
town readily accede to the Shimon and Levi’s 
request that they become circumcised.


Not only does the text not demonise the people 
of Shechem, it also does not paint any of 
Jacob’s family in a positive light. It uses the 
same word – “deceit” (34:13) – of Shimon and 
Levi that it has used previously about Jacob 
taking Esau’s blessing, and Laban substituting 
Leah for Rachel. Its description of all the 
character – from the gadabout Dina to her 
excessively violent rescuers, to the plundering 
other brothers and the passive Jacob – the text 
seems written deliberately to alienate our 
sympathies.


The overall effect is a story with no 
irredeemable villains and no stainless heroes. 
Why then is it told at all? Stories do not appear 
in the Torah merely because they happened. 
The Torah is not a history book. It is silent on 
some of the most important periods of time. 
We know nothing, for example, about 
Abraham’s childhood, or about thirty-eight of 
the forty years spent by the Israelites in the 
wilderness. Torah means “teaching”, 
“instruction”, “guidance”. What teaching does 
the Torah want us to draw from this narrative 
out of which no one emerges well?


There is an important thought-experiment 
devised by Andrew Schmookler, known as the 
parable of the tribes.[7] Imagine a group of 
tribes living close to one another. All choose 
the way of peace except one that is willing to 

Likutei Divrei Torah 
Gleanings of Divrei Torah on Parashat Hashavuah 
via the Internet

Shabbat Shalom


Volume 28, Issue 8 Shabbat Parashat Vayishlach 5782    B”H 

To sponsor an issue of Likutei Divrei Torah: 
Call Saadia Greenberg 301-649-7350 

or email:  sgreenberg@jhu.edu 
http://torah.saadia.info



	 	 Likutei Divrei Torah2
use violence to achieve its ends. What happens 
to the peace-seeking tribes? One is defeated 
and destroyed. A second is conquered and 
subjugated. A third flees to some remote and 
inaccessible place. If the fourth seeks to defend 
itself, it too will have to have recourse to 
violence. “The irony is that successful defence 
against a power-maximising aggressor requires 
a society to become more like the society that 
threatens it. Power can be stopped only by 
power.”[8]


There are, in other words, four possible 
outcomes: [1] destruction, [2] subjugation, [3] 
withdrawal, and [4] imitation. “In every one of 
these outcomes the ways of power are spread 
throughout the system. This is the parable of 
the tribes.”[9] Recall that all but one of the 
tribes seeks peace and has no desire to exercise 
power over its neighbours. Nonetheless, if you 
introduce a single violent tribe into the region, 
violence will eventually prevail, however the 
other tribes choose to respond. That is the 
tragedy of the human condition.


As I was writing this essay in the summer of 
2014, Israel was engaged in a bitter struggle 
with Hamas in Gaza in which many people 
died. The State of Israel had no more desire to 
be engaged in this kind of warfare than did our 
ancestor Jacob. Throughout the campaign I 
found myself recalling the words earlier in our 
parsha about Jacob’s feelings prior to his 
meeting with Esau: “Jacob was very afraid and 
distressed” (Gen. 32:8), about which the Sages 
said, “Afraid, lest he be killed, distressed lest 
he be forced to kill.”[10] What the episode of 
Dina tells us is not that Jacob, or Shimon and 
Levi, were right, but rather that there can be 
situations in which there is no right course of 
action; where whatever you do is wrong; 
where every option will involve the 
abandonment of some moral principle.


That is Schmookler’s point, that “power is like 
a contaminant, a disease, which once 
introduced will gradually but inexorably 
become universal in the system of competing 
societies.”[11] Shechem’s single act of 
violence against Dina forced two of Jacob’s 
sons into violent reprisal, and in the end 
everyone was either contaminated or dead. It is 
indicative of the moral depth of the Torah that 
it does not hide this terrible truth from us by 
depicting one side as guilty, the other as 
innocent.


Violence defiles us all. It did then. It does now.

[1] An action that is disapproved of biblically: see 
Deut. 13:13-19, 1 Samuel 15:13-26, Esther 9:10, 
9:15-16.

[2] The Midrash is critical of Dina: see Midrash 
Aggadah (Buber) to Gen. 34:1. Midrash Sechel Tov 
is even critical of her mother Leah for permitting her 
to go out to Shechem.

[3] Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, Hilchot Melachim 
9:14.

[4] Arama, Akeidat Yitzchak, Bereishit, Vayera, Gate 
20, s.v. UVeMidrash.


[5] Sternberg, Meir. The Poetics of Biblical 
Narrative: Ideological Literature and the Drama of 
Reading. Bloomington: Indiana UP, 1985. 444-81.

[6] Elhanan Samet, Iyyunim be-Parshat ha-Shavuah, 
third series, Israel: Yediot Aharonot, 2012, 149-171.

[7] Andrew Bard Schmookler, The Parable of the 
Tribes: The Problem of Power in Social Evolution. 
Berkeley: U of California, 1984.

[8] Ibid., 21.

[9] Ibid., 22.

[10] Quoted by Rashi ad loc.

[11] Schmookler, ibid., 22.


The Person in the Parsha 
Rabbi Dr. Tzvi Hersh Weinreb

He is Not a Candyman

I was privileged to have had several informal 
conversations with a well-known sage from a 
previous generation. I will share two of those 
conversations with you, dear reader, but since 
they were "off the record," I will not mention 
his name.


Our discussion centered upon one of his 
favorite topics, Jewish education. He felt that 
there was much to be proud of in the then-
current state of early elementary education, for 
students of age six to ten years. The problem, 
he insisted, was from that age onward through 
the range of stages of human life.


"We cannot allow teenagers to remain with the 
understanding of the stories of the Torah that 
they first heard when they were 
kindergarteners. They then heard what the 
world refers to as 'Bible stories,' and teenagers 
cannot take 'Bible stories' seriously. We must 
teach them a more mature understanding of the 
stories of Chumash if their Torah studies are to 
have an impact upon their minds and souls."


He went on to argue that if the lessons learned 
in early grade school are irrelevant, at best, to 
teenagers, those lessons can certainly not 
satisfy the intellectual appetites and moral 
sensitivities of individuals in their twenties, 
thirties, sixties, and seventies.


I vividly recall leaving his apartment after that 
conversation. From that moment, I resolved to 
assure that my lessons, to adolescents as well 
as to senior citizens, would contain interpretive 
material adequate to their developmental 
stages. I would no longer limit my lectures to 
the surface meaning of Torah texts but would 
search carefully for deeper meanings, 
meanings that would resonate with my 
students “where they were at.”


At a much later conversation, the 
aforementioned sage told me that he had 
something to add: "It is not just in teaching 
texts that we must adjust our teaching to the 
maturity level of our audience. We must do so 
all the more when we discuss the nature of the 
divine. Very young children are taught to do 
good deeds, and that then the Almighty will 
reward them. They come to think of the 
Almighty as a grand old candyman who 
distributes candies to good little boys and good 
little girls. We cannot allow the kindergartner's 

perception of the Almighty to persist into 
adolescence, adulthood, and beyond. Our 
understanding of the nature of the Lord must 
grow as we grow older."


I took this conversation even more seriously 
than I took the earlier one. It was then that, in 
my own teaching and writing, I began to speak 
of the need for "spiritual maturity."


Since then, I have discovered numerous texts 
which speak of "spiritual maturity," albeit in a 
different terminology. Let me share some of 
these texts with you.


One text is authored by the great medieval 
moralist, Rabbenu Yonah of Gerona. His 
classic work, Shaarei Teshuvah, or "Gates of 
Repentance,” contains these words:


“…Say not to yourselves, ‘The Lord has 
enabled us to possess this land because of our 
virtues…’ It is not because of your virtues and 
your rectitude…” (Deuteronomy 9:4-5). We 
have hereby been exhorted not to attribute our 
success to our righteousness or the uprightness 
of our hearts, but to believe and to know 
within our hearts that it derives from the 
lovingkindness of the Exalted One and from 
His great goodness, as Jacob our father, may 
Peace be upon him, said, “I am not worthy of 
all the mercies and of all the truth” (Genesis 
32:11).


Note that this marvelous teaching has its roots 
in the words of Jacob in this week's Torah 
portion, Parshat Vayishlach (Genesis 
32:3-36:43). There Jacob returns to the Land 
of Israel after years of exile. He prefaces his 
prayer of gratitude with these memorable 
words: “Katonti—literally, I am too small—to 
have merited all of the mercies and all of the 
truth that You have bestowed upon me…”


Rabbenu Yonah insists that these words in 
Deuteronomy are not merely spoken to the 
generation of the Children of Israel near the 
end of their sojourn in the wilderness. Nor are 
Jacob's words just for the historical record. 
Rather, there is a message here for each of us 
for all eternity. As the author of the work 
known as Sma"k (Sefer Mitzvos HaKatan) 
states so clearly: “One must never be a tzadik 
in one's own eyes.”


In the eloquent words of the author of the 
Derashot HaRan (Sermon 10): "When the 
Children of Israel are victorious against a 
mighty enemy, the Almighty is not concerned 
that they will attribute their victory to their 
own might. After all, the enemy was much 
mightier than they. He is much more 
concerned that, although they will concede that 
their victory was due to His intervention, they 
will credit themselves for His assistance, 
believing that it was their piety that caused 
Him to perform miracles on their behalf… 
Man attributes his successes to himself, one 
way or another.” 
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Rabbi Bahya ben Asher comments on the verse 
in this week’s parasha: "We must all reflect, in 
our prayers, upon our own insufficiencies and 
deficiencies in contrast to the Master whom we 
serve. We deserve nothing. He owes us 
nothing. Whatever we receive from Him stems 
from His pure lovingkindness."


The Almighty is not just a "candyman" who 
doles out goodies to us because of our paltry 
piety. The successes we experience are drawn 
from His otzar matnat chinam, His treasure 
house of freely given gifts.


In our contemporary jargon, we must 
recognize that our successes are from His 
“pocket full of freebies.” Then we achieve 
“spiritual maturity.”


“Spiritual maturity” also informs our personal 
prayers. We must understand that we need the 
Lord's help not only for our physical 
requirements, our health, wellbeing, and 
material success. Additionally, we need His 
help to achieve “spiritual” benefits. We need 
His support to control our darker passions. We 
need His encouragement to become better 
people. We need His help to untangle difficult 
passages in the course of our Torah studies. We 
must pray for His succor as we struggle with 
the moral, ethical, and, yes, political 
challenges of our times.


Rabbi Avraham Godzinsky, a Holocaust 
victim, said it well in an essay written shortly 
before his murder, posthumously published in 
the collection of his writings, Torat Avraham:


One must never delude himself into thinking 
that the spiritual aspects of his life are in his 
control, that he is the one who improves his 
behavior, that he is the one who repairs his 
character, since after all he has free will, and 
he chooses his way in life on his own. The 
truth is that all a person can do is to will and to 
commit to the good. But good actions are 
ultimately not in his control. Life and health 
are necessary for effective action, talent and 
skill are necessary to perform mitzvot, inner 
strength is necessary to overcome the evil 
urge. But for life and health and talent and 
skill, man is utterly dependent upon divine 
assistance.


After all, we pray daily and give thanks for our 
intelligence, for our mental capacity to study 
Torah, for our ability to articulate prayers, for 
our courage to repent, and so man recognizes 
that even the spiritual part of him is not his. 
Man directs his eyes upwards to the Lord as he 
says in his prayers, “Enlighten our eyes in 
Your Torah, connect our hearts to Your 
mitzvot, and direct our hearts to love and to 
fear Your Name.”


Is it not poignantly painful, but profoundly 
edifying, that we owe these elevated words 
describing “spiritual maturity” to a man whose 
life was brutally extinguished soon after he 
wrote these words?


May we all take to heart the need to mature 
spiritually. Hopefully, we will do so with the 
help of the words of both a Holocaust martyr 
and a deliberately unnamed sage who escaped 
the Holocaust.


Each taught me of the urgency to grow 
spiritually as we age physically.


Shabbat Shalom: Rabbi Shlomo Riskin

“And he said, Your name will no longer be 
called Jacob, but Israel, for you have striven 
with God and with men, and have prevailed. 
And Jacob asked him and said, ‘Tell me, if you 
would, your name.’ ‘Why do you ask for my 
name?’ And he blessed him there. And Jacob 
called the name of the place ‘Peniel’ because I 
have seen God face to face and I have 
survived.” (Genesis 32:29-31)


Three times each day, we begin the Amidah 
prayer with the words, “Blessed are You, 
Hashem, our God and God of our ancestors, 
the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the 
God of Jacob…” Why the apparent repetition 
in addressing the Almighty? Why do we not 
simply say, “Blessed are You, Hashem, our 
God…?”


Rabbi Yisrael Ba’al Shem Tov (d. 1760, 
Ukraine), founder of the Hasidic tradition, 
explained that it is preferable and appropriate 
for a person to attempt to discover God on 
one’s own and to establish a personal 
relationship with Him. At the same time, 
however, one should also relate to God as did 
our ancestors.


Certainly, if a person were to develop his or 
her own unique contact with God, that 
devotion would be genuine and spontaneous, 
rather than mechanical and formalized. But 
such a search is inevitably fraught with 
setbacks and disappointments. And what if the 
Almighty still remains elusive, even after a 
lengthy quest?


The search for God is the underlying theme of 
Jacob’s life. This was to be a search for God 
unique to him, not reliant solely on the 
discoveries of God made by Abraham and 
Isaac, respectively. Most importantly, Jacob 
had to feel worthy of God’s “friendship” in 
order to enter into a fellowship with the 
Divine.


Thus, in order for Jacob to find his way to 
God, he must first come to grips with his own 
personality flaws, with his own inner and 
truest self and identity, and with the image of 
God within himself! And that would require a 
fateful confrontation with his arch-nemesis and 
twin brother, Esau. He must somehow atone 
for his sin of deceitfully having stolen the 
“blessings” away from Esau. He can only meet 
God with a clear conscience!


Will Esau stand in the way of God’s promise to 
Jacob and his seed? Can Jacob atone for the 

guilt he feels vis-à-vis Esau, and exorcise the 
jealousy he feels towards his brother, who had 
been the beneficiary of Isaac’s favor? 
Addressing the Almighty, Jacob prays to the 
“God of my father Abraham and the God of 
my father Isaac…’ (ibid., 32:10), not yet able 
to mention “my God”.


Because of what follows, it becomes clear that 
the wedge between Jacob and himself— 
indeed, between Jacob and God—is Esau. 
Only after Jacob can successfully separate 
himself from Esau will he be able to confront 
his own God.


On the night before he is to meet his brother in 
the flesh after a twenty-year estrangement, the 
Torah records how Jacob remained alone and 
wrestled with an unidentified stranger over 
whom he prevailed. Our Sages identify this 
stranger as the angel of Esau. Fascinatingly, 
Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch (1808-1888, 
Germany) suggests that it may well have been 
the Esau within Jacob who is haunting the 
patriarch with guilt and jealousy.


Jacob receives the victory name Yisrael (Israel) 
from the stranger; he has prevailed against 
men and God. In what way? He has finally 
confronted the twin personality within himself: 
the grasping, cheating Esau he desired to 
become in order to obtain his father’s favor 
and achieve momentary materialistic 
enjoyment, and the Esau (and Esau-ism) from 
within himself.


Hence, he is ready to take the wealth he 
received from Laban during his Esau stage and 
return it to Esau when they meet on the 
morrow: “take my blessing (‘which I received 
under false pretenses’)”, he will say (ibid., 
33:11) – and once he repents and returns his 
ill-gotten gain, Jacob is ready to accept 
himself.


Only after he has successfully wrestled with 
the stranger—exorcising the pain and guilt 
created by his jealousy and deception—is 
Jacob finally rewarded by seeing God face to 
face.


And after his mastery over the angel of Esau, 
Jacob calls the place of the encounter Peniel, 
“because I have seen the Lord face to face, and 
my soul has been saved” (ibid., 32:31). Jacob 
exorcised Esau—and in the process found both 
himself and his God. His struggle and search 
has ended in victory. The true Jacob has 
triumphed over himself and has become “Isra-
el”.


Immediately afterward, the Torah records that 
Jacob “came in peace (shalem) to the city of 
Shekhem.” (ibid., 33:18). “Shalem” can also 
be understood as “complete.”   He is now, 
finally, his whole, independent self.


And so he erects an altar to his own God, 
calling it Kel Elokei Yisrael’ (ibid., v. 20), 
“God, the God of Israel.” Finally God is not 
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only the God of his grandfather and of his 
father, but also the God of Israel, the God of 
the “complete” Jacob, his own personal God, 
Whom he has discovered after many travails 
and much pain.


The circle is thus complete; Jacob has 
succeeded in his search for his true self and 
only then, for his own God. And because of 
that search, we pray in the Amidah to God as 
encountered by each of our patriarchs. 
Standing on the shoulders of (spiritual) giants, 
we pray to the God of Abraham, the God of 
Isaac, and the God of Jacob, reminding us of 
our need to pursue our own personal 
discoveries of ourselves and then of our own 
personal God!


Torah.Org: Rabbi Yissocher Frand

Rashi’s Double Interpretation: A Mixed 
Message or Two Sides of the Same Coin?

At the beginning of Parshas Vayishlach, the 
pasuk records Yaakov’s charge to his 
messengers: “Thus shall you say, to my lord, to 
Eisav, ‘So said your servant Yaakov: I have 
sojourned with Lavan and have lingered until 
now…'” [Bereshis 32:5]. Yaakov is preparing 
for his fateful meeting with his brother, and he 
knows that Eisav harbors ill will towards him, 
so he sends Malachim to prepare Eisav for 
their upcoming encounter.


Rashi brings two interpretations of the phrase 
“Im Lavan Garti” (I have resided with Lavan). 
The first interpretation focuses on the 
relationship between the word garti and the 
word ger (stranger). Yaakov sends the message 
to his brother: “I have not become an officer or 
an important personage; I have remained a 
stranger. You have no reason to hate me for the 
fact that our father blessed me that I should be 
a lord over my brother, for this blessing never 
materialized.” This is a message of 
submission. Eisav, you have nothing to be 
jealous about. I, your brother, have remained a 
nothing in life.


Then Rashi brings a second interpretation: 
Garti equals in Gematria (adding the numerical 
value of each letter), the value of Taryag (613), 
hinting at the fact that “I lived (Garti) with 
Lavan and I kept the 613 (Taryag) mitzvos, 
and did not learn from his wicked behavior.” 
According to this interpretation, Yaakov is not 
being submissive. On the contrary, he 
maintains, “I remained a Tzadik for twenty 
years without succumbing to Lavan’s bad 
influence in the slightest way.”


The Kli Yakar asks that these are two 
contradictory messages: One claims “I am 
nothing, I am like a ger.” The other claims “I 
am a Tzadik. I kept all 613 commandments! 
So, you better watch out.” It is rare that Rashi 
brings two interpretations that are 
diametrically opposed—that send out 
contradictory messages. Which is it?


The Kli Yakar has his own answer to this 
question, but I saw an interesting twist, a 

totally different take on things, from Rav Leib 
Gurvicz, the Rosh Yeshiva in Gateshead. His 
interpretation is that these are not mixed 
messages. In fact, they are the same message. 
“You should know that I have nothing, and I 
am nothing.” When Yaakov says “I kept the 
613 commandments and did not learn from 
Lavan’s evil ways” what he is telling Eisav is 
that “I kept the mitzvos, but they were very, 
very lacking because I did not learn from his 
evil ways.” In other words, while living with 
Lavan, I saw what passion is and what 
devotion and mesiras nefesh mean. The way 
Lavan went about his activities, there was no 
stopping him. He brought to his evil intentions 
such a dedication and enthusiasm, that my 
performance of mitzvos paled in comparison to 
Lavan’s passion and hislahavus!


Let us give an example. We are currently 
holding around Thanksgiving time. After 
Thanksgiving is “Black Friday.” We may read 
the stories about the Door-Buster sales. We 
may read about how people camped out in 
Walmart’s parking lot. The doors open at 6:00 
am and people will leave their Thanksgiving 
Dinners and the Thanksgiving football games 
so that they can go camp out in the Walmart 
parking lot to be among the first ones inside 
the store when the doors open, to grab up the 
limited quantity big-ticket items that go on sale 
on “Black Friday.” Why do they do this? To 
get an 83-inch-wide screen plasma TV for 
$150!


There is nothing that would cause me to camp 
out in a parking lot of Walmart, ever! I would 
not do it for a shiur! Their hislahavus 
(enthusiasm) for the wide-screen TV is more 
than my hislahavus for my mitzvos. This is an 
indictment. That is what Yaakov is telling 
Eisav: True, I kept the 613 mitzvos but I did 
not learn from Lavan’s passion and enthusiasm 
in his approach to his evil ways, to apply that 
enthusiasm to my mitzvos. Thus, Rashi’s two 
comments are not diametrically opposed 
messages. They are in fact the same message.


Expressions of Gratitude are the Mark of a 
Great People

After Yaakov Avinu meets Eisav, the pasuk 
says: “Then Yaakov journeyed to Succoth and 
built himself a house, and for his livestock he 
made shelters; therefore, he called the name of 
the place Succoth. Yaakov came intact to the 
city of Shechem, which is in the land of 
Canaan, upon his coming from Paddan-aram, 
and he encamped before the city (VaYichan es 
pnei ha’Ir).” [Bereshis 33:17-18] What does 
this expression “VaYichan es pnei ha’Ir” 
mean?


The Pesikta Zutrasi says on this phrase: What 
does this teach us? We learn from here that a 
person must show gratitude and appreciation to 
a place from which he derives benefit. So, 
what did Yaakov do? He sent presents to the 
people who ran the city—the City Council, the 
Governor, the Mayor—to show his 
appreciation. The Pesikta Zutrasi then gives a 

second interpretation: He created a 
marketplace and sold merchandise cheaply. 
(He created the first Walmart! He created a 
large shopping center and brought down the 
price of commodities for the townspeople.) 
Why did he do this? To express gratitude to the 
city!


The Yerushalmi interprets VaYichan es pnei 
ha’Ir similarly: Rav Yochanon says, “He 
established public bathhouses for them.” Rav 
says, “He established a monetary system of 
coinage (matbeyah) for them.” Shmuel says, 
“He created markets for them.” Why did he do 
this? To demonstrate appreciation to the city!


This is a novel concept: Gratitude and 
appreciation must be shown not only to 
individuals who have benefited us, but even to 
a location, a place, that has benefited us!


There was a Jew named Rav Yisrael Zev 
Gustman. He was a Dayan on the Beis Din of 
Rav Chaim Ozer in Vilna when he was only in 
his twenties! He came to the United States of 
America and started a Yeshiva in Brooklyn 
called Netzach Yisrael. He later moved the 
Yeshiva to Eretz Yisrael and ran the Yeshiva 
there. He was a great individual. He wrote 
sefarim. He was a gaon olam in the full sense 
of the word. It was his practice that he would 
water the trees and the bushes that were 
planted in front of his Yeshiva. When Bochrim 
would ask him, “Why is the Rosh Yeshiva 
watering the plants?” he would tell them the 
following story (which itself is incredible):


Rav Chaim Ozer passed away in 1940. When 
Rav Gustman served on his Beis Din in the 
1930s, the two would take walks together in 
the forests of Vilna. Rav Chaim Ozer would 
tell Rav Gustman “Look at the berries of this 
plant. You see this plant – it is poisonous. You 
see this plant? These berries are edible.” Rav 
Gustman could not figure out why Rav Chaim 
Ozer was giving him a lesson in botany!


He later found out why. When Rav Gustman 
was running away from the Nazis, he had to 
hide in the forest. It was those trees that kept 
him alive, and it was Rav Chaim Ozer’s 
instructions of which berries were edible and 
which were poisonous that saved his life.” He 
hid among those bushes. Therefore, for the rest 
of his life he felt hakaras haTov to bushes.


Mind you, the bushes of the forests of Vilna 
were not the same bushes that were growing 
outside his Yeshiva in Eretz Yisrael. But such 
was his sense of hakaras haTov that a person 
needed to express appreciation to any place or 
thing that provided benefit to him. The mark of 
a decent human being is his level of hakaras 
haTov. The greater the person, the greater is his 
demonstration of appreciation.


I will conclude with one last story about 
hakaras haTov that I recently heard from Rav 
Simcha Bunim Cohen. He told me over the 
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following story, which itself also contains 
important lessons:


When Rav Elazar Shach [1899-2001] was still 
in Europe, he felt that he was not learning so 
well. (It is hard for us to imagine what that 
means!) He felt that he needed talmidim and to 
start saying a shiur, which would force him to 
develop himself as a serious Torah teacher. He 
went to Rav Issar Zalman Meltzer and asked 
him if he could prevail upon his son-in-law to 
let him say a shiur in his Yeshiva. Rav Issar 
Zalman’s son-in-law was Rav Aharon Kotler, 
who was the Rosh Yeshiva in Kletsk (Minsk 
region of Belarus). Rav Aharon rejected the 
request. He felt that he had a certain style of 
learning which differed from that of Rav 
Schach. He did not want to confuse the 
bochrim in his Yeshiva by exposing them to 
different styles of learning, and consequently 
did not allow Rav Schach to say a shiur in the 
Yeshiva in Kletsk. This is background 
information. Now listen to the next part of the 
story.


Many years later, Rav Schach was sitting in 
Bnei Brak and a Jew came into him and 
introduced himself as Rav Yaakov Chiger. Rav 
Schach immediately asked him if he was 
related to Rav Moshe Chiger. The Jew 
confirmed that he was the son of Rav Moshe 
Chiger. Rav Schach excitedly said, “I must see 
your father. For forty years I have been 
wondering – what happened to Moshe 
Chiger?” Rav Yaakov Chiger told Rav Schach 
that his father was in Yerushalayim and Rav 
Schach said “Take me to Yerushalayim!” Rav 
Yaakov hesitated: “This is not right. Rav 
Schach is the Rosh Yeshiva. He lives in Bnei 
Brak. I will bring my father to see you in Bnei 
Brak.”


He brought his father to Rav Schach, and Rav 
Schach said to the elder Rav Chiger: “A great 
thank you to you” (A grayser yasher koach). 
Why? Because after that first refusal, when 
Rav Aharon told him he could not say a shiur 
in Kletsk, Rav Shach resumed learning by 
himself, but he still felt he was not making the 
proper progress in his learning. He went back 
to Rav Isser Zalman. He begged him: “Please, 
prevail upon Rav Aharon to let me say a shiur 
in Kletsk!” After his father-in-law twisted his 
arm, Rav Aharon said, “Okay. You can take a 
small Chaburah—a handful of boys—and say 
a shiur to them. But, be aware that they will 
not listen to you. They won’t let you say a 
shiur. The only way you will be able to say a 
shiur to them is if you can get one of the older 
students (an eltere bochur) in the group to pay 
attention to you and let you say a shiur to 
them.”


Who was that “eltere bochur” in Kletsk who 
convinced the younger students to sit in on and 
pay attention to the shiurim of the young 
Elazar Schach? It was Rav Moshe Chiger! Rav 
Schach said that for forty years he had been 
looking for Moshe Chiger to thank him. 
“Because of what Moshe Chiger did for me 

forty years ago, today I am the Rosh Yeshiva 
of Ponnevitz. Without him, I would not be who 
I am today!”


For forty years, Rav Schach kept this thought 
in his pocket: I need to express my gratitude to 
this man! If not for him, what would have 
become of me?


This is what I have been saying this evening: 
The mark of any decent human being is that he 
should be an appreciative person. The mark of 
a great person is the extent of how far this 
hakaras haTov will go. With Yaakov Avinu, it 
goes to the city. With Rav Yisrael Zev 
Gustman, it goes to the bushes in 
Yerushalayim. And with Rav Schach, it is 
waiting forty years to say “Thank you!”


Dvar Torah 
Chief Rabbi Ephraim Mirvis

What are the three greatest challenges facing 
the Jewish people?  Realistically, there are 
many more than three, but If I were to focus on 
three, I would identify ‘the three A’s’. So what 
are the three challenges which all start with the 
letter A? Before I explain, let’s have a look at 
Rashi, at the commencement of Parsat 
Vayishlach.


Yaakov Avinu, Jacob our Patriarch, sent 
messengers to his twin brother Esau just before 
the two brothers were to meet. Yaakov 
declared,  “Im lavan garti,” – “I have been 
living with Lavan.”


What was it that Yaakov wished to convey 
with these words? Rashi tells us that the word 
garti has a gematria, numerical equivalent, of 
613. Indeed, if you rearrange the letters of garti 
then you get taryag, 613. 


So what was it that Rashi was saying?

Says Rashi,  “Im lavan harasha garti,” – “I 
have been living with Lavan the Wicked,”

“V’taryag mitzvot shamarti.” – “and despite 
living in that environment, I have kept all 613 
commandments,”

“V’lo lamadti mima’asav hara’im,” – “and I 
didn’t learn from Lavan’s bad ways.”


Now those concluding sentiments seem to be 
redundant. If Yaakov was keeping all the 
commandments, that means that he didn’t learn 
from Lavan’s ways.


The Chofetz Chaim, as brought down by his 
talmid, his student, Rav Elchonon Wasserman, 
gives the following peirush: Yaakov constantly 
strove to raise his levels of spiritual attainment 
and in this regard he was self critical because 
he always wanted to do better. Yaakov noticed 
that when Lavan went out to perform an 
aveira, an evil deed, he was filled with passion 
and enthusiasm for that task.


Yaakov therefore meant to say, “I haven’t 
carried out my mitzvos in the way that Lavan 
carries out his aveiros. I didn’t learn from his 

evil ways.”


From Yaakov Avinu we can learn an important 
lesson. If we are to successfully convey the 
wondrous qualities of the mitzvot to the 
coming generations, we need to perform them 
with passion and enthusiasm.


And this now brings me to my three A’s.

The three greatest challenges that we as a 
people face today are:

Antisemitism, Assimilation and Apathy.


The first two are obvious. One is a threat from 
within, the other a threat from without. The 
third one, apathy, is a hidden danger. We need 
to learn from the ‘Lavans’ of this world and the 
way in which they carry out their aveiros how 
passionate and enthusiastic we should be when 
it comes to our mitzvot.


Rabbi Dr. Nachum Amsel  
Encyclopedia of Jewish Values*

The Concept Of War In Judaism 

At the beginning of this week's Parsha, Yaakov 
prepares to confront his brother Eisav by doing 
three actions, according to the Midrash, Rashi, 
Ramban and others: He appeases Eisav with 
gifts, he prays to God, and then prepares for war, 
all to save his life. Although we generally learn 
 are Yaakov's actions indeed ,משעה אבות סימן לבנים
instructive how the Jewish people should 
confront enemies in the future?  If life itself is 
the highest value in Judaism (Sanhedrin 37a), 
them. logically, one would think that Judaism 
should oppose any type of war, since, by 
definition, war will necessarily incur loss of life. 
On the other hand, the country of Switzerland, 
which has not fought a war in more than one 
hundred years, still maintains an active,  
standing army as a deterrent to prevent attack. 
How, then, can Judaism balance the conflicting 
needs and values between  maintaining human 
life and the necessity of occasionally fighting a 
war (to preserve life) in which people will 
necessarily die? 


Examples Of Jews Fighting War In The 
Torah - The very first Jew, Abraham, was 
certainly a man of peace, as he invited everyone 
into his tent and spread the name of God by 
means of his kindness and caring personality. 
And, yet, when he needed to, this man of peace 
went to war, after thirteen years of the "world 
war" between five city-states and four city-
states, to save his captured nephew Lot (Genesis 
14:13:15). Amalek attacked and the Jews had no 
alternative but to defend themselves and defeat 
the enemy (Exodus 17:8-13). 


After God gave the Torah to the Jewish people, 
which outlined the detailed specific laws and 
actions to adhere to in a Jewish war, it also 
seems that the general attitude of fighting only 
as a last resort continued. When fighting a war 
which God commanded Jews to fight, even to 
conquer a nation, the Torah (Deuteronomy 
20:10-12) commands that the Jewish people 
must first ask for and offer peace prior to attack. 
If the nation agrees to peace under Jewish rule, 
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it is then forbidden to fight war against such a 
nation. Maimonides (Maimonides, Hilchot 
Melachim 6:1) codified this law and explains its 
details. After offering peace, if the nation 
accepts the seven Noahide laws and agrees to 
pay taxes to the Jewish nation, then the Jewish 
army may not attack. After making a treaty of 
peace with any country, even if the other nation 
is suspected of wrongdoing or it would be 
advantageous for the Jews to break the treaty, it 
is forbidden to renege on such an agreement 
(Maimonides, Hilchot Melachim 6:3). 


Therefore, we see that in Judaism, unlike most 
societies in any war situation, general Jewish 
values may not be abandoned in the heat of 
battle, and they must even help to guide the 
process of conducting war. Thus, for example, 
even when during actually waging war, the 
Torah commands (Deuteronomy 20:19-20) that 
ecological needs of the environment must be 
preserved. Therefore, when using a battering 
ram to break down the walls of a city, a Jewish 
army must be sensitive to fashion that wooden 
battering ram from a non-fruit-bearing tree 
(unless one is not available), since only the 
wood from that tree is necessary, and in making 
the battering ram from a fruit tree, the fruit 
would needlessly be destroyed. 


Sensitivity to human life is also present even in 
war itself, and Judaism codifies many laws 
reflecting this. For example, when fighting an 
opposing army, a Jewish army is never allowed 
to completely surround the enemy on all four 
sides, to allow those who wish to flee and 
escape with their lives intact, to do so, and thus 
prevent needless additional bloodshed 
(Maimonides, Hilchot Melachim 6:7). When 
Joshua conquered the land of Israel and the 
Seven Nations as he was commanded, he first 
sent these nations three successive letters urging 
them not to fight, but, rather, to accept peaceful 
terms and avoid the loss of human life 
(Maimonides, Hilchot Melachim 6:5). 
However, they refused to accept any peaceful 
terms and Joshua waged war for fourteen years 
to conquer the Land of Israel.


Judaism does not only legislate behavior, but it 
also reminds Jews how they should feel even in 
victory. One is not permitted to rejoice at the 
downfall of an enemy, according to the Mishna 
(Avot 4:19, based on Provers 24:17). Of course, 
a Jewish soldier can be happy that the fighting 
has ended, and that his life has been spared, but 
one may not celebrate the death of one's enemy. 
As despicable as they were, the Egyptians were 
still creations of God, and one cannot rejoice in 
their deaths. It is for this reason, among others, 
that we do not recite the complete Hallel on the 
last six days of Passover, nor rejoice when an 
enemy dies. For a similar reason, Jews do not 
drink a complete cup of wine in the second of 
the four cups of the Passover Seder, because 
right before drinking that cup, the Jews read 
about the Ten Plagues where thousands of 
Egyptians died. Thus, one drop is customarily 
removed from the wine cup as each plague is 
recited, and the cup cannot remain full. Judaism 

retains sensitivity to human life even in 
situations where war is necessary. There is much 
discussion among the Rabbis what constitutes 
and legitimate, permissible, or forbidden war 
(beyond the scope of this article).


There are four categories of Jews who are 
exempt from fighting in a war (Deuteronomy 
20:5-8). The final category of exemption is for 
the person who is afraid to fight. The Mishna 
(Mishnah, Sotah 8:5) explains in greater depth 
the source of this fear, with two opinions: either 
because the person can't stand the idea of 
fighting at all or is afraid he will die because of 
his sins. Some believe that this is a basis for a 
conscientious objector in Judaism. Maimonides 
(Maimonides, Hilchot Melachim 7:15) codifies 
this category of exemption and includes both 
reasons for fear mentioned by the Mishna. 
Maimonides further adds that as one of the laws 
of fighting, a Jewish soldier is prohibited from 
being afraid during battle. One may not be 
afraid, and one may not fight with anything 
short of a full commitment, or else this soldier 
would be endangering his own life and the lives 
of his fellow soldiers. A soldier who fights with 
fear is compared to a murderer (Maimonides, 
Hilchot Melachim 7:15). Ecclesiastes points out 
(Ecclesiastes 3:3) that there is a time to kill in 
Judaism, and the Midrash (Kohelet Rabbah 
3:5)explains that the circumstances referred to 
in this verse refer to war time. Thus, a Jewish 
soldier must be willing and ready to kill, if 
necessary, or else he cannot be a soldier in the 
full Jewish sense. These exemptions refer only 
to a non-obligatory war. In an obligatory war, all 
eligible soldiers must go to fight, as there are no 
exemptions. 


Thus, war is permitted in Judaism, but only 
under limited conditions. And even when 
permitted, there are laws and values that must be 
adhered to while fighting. Like most actions in 
Judaism, fighting war in the right place time and 
for the right purpose makes it legitimate. Thus, 
Ecclesiastes follows the phrase "a time for war" 
with the phrase "a time for peace." A Jew must 
know very well when each is appropriate. 
Perhaps the best exemplification of this Jewish 
concept of war is in the verse in Psalms (Psalms 
29:11) that says that God gives His people 
strength and (military) power and, at the same 
time, blesses His people with peace. On the 
surface, this does not seem to make sense. 
Normally, power is given to fight. However, in 
this verse, the meaning is that the purpose of 
power is merely a deterrent, as the other nations 
should not want to fight the people of God. This 
is the ideal -- to have the power and potential to 
fight, but to never have to use it. Military power 
should be the very means by which to achieve 
peace in Judaism.

*This column has been adapted from a series 
of volumes written by Rabbi Dr. Nachum 
Amsel "The Encyclopedia of Jewish Values" 
available from Urim and Amazon. For the 
full article or to review all the footnotes in the 
original, contact the author at 
nachum@jewishdestiny.com


Ohr Torah Stone Dvar Torah

Vayishlach: Confronting Our Fears 
by Aviva Stern 

Twenty (20) years ago, Yaakov left the Land of 
Canaan. He was alone, penniless, and fleeing 
for his life from his brother Eisav.


For 20 years, Yaakov lived in Aram. He 
married, built a family, amassed wealth, all 
under the influence of his uncle, Lavan. After 
20 long years, he is finally returning home.


Now, at the opening of parshat Vayishlach, 
Yaakov sends messengers to inform Eisav of 
his impending return. The message he tells 
them to relay is as follows (Bereshit 32:5-6):

 כה תאמרון לאדני לעשו כה אמר עבדך יעקב עם לבן…“
 גרתי ואחר עד עתה. ויהי לי שור וחמור צאן ועבד ושפחה

”.ואשלחה להגיד לאדני למצא חן בעיניך

“To my lord Esau, thus says your servant 
Jacob: I stayed with Laban and remained until 
now; I have acquired cattle, donkeys, sheep, 
and male and female slaves; and I send this 
message to my lord in the hope of gaining your 
favor.’”


Whatever Yaakov may have been feeling after 
20 years – perhaps apprehension or fear – his 
emotions do not show through in his message. 
He is respectful, informative, and positive, 
and, according to the Rashbam’s understanding 
of the verses, the report he receives in return 
from his messengers seems similarly positive. 
The Rashbam explains that Eisav’s favor was 
gained, just as Yaakov had hoped and 
requested! He was coming to greet Yaakov in 
excitement and happiness, and to honor his 
brother he would arrive with an entourage of 
400 men. 


The Rashbam’s interpretation reflects the 
simple meaning of the text, and it is supported 
by the language used elsewhere when the 
Torah describes the only other instance of 
brothers reuniting after an extended period of 
time. In parshat Shemot (4:14), a very similar 
phrase to the one that we find in our parsha, גם 
 Behold, he is going out“ / הנה הוא יוצא לקראתך
to meet you,” is used to describe Aharon going 
out to meet Moshe, and the verse concludes 
 that Aharon would rejoice in ,וראך ושמח בלבו
reuniting with Moshe. As far as the Rashbam 
understands it, the Torah is using similar 
language to inform us that Eisav is happy and 
excited to see Yaakov again after so many 
years, just as Aharon was happy to reunite with 
Moshe.


20 years prior, Eisav and Yaakov were boys, 
competing for their parents’ love, affection, 
blessings, and wealth. Eisav threatened to kill 
Yaakov out of jealous rage. But now, 20 years 
later, both boys have become men. Both 
brothers have wives and children of their own 
and have amassed significant wealth. Surely, 
Eisav’s grudge has subsided and he is happy to 
reunite with his brother after 20 years! 
Yaakov’s messengers assure him that this is the 
case.
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Yaakov knows this to be true, intellectually. 
But, emotionally, he struggles to accept the 
new reality. 



 ”ויירא יעקב מאד ויצר לו“ (32:7) –   

Yaakov is extremely scared. The memories of 
a brother who would have killed him out of 
anger have resurfaced, and this fear drives the 
actions that follow: sending gifts to appease 
Eisav, strategically organizing his family into 
camps, and desperately pleading with God to 
save him. Perhaps this element of human 
psychology is also what drives the Midrash, 
quoted by Rashi, to assume the worst about 
Eisav and his intentions. The Midrash 
interprets that Eisav is as evil as ever, that 400 
men are at his side to wage a war, and that 
even as the brothers embrace, Eisav makes one 
last attempt to harm Yaakov.


God sends a message to Yaakov, and to all who 
empathize with his emotional albeit irrational 
fear. God sends this message in the form of an 
angel with whom Yaakov must fight. The 
Midrash suggests that Yaakov wrestled with 
the angel of Eisav to demonstrate his strength 
and upper hand to both Eisav and to himself. 
Rashbam, consistent with his text-based 
approach, suggests that God sent an angel in 
order to detain Yaakov, who would have 
otherwise fled with his family due to his 
irrational fear and never faced Eisav at all.


Both interpretations lead us to the same 
conclusion: Gifts, military strategy, and even 
prayer are not enough for Yaakov to internalize 
the message that he need not fear his brother 
Eisav. It takes an entire night of introspection, 
of struggle, of surviving an encounter with the 
divine and emerging victorious. It also takes a 
scar, which he will carry forward personally 
and of which his descendants will forever be 
reminded.


But why? What is Yaakov so afraid of?


We know that first impressions stick. But, we 
are sometimes unaware of how our first and 
often negative impressions of others stay with 
us. Sometimes we hold grudges against family 
members and friends, rendering ourselves 
unable to engage in healthy relationships. 
Sometimes we assume the worst about a future 
situation based upon a past experience. So 
often we are afraid to do what we know is right 
because we are gripped with the fear of what 
could go wrong.


Yaakov knew that his time in Aram must come 
to an end. He knew that the influences of 
Lavan’s house were toxic and that the time had 
come to return home to the Land of Canaan, to 
the land of Avraham and Yitzchak. When he 
takes his first steps on his journey home, he is 
greeted and escorted by angels. And yet, his 
fear of Eisav consumes him to an irrational 
degree. God’s lesson to Yaakov, and to all of 
us, is not to let these old judgments and biases 

take hold of us. Do not let the worst-case 
scenarios dictate our decisions. Each of us 
must struggle with his or her personal angel, 
clear our clouded vision, and head in the 
direction in which God points us.


Yaakov’s name is changed to Yisrael to reflect 
his struggle and his victory, and yet this name- 
change is not an exclusive one. The Torah 
continues to refer to him as Yaakov, in addition 
to Yisrael, as if to say that the past that Yaakov 
carries with him has not been erased. But, our 
past experiences shape us, and they should not 
be disregarded. We should never let old 
grudges, biases, or fears cloud our vision of the 
future. We are the Children of Israel, who 
strive to see the light and the good that 
surrounds us, and who let God lead us on the 
path of righteousness and truth.


Torah.Org Dvar Torah 
by Rabbi Label Lam

Because of Them

And Yaakov remained alone and a man 
wrestled with him until the break of dawn. And 
he saw that he could not defeat him so he 
grabbed him in the hollow of his thigh and he 
dislocated the hollow of Yaakov’s thigh with 
his wrestling with him. And he said, “Send me 
because the dawn has broken.” And he said, “I 
will not send you unless you bless me.” And he 
said to him, “What’s your name?” and he said, 
“Yaakov!” And he said, “No long will your 
name be Yaakov but rather Israel, because you 
struggled with the Divine and man and you 
prevailed.” And Yaakov asked and he said, 
“Tell me please, what your name is?” And he 
said, “Why is it that you ask for my name?” 
And he blessed him there. (Breishis 32:25-30)


I think we can make an easy case that Yaakov 
Avinu may have had the most blessed and 
accomplished lives in all history. He received 
blessings and promises from his holy father 
Yitzchok and directly from HASHEM. He 
produced and raised the twelve tribes that 
would constitute the Jewish People. That’s not 
small potatoes!


Yet we find that his world was being 
constantly rocked by waves of opposition. He 
had one of the most difficult lives ever 
recorded. The list of chronic challenges is long 
and intense. Right from the very beginning, in 
the womb, he was already battling with his 
Eisav. His brother forever hates him for having 
followed his mother’s commandment to take 
the blessings. He needed to exit his comfort 
zone and become a man of the field and after 
having spent 14 sleepless year in the Yeshiva 
of Shem and Ever, he came into contact with 
his deceitful father in law. He worked day and 
night for twenty years while his salary was 
changed one hundred times.


Because his father in law tricked him by 
substituting Leah for Rochel, he was left with 
competing wives. Finally after having raised 
his family he needs to run away from Lavan 
like a thief and he was chased. Upon returning 

to Eretz Yisrael his wife Rochel dies, and he 
finds himself having to confront Eisav who is 
approaching him as a warrior. Then his sons 
wipe out the city of Schem after his daughter 
Dina is ravaged. Suddenly his beloved Yosef is 
torn from his midst for 22 years. Nothing here 
is easy or pleasant.


Maybe, though, that’s what made him so great! 
That he wrestled with an angel all night long 
and his name was changed from Yaakov to 
Yisrael is a special lesson and a source of 
inspiration for all of us. Sometimes a person 
finds themself in a situation, for whatever 
reason, where challenges seem 
insurmountable. What is one to do!?


I have had many a direct conversation with 
people who have shared such difficulties. The 
pain is deep and chronic. There is no quick fix. 
I have spoken to prisoners who see no light 
nearing at the end of the tunnel, or people 
struggling with challenging children or 
marriages. Tragically some have been 
permanently scarred and stained by one form 
of abuse or another. What is one to say!? My 
answer is the same. One size fits all!


Of course only after feeling and expressing 
profound empathy: “Your life is not a simple 
one. You cannot afford to coast along casually. 
You find yourself in in a situation, in a 
circumstance where you have only two 
choices, to become crazy or great! HASHEM 
has chosen you for greatness, obviously. He 
would not give you these challenges if you 
would not be able to stand up to them.


However, don’t do it for yourself alone. If and/
or when you manage to overcome these 
profound challenges and you find the key to 
your own heart, you will have discovered the 
master key to help thousands of others in a 
similar situation. You will no longer feel like a 
reject but rather you will be a resource. That 
will have made all the suffering worth the 
while, though it’s not something you can easily 
appreciate right now.”


A name is a description of the potential of a 
person. The numerical value of Yaakov is 182. 
The angel that he wrestled with, the opposing 
force SATAN, equals 359. Together they add 
up to the numerical value of Yisrael. Wow! 
What does this teach us?


When a person is able to stand up to “the 
slings and arrows of outrageous fortune” and 
emerge victorious, he not only lives up to and 
fulfills his potential but he will have managed 
to expand and supersede his potential. All of 
this greatness is not accomplished in spite of 
his challenges but rather because of them.


Yeshivat Har Etzion: Virtual Bet Midrash

Yaakov – an “Ish Emet” 
By Rav Binyamin Tabory

After a lengthy stay in the house of Lavan, 
Yaakov triumphantly returns to Eretz Yisrael. 
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Although he left his parents' home as a refugee 
running away from the wrath of his brother Esav, 
he returns as the wealthy patriarch of a fine 
family. The feared meeting with his brother Esav 
was planned, prepared, well thought out and was 
a diplomatic success. Although Yaakov was 
slightly wounded in his encounter with the angel 
("saro shel Esav"), he emerged triumphant both 
physically and spiritually. Yaakov arrived 
"shalem," intact, complete (Bereishit 33:18). 
Rashi cites Chazal that Yaakov was "shalem" in 
his physical health - he recovered from the wound 
he suffered in the bout with the angel, he was also 
"shalem" in his wealth - he lost nothing through 
his encounter with Esav, and Yaakov was 
"shalem" in his Torah as well - he did not forget 
his learning even at the house of Lavan. While 
this may be interpreted to mean he remembered 
his "book learning," the knowledge that he 
acquired in the batei midrash of Shem and Ever, I 
would like to suggest a different understanding.

  In parashat Toldot, Yaakov is described as an 
"ish tam, yoshev ohalim." At the end of the 
parasha, he dons Esav's clothes and tricks his 
father, and then, in parashat Vayetze, he engages 
in a long struggle to outwit Lavan, finally using 
stealth to obtain a fair portion of Lavan's wealth 
and flee in the night. What has become of the "ish 
tam?" Is Yaakov, the crafty shepherd, still a 
"yoshev ohalim?" The image of Yaakov in Chazal 
is always depicted as the man of "emet," of truth. 
The gemara in Makkot 24 identifies Yaakov as 
the paradigm of truth, proven by his reluctance to 
trick his father and receive the berakha. He only 
proceeded after his mother prodded him, accepted 
full responsibility and ultimately told him it was 
God's plan to do so. (See Targum Onkelos to 
Bereishit 27:13.) However, Yaakov, then, spent 
twenty years in the pagan house of Lavan. He 
lived with known charlatans and fakers. How did 
this affect a "tam," an innocent perhaps naive 
child? An indication of a change of character may 
be sensed in last week's Torah reading Vayetze. 
The parasha begins by a dream dreamt by Yaakov 
before entering the house of Lavan and relates 
another dream that he dreamt 20 years later. The 
same lad who originally dreamt of "mal'akhim" 
ascending and descending, later had visions of 
cattle. His original subconscious thought related 
to spiritual guidance in Israel and the Diaspora; 
according to Ramban, the dream reflected the 
entire galut of Jewish history. After spending 
twenty years outside of his native environment, 
living with Lavan, his dream is how to corner the 
cattle market. Yaakov realized it is time to leave 
and return to his true personality. Yaakov when 
returning to Eretz Yisrael, is declared to be 
"shalem" in his Torah; his essence remains that of 
an "ish emet."

  The pasuk immediately preceding the 
description of Yaakov as "shalem" tells us that 
Yaakov built a house, the first of the avot to do 
so. The gemara in Pesachim 88a cites the pasuk 
in Mikha (4:2), "Lekhu ve-na'aleh el har Hashem 
ve-el beit Elokei Yaakov." "Yaakov was different 
from Avraham who encountered God on a 
mountain; he was unlike Yitzchak who prayed to 
God in a field. Yaakov met God in a house - 'he 
named that place Beit-El.'" The gemara is 
contrasting the metaphors of Avraham and 

Yitzchak - mountain and field - with the constant 
reference to "house" in connection with Yaakov. 
Avraham sensed the presence of God outside; 
however, he had to ascend the mountain to find 
him. Yitzchak also prayed outside (Bereishit 
24:63), although he was on a plateau. He did not 
have to climb, he only had to maintain the level 
that was begun. Yaakov sensed his "avoda" in a 
house. Yaakov originally was a tent dweller; he 
had what we might call an "indoors" personality. 
Originally, it was a tent, a temporary type of 
house. Later, his meeting with God was seen as 
"Beit-El" and now he actually builds a permanent 
building. The halakhic property of "reshut ha-
rabim" is that it may spread to all sides; however, 
its height is only ten "tefachim." The "bayit" or 
"reshut ha-yachid" is defined by walls - 
"mechitzot." However, its height is unlimited. 
There are some people who serve God in a 
"reshut ha-rabim." They spread their influence far 
and wide. However, they pay a heavy price. They 
do not rise above ten tefachim. Others serve God 
in a "reshut ha-yachid." They contract and restrict 
themselves in order to reach heights of 
spirituality and personal goals. They inevitably 
pay the price that their influence is not as 
widespread. Yaakov's spiritual essence was that of 
"emet." He wanted to dwell in the tents of Torah 
and not be involved in the mundane world of 
"reshut ha-rabim." He didn't want to compromise 
his truth because of what was out there, outside 
his own house, in a world he could not control.

  Parashat Vayishlach declares that Yaakov 
remains "shalem," an "ish emet" who overcomes 
the trials of his turbulent life and is triumphant 
over all. This is emphasized by the altar that is 
proclaimed "Kel, Elokei Yisrael" (23:20). Rashi 
cites the midrash (also in Megilla 18a) that God 
Himself called Yaakov "God." The midrash 
elaborates that while Yaakov is God of this world 
(literally: "Kel ba-tachtonim"), God is God of the 
heavenly world (literally: "Kel ba-elyonim"). This 
statement, if not found in midrash, would be 
impossible for us to articulate. However, we may 
attempt to explain the comment as follows: 
Yaakov's image of truth in this world is a 
reflection of God's seal of truth. The Ramban 
mentions in this context the statement of Chazal 
that Yaakov's image is engraved on the heavenly 
throne. Yaakov's truth is grounded in the eternity 
of heaven. There can be no deviation from it; in a 
sense it is immutable. Hence, Yaakov, unlike 
Avraham and Yitzchak, has a complete family 
which followed his ideals and goals.

  The Maharal adds another explanation for the 
reference of "God" to Yaakov. God assigned 
dominion over the world to man. The people of 
Israel are unique from other nations as they fulfill 
the "will of God." Yaakov, who was triumphant in 
all his encounters, exerts dominion over the world 
and is therefore called "El."

  Another version of this midrash, cited by the 
Ramban (and disputed by the Maharal) is that 
Yaakov called himself "El ba-tachtonim." While 
the explanations of the phrase remain the same, 
its implications are completely different. Whereas 
Rashi's version is that God praised Yaakov, the 
version cited by the Ramban implies a somewhat 
arrogant attitude of Yaakov. The Midrash Rabba 
continues with a critical comment, "(therefore) 

tomorrow your daughter (Dina) goes out etc." 
The midrash sees the incident of Dina as some 
sort of lesson to Yaakov for assuming such a title.

  The simple interpretation of the "lesson" is that 
Yaakov suffers pain and anguish over the 
situation; hence, it is a punishment. However, if 
we examine the story, we see another explanation. 
The Torah says that Dina, the daughter of Leah, 
"went out." Rashi comments that Dina acted in 
the manner of Leah (rather than that of Yaakov). 
When Yaakov hears of the story, he remains silent 
awaiting the return of his children (34:5). The 
brothers of Dina, the children of Yaakov, speak 
"be-mirma" (literally "mirma" means guile, 
although Rashi takes it to mean wisdom). The 
Radak points out that Yaakov refused to speak 
with "mirma." Yaakov remains silent until the 
entire parasha is concluded. He then complains 
"achartem oti" (Rashi interprets "achartem" to 
mean beclouded or befuddled). He accuses the 
brothers of shaming him before the nations of the 
world and putting him in imminent danger of 
destruction. Without going into the complicated 
discussion of Ramban and Rambam to explain 
the legal and moral implication of this parasha, 
one senses the problems facing Yaakov. On a very 
practical level, he is frightened by the physical 
danger. The Radak cites that Yaakov was afraid 
"as usual," whereas his sons were men of courage 
who went to revenge the shame inflicted on them. 
However, there is another dimension to the 
feelings of Yaakov. He, who represented the 
essence of "emet" is "beclouded." People of the 
world see the "mirma," the trickery, of his family 
and his reputation is besmirched. In parashat 
Vayishlach, Yaakov has resumed the destiny of 
"ish tam, yoshev ohalim," and here, he is forced 
to face the "outside world," with its compromises 
with truth.

  However, there is a third and final result of this 
story. Yaakov had emerged triumphant over 
Lavan, Esav, the angel and every obstacle. 
However, this story emphasized his lack of 
dominion over "Dina, the daughter of Leah" and 
her brothers who continue in the way which 
Yaakov does not approve. In his berakha to 
Shimon and Levi, Yaakov actually wishes to be 
disassociated from them. The man who prided 
himself as being "El ba-tachtonim" can not exert 
dominion over his own family. This is the key of 
the following parshiot - Yaakov's family begins to 
fall apart, his sons following their own 
inclinations without his knowledge. Only at the 
very end of the story will they all reunify around 
his deathbed.

  Among the morals of this story: One should not 
take his own successes too seriously: it is easier 
sometimes to control great external forces than 
your own family. Yaakov's success as an ish ha-
emet was due to his efforts, when he becomes 
complacent and self-congratulatory, the world of 
sheker takes over.
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Alone Needn’t Mean Lonely 

Based on Daas Torah by R. Yeruchem Levovitz 

Yaakov remained alone. A man wrestled with him till daybreak.[2] 

Just as “Hashem alone will be exalted on that day,”[3] so too is Yaakov 

described as being alone/levado. That is what Chazal say,[4] although to us 

the comparison sounds like apples and oranges. Other than the spelling of the 

same word, there does not seem to be anything that the two instances of 

“alone” have anything in common. At the end of time, Hashem will be the 

only deity recognized and served. Furthermore, He will be exalted for this, 

i.e. people will understand that He does it all alone, without having to call on 

Nature, people, or anything else. What does that have to do with the fact that 

Yaakov was left alone on the wrong side of the river, and could call on no 

one for assistance when he was mugged – although he very much could have 

used the help? 

The midrash is telling us that one of the midos of HKBH is levado. The 

Torah describes Creation, and Hashem’s relationship with it. It speaks of an 

assortment of heavenly beings, all His “helpers,” as it were, in fulfilling His 

commands. While we understand that we cannot take descriptions of “help” 

to Hashem literally, they point to His somehow sharing a space with other 

things and beings. There is one midah, however, which we can call “levado.” 

It refers to aspects of Himself that applied “before” there was a Creation. 

And, as the line in Adon Olam has it, after everything else is spent, “levado 

yimloch”– alone He will reign. This aloneness does not apply to any of His 

other midos. In effect, it stands above all of them. 

To some small but important extent, Yaakov shared that midah going in to 

the fight with Esav’s angel. He rose to a level of self-containment, complete 

independence of relying on others. It was specifically a Yaakov who was 

fully alone that could struggle the entire evening with that malach and never 

go down. 

Bil’am foresaw: “It is a nation that dwells alone, and is not reckoned among 

the nations.”[5] Targum Yonoson understands this as, “It is a nation that, by 

their being alone, will in the future inherit the world, because they do not 

concern themselves with the ways of the other nations.” Can it be that that 

our greatest claim to olam habo will be avoiding the ways of the non-Jews? 

Yet, upon reflection, we should question how it was that our ancestors were 

able to withstand the urge in so many places and times to blend in with their 

cultural surround. How did they resist the temptation to gain more 

acceptance by imitating the ways of non-Jews? There must have been – and 

continues to be – such a strong pull to share their world! The source of their 

strength, indeed, was this midah of levado inherited from our avos. They all 

became alone-ers, proud individualists who refused to attach themselves or 

follow others. 

The Mishnah[6] teaches, “Who is the wise one? He who learns from 

everyone. Who is mighty? He who conquers his own inclinations. Who is 

rich? He who finds happiness in his own portion. Who is honored? One who 

honors others.” All of these make the touchstone of success something that is 

internal, rather than external. 

If a person could only become wise if he finds the proper teacher, what will 

become of the person who cannot find a teacher? But if he has the capacity 

to learn from everyone he encounters, then he can always access wisdom, 

without dependence upon others. The greatest wisdom is accessible from 

within, and not dependent on relations with others. 

If strength depends on the ability to overpower another, what strength can a 

person possess when he faces someone indeed stronger than himself? If 

strength, however, can be measured independently of others, if it can relate 

entirely to himself, then he can show true strength in vanquishing his yetzer 

hora. 

If wealth is determined by net worth relative to that of other people, no 

person can ever be truly secure in it. His assets are always subject to risk 

factors that can undo him. But if it can be measured independently of others 

– if the only frame of reference is himself – a person can be wealthy in the 

happiness that his own lot brings him. 

Honor that comes from the accolades of others ceases if others refuse to 

express their adulation. But if honor can come from the capacity to bestow it 

upon others, there are limitless opportunities to do so, and honor will never 

evade him. 

These examples show the power of the levado trait on the individual. 

Multiplied across the entire Jewish nation, the independence it produces 

allow us to stay the difficult course of history till the arrival of geulah at the 

end. 
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This week’s parsha contains the terrible story that happened to Dina bas 

Yaakov. She was captured and violated by Shechem, who then wanted to 

marry her. Rabbeinu Bachaye brings the following Medrash Tanchuma. 

Shechem told Yaakov: I know that your grandfather Avraham was a prince, 

as it is written “A prince of Elokim are you in our midst” (Bereshis 23:6) and 

I also am a prince in this land. Let the daughter of a prince marry a prince. It 

is a perfect match.” 

Yaakov responded that a Nasi (Prince) can only be a “Shor” (ox). Avraham 

is referred to as a “Shor” as it is written “And Avraham ran to the cattle” 

(Bereshis 18:7) and it is written “…and many crops come forth by the 

strength of an ox (rov tevuos b’koach shor)” (Mishlei 14:4). Yaakov insisted 

that it was not a good match. My grandfather was a prince who was a Shor 

(ox) and you are a Chamor (donkey)! (Shechem’s father was named 

Chamor.) The Torah decrees “You shall not plow with a Shor and a with a 

Chamor together” (Devorim 22:10). In effect, Yaakov told his potential 

mechutan, “I’m sorry, the Torah forbids a combination of a Shor and a 

Chamor. We can’t make this Shidduch.” 

In order to explain this rather perplexing Medrash, we need to introduce a 

concept that we mentioned in past years. In the beginning of Parshas 

VaYishlach, Rashi says that Yaakov instructed his messengers to tell Eisav, 

“I have been living with Lavan, and I tarried until now.” Rashi famously 

elaborates: During this time, I did not become a distinguished officer but I 

have been a mere stranger. There is no justification for you to hate me based 

on jealousy of the blessing my father gave me that “You shall be a ruler over 

your brother.” 

“I know you still hate me for taking the Brochos that our father thought he 

was giving to you. But listen, they did not help me at all. Thirty-four years 

later, I am still a stranger living on the road. All these years later, and I have 

no dominion whatsoever over my brother. I am a nobody, and you have no 

reason to be jealous of the blessings I received.” 

Rashi elaborates on the words “And I have oxen and donkeys, cattle, male 

and female servants” (Bereshis 32:6) as follows: Father said I would be 

blessed with the dew of heaven and the fat of the earth, but my property is 

neither from the heaven nor from the earth. Again, Yaakov emphasizes to 

Eisav that the blessings were not fulfilled, there was nothing for Eisav to be 

jealous about, and, in fact, it could be that Eisav got the better half of the 

deal by taking the lentil soup—at least that was something concrete. 

There are several problems with this Rashi. For instance, Rav Moshe 

Feinstein asks that the Brochos that Yitzchak Avinu gave to Yaakov were a 

nevuah (prophecy). Is Rashi suggesting that Yaakov is denying the veracity 

of this nevuah? Is he saying that Yitzchak was wrong? Is he, Chas v’Shalom, 

accusing Yitzchak of uttering a false prophecy? Rashi cannot be saying that 

Yaakov was suggesting that these prophetic brochos were worthless. 

Second, brochos are never fulfilled instantaneously. The fact that Yaakov has 

not yet seen the benefit of these blessings in no way diminishes their value or 

significance. The truth of the matter is that it took hundreds of years for them 

to be fulfilled. Yaakov’s descendants were in Egypt for 210 years, and they 

were in the Wilderness for another 40 years. The Blessings were really not 

fulfilled until the time of Shlomo haMelech. What is Yaakov telling Eisav – 

the blessings are worthless because they were not fulfilled? Wait! They will 

yet be fulfilled in full! 

When someone starts a business, he should not expect to make his fortune 

within the first six months of opening the business. Bill Gates started 

Microsoft in a garage in Seattle, Washington. He did not become a 

billionaire overnight. It takes time. Everything takes time. It is only in our 

generation that we expect instantaneous results. Cooking is too slow, so we 

need to microwave our food. Postal services are too slow, so we need to send 

faxes. Faxes are too slow so we need to send email. Everything needs to be 

this instant. But that is not the way all of life works, and it is certainly not the 

way ruchniyus works. 

So, we have two questions: 1) Theologically, how could Yaakov say that the 

prophetic blessings were not fulfilled, and 2) Of course they were not 

fulfilled YET – give them time to reach their historical moment of 

fulfillment! 

The explanation is that Yaakov knew exactly with whom he was dealing—

Eisav. The Sforno in Parshas Toldos shares a very important principle, not 

only about Eisav, but about wicked people in general. The Sforno interprets 

the pasuk “Sell to me like the day (ka’yom) your birthright” (Bereshis 25:31) 

as follows: You, Eisav, live for the day—for today. You put so much effort 

into today’s work that you are now so exhausted so you can’t even tell the 

difference between a bowl of soup and the color red. There is no doubt that 

you will not be able to perform in the function of the firstborn to minister 

before the L-rd Almighty, to do that which is appropriate for a bechor. 

Yaakov tells his brother, “This job is not for you. You are a “ka’yom” man! 

You are a man that lives for today.” The difference between tzadikim and 

reshaim is that reshaim live for the moment. They want instant gratification. 

They don’t have the long view. Yaakov, on the other hand, had a long view 

of life. He knows that not everything is instantaneous. Some things take 

time. If you take the view that the bechora will eventually entail the Service 

of Hashem and a permanent job in the Beis HaMikdash, then it means 

something. This is how a tzadik views the matter. Yaakov tells Eisav “I 

know you have no interest in being the bechor, because you are only a 

“Ka’yom man.” 

This is the general approach of virtually all reshaim. They trade an Olam 

Kayam (a permanent world) for an Olam Over (a transitory world). When 

people are faced with the dilemma of choosing the pleasure of the moment or 

choosing the long-term view at the cost of deferring instant gratification, 

people that don’t possess a sense of spirituality always choose the TODAY. 

They don’t look at the long view. 

Yaakov knew this facet of Eisav. He certainly knew very well that the 

brochos would take hundreds of years to be fulfilled. But that did not make a 

difference to him. He was willing to wait. On the other hand, he understood 

with whom he was dealing. He knew that if Eisav still did not see fruits of 

this blessing after 34 years, he would consider them worthless. 

Yaakov was talking Eisav’s language when he sent the message to Eisav: 

Look what happened to me… I am just a ger. I have no land. I have received 

neither blessings of heaven nor earth these past 34 years. However, Yaakov 

himself understood that he was in it for the long haul, and was in no way 

denying the value or validity of these blessings. 

Rav Avrohom Bukspan of Miami uses this concept to suggest an 

interpretation of the Medrash that Rabbeinu Bechaye quotes. (I am a Shor 

and you are a Chamor and the Torah says a Shor and Chamor cannot plow 

together. Therefore, Dina and Shechem cannot marry each other.) 

What is the difference between the avodah of a Shor and that of a Chamor? 

The work that an ox does is for the future. Oxen plow the field, making it fit 

for sowing. In the spring, a farmer plows his field to prepare it for planting. It 

takes months for wheat to grow but the oxen are out in the field long before 

the seeds are even placed into the ground. The avodah of the shor is for the 

future. 

What is the avodah of a Chamor? A donkey schleps things. The farmer has a 

load he needs to take from point A to point B, so he puts it on the donkey 

who does the work of schlepping it for him. The difference between the ox 

and the donkey is the difference between the long view and the short view. 

The Shor is an animal whose whole function is to serve what is going to 

come in the future. The Chamor serves today’s needs: I need to get this load 

to my house or to the barn or to the market right now! 

This is what Yaakov Avinu said to Shechem ben Chamor: I am a Shor and 

you are a Chamor. We are not compatible and cannot be harnessed together 

because the Torah prohibits plowing with an ox and donkey under one yoke. 

There is a second difference between an ox and a donkey. An ox chews its 

cud; a donkey does not chew its cud. Why does an animal chew its cud? It 

regurgitates the food over and over and over. It does not just eat a meal and 

that is the end of it. The food it consumes is a meal that goes on and on, by 

virtue of the constant regurgitation of the cow or ox or other kosher animals. 

This is also an aspect of looking at the long view. 
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Yaakov tells Shechem – we are not a match because I am a Jew and you are 

not a Jew. A Jew looks at life based on what is going to be down the road. 

We take the long view of life and history. You are a Chamor. Just like a 

donkey looks only at the present – that too is the way you view life. This is 

not a compatible Shidduch. 

I heard that Rav Moshe Soloveitchik (from the famous Soloveitchik family), 

who was Rav in Zurich Switzerland many years ago, was once counselling a 

couple who were having marital problems. The husband came to Rav 

Soloveitchik and said “My wife is making a mistake. She just isn’t right! We 

can’t come to terms.” Rav Soloveitchik responded, “Maybe your wife is not 

right. But if you have Shalom and the house is tranquil then your children 

and grandchildren will grow up in such an environment and will be different 

people – much better people! Take the long view of life. The view of a Jew 

is always the long-term view. “Granted, your wife may be wrong in this 

argument. But if you take the long view of things and consider the effects of 

long term Shalom Bayis, it is far more important than the short-term victory 

over your wife in proclaiming ‘I was right!'” 

The whole point of being a Jew is that we are not into it for instant 

gratification, or just for the here and now. We are in it for the future as well. 

Therefore, he advised this congregant to give in to his wife, because in the 

long run, it will be for the best. 

That is the difference between Yaakov and Shechem. That is the difference 

between Yaakov and Eisav. That is the difference between a Yid and a non-

Yid. 
Transcribed by David Twersky; Jerusalem DavidATwersky@gmail.com 
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From beginning to end, Genesis chapter 34 tells a terrifying story. Dina, 

Jacob’s daughter – the only Jewish daughter mentioned in the entire 

patriarchal narrative – leaves the safety of home to go out to “look at the 

daughters of the land.” (Gen. 34:1) She is raped and abducted by a local 

prince, son of the king of the town known as Shechem. 

Jacob learns of this fact but does nothing until his sons return. Dina’s 

brothers Shimon and Levi immediately realise that they must act to rescue 

her. It is an almost impossible assignment. The hostage-taker is no ordinary 

individual. As the son of the king, he cannot be confronted directly. The king 

is unlikely to order his son to release her. The other townspeople, if 

challenged, will come to the prince’s defence. It is Shimon and Levi against 

the town, two against many. Even were all of Jacob’s sons to be enlisted, 

they would still be outnumbered. 

Shimon and Levi therefore decide on a ruse. They agree to let Dina marry 

the prince, but they make one condition. All the male members of the town 

must all be circumcised. The men of Shechem, seeing long-term advantages 

to an alliance with this neighbouring tribe, agree. The men of the town are 

weakened by the operation, and their pain is most acute on the third day. 

That day, Shimon and Levi enter the town and kill the entire male 

population. They rescue Dina and bring her home. The other brothers then 

plunder the town. 

Jacob is horrified by their actions. “You have made me odious to the people 

of the land,” he says. (Gen. 34:30) What then were we supposed to do, ask 

the two brothers? “Should we have left our sister to be treated like a 

prostitute?” With that rhetorical question, the episode ends and the narrative 

moves elsewhere. But Jacob’s horror at the action of his sons does not end 

there. He returns to it on his deathbed, and in effect curses them: 

“Simeon and Levi are brothers— their swords are weapons of violence. Let 

me not enter their council, let me not join their assembly, for they have killed 

men in their anger and hamstrung oxen as they pleased. Cursed be their 

anger, so fierce, and their fury, so cruel! I will scatter them in Jacob and 

disperse them in Israel. (Gen. 49:5-7) 

The story of Dina is an extraordinary passage. It seems to lack any kind of 

moral message. No one comes out of it well. Shechem, the prince, would 

seem to be the chief villain. It was he who abducted and raped Dina in the 

first place. Hamor, his father, fails to reprimand him or order Dina’s release. 

Shimon and Levi are guilty of a horrendous act of violence. The other 

brothers engage in looting the town.[1] Jacob seems passive throughout. He 

neither acts nor instructs his sons on how to act. Even Dina herself seems at 

best to have been guilty of carelessness in going out into what was clearly a 

dangerous neighbourhood – recall that both Abraham and Isaac, her 

grandfather and great grandfather, had feared for their own lives because of 

the lawlessness of the times.[2] 

Who was in the right and who in the wrong are left conspicuously undecided 

in the text. Jacob condemns his sons, but his sons reject the criticism. 

This debate continued and was taken up by two of the greatest Rabbis in the 

Middle Ages. Maimonides takes the side of Shimon and Levi. They were 

justified in what they did, he says. The other members of the town saw what 

Shechem had done, knew that he was guilty of a crime, and yet they neither 

brought him to court nor rescued the girl. They were therefore accomplices 

in his guilt. What Shechem had done was a capital crime, and by sheltering 

him the townspeople were implicated.[3] This is, incidentally, a fascinating 

ruling since it suggests that for Maimonides the rule that “all Israel are 

responsible for one another” (Shavuot 39a) is not restricted to Israel. It 

applies to all societies. As Isaac Arama was to write in the fifteenth century, 

any crime known about and allowed to continue ceases to be an offence of 

individuals only and becomes a sin of the community as a whole.[4] 

Nahmanides disagrees (in his commentary to Gen. 34:13). The principle of 

collective responsibility does not, in his view, apply to non-Jewish societies. 

The Noahide covenant requires every society to set up courts of law, but it 

does not imply that a failure to prosecute a wrongdoer involves all members 

of the society in a capital crime. 

The debate continues today among Bible scholars. Two in particular subject 

the story to close literary analysis: Meir Sternberg in his The Poetics of 

Biblical Narrative[5] and Rabbi Elchanan Samet in his studies on the 

parsha.[6] They too arrive at conflicting conclusions. Sternberg argues that 

the text is critical of Jacob for both his inaction and his criticism of his sons 

for acting. Samet sees the chief culprits as Shechem and Hamor. 

Both point out, however, the remarkable fact that the text deliberately 

deepens the moral ambiguity by refusing to portray even the apparent 

villains in an unduly negative light. Consider the chief wrongdoer, the young 

prince Shechem. The text tells us that “his heart was drawn to Dina, daughter 

of Jacob; he loved the young woman and spoke tenderly to her. And 

Shechem said to his father Hamor, ‘Get me this girl as my wife.’” (Gen. 

34:3-4) Compare this with the description of Amnon, son of King David, 

who rapes his half-sister Tamar. That story too is a tale of bloody revenge. 

But the text says about Amnon that after raping Tamar, he “hated her with 

intense hatred. In fact, he hated her more than he had loved her. Amnon said 

to her, ‘Get up and get out!’” (2 Samuel 13:15). Shechem is not like that at 

all. He falls in love with Dina and wants to marry her. The king and the 

people of the town readily accede to the Shimon and Levi’s request that they 

become circumcised. 

Not only does the text not demonise the people of Shechem, it also does not 

paint any of Jacob’s family in a positive light. It uses the same word – 

“deceit” (34:13) – of Shimon and Levi that it has used previously about 

Jacob taking Esau’s blessing, and Laban substituting Leah for Rachel. Its 
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description of all the character – from the gadabout Dina to her excessively 

violent rescuers, to the plundering other brothers and the passive Jacob – the 

text seems written deliberately to alienate our sympathies. 

The overall effect is a story with no irredeemable villains and no stainless 

heroes. Why then is it told at all? Stories do not appear in the Torah merely 

because they happened. The Torah is not a history book. It is silent on some 

of the most important periods of time. We know nothing, for example, about 

Abraham’s childhood, or about thirty-eight of the forty years spent by the 

Israelites in the wilderness. Torah means “teaching”, “instruction”, 

“guidance”. What teaching does the Torah want us to draw from this 

narrative out of which no one emerges well? 

There is an important thought-experiment devised by Andrew Schmookler, 

known as the parable of the tribes.[7] Imagine a group of tribes living close 

to one another. All choose the way of peace except one that is willing to use 

violence to achieve its ends. What happens to the peace-seeking tribes? One 

is defeated and destroyed. A second is conquered and subjugated. A third 

flees to some remote and inaccessible place. If the fourth seeks to defend 

itself, it too will have to have recourse to violence. “The irony is that 

successful defence against a power-maximising aggressor requires a society 

to become more like the society that threatens it. Power can be stopped only 

by power.”[8] 

There are, in other words, four possible outcomes: [1] destruction, [2] 

subjugation, [3] withdrawal, and [4] imitation. “In every one of these 

outcomes the ways of power are spread throughout the system. This is the 

parable of the tribes.”[9] Recall that all but one of the tribes seeks peace and 

has no desire to exercise power over its neighbours. Nonetheless, if you 

introduce a single violent tribe into the region, violence will eventually 

prevail, however the other tribes choose to respond. That is the tragedy of the 

human condition. 

As I was writing this essay in the summer of 2014, Israel was engaged in a 

bitter struggle with Hamas in Gaza in which many people died. The State of 

Israel had no more desire to be engaged in this kind of warfare than did our 

ancestor Jacob. Throughout the campaign I found myself recalling the words 

earlier in our parsha about Jacob’s feelings prior to his meeting with Esau: 

“Jacob was very afraid and distressed” (Gen. 32:8), about which the Sages 

said, “Afraid, lest he be killed, distressed lest he be forced to kill.”[10] What 

the episode of Dina tells us is not that Jacob, or Shimon and Levi, were right, 

but rather that there can be situations in which there is no right course of 

action; where whatever you do is wrong; where every option will involve the 

abandonment of some moral principle. 

That is Schmookler’s point, that “power is like a contaminant, a disease, 

which once introduced will gradually but inexorably become universal in the 

system of competing societies.”[11] Shechem’s single act of violence against 

Dina forced two of Jacob’s sons into violent reprisal, and in the end everyone 

was either contaminated or dead. It is indicative of the moral depth of the 

Torah that it does not hide this terrible truth from us by depicting one side as 

guilty, the other as innocent. 

Violence defiles us all. It did then. It does now. 
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We seem to find our father Jacob always in some sort of flight. He flees from 

the wrath of his brother Eisav and spends decades in exile in the house of 

Lavan. Eventually, he is forced to flee from Lavan when it becomes obvious 

to him that dishonesty, corruption, and idolatry that characterize the house of 

Lavan endanger Jacob's physical and spiritual survival, as well as that of his 

family. 

Because of all of this, he flees the house of Lavan to try to return to his home 

in the land of Israel. Pursued by Lavan, Jacob eventually mollifies Lavan, 

and continues his journey. But now he regards himself as a fugitive, 

constantly in danger and subject to constant threats from outside enemies 

from whom he cannot seemingly escape. 

 The encounter with his brother Eisav, as described in this week's Torah 

reading, is the culmination of Jacob's realization of all his fears, and of the 

futility of his repeated attempts to flee and escape. Rashi points out that 

Jacob devised a plan of three options regarding the forthcoming encounter 

with Eisav: to purchase goodwill with money, with a prayer to heaven to 

help them escape trouble, and, if necessary, physical self-defense to preserve 

his life and his family. 

 It is noteworthy that the option of fleeing, of running away, does not appear 

in the literature as being an option that Jacob considered in this instance. He 

apparently is done running, and now turns to face his problems and his 

adversary, head-on, face-to-face. 

 Jacob is pre-empted by a mysterious confrontation with the angel of Eisav 

before the actual encounter with his brother. That encounter comes upon him 

suddenly and unexpectedly, and it is a threat that he cannot escape from. 

Jacob wrestles with his adversaries but in the ensuing struggle, Jacob is 

injured. He prevails though and emerges triumphant, so much so, that his 

adversary is forced to bless him and acknowledge his greatness.   

It is this encounter with the angel that, somehow, brought home to Jacob the 

futility of attempting to escape the meeting with his brother. Jacob. He 

decides to confront his problems and not avoid them, and devises three 

options as to how he will encounter Eisav, but also confront him. 

 There are many problems in life – and, in fact, life is a series of problems – 

that we often attempt to deal with by ignoring them or fleeing from them. 

This tactic rarely proves successful. Eventually we all must meet up with our 

own Eisav, or at least with the angel - and ideas that the angel represents. 

Judaism has never attempted to escape from the world. Instead, it has always 

attempted to face it, argue, and debate, teach, and instruct, and retain its faith 

and values. History has shown us how impossible it is to avoid confrontation 

– certainly in the realm of ideas, beliefs, and normative behavior. Being able 

to face up to a problem and its ramifications is the first step towards being 

able somehow to solve or overcome the problem, with an adequate 

resolution. 

Shabbat shalom 

Rabbi Berel Wein 
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Based on the Torah of our Rosh HaYeshiva HaRav Yochanan Zweig 
This week’s Insights is dedicated in memory of Ze’ev ben Mordechai Avraham. “May 

his Neshama have an Aliya!”  

All I Ever Wanted… 

And Eisav said, “I have plenty, my brother; let what is yours remain yours.” 

Yaakov said, “Please, no! If I have gained favor in your eyes then accept my 

tribute […] inasmuch as I have everything.” He urged him and (Eisav) 

accepted it (33:9-11).  

This week’s parsha features the long anticipated showdown between Yaakov 

Avinu and his brother Eisav. Yaakov expended much time and effort 

preparing for the encounter with his brother, not knowing if Eisav would 

receive him as a friend or as a foe. One of the ways that Yaakov approached 

the upcoming encounter with his brother was to try to appease him with a 

large gift of animals and servants.  

When Yaakov finally came face to face with his brother, Eisav declined the 

generous gifts from Yaakov and said, “I have plenty — you keep what is 
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yours.” Yaakov countered that Eisav should accept his gifts because he 

already had everything that he needed.  

Chazal point out the marked difference between the brothers’ perspective on 

their possessions; Eisav saying that he has a lot and Yaakov saying that he 

has all that he needs.  

From the plain reading of the text one would presume that the philosophical 

difference between Yaakov and Eisav’s perspectives is that Yaakov felt that 

he didn’t need anything because he had everything he needed while Eisav 

felt that he had plenty but was still looking for more. In other words, Yaakov 

was satisfied with his lot in life while Eisav had an insatiable appetite for 

more. This is how Yaakov knew that he could entice Eisav to accept his 

tribute.  

But Rashi doesn’t interpret Eisav’s comment in that manner. Rashi (33:11) 

contrasts Yaakov’s comment with that of Eisav’s: “Yaakov said ‘I have all 

that I require’ while Eisav retorted in a haughty manner; ‘I have plenty,’ 

which implies that I have much more than I need.” Meaning, Rashi sees 

Eisav’s perspective as being one of conceit. What about Eisav’s comment 

implies that he’s arrogant? Furthermore, if Eisav really was saying that he 

had more than he needed, then why would Yaakov feel that his continued 

urging would get Eisav to acquiesce?  

Rashi is giving us a remarkable insight into how some people view the 

possessions with which Hashem has blessed them.  

When Yaakov Avinu said that Hashem gave him all that he needed, he was 

really explaining that whatever Hashem had given him had a purpose and his 

role was to use the money responsibly. Therefore, whatever Hashem gave 

him was by definition all that he needed. If he were to be given more money, 

then it would just mean that he had more to accomplish. 

By contrast, Eisav said that he had more than he needed and there was no 

overarching purpose to using whatever he had. Therefore, if he had more 

than he could utilize in the moment, then he had more than he knew what to 

do with. His goal wasn’t to use what he had for the sake of something 

outside of himself, rather his goal was to collect more than what he needed 

because, in his worldview, having more meant that he was more. Thus, Eisav 

was in the business of accumulation for his own grandiosity. This insight 

into Eisav’s psyche was exactly what Yaakov seizes upon and was the 

principle upon which he based his entreaty.  

Unfortunately, many individuals fall into this trap and collect assets for the 

simple purpose of accumulation. When a person doesn’t live in a theocentric 

universe then everything that he collects is about his needs and, essentially, 

about himself. People often fool themselves into thinking that they are 

collecting assets for altruistic reasons. However, the ultimate litmus test is 

whether or not they begin with a clearly defined vision of what they want to 

do with the resources or if they merely focus on warehousing resources. 

Chazal take it a step further by saying that collecting money for the sole 

purpose of leaving it over for your children is also not correct (see Gittin 

47a) as we find in Tehillim (49:11), “That the fool and the stupid alike perish 

and leave their wealth to others.”  

Frum - Not Frumpy 

And Dinah, the daughter of Leah, whom she had borne to Yaakov, went out 

to look over the daughters of the land […] (34:1). 

After Yaakov Avinu’s encounter with his brother Eisav, Yaakov journeyed 

to Succos. He settled in the area adjacent to the city of Shechem, where he 

bought a plot of land (interestingly enough, Avraham Avinu’s first stop in 

the land of Israel (12:6) was also there). 

The Torah goes on to relate how Yaakov’s daughter Dinah went out to 

explore the women of the area and in the process was abducted and 

subsequently violated by Shechem, the son of the chief of the city. This led 

to a violent confrontation when the children of Yaakov went to retrieve their 

sister and avenge the wrong, which resulted in the total annihilation of the 

city’s adult male population.  

Rashi (ad loc) is bothered by the Torah’s description of Dinah as the 

daughter of Leah (as opposed to the daughter of Yaakov as well). Rashi 

explains that Dinah had the attribute of “יצאנית — a woman that goes out,” 

which she inherited from her mother Leah who also had this attribute as we 

find, “Leah went out to meet him” (30:16). Thus, concludes Rashi, “like 

mother like daughter.”  

Rashi’s implies that this is a negative character trait that somehow, at least in 

part, factored into the circumstances surrounding Dinah’s abduction. Many 

commentaries criticize Rashi’s implication and characterization of Leah as 

being immodest (see Abarbanel and others ad loc) and actually cite proofs 

that Leah was indeed quite modest. 

In fact, the Gemara (Eruvin 100a) quotes the above incident referring to 

Leah being “forward” with her husband Yaakov as being the reason that she 

gave birth to their son Yissochar – father to some of the greatest people in 

Moshe Rabbeinu’s generation. Moshe had instructed Bnei Yisroel to appoint 

qualified men to serve alongside him as judges. He stipulated that they must 

find men with three qualities: 1) wisdom 2) intuitive understanding 3) men of 

known prominence. Men with two of the qualities were easily identified, but 

they were unable to find men with intuitive understanding outside of the tribe 

of Yissochar. Thus, Leah’s attribute of being “forward” with Yaakov led to 

the remarkable outcome of having descendants with intuitive understanding. 

What is the connection?  

Rashi (Devarim 1:13) explains the difference between having wisdom and 

having intuitive understanding with a “real life” illustration: A wise person is 

like a rich money changer who competently conducts his business and when 

he doesn’t have any business he sits and waits for customers. By contrast, a 

person who has intuitive understanding is like an enterprising money 

changer; if he doesn’t have any business, he goes out and brings in new 

business. In other words, a person of intuitive understanding has an inborn 

initiative. This clarifies how Leah’s forwardness (taking initiative) translated 

into having children with intuitive understanding. Yet, we must reconcile this 

attribute of being forward with her attribute of modesty. 

Man was created with an inner drive to connect to something outside of 

himself. This connection is a path to growing beyond one’s own limitations 

and allows man to feel fulfilled and accomplished, which is a large aspect in 

the purpose of creation. This inner drive is what compels man to find a mate 

and build a life from that coupling. There are two components to this drive: 

the physical and the emotional. In a perfect union, these two components 

merge and fulfill the entirety of man’s inner drive. 

A woman’s role in this process is to appeal to both aspects of man’s desires 

and truly guide the man to a better life together. A woman’s intuitive 

understanding in this process of building the man’s home and life (not to 

mention his fragile psyche) is beyond the grasp of ordinary men, whose 

focus is on accomplishments in the outside world beyond the home. Thus, it 

is only with the woman’s validation of the man that he can confidently go 

out and conquer the world. 

In order to create this perfect union, a woman needs to attract a man by 

connecting on an emotional level while also reassuring him that the 

accomplished, insightful, refined woman before him actually desires him. 

This is a delicate balancing act. Unfortunately, many insecure women try to 

short circuit this process by merely appealing to a man’s most base physical 

desire by advertising themselves as available in a physical manner. The 

unhappy consequences of this is that a proper respect for the woman is never 

fully realized and this leads to a most imperfect union.  

This is the Jewish value of modesty: A woman develops herself into an 

incredible human being who dresses with class and elegance, as befits a 

woman of stature. In terms of dress think royal family instead of Kardashian 

family. When a woman of such respectability makes herself “available” to 

her husband, she is actually building him up, expressing that such an 

impressive person wants to be with him only. This validates and empowers 

him to achieve in the world outside the home. 

Undoubtedly, this attribute of real modesty, which Jewish mothers have been 

modeling for thousands of years, has led to the remarkable accomplishments 

of the Jewish people throughout history. 
Talmudic College of Florida 

Rohr Talmudic University Campus 

4000 Alton Road, Miami Beach, FL 33140 
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Parashat Vayishlach 

A Minimal Attention Span 

"Yaakov was left alone and a man wrestled with him until the break of 

dawn." (32:25) 

We live in an era of distraction. Television advertising and music video 

driven by big BPM (bucks-per-minute) have accelerated the cutting rates of 

film and video to the microsecond. The ubiquitous cell phone interrupts 

thoughts, conversations and lives. Many do not think anymore — just surf 

through their thoughts. Now this and now this and now this. How long can a 

normal person hold an idea in his head? Everyone is invited to try it. 

Whoops? Try again! How long can the average person concentrate on an 

idea without any other thought intruding? Ten seconds? Twenty? Twenty is 

pretty “Olympic” in my own experience. 

In this week’s Torah portion, an incorporeal spiritual force (trans. angel) 

attacks Yaakov and wrestles with him until the dawn. This angel was the 

protecting force of the nation of Esav. Why did the angel of Esav not attack 

Avraham or Yitzchak? Why did he wait for Yaakov? 

This world stands on three pillars: On kindness, on prayer and on Torah. The 

three Patriarchs represent these three pillars: Avraham is the pillar of 

kindness, Yitzchak, the pillar of prayer, and Yaakov, the pillar of Torah. The 

Torah is the unique possession of the Jewish People. No other nation in the 

world has the Torah. Therefore, an attack on Torah is the one that hits at the 

heart of Judaism. 

The angel of Esav attacked Yaakov because he knew that the most effective 

way to destroy the Jewish People is to deter them from learning Torah. 

Even though the angel of Esav was unsuccessful in his fight with Yaakov, he 

managed to damage him in the thigh. The thigh is the place in the body that 

represents progeny and the continuation of Jewish continuity. In the era 

before the arrival of the Mashiach, Esav will try to make it very difficult to 

educate our children with Torah. Torah demands commitment, application 

and concentration. The essence of Torah study is to be able to contain several 

ideas in one’s head and to synthesize and counterpoint these ideas. A 

distracted person cannot learn Torah. Our era is one in which distraction has 

become an industry. 

In the generation before the Mashiach in which we currently find ourselves, 

maintaining a minimal attention span will be a gigantic battle in itself. May 

we all be successful with the help of Heaven. 
© 2020 Ohr Somayach International      
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I have always been saddened by the fact that Holocaust victims have no 

matzeiva. You can’t visit a cemetery and see a tombstone over a grave for 

them as one does for all others. Yet I derive some chizuk, some support, 

from the beautiful teaching in Parshat Vayishlach. Here the Torah provides 

the details of the sad passing of Rachel. She was buried in Bethlehem, Beit 

Lechem, and one can visit her tomb to this very day. Indeed the Torah refers 

to the place of her burial by saying (Bereishit 35:20),  

“Hi matzevet kevurat Rachel ad hayom,” – “This is the memorial to the 

burial place of Rachel to this very day.” 

Burial Place 

Now some of our commentators ask about a redundant word here. The Torah 

could have said, “Hi matzevet Rachel,” – “This is the memorial of Rachel.” 

Why does it say, “Hi matzevet kevurat Rachel,” – “This is a memorial of the 

burial place of Rachel”? 

The Sefer Chomat Aish explains beautifully. He cites the teaching of Chazal, 

our Sages, who say,  

“Ein osin nefashot letzaddikim. Divreihem hein heim zichronam.” – “There 

is no need to make a matzeiva, a memorial in stone, for outstanding people. 

Their words and their deeds, that is their everlasting memorial.” 

Indeed this is so very true, because the true impact, the legacy of such people 

continues to exist in people’s hearts and in people’s minds. In turn, they pass 

it on to the generations to come and that’s how great people continue to live 

forever.    

Now we can understand why the Torah does not say, “Hi matzevet Rachel,” 

– “This is the memorial of Rachel.” It is because Rachel has a far greater 

memorial than a memorial in stone. Rachel’s legacy has endured within our 

hearts and our minds for all time and that’s why the Torah says, “Hi 

matzevet kevurat Rachel.” 

The essence of that place is as a memorial in stone marking the place where 

she was buried, and that’s the place which we can come to in order to pay 

our respects to her. 

Legacy 

With regard to the six million precious Jewish souls who perished in the 

Holocaust, it is beyond words to explain. But in truth, they continue to live 

on through us. The torch of their Judaism and their good deeds is borne aloft 

by us with pride, guaranteeing that despite the efforts of our enemies to 

destroy us, am Yisrael chai – through our efforts and our faith, the people of 

Israel live on forever.  

Despite the fact that there are no matzeivas for them, nonetheless the victims 

of the Shoah, will remain alive within us for all time. 

Shabbat shalom. 
Rabbi Mirvis is the Chief Rabbi of the United Kingdom. He was formerly Chief Rabbi 

of Ireland. 
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Vayishlach: The Service of Pillars and Altars 
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Having survived the confrontation with Esau and his private militia, the 

mysterious nighttime struggle at Penuel, the abduction of his daughter Dinah, 

and the battle against the city of Shechem — Jacob finally made his way 

back to Beth El. Twenty years earlier, Jacob had stayed overnight in Beth El, 

dreaming of angels and Divine protection as he fled from his brother Esau. 

Now he would fulfill his decades-old promise to worship God in that holy 

place. 

In preparation for this spiritual journey, Jacob instructed his family: 

“Remove the foreign gods that are in your midst. Purify yourselves and 

change your clothes. Then we will rise and ascend to Beth El. There I will 

construct an altar to God, Who answered me in my hour of trouble, and Who 

accompanied me in the path that I took.” (Gen. 35:2-3) 

The first time Jacob had come to Beth El, he erected a matzeivah, a pillar 

with which to worship God. Now, Jacob built a mizbei'ach, an altar. What is 

the difference between worshipping God with a pillar or with an altar? 

The Torah later prohibits erecting a matzeivah, even if it is to be used to 

worship God (Deut. 16:22). The Sages explained that the matzeivah “was 

beloved in the time of the Patriarchs, but abhorred in the time of their 

descendants“ (Sifri Shoftim 146). 
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What brought about this change in status? 

Service of the Klal 

The difference between a matzeivah and a mizbei'ach is primarily a physical 

one. A matzeivah is a single large stone, while a mizbei'ach is an altar 

constructed from many stones. The switch from pillar to altar indicates a 

paradigm shift that took place in the way God was to be served in the time of 

the Patriarchs and in the time of their descendants. 

Each of the three Avot — Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob — had his own unique 

way of serving God. Abraham served God with his overriding traits of love, 

kindness, and hospitality. Isaac served God with awe and submission, traits 

he acquired at the Akeidah. And Jacob, “the scholarly man who dwelled in 

tents [of Torah],” served God through Torah study. 

In the time of the Patriarchs, each of the Avot was the leading light of his 

generation. His special trait dominated the era; his path of serving God was 

the appropriate path for that time. This period was aptly represented by the 

metaphor of the matzeivah: a single stone, a single way of serving God. 

When Jacob returned to the Land of Israel, however, the situation had 

changed. He arrived at Beth El with twelve sons, the twelve tribes of Israel. 

No longer was there a single spiritual path for the generation. This was the 

start of a new era: the service of the klal, the collective, in which each 

individual fills a particular role in order to reach a common national goal. 

Each of Jacob’s sons developed his own way of serving God, based on a 

unique combination of the spiritual paths of the three Avot. 

To fully function, the Jewish nation requires a variety of talents and fields of 

expertise. Spiritual leadership, in the form of teachers of Torah and kohanim, 

came from the tribe of Levi. Kings and national leaders arose from Judah. 

Issachar excelled in producing scholars and judges. Other tribes specialized 

in commerce, agriculture, and national defense. 

The altar Jacob built from many stones upon his return to Beth El embodied 

the new paradigm of serving God. This was no longer a time of a single, 

uniform service of God. There were now many paths to serve God, which 

joined together in one altar, as all aspired toward the common goal of Divine 

service. 

"Change Your Clothes" 

With these divergent paths to serve God, however, a new problem arose. 

Each group may come to believe that its path is the most important and 

belittle the efforts of others. As they prepared to worship God with the 

multiple-stone mizbei'ach at Beth El, Jacob realized that it was necessary to 

take special measures to unite his family. 

Jacob therefore instructed his family, “Remove the foreign gods in your 

midst.” The Sages taught that the evil inclination is a “foreign god” (Shabbat 

105b). Jacob pleaded that they remove the evil inclination which convinces 

us that others are “foreign.” He wanted his family to recognize that, on the 

inside, the disparate members of the Jewish people are united in purpose and 

soul. For this reason, the Torah refers to Jacob’s family as “seventy soul” 

(Ex. 1:5), in the singular, emphasizing that the souls of Israel are united at 

their source. 

It is only the externals — our deeds and actions — that separate us. 

Therefore Jacob requested that his family purify themselves by changing 

their clothes, by removing the superficial exterior which conceals our true 

inner unity. 

Then, Jacob announced, we will be ready to ascend to Beth El and worship 

God together. There we will serve God using a mizbei'ach, composed of 

many stones and many paths — but all working together toward the same 

ultimate goal of serving God. 
(Sapphire from the Land of Israel. Adapted from Midbar Shur, pp. 74-75) 

Copyright © 2021 by Chanan Morrison 
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ב פ" תש   וישלח פרשת    …  

 ויאבק איש עמו עד עלות השחר 

And a man wrestled with him until the break of dawn. (32:25) 

 It was in middle of the night that Yaakov Avinu encountered a “man” who 

fought with him until he was bested by the Patriarch. We know that this was 

no ordinary man – and no ordinary fight. This was none other than Eisav’s 

Heavenly angel, and the battle was one which represented the forces of evil 

against the forces of good. The angel representing Eisav lost the fight, but, 

throughout the millennia, he has not thrown in the towel, as he has attempted 

at every available juncture to turn the tide against Yaakov’s descendants. The 

question that confronts the reader is, “Why Yaakov?” Avraham Avinu and 

Yitzchak Avinu preceded Yaakov, and apparently Satan did not challenge 

them. What was it about the third Patriarch that spurred such a Heavenly 

reaction? Apparently, Satan felt that Avraham and Yitzchak’s qualities and 

ways of serving Hashem did not present a danger to his plan of destroying 

the spiritual growth of Judaism and its adherents. Yaakov did, thus requiring 

an open challenge to the Patriarch and everything that he represented.  

 The various commentators, each in his own inimitable manner, respond to 

this question. Horav Elchanan Wasserman, zl, explains that it was Yaakov’s 

koach haTorah, power of Torah study, that outweighed Avraham’s power of 

chesed and Yitzchak’s power of avodah, prayer/service, to Hashem, because, 

in the long run, these two paths of serving Hashem would not guarantee 

Jewish survival. Torah study has been, and continues to be, our only antidote 

to the forces of evil promoted by the yetzer hora/Satan and the various guises 

through which he seeks to sever our spiritual connection with Hashem.  

 Alternatively, it was Yaakov’s ability to confront and expose the forces of 

evil for what they are that presented the greatest challenge to Satan and his 

plans for the spiritual ruin of the Jewish People. Yaakov Avinu was subject to 

– and compelled to address – the two primary forces of evil represented by 

Eisav and Lavan, two individuals who wrote the book on evil and set the 

standard for all malicious people to follow. The symbol of Eisav is the 

chazir, pig, who presents its split hooves, which is one of the signs of a 

kosher animal. He would have us ignore its other sign (lack of chewing its 

cud) which obviates its kashrus. Eisav does not want to be known as evil. He 

acts under a cloak of respectability, friendship, brotherhood and love, until 

he is able to ensnare the unknowing and gullible in his tentacles, after which 

it is too late.  

 Growing up in the Patriarchal home of Yitzchak and Rivkah Imeinu, 

Yaakov had the dubious opportunity to have a ringside seat to observe Eisav 

in all his surreptitious, charlatan, evil. He saw him masquerade as a tzaddik, 

righteous person, when Eisav spoke to his father, and then quickly change 

into his “street” clothes when he was about to act out his evil self, 

plundering, murdering and acting with complete moral abandon. Yaakov had 

seen his true colors. As a result, he knew what to look for and how to 

recognize the evil that was Eisav’s trademark.  

 Another form of evil which Yaakov was forced to confront and live with for 

over two decades was that of Lavan ha’Arami, his father-in-law, who was 

infamously known for his ability to swindle and lie. Lavan did not put on a 

show. He had nothing to hide, because he did not care. He always had a 

reason to justify his ignominious activities. When Yaakov confronted him 

for switching daughters on him, Lavan calmly (with a smile) replied, “We do 

not act this way here, to give the younger daughter prior to the older one.” 

He had no qualms about lying. This is how he lived. If Yaakov did not like it 

– he could leave. This form of unvarnished evil, wrought by one who had no 

compunction to conceal his unsavory, malicious goals was the backdrop to 

the life our Patriarch experienced for over twenty years.  

 Yaakov excelled in dealing with Eisav, not allowing his clandestine, 

underhanded evil to influence him. He also was able to leave Lavan’s home, 

with its lies and justification of every and any immoral activity, holding his 

head high, proclaiming that he continued to observe all 613 mitzvos. Neither 

Eisav nor Lavan tarnished his spiritual sphere of operations. Do we need a 

greater and stronger adversary over which the yetzer hora must triumph? 
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Satan had no room for error; he had to take down Yaakov, for he was a threat 

to his future propagation of evil in all its insidious forms. Yaakov triumphed 

because he had the power of Torah, the power of emes – which go hand in 

hand. With Torah as our lodestar, and the emes it generates, we will triumph 

over Eisav, Lavan and their minions.   

 We have no dearth of Torah stories, but I could not resist the following story 

(The Story Rolodex). A young couple living in an upstate New York 

community enjoyed the peace and quiet that was one of the caveats of living 

in a near-rural community. On the other hand, while there was a sizable 

Jewish population in the city, they had yet to succeed in establishing a viable 

Jewish day school. The parents were frustrated that, like the others, they 

were forced to send their children to the local public school and augment 

their religious education at home. One day, the father met what appeared to 

be a devout religious Jew. After speaking with him, he acknowledged that 

this man was a bona-fide scholar. After sharing with the man his problem 

concerning his sons’ lack of a meaningful Jewish education, the man offered 

to tutor the boys on a regular basis. The father was overjoyed. His sons 

would finally receive a Jewish education.  

 The next day, the father accompanied his sons to the man’s home for their 

first Torah lesson. A few hours later, the boys left for home. It was not a long 

walk. It was marred, however, by the presence of a group of teenage 

delinquents who were bent on harming the young boys. They punched and 

slapped the two boys, pulled their peyos and stole their yarmulkes. They 

topped off their malevolence with name-calling. The two boys ran home, 

dirty and tear-streaked. After relating the incident to their father, he 

explained to them that the alternative was not learning Torah and growing up 

ignorant of Torah, which ultimately would affect their entire religious 

outlook and practice. Tomorrow, they would return to the rebbe. Hashem 

would protect them. Baruch Hashem, they were more humiliated than hurt. 

Things would work out.  

 The next day, as the previous day, the father accompanied them on their 

walk to the rebbe’s home. Five minutes into their walk, they froze in their 

tracks as they saw a large black dog preventing them from going forward. 

Their father assuaged their fears, “A dog will not bother you if you leave it 

alone.” They continued walking, albeit nervously, and they looked back to 

notice the dog walking obediently beside them. The hoodlums, who had 

yesterday ruined their day, were out in force, but stood by without making a 

move for fear of the dog’s reaction.  

 At the end of their learning session, the boys were surprised – but heartened 

– to see the dog waiting for them under a tree situated on the rebbe’s lawn. 

This went on for one year, with the dog meeting them daily, accompanying 

them to their Torah lesson, and then walking them home. At the end of the 

year, the boys went off to yeshivah. Shortly after the boys left, their father 

discovered the dead carcass of the dog on the street. He had served them 

well.  

 There is an incredible postscript to this story. Apparently, this was no 

ordinary dog. When the story of the dog was related to the Ribnitzer Rebbe, 

Horav Chaim Zanvil Abramowitz, zl, he remarked that the dog was a gilgul, 

transmigration, of a Yid who had not spent sufficient time learning Torah 

during his lifetime. By accompanying the boys, thus enabling them to learn 

Torah, he restored and fulfilled his own mission, and was now granted entry 

into Olam Habba, the World to Come, where he received his due reward.  

יום הזה על כן לא יאכלו בני ישראל את גיד הנשה עד ה  

Therefore Bnei Yisrael are not to eat the Gid ha’nasheh, displaced sinew 

on the hip-socket,…to this day. (32:33) 

 When Eisav’s angel saw that he could not best Yaakov Avinu, he made one 

last attempt at maiming the Patriarch by striking his gid-hanashe. To 

commemorate this battle, Yaakov’s descendants are prohibited from 

consuming the nerves/sinew which are included under the rubric of gid 

ha’nashe. The commemoration of the miracle of Yaakov’s triumph in battle 

over the forces of evil seems counterproductive. Issur achilah, prohibition 

from eating, is a shev v’al taaseh, passive form of celebrating the miracle, 

the direct opposite of the manner in which we celebrate the many miracles 

which are part of our continued existence. Horav Moshe Feinstein, zl, 

explains that while we have the ability, resolution and fortitude to withstand 

the vicissitudes and challenges of the exile which will undoubtedly generate 

much-deserved reward, we still pray to Hashem that we should not be 

challenged by the nisyonos, trials, associated with exile. Indeed, this is why 

we ask Hashem (Birchos Ha’Shachar), v’al t’vienu… liyidei nisayon, “Do 

not bring us into… the forces of challenge.” Thus, the commemoration of the 

miracle is passive: We ask that we not be tested.  

 The Rosh Yeshivah also derives from here that it is more praiseworthy not to 

fall prey to prohibition than to perform a mitzvah. Sadly, there are those who 

complacently perform mitzvos, which has been their lifestyle since early 

youth. To refrain from executing an aveirah, however, to distance oneself 

from sin – specifically because this is the ratzon Hashem, the will of G-d – is 

more laudatory.   

 ויקחו שני בני יעקב שמעון ולוי אחי דינה איש חרבו... ויהרגו כל זכר

And two of Yaakov’s sons, Shimon and Levi, Dinah’s brothers, each 

(man) took his sword… and killed every male. (34:25) 

 In his commentary to Nazir 29b, Rashi comments based upon the Midrash 

that Levi was thirteen years old at the time that he and Shimon took 

vengeance on the men of Shechem. Wherever the Torah uses the word ish, 

man, it refers to someone over the age of thirteen years. Likewise, we find 

that Betzalel, architect of the Mishkan, was thirteen years old when he made 

the Mishkan. Concerning him, the Torah writes, Ish ish mimelachato, “Each 

(man) of them from his work” (Shemos 36:4). Additionally, we find that the 

Rambam reiterated the halachah that the age of thirteen years constitutes ish 

status. Horav Eliyahu Schlesinger, Shlita, explains the rationale for this. The 

Zohar HaKadosh (Shemos 128) writes: man gabeir d’is al yitzrei ikri ish, 

“One who conquers (is stronger than) his (evil) inclination is considered an 

ish.” David Hamelech told Shlomo, v’chazakta v’hayissa l’ish, “You should 

strengthen yourself and become a man” (Melachim 1:11), which is 

interpreted by Targum Yonasan, “A person who has the power to overwhelm 

his yetzer hora/sin.” When one achieves ish status at age thirteen, he 

becomes a bar daas, has sufficient mature intelligence and responsibility.  

 Rav Schlesinger takes the concept of ish up one notch, explaining that when 

one reaches the age of thirteen years, he becomes a metzuveh v’oseh, he is 

commanded to perform mitzvos. It is no longer extra-credit. It is an 

obligation. Chazal (Bava Kamma 87:1) teach Gadol ha’metzuveh v’oseh 

mimi she’einu metzuveh v’oseh, “Greater is he who is commanded and 

performs the mitzvah than he who carries out the mitzvah, even though he is 

not commanded to do so.” Tosfos (Kiddushin 31:   ) explain that one who 

understands that his actions count, that he must carry out the mitzvah 

appropriately to the full extent of the law, will be anxious that he do it 

correctly, unlike the one who performs the mitzvah because he wants to. He 

knows that if he did not act accordingly – it is not the end of the world. He 

does not worry. He is not anxious.  

 Horav Shmuel Rozovsky, zl, explains that one who is a metzuveh v’oseh lives 

his entire life – every moment of his existence – in fear, worrying that 

perhaps he did not make the grade. His anxiety extends far beyond the 

mitzvah that he is performing; rather, it permeates his entire being, knowing 

that he has a responsibility towards Hashem, to carry out His command to its 

fullest potential. Thus, the advantage that the metzuveh v’oseh has over his 

counterpart is not simply with regard to the actual mitzvah that he is now 

carrying out, but rather, it is all about his mindset – the metzuvah v’oseh has 

a totally different temperament. A Jew who is an ish is one who worries, who 

is in a state of concern with regard to his frumkeit, religious observance. 

“Am I practicing as well as I should?” “Am I performing mitzvos in the 

manner that Hashem expects of me?” “Am I making Hashem proud of me?” 

Metzuveh v’oseh is a lifelong experience that permeates every aspect of a 

Jew’s life. This also defines gadlus, religious maturity. If a day passes in 

which he has not acted as a metzuveh v’oseh, then he was a kattan, underage, 

and not a bar daas. We begin each day with the realization that we are 

fulfilling our religious mandate to serve Hashem as mature, observant Jews. 

This is our mission. This is our responsibility to Hashem.   
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ם זה לך בןראי כי גיויהי בהקשתה בלדתה ותאמר לה המילדת אל ת  

And it was when she had difficulty in her labor that the midwife said to 

her, “Have no fear, for this one, too, is a son for you.” (35:17) 

 The Brisker Rav, zl, observes that Rachel Imeinu’s fear was not of dying, 

but rather, her anxiety resulted from her agonizing over losing a shevet, tribe, 

in Klal Yisrael. Thus, when the midwife told her, “Have no fear, this child 

will carry on your legacy as one of the Shivtei Kah, tribes of Hashem, Rachel 

calmed down and was prepared to confront her mortality.  

 The Brisker Rav expressed a similar idea following the European Holocaust. 

He related to Horav Eliezer Palchinksy, zl, that not a day passes that he is 

masiach daas, diverts his attention, from thinking about his family members 

who did not survive the calamity. Rav Palchinsky said that this was a tzaras 

ha’rabim, an anguish that affected the collective Jewish people. The Rav 

countered, “True, but never for a moment do I divert my attention from 

them.” 

 He added that Yaakov Avinu mourned over Yosef for twenty-two years. 

Certainly, he had never been masiach daas and ceased to mourn. Otherwise, 

the Shechinah, Divine Presence, would have returned to him. As soon as this 

would occur, the Patriarch would have known that Yosef, was, in fact, alive. 

(The Shechinah does not rest upon one who is depressed.) Apparently, 

Yaakov never stopped thinking of Yosef.  

 Rav Palchinsky asked, “But Yaakov mourned over the loss of a shevet; thus, 

he was inconsolable, while the Rav’s pain is personal.” (He implied that 

personal pain should be consolable.) The Brisker Rav replied, “Every one of 

my sons is like a shevet to me, because each one has the potential to raise up 

a generation of ovdei Hashem, who will serve Hashem.” What we should 

derive from this comment is the Torah approach to raising our children. Each 

one represents awesome potential. Each of them represents the repository of 

our legacy and the future of our people.  

Va’ani Tefillah 

 Netzor leshoni meira… Pesach leebee – נצור לשוני מרע... פתח לבי בתורתך

b’sorasecha. Guard my tongue from evil… open my heart to Your 

Torah.  

 At the end of the day, the tefillah, Netzor leshoni meira, “Guard my tongue 

from (speaking) evil, and my lips from speaking deceitfully; to those who 

curse me, let my soul be silent; and let my soul be like dust to everyone; 

open my heart to Your Torah; then my soul will pursue Your mitzvos” is 

frightening. The Chida, zl (Kikar l’Adon), writes that one should think over 

very carefully what he says and to Whom he is speaking. He asks for 

humility, but he is demanding in every way of others, unforgiving regarding 

the slightest infraction to his honor. Deep down, he views himself as a prince 

among princes and everyone else as serfs and lackeys. How is he not afraid 

to utter the words, “And to those who curse me, let my soul be silent,” when 

in fact, he is onerous and difficult to please. Humility? He asks that his soul 

be like dust, when he acts as if he is better and deserves to be more elevated 

than those around him. He petitions Hashem to open his heart in Torah. Does 

he immediately open a sefer, volume of Torah, and learn from it? He claims 

that he seeks the pursuit of mitzvos, but when the opportunity to perform a 

mitzvah presents itself, he is too lazy, too busy, in a rush. How can he 

reiterate these words thrice daily and ignore their meaning and imperative? 

We must mean what we say and, likewise, say what we mean. Otherwise, 

our petition lacks veracity. This is why it is so frightening.  
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“I Have Everything” 

Rabbi Yitzchok Tzvi Schwarz 
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The words of the Chofetz Chaim could seem so simple and at the same time 

be very profound. They were understood by the hamon am, the poshute 

people, and yet giants of the generation like Rav Chaim Ozer Grodzensky 

and Rav Elchonon Wasserman could sit with him for hours, enthralled by his 

words. Here is just one example of both simplicity and profundity at the 

same time. 

During the momentous encounter between Yaakov Avinu and Eisav, the 

latter inquired about what Yaakov’s intentions in sending him the gifts. 

He answered, “To gain favor in my lord’s eyes.” 

Eisav said, “I have a lot. My brother, let what you have remain yours.” 

But Yaakov said, “No, I beg you! …Please accept my gift, which was 

brought to you for Hashem has been gracious to me and as I have 

everything.” 

About this, the Chofetz Chaim comments: Eisav said, “I have a lot, my 

brother.” But Yaakov said, “I have everything.” How revealing these 

statements are. Just a slight difference in expression. Eisav has a lot, but 

Yaakov has everything, yet it reflects a vast chasm between them in their 

varying outlooks on life. By Eisav saying that he has a lot, he is testifying, 

‘But I still want more. I am still lacking for additional acquisitions.’ This is 

so in tune with man’s natural inclinations. One doesn’t leave this world 

having acquired even half of his desires. “One who has 100 coins desires 

200. And one who has 200 aspires for 400” (Koheles Rabbah 3:13). 

Not so Yaakov Avinu. He is graced with the middah of histapkus bemuat, 

being content with just a little. He has everything and doesn’t need more. 

Eisav’s tendency is to always want more of Olam Hazeh, whereas Yaakov is 

satisfied with what he has (Chofetz Chaim Hachodosh Al HaTorah). 

Let us analyze these words of the Chofetz Chaim, because there is more to 

them than meets the eye. One might ask: It wasn’t so difficult for Yaakov to 

be satisfied with what he had, for he was blessed with riches that we can’t 

even imagine. All of the avos hakedoshim were wealthy, but it seems from 

the pesukim that Yaakov was the wealthiest of them all. 

Regarding Avrohom it says, “Now Avrom was very laden with livestock, 

silver, and gold” (Bereishis 13:2). About Yitzchok it says, “The man became 

great and kept becoming greater until he was very great. He had acquired 

flocks and herds and many enterprises…” (ibid. 26:13-14). But in describing 

Yaakov Avinu’s wealth, the Torah uses the words me’od, me’od: “The man 

became exceedingly prosperous and he attained productive flocks, 

maidservants, servants, camels, and donkeys” (ibid. 30:43). In fact, the 

Medrash says that his wealth so expanded that it was a sampling of Olam 

Haba (Yalkut, Vayeitzei, remez 130). 

Yaakov’s satisfaction with his lot was not so incredible, for indeed he had 

everything. But such a question is based on a lack of understanding of the 

inner nature of man. What would one say if he were delivering a hesped on 

Avrohom Avinu? That he publicized Hashem’s name to the extent that at one 

time He was merely G-d of heaven, but through Avrohom’s efforts, He 

became the G-d of the earth. That he was willing to die al kiddush Hashem in 

the flaming furnace. That he was willing to bring Yitzchok, his beloved son, 

as a korban. That he was exemplary in the mitzvah of chesed. That he passed 

the Asarah Nisyonos with flying colors. The list goes on. Yet, what is the 

Torah’s description of Avrohom when he was niftar? What is Hashem’s 

eulogy on his beloved one? 

“And Avrohom expired and died at a good old age, mature and content, and 

he was gathered to his people” (Bereishis 25:8). “Mature and content”?! This 

is the sole praise that the Torah gives to the av hamon goyim, who is 

described as the biggest man among the giants (Yehoshua 14:15)? 

The Ramban explains this praise: “He realized all of his heartfelt requests 

and he was content with all of the good. This relates the chesed of Hashem 

with tzaddikim and the good middah that they possess, not aspiring for 

luxuries, as it says about them: ‘the desire of his heart you have granted him’ 

(Tehillim 21:3), and not what it says about others: ‘a lover of money will 

never be satisfied with money’ (Koheles 5:9). 
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But even after the Ramban’s explanation, we remain baffled as to why this 

should be the sole praise that characterizes Avrohom’s life. 

Rav Simcha Zissel Broide, Chevroner rosh yeshiva, in his classic sefer Sam 

Derech, explains how powerful are the urges of man. It is a force so mighty 

that if one is not aware of it and does not work at checking it and taming it, it 

can totally overtake him and steer him far away from the proper path. “His 

wants are never satisfied” (Koheles 6:7). “Jealousy, lust, and glory remove a 

man from the world” (Avos 5:28). 

No matter how much a person has acquired, he always has a desire for more. 

The more he has, the more he wants, and he will never stop wanting. Rav 

Elya Lopian compared this to one who is very thirsty and drinks herring 

brine to quench his thirst. This will only make him more thirsty, and the 

more of it he drinks, the thirstier he gets. And this doesn’t only apply to just 

any rich man. It even applies to the giants of giants. For deep in the caverns 

of one’s heart, the yeitzer hara is constantly at work, tugging and pushing 

and trying to convince him that he always needs more. “The heart is the most 

deceitful of all, and it is fragile – who can know it?” (Yirmiyahu 17:9). 

Only those who are constantly working on themselves, those who always 

strive for spiritual growth, have a keen awareness of what lurks in the heart 

of man. And after gaining this awareness, they regularly put in the effort to 

squelch these forces that try to distract them and come between them and 

Hashem. Avrohom Avinu constantly humbled himself before Hashem. He 

appreciated every small chesed and said that he wasn’t worthy of it. When 

Hashem said to him, “I will bless her (Sarah); indeed, I will give you a son 

through her. I will bless her and she shall give rise to nations, kings of 

peoples will rise from her,” Avrohom said to Hashem, “O’ that Yishmoel 

might live before you!” Rashi explains: “If only Yishmoel lives. I am not 

worthy of receiving such reward” (Bereishis 17:16-19). 

The ten nisyonos came at different intervals of Avrohom’s life, but they all 

happened at a given moment and they passed. Avrohom’s submission, his 

humbling himself before Hashem and purifying his neshomah, was his life’s 

occupation at every moment. And it took this dedication to subjugate those 

powerful forces within that threatened to derail him. “He who is greater than 

his friend, the greater is his yeitzer hara” (Sukkah 52a). Avrohom, through 

hard work, was up to the task. But even with the great efforts he put forth, he 

still needed the chesed of Hashem to remain satisfied. 

This is why the Torah chooses this, mature and content, as his one 

outstanding attribute, because it encompasses his entire essence, humbling 

himself before Hashem and squelching the inner fire of his passions. This 

lesson was passed down to Yaakov Avinu, who became even wealthier, and 

his battles to be content were even harder. But in the end, he was able to 

proudly declare, “I have everything!” 

This is the way the avos hakedoshim lived their lives. Their vast wealth did 

not detract from their penimiyus. To the contrary, it made them greater, as 

they thanked Hashem for every small chesed. And they passed this legacy 

down to us. Unfortunately, our being in golus for so many years has caused 

us to pick up ideas that are alien to our mesorah. The drive to acquire every 

comfort imaginable is a middah of Eisav, the antithesis of the ways of 

Yaakov… 

--------------------------- 
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Ever since Yaakov’s showdown with Eisov, that saga has been providing 

Yaakov’s progeny with a prototype for dealing with an enemy in his various 

guises. Sometimes the enemy presents himself as a friend, sometimes as a 

brother or a protector, and sometimes as a concerned colleague or the 

government. Other times, the evil one is apparent in his hatred and enmity. 

Sometimes, we hold ourselves back and other times we allow the yeitzer 

hora to control our actions. Yaakov provides guidance for us in such 

instances as well. 

The posuk relates that after separating his family and possessions into two 

camps in preparation for an onslaught from Eisov, Yaakov was left alone: 

“Vayivoseir Yaakov levado” (Bereishis 32:25). 

Rav Nosson Wachtfogel would recount that he only met the Chofetz Chaim 

one time. Hearing that the tzaddik hador was in the area, he made his way 

there to hear his words of inspiration. He would say that he was surprised 

that for an hour, the Chofetz Chaim discussed only one point. For one hour, 

the Chofetz Chaim told the crowd that each person should work on himself 

to attain the level where his avodah emanates from within himself, not from 

copying others, not from being swept along with the crowd, not by observing 

the actions of someone else or from being concerned about what another 

person will think of you. A person must work on himself so that he can 

daven without looking around to see what others are doing and how. 

The Chofetz Chaim told his audience that this is learned from the avos, 

Avrohom, Yitzchok and Yaakov, whose devotion came from within and not 

from copying anyone else. 

“Vayivoseir Yaakov levado.” Yaakov was virtually alone. By himself, he 

developed into the great av of the shevotim and of Klal Yisroel. He did so by 

absorbing the lessons of his great father and by dedicating all of his time and 

effort to Torah as a yosheiv ohalim, and then, later, while in the yeshiva of 

Sheim V’Eiver. 

With this, we can understand the Medrash (Bereishis Rabbah 77:1) that 

quotes Rav Brachya in the name of Rav Simon, who said that similar to the 

posuk referring to Hakadosh Boruch Hu which states, “Venisgov Hashem 

levado” is the posuk in this week’s parsha that says about Yaakov, 

“Vayivoseir Yaakov levado.” Levado indicates that, like Hashem, he was by 

himself. 

The teaching is explained on many different levels, but we can understand it 

according to the statement of the Chofetz Chaim. A person has to be able to 

be great independently. Yaakov Avinu reached that level of achievement. 

And so must we. 

We have to be able to withstand the various pressures that are brought upon 

us in this world, which lead many people to live their lives conforming to 

certain social norms and standards. People who cannot afford to keep up 

with the Cohens extend themselves as they portray a level of financial 

success that they don’t come close to. 

Without sufficient self-respect and self-worth, they seek the acceptance of 

others and endeavor to earn favor in the eyes of other people. Everything 

they do is not for themselves, but for others. The home they live in, the car 

they drive, and the clothes they and their children wear are all to impress 

their friends and neighbors. 

They can never achieve inner happiness and satisfaction, for their 

satisfaction is totally dependent on the views and opinions of others, not the 

result of their own achievements. They have no goals for themselves to 

reach, enjoying a feeling of accomplishment, for they are always trying to 

impress others. 

“Vayivoseir Yaakov levado.” Yaakov succeeded in vanquishing the malach 

of Eisov, as well as Eisov and Lovon, because he was secure in the 

knowledge that what he was doing was proper. He had no interest in 

impressing them, but rather in defending and fighting for the truth, as the 

posuk states, “Titein emes l’Yaakov.” The middah of Yaakov is emes, truth. 

We must be honest with ourselves and not allow outside influences and 

considerations to impress us. We must ensure that we are not compromised 

by the subterfuge that is so prevalent in the olam hasheker… 
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Haftaros of Vayetze and Vayishlach – A Mistake Rectified 

Haftaros of Vayetze and Vayishlach – A Mistake Rectified[1] 

By Eli Duker 

There had been one practice throughout the Jewish world concerning the Haftara of Vayishlach 

until the print revolution. The book of Ovadia is the Haftara listed in every Haftara list, including 

the one in the Rambam’s Seder HaTefillos in the Mishneh Torah, MS Ginsburg Moscow of the 

Machzor Vitry,[2] Etz Chaim (written in London on the eve of the Edict of Expulsion),[3] 

Abudarham,[4] and the list of Rabbi Shmuel Hanagid, cited in the Sefer HaEshkol.[5] It is also the 

Haftara in the “Emes” piyyut written by Rabbi Shmuel Hashelishi[6] and the “Zulas” piyyut 

https://seforimblog.com/2021/11/haftaros-of-vayetze-and-vayishlach-a-mistake-rectified/
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written by Rabbi Yehuda B’Rabi Binyamin.[7] This is also the Haftara listed in all chumashim in 

manuscript[8] and in all Cairo Geniza fragments9 that I have seen. 

This was also the practice of those who followed the triennial cycle in Eretz Yisrael,[10] the 

Haftara for the sidra of Vayishlach Yaakov was from the book of Ovadia. The reason for the 

Haftara is clearly due to it being a prophecy about Edom, and Edom is discussed in depth in the 

parasha. 

The universal practice in all communities was to read from the book of Hoshea for the Haftara of 

Vayetze, but not everyone read the same verses. In all Geniza fragments[11] the Haftara begins at 

11:7, “Ve’ami seluim.” In the fragments with a clear end to the Haftara I have found 3 that end at 

12:14,[12] which is similar to what appears in the list of in the Rambam’s Seder HaTefillos, 

making it a classic Haftara of exactly twenty-one pesukim. One source has it end at 13:4,[13] 

which is the “Zulas” piyyut written by Rabbi Yehuda B’Rabi Binyamin for this parasha,[14] as 

well as in the Sefer HaShulchan, written by a student of the Rashba. The reason for the Haftara is 

due to the verse “Vayivrach Yaakov ,” which is clearly related to the events of the parsha, as well 

as, possibly, the mention of “Bes El” in 12:5 

There were two different Ashkenazi practices in the pre-printing era. One was to begin at 12:13, 

“Vayivrach Yaakov ,” and to read until the end of the book. This is the Haftara found in MS 

Ginsburg Moscow of the Machzor Vitry,[15] Etz Chaim,[16] and in 12 of the 16 Ashkenazi 

chumashim in manuscripts I checked. Outside of Ashkenaz this was the practice among the 

Romaniots. It is also found in the “Zulas” piyyut of Rabbi Shmuel Hashlishi,[17] who lived in 

Eretz Yisrael in the 10-11 centuries and belonged to a community that read the Torah according to 

the annual cycle (although the Haftara ends there at 13:4, making it a Haftara of just seven verses!). 

It was also the Haftara for the sedra of “Vayetze Yaakov” in the triennial cycle of Eretz 

Yisrael.[18] 

The secondary practice in Ashkenaz, which I found in three chumashim in manuscript, was to read 

starting from 11:7. One manuscript has the Haftara ending at 12:14,[19] and the other two end at 

13:5.[20] The latter is the practice of the Ashkenazi community of Amsterdam.[21] 

The first printed chumash with Ashkenazi Haftaros was the Soncino, printed in Brescia in 1492. It 

had the Haftara beginning at 12:13, following most other Ashkenazi sources. The 1517 Bomberg 

chumash, printed in Venice, has printed Haftaros according to both the Ashkenazi and Sephardi 

practices, and has the Haftara for Vayetze beginning at 11:7. After 13:5, the word “כאן” in written, 

followed by something that was erased (in the microfilmed copy of the Israel National Library) 

followed by “ההפטרה לספרדים,” that this is where the Haftara ends according to the Sefardi practice, 

which is quite normative. But before 12:13, at the front of the page, the words “  הפטרת וישלח

 appear. The Haftara of Vayishlach in that chumash is from Ovadia, without any ”לאשכנזים

instructions, indicating a discrepancy between the two practices. It is clear that a mistake was made 

here, as Hoshea 12:13 is an Ashkenazi Haftara for Vayetze, not Vayishlach. 

The 1517 chumash did not sell well among Jews, likely because its editor, Felix Pratensis, was a 

Jewish convert to Christianity.[22] In 1524 Daniel Bomberg published another chumash, this time 

with Yaakov ben Chayim ibn Adoniya as his editor, and this edition was much more popular 

among Jews. It is essential an entirely different book, as this editor did not rely on the first edition, 

yet, the Haftaros were, by and large, copied from the first edition, with only minor changes. 

Concerning our topic, the Haftara for Vayetze is 11:7, without any indication that there are other 

practices. Right before 12:13 it is written “ חילין הפטרת וישלח האשכנזיםכאן מת ” with no indication 

where Sephardim finish the Haftara. Here too, Ovadia is listed as the Haftara for Vayishlach, 

without any instructions indicating that there is a discrepancy between communities. 

The popularity of the chumash (already called “Mikraos Gedolos”) created a situation where a new 

reality was created. The Ichenhausen chumash, published in 1544, merely copied the Haftaros and 

their instructions from the second Bomberg chumash. 

By contrast, another Venetian publisher, Marco Antonio Giustiani, also in 1544, went even further, 

and wrote in his chumash concerning the Haftara from Ovadia as “הפטרת וישלח כמנהג בני ספרד”. The 

instructions in this chumash created three changes: 

 It shortened the Sephardi Haftara for Vayetze and ended it at 12:12, a verse that that 

discusses the Israelites performing pagan sacrifices and the ramifications of this, an 

extremely inappropriate way to complete a Haftara. 

It ignored the widespread Ashkenazi practice to begin the Haftara of Vayetze from 12:13. 

Instead, it has them all starting at 11:7 (as well as completing the Haftara at 12:12, which 

was unheard of). 

 It created a new Ashknenazi Haftara for Vayishlach, from Hoshea, which has nothing to do 

with the parsha at all, and did away with the reading from Ovadia, which had been a 

universal practice until that time. 

Not all chumashim “ruled” in such a manner. In the Lublin chumash of 1517, the original 

Ashkenazi Haftaros of Hoshea 12:13 for Vayetze and Ovadia for Vayishlach were listed. Likewise, 

the Levush, published in 1590, listed these Haftaros as well. 

Soon after, we begin to see many chumashim following the new practice. For example: Manitoba – 

1589, Frankfurt am Main – 1662, Venice – 1684, as well Haftara books published in Frankfurt 

Oder in 1685 and in 1708. Yet, I found chumashim from this period with the original Ashkenazi 

Haftaros, but they were both printed in Prague, which is known to have kept the original practice, 

as will be discussed below. 

The first to point out the error of the new chumashim was Rabbi Avraham Gombiner, in his 

commentary, Magen Avraham, on Orach Chayim of Shulchan Aruch in siman 428:[23] 

 (מה שכתב בחומשי’ ויברח יעקב לפ’ וישלח ט”ס הוא ושייכ’ לפ’ ויצא )לבוש 

Magen Avraham was first published in 1692, after the author’s passing. He does not explicitly 

mention what the Haftara for Vayishlach is, but as he cites the Levush, it is clear that he meant it is 

from Ovadia, as with the exception of the new practice of reading Hoshea 12:13 for Vayishlach, 

which the Magen Avraham clearly rejects, Ovadia was the only known Haftara for Vayishlach. 

Nevertheless, chumashim printed after the publication of the Magen Avraham continued to list 

Hoshea 12:13 as the Ashkenazi Haftara for Vayishlach.[24] Even the chumash published by R’ 

Shabs ai Bass, author of the Sifsei Chachamim and publisher of Magen Avraham, had this as well. 

In 1718 the book “Noheg Katzon Yosef” by Rabbi Yosef Yozefa Segal was published, a work on 

the practices of German communities in general and Frankfurt am Main in particular. He wrote the 

following concerning parashas Vayetze:[25] 

רת וישלח הוא ועמי תלואים, עיין שם. והנה  כתב בלבוש החור ס’ תרס”ט שהפטרה של סדר זו הוא ויברח יעקב, והפט

באמת במקומות שמחלקים שתי פרשיות אלו מהושע לאמרם לשתי הפטרות משתי שבתות אלו היה הדין עם הלבוש  

להקדים המאוחר ולאחר המוקדם. דכד נעיין ביה שפיר נראה שכתיב ויברח יעקב “ובאשה שמר” שהוא מלשון ואביו  

עד שתנא ראויה לביאה, או ששמר את הצאן בעד האשה, שהוא מעין פרשת ויצא. ובעמי שמר את הדבר, כלומר המתין 

תלואים כתיב וישר אל המלאך ויוכל , שהוא על שם הכתוב כי שרית עם אלקים ועם אנשים ותוכל הכתוב בוישלח. א”כ 

הם סמוכים בקרא, ועמי  למה לנו ליתן את של זה בזה ושל זה בזה? ואפשר שיצא משבשתא זו מפני ששתי הפטרות אלו 

תלואים מוקדם במקרא, לפיכך שמו המוקדם במקרא לפרשת ויצא המוקדמת, והמאוחר לפרשת וישלח המאוחרת. והמנהג 

בק”ק פ”פ שמפטירין בויצא מן ועמי תלואים עד סוף הנביא, דהיינו שתי הפטרות אלו ביחד, שמספר מה אירע ליעקב. 

 ועיין מה שכתבתי בפרשת וישלח 

It is written in the Levush Hachur siman 769 that the Haftara for this seder is “Vayivrach Yaakov 

,” and the Haftara for Vayishlach is “Ve’ami seluim.” In reality, places that divide the Haftara from 

Hoshea in order to read it as two Haftaros over two Sabbaths should follow this Levush and read 

the latter part first and the earlier later, as when one looks examines the matter one see it says in 

“Vayivrach Yaakov ” (the words) “he guarded his wife,”[26] which is similar to, “and his father 

kept the matter in mind,”[27] meaning [Yaakov] waited until she was fit for marriage, or it means 

he guarded the sheep in order to marry the woman, which is similar to parshas Vayetze. And in 

“Ve’ami seluim” it is written “he strove with an angel and prevailed,” which is based on the verse 

“for you have striven with beings divine and human and prevailed,” which is written in Vayishlach. 

Therefore, why should we read them in the opposite order? It is possible that this mistake occurred 

because these Haftaros are adjacent to each other, and “Ve’ami seluim” appears first. Therefore, 

they put the first Haftara for Vayetze, which is the earlier parsha, and the latter one for the later 

Vayishlach. But the practice in Frankfurt is to read “Ve’ami seluim” until the end of the book, 

meaning to read both Haftaros together. 

This piece is rather difficult to comprehend. 

First, the Levush says nothing of the sort. The author proceeds to try to explain the mistake 

that developed due to the Levush, who did not write what is ascribed to him. 

He recommends reversing the orders of the Hoshea Haftaras, rather than recommending that 

Ovadia be read, which he cites later as the practice in Frankfurt.[28] 

He claims that the Frankfurt practice is to read from 11:7 until the end of Hoshea for 

Vayetze. All other sources claim that the practice there was to read from 12:13 for Vayetze 

and to read Ovadia for Vayishlach, and there is no other source for this “double Haftara” 

anywhere. 

The Rav of Frankfurt, Rabbi Yaakov, author of the Shav Yaakov, wrote an approbation for the 

book “Noheg Katzon Yosef,” but after he found many errors he asked Rabbi Yehuda Miller, the 

author’s father-in-law, to fix the errors.[29] Some later printings of the book included these 

corrections in a booklet called “Tzon Nachalos,” where he wrote that the author was indeed 

mistaken with regard to the practice in Frankfurt.[30] 

In 1729, eleven years after the publication of Noheg Katzon Yosef, Rabbi Yitzchak Aizik Mis 

wrote a commentary on the Haftaros known as Be’er Yitzchak, which was published in Offenbach, 

a town quite close to Frankfurt. He listed there various halachos and practices connected to 

Haftaros. He wrote there:[31] 

בכל החומשים נפל טעות שציינו להפטורת ויצא ועמי תלואים ולפ’ וישלח ויברח יעקב וצריך להיות לפ’ ויצא ויברח יעקב 

ו כתיב ובאשה שמר שהוא מעניינא דפרשה ששמר את הצאן בעד האשה ולפ’ ושילח ועמי תלאים לפי שבו כתיב  לפי שב

הים ועם אנשים ותוכל ובק”ק פרנקפורט דמיין אומרים לפ’  -וישר אל מלאך ויוכל וגו’ שהוא מעניינא דפ’ כי שרית עם א

 ויצא ועמי תלואים וגם ויברח יעקב ולפ’ וישלח חזון עובדיה 

All of the chumashim have a mistake, as they cite the Haftara of Veyetze as “Ve’ami seluim” and 

that of Vayishlach as “Vayivrach Yaakov ,” while the Haftara for Vayetze should be “ Vayivrach 

Yaakov ,” as is written there “he guarded a wife” which is the matter of the parsha where (Yaakov) 

guarded the sheep for the wife’s sake, and that of Vayishlach should be “Ve’ami seluim,” as it is 

written there he strove with an angel and prevailed, which is the matter of “for you have striven 

with beings divine and human and prevailed.” In Frankfurt am Main they say “Ve’ami seluim” and 

“Vayivrach Yaakov ” for Vayetze, and “Chazon Ovadia” for Vayishlach. 

It is clear that he did not just copy this out of the Noheg Katzon Yosef, as he views what is printed 

in chumashim as a mistake, while the Noheg Katzon Yosef mistakenly attributed it to the Levush. 

But it seems likely that his (erroneous) statement concerning the Frankfurtian practice does come 

from there.[32] 

The famous printing press in Amsterdam, Proops, published a chumash in 1712 with similar 

Haftaros for these parshiyos to the Venice chumashim, but in another chumash, the 1734 edition, in 

the Haftara for Vayetze before 12:14 it is written כאן מתחילין האשכנזים פרשת ויצא while for 

Vayishlach, Ovadia is listed as the Haftara for Sephardim, with no mention of the Ashkenazi 

practice at all. It is likely that the publisher, who published a Shulchan Aruch with Magen 

Avraham,[33] was aware of the comment there concerning the mistake in the chumashim about the 

Haftara of Vayetze, but someone along the line did not realize the ramifications of this and just left 

Ovadia as the Haftara for Sephardim alone. 

The 1754 Proops chumash cited the Venteian Haftaros, possibly as the best method to correct the 

error of the earlier chumash omitting an Ashekenzi Haftara for Vayishlach. But in the chumash 

they published in 1762, the following appears before the Haftara for Vayetze, Hoshea 11:7: 

 והמנהג הנכון לאשכנזים להפטרת ויצא ויברח יעקב וכן כתוב באחרונים 

Before Hoshea 12:14 the following appears: 

 כאן מתחילים האשכנזים הפטרת וישלח, והמנהג הנכון לאשכנזי’ זהו הפטר’ ויצא ועמי תלואים שייך להפטר’ וישלח 

It seems that the so-called “achraronim” mentioned here are the Be’er Yitzchak and the Noheg 

Katzon Yosef. 

These Haftaros appear in later Proops chumashim in 1767 and 1797, as well as in another 

Amsterdam chumash, published in 1817 by a doctor named Yochanan Levi. 

Other chumashim of the period continue to cite the Haftaros as they were listed in the Venice 

chumashim.[34] 

Rabbi Shlomo Ashkenazi Rappaport of Chelm, in his Shulchan Atzei Shitim, wrote that the 

Haftara for Vayetze is Hoshea 12:14, and the Haftara for Vayishlach is from Ovadia, and in his Zer 

Zahav commentary he wrote:[35] 

ודלא כמו שנרשם בחומשים בטעות ויברח יעקב לפרשת וישלח דשייך לפ’ ויצא )ס’ תכ”ח –ויברח יעקב  ) 

This is clearly based on Magen Avraham.[36] It seems that his opinion concerning the Hafatros 

was not accepted in his day.[37] 
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Eighteenth-century Amsterdam was major center of Hebrew printing, and Proops was quite famous 

in terms of print quality, and in particular for using new methods for marketing their books.[38] 

Books from there were shipped to Danzig, from where they made their way into Eastern Europe. 

[39] Proops’ books were very popular there, which enabled them to raise the necessary funds to 

print a new edition of the Talmud Bavli[40] Rabbi Avraham Danziger, having grown up in the city, 

would have likely been exposed to the many sefarim published by Proops, and it is likely that he 

had their chumashim. The first edition of his Chayei Adam was published anonymously in 1810, 

and the matter of these Haftaros is not raised there, but in the second edition, published in the 

author’s lifetime in 1819, is it written: 

מה שכ’ בחמשים הפטרת וישלח ויברח יעקב הוא טעות אלא בויצא מפטירין מן ויברח עד ויכשלו בם ובוישלח מפטירין  

 :(מן ועמי תלואים וגם מקצת ויברח יעקב עד ומושיע אין בלתי )תכ”ח

What was the source for this statement of the Chayei Adam? It does not seem likely that it is 

Noheg Katson Yosef, as that book had been published only once, a century earlier.[41] It is also 

not likely to be the Be’er Yitzchok, which was published in faraway Offenbach. It seems 

reasonable that he was exposed both to the Proops chumashim (or others with those Haftaros), as 

well as other chumashim with the Venetian Haftaros, which he saw as mistaken, and when he 

referred to “what is written in the chumashim,” he did not mean all of them. 

The publishers of this of this edition, Menachem Mann and Zimmel, published a chumash for 

Ashkenazim in 1820 with Hoshea 14:12 as the Haftara for Vayetze and 11:7 for Vayishlach, likely 

following what was the ruling of the Chayei Adam at the time. 

The next edition of the Chayei Adam was published in 1825, several years after the author’s death. 

As it had the same publisher, it seems unlikely that any changes were made by anyone but him. It 

is written there: 

מה שכ’ בחומשים הפטרת וישלח ויברח יעקב הוא טעות אלא בויצא מפטירין מן ויברח עד סוף הושע )ואח”כ פסוקים  

מיואל ואכלתם אכול וכו’ וידעתם וכו’ ג”כ מטעם לסיים בטוב) ובוישלח מפטירין מן ועמי תלואים וגם מקצת ויברח יעקב  

וישלח וישלח חזון עובדי’ )תכ”חעד ומושיע אין בלתי ועפ”י הגר”א נוהגין להפטיר בפ’  ) 

We see two changes here. 

That two verses from Yoel should be added in to the Haftara for Vayetze (which he already 

pointed out in the previous edition is Hoshea 12:14) which otherwise ends with the mention 

of sinners stumbling.[42] Evidently, earlier authorities did not think it necessary to avoid 

such an ending. This is cited by the Mishna Berura,[43] but is not written in any chumashim 

published before the Holocaust. 

He mentions that the Vilna Gaon ruled that we read Ovadia as the Haftara for Vayishlach, 

and those who follow him do so. The author of the Chayei Adam was related to the Vilna 

Gaon by marriage, and prayed with him in the Vilna Gaon’s Kloyz. 

These additions were printed in later editions of the book.[44] 

During the same year, 1819, Rabbi Efraim Margolies published the Sha’arei Efraim,45 which 

sounded similar to what was written in the Chayei Adam published in that same year:[46] 

ת וישלח בהושע  מה שנרשם במקצת חומשים הפטורת ויברח יעקב לפ’ וישלח הוא ט”ס, כי הוא שייך לפ’ ויצא, והפטור

 ועמי תלואים למשובתי

It is unlikely that he saw the edition of the Chayei Adam that had been published just a few months 

beforehand. The fact that he writes that reading Hoshea 12:14 as the Haftara for Vayishlach is a 

mistake that appears in some chumashim indicates that he saw other chumashim with the Haftaros 

in what he considered the correct order, and is likely agreeing with them. 

In the first edition of Shulchan Hakriah and Misgeres Hachulchan by R’ Dov Reifman, published 

in 1864, the opinion of the Sha’arei Efraim is cited,[47]  but in the second edition[48] it is not. 

Later, the above-mentioned publisher of the Chayei Adam, Menachem Mann, changed his name to 

Romm and began publishing many books in Vilna, including the famous Shas Bavli. The 

chumashim published there had Hoshea 14:12 as the Haftara for Vayetze, and soon other 

publishing houses followed suit. Romm themselves continued to follow this approach,[49] even 

though luchos for Vilna printed in 1826[50] and 1839[51] had Ovadia as the Haftara for 

Vayishlach. It seems likely that in Vilna itself the publication of the Vilna Gaon’s practice in the 

Chayei Adam had an immediate effect.[52] Romm published the Toras Elokim chumash in 

1874,[53] continuing to list Hoshea 11:7 as the Ashkenazi Haftara for Vayishlach, yet the 

following note was inserted before the Haftara: 

הפטרה זו וגם הפטרת ויברח יעקב היא הפטרת ויצא לספרדים מפני שהם בנביא אחד אבל האשכנזים מפטירין בויצא רק  

 ויברח יעקב ובוישלח חזון עובדיה כמבואר ברמב”ם ובלבוש 

It is not clear what it means that both Haftaros are read by Sephardim for Vayetze, and it is rather 

strange that Hoshea 11:7 is listed for the Ashkenazi Haftara for Vayishlach with instructions that 

Ashkenazim actually read from Ovadia. Before the Haftara from Ovadia the following appears: 

הגם שנמצא בחומשים כתוב שהיא הפטרה רק לספרדים אך מבואר ברמב”ם ובלבוש שהיא הפטרת וישלח בין לספרדים  

 בין לאשכנזים 

These instructions appeared in the Mikraos Gedolos chumash they published in 1880, and others 

used these rather strange instructions as well.[54] 

The Mikraos Gedolos chumash published by Kadishson in Piotrkow had the Haftara from Hoshea 

11:7 without any instructions, but wrote the following before the Haftara from Ovadia: 

 … כ”ה דעת הלבוש וראה עוד לזה ג”כ בסי’ תרפ”ד… הפטרת שבת א’ של חנוכה“

The Levush here explains that the reason why Zecharia is the Haftara on the first Sabbath of 

Chanuka while the fashioning of the menoras in Melachim in read on Chanuka only in the event 

that there is a second Sabbath is that that a Haftara discussing the future redemption is preferred, 

and the editor here felt the same applies to preferring Ovadia over Hoshea for parashas Vayishlach. 

The same instructions appear in the Romm Mikraos Gedolos printed in 1904. 

Another Romm Chumash from 1898 had Ovadia as the Haftara for Sephardim only and Hoshea 

11:7 for Ashkenazim. This chumash was reprinted in 1938, but that chumash was just a copy of 

one that was printed in Zhitomer in 1867, which is to this day viewed as the standard “shul 

chumash.” 

The Chayei Adam as printed in 1825 edition onward is cited by the Mishna Berura.[55] It seems 

that by then many communities were reading Ovadia for Vayishlach. 

The practice of returning to the original Ashkenazi Haftara was not limited to Vilna and its 

environs. Shortly after the publication of Sha’arei Efraim, we find many communities in what 

became the Austro-Hungarian empire (where Rabbi Efraim was from) who read Ovadia for 

Vayishlach. This includes Vienna,[56] Tarnow,[57] Pressburg[58] Erlau,[59] and Eperjes.[60] But 

the practice in Gálszécs[61] was to read Hoshea 11:7 for Vayishlach. This was the practice in 

Warsaw in Russian Poland as well, according to the luach from there in 1889. By contrast, in 

Przeworsk[62] they still maintained the Haftaros, based on the Venice chumashim, Hoshea 11:7 for 

Vayetze and 12:13 for Vayishlach. 

Cities that retained the original Ashkenazi practice throughout 

It is impossible to know the effect of printed chumashim in various eras on every local practice, but 

it is clear that there were communities that simply ignored them and continued the old practice 

from before the era of printing. We have already seen that that was the case in Frankfurt. This was 

the practice in Worms as well, as seen in “Minhagei K”K Vermeiza” by Rabbi Yosefa Shamash, 

circa 1648.[63] 

Concerning Mainz, in “Minhagei K”K BeSeder HaTefilla Unuschoseha” in the Sefas Emes siddur 

printed in 1862,[64] Hoshea 12:14 is the Haftara for Vayetze. Although this is a late source, it 

seems to reflect a very early practice and only Haftaros that are not universal in Ashkenaz[65] are 

written there, which is why it does not mention the Haftara for Vayishlach, which by then was 

standard in Ashkenaz. 

Concerning Prague (Bohemia), as mentioned earlier, chumashim there retained the original 

Haftaros of Hosea 13:12 for Vayetze and Ovadia for Vayishlach after they ceased to be printed as 

the Haftaros elsewhere. One chumash printed there 1697 does not, but it states explicitly that the 

Hafatros are as they are printed in Amsterdam. In Mendelsohn’s Biur, printed in 1836, the 

following is written: 

‘ והיא הפטרת וישלח כמנהג האשכנזים, ויש מתחילים אותה בהושע י”א פסוק ז –מנהג פראג ויברח יעקב   

The verses between Hoshea 11:7-12:13 are printed in small letters, indicating they are generally 

not meant to be read by the intended audience. In a chumash printed in 1893, Ovadia and Hoshea 

11:7 appear as Haftaros for Vayishlach, with these instructions before the former: 

 כמנהג האשכנזים רק בפראג ובמדינת בעהמען מפטירין חזון עובדיה 

Before the Haftara from Ovadia the following appears: 

 כמנהג הספרדים פראג ומדינת בעהמען 

In a chumash printed in Budapest in 1898 it is mentioned as a practice of Prague; not as one of all 

of Bohemia. 

Just like there are different sources whether the original Haftaros were maintained in Prague alone 

or in all of Bohemia, there is a similar matter with regard to Frankfurt. In the chumash printed in 

Roedelheim in 1818 the Haftara for Vayetze is Hoshea 11:7. The note there states: 

 בק”ק פפד”מ ורוב אשכנז מפטירין בפ’ ויצא ויברח יעקב ואינם אומרים כלל ועמי תלואים 

And for Vayishlach, where the Ashkenazi Haftara is listed as Hoshea 12:14, it is written: 

ה דלקמן כאן מתחילין האשכנזים הפטרת וישלח אבל בק”ק פפד”ם ורוב אשכנז מפטירין בפ’ וישלח חזון עובדי  

The same appears in the 1854 chumash published there, as well as all subsequent printings, 

including the edition this chumash published in Basel in 1964.[66] The same notes appear in a 

chumash printed in Konigsberg[67] in 1851 and Vienna in 1864. A chumash printed in Furth in 

1901 had Hoshea 11:7 as the Ashkenazi Haftara for Vayishlach, but mentioned that the practice in 

Frankfurt was to read from Ovadia. 

Here there is evidence that the retaining of the original Haftaros spread beyond Frankfurt, as it was 

the practice in the old communities of Mainz and Worms. 

Another community that appeared to have retained the old practice throughout is Posen, from 

which there is a Pinkas[68] with unique practices and carefully retained customs. 

The original practice returned, as it was mentioned in sources and chumashim in the 19th century. 

It was in the luchos in the Austrio-Hungarian empire mentioned before and it was the practice in 

Chernowitz as of 1868. Later it was mentioned in the all of the luchos in Eretz Yisrael69] and in 

that of Ezras Torah in the United States, causing (or reflecting) that the old/new Haftaros became 

the standard practice for Ashkenazim. 

The reacceptance of the two original Haftaros was and is not universal. The Beis Medrash 

Hayashan in Berlin read Hoshea 11:7 for Vayishlach until its bitter end,[70] while the practice of 

Kehal Adas Yisrael there was to read Ovadia.[71] The United Synagogue communities in the 

United Kingdom[72] (and some synagogues in some other Commonwealth countries) still read 

Hoshea, as it is listed as the Ashkenazi Haftara in the Hertz Chumash.[73] The Chabad[74] practice 

is similar to the Sephardi practice, and Amsterdam Ashkenazim read Hoshea 11:7 for Vayetze. 

Adding verses from Yoel 

The Chayei Adam cited this idea, which is then cited by the Mishna Berura. Two other options are 

mentioned in order to finish with a positive matter. One is to finish the Haftara earlier, at 14:7, and 

another is to add from Micha 7:18-20.[75] 

Luach Eretz Yisrael of Rav Yechiel Michel Tucazinsky cites the practice of adding the two verses 

from Yoel. Lately, this practice has been cited by the Ezras Torah Luach in the United States.[76] 

Nonetheless, out of all of the chumashim that list the Haftara from Hoshea 12:13 for either Vayetze 

or Vayishlach, none mentioned this practice until the Koren Chumash of 1963, which cited that 

there are those who add the verses, and so is written in subsequent editions until today. By contrast, 

there are other Israeli chumashim that do not cite this practice. 

The first edition of the popular English Stone Chumash, published by ArtScroll in 1993, did not 

cite this practice, but from the second edition onward the verses from Yoel are there, along with 

instructions in English that there are those who add them. 

Summary 

In the pre-printing era most Ashkenazi communities read Hoshea 12:14 for Vayetze and everyone 

read Ovadia for Vayishlach. This changed due to a mistake in the Venice chumash of 1517, after 

which most chumashim listed Hoshea 12:14 as the Ashkenazi Haftara for Vayishlach and Hoshea 

11:7 for Vayetze. Magen Avraham noted this error, but mentioned only the correct Haftara for 

Vayetze, leading Noheg Katzon Yosef, Amsterdam chumashim, and after them the Chayei Adam 

and Sha’arei Efraim, to claim that Hoshea 11:7 is the Ashkenazi Haftara for Vayishlach. As time 

passed, and possibly due to the influence of the Vilna Gaon, the practice reverted to what it 

originally had been, to read Ovadia for the Haftara of Vayishlach. 

[1] The topic of this article is the development of the Ashkenazic practices regarding these 

Haftaros. Any mention of other practices is just an aside. I would like to thank R’ Avraham 

Grossman for editing the original Hebrew and my brother R’ Yehoshua Duker for editing the 

English translation. I would also like to thank Dr. Gabriel Wasserman, R’ Dr. Eliezer Brodt, R’ Elli 

Fischer, R’ Mordechai Weintraub, my uncle Dr. Joel Fishman, and the staff of the National Library 
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of Israel for their assistance and input. [2] Goldshmidt Ed. Vo. 2. Krios Vahaftaros, p. 589 [3] 

Hilchos Krias Hatorah Ch. 4. P. 53. [4] Keren Re’em edition, Vol. 3 29:23 (p. 29). [5] Albeck 

edition, Hilchos Krias Hatorah p. 181. [6] The Yotserot of R. Samuel the Third, Vo. 1 227-229 [7] 

Piyutei R Yehuda BiRabbi Binyamin (Elitzur ed.) pp. 113-114. [8] See Fried, “Haftarot 

Alternativiot Befiyuttei Yanai Ush’ar Paytanim Kedumim” Sinai 2. He states one of my main 

claims there; i.e., that the change of the Haftara began at the onset of the printing era, but he does 

not mention specifics. [9] Cambridge T-S A-S10241, B14.22, B14.88, B14.95, B15.5, B16.21, 

B20.2 B20.4 20.14 Cambridge Lewis-Gibson MISC 25.53.16. [10] See list by Y. 

Ofer https://faculty.biu.ac.il/~ ofery/papers/haftarot3.pdf [11] T-S AS19.241, B20.2, 4,14, 

B14.62c, 125, B15.5 [12]  T-S B15.2, B20.2, 4. [13] T-S B16.21 [14] Pp. 107-108 [15]  ibid. [16] 

ibid. [17] pp.214-215 [18] See Ofer [19] Ms. Par. 2168. [20] Ms. Lon Bl Add. 9408, Kennecott 3 

(the last 3 verses are not vowelized), [21] Hahogas Beis Haknesses DK”K Amsterdam, Proops ed. 

p. 519 , and Machon Yerushalayim ed. p. 221. It is not clear whether or not the Ashkenazim, who 

established their community there in 1632, adopted the practice of the Sephardim who had arrived 

in the city a half century earlier, or whether they had another Ashkenazi source. Concerning 

Ashkenazi Amsterdam practices in general, see the introduction to the Machon Yerushalayim 

edition pp 41-42. [22] Concerning Pratensis and the publication of the chumash in general, see, 

Penkower, J.  “Mahadurat HaTanach Harishona Bomberg Laor V’Reishit Beit Defuso,” Kiryat 

Sefer, 1983 pp. 586-604. [23] Meginei Eretz edition, Dyhernfurth (today Brzeg Dolny), Shabtai 

Meshorer pub. [24]  This is the case in the chumashim published by Levy, H. in 1735, Atias J. in 

1700, and Antonis A. in 1719, all in Amsterdam, as well as the di Foc. Florence, 1755. [25] 179:2 

pp. 239-240 Machon Shlomo Auman ed., [26] שמר in the original. [27] שמר in the original. [28]  p. 

240 [29] Concerning the errors in the book see the introduction to this edition pp. 17-19, as well as 

Shorshei Minhag Ashknenaz, Hamburger R.B. vol. 2, pp. 250-251. [30] Printed in same edition of 

Noheg Katzon Yosef, p. 441. Besides the chumashim (discussed later on) that discuss the Frankfurt 

practices, similar to what is cited in the Tzon Nachalos, this practice is also mentioned in Frankfurt 

by Divrei Kehillos, Geiger, R SZ, p. 369, but this source is later, as it is from 1864. [31] Halacha 

16. [32] The book has Hoshea 12:13 as its Haftara for Vayetze. He lists Hoshea 11:7 as the Haftara 

for Vayishlach, followed by Ovadia under the headline “יש מפטרין הפטרה זו”. In a Haftara book with 

Mendelssohn’s bi’ur published by Shmidt A., in Vienna in 1818, all of the halachos mentioned in 

the Be’er Yitzhak were quoted, with the exception of the one with regard to Vayetze-Vayishlach. It 

is possible that the publisher was aware of the error here and did not want to insert it. Moreover, in 

the luach published by Shmidt for Vienna in 1805, he listed Hoshea 12:13 as the Haftara for 

Vayetze and Ovadia for the Haftara of Vayishlach, and it could be that he did not want to give the 

impression that the dominant practice is different from what he wrote there. The guidelines from 

Be’er Yitzchok, with the omission of this one, were also printed in chumashim published in Feurth 

by Tzendarf, D. in 1801, and another in Livorno by Prizek, A. in 1809. [33] Published in 1720. 

[34] Salzbach (1802, 1820), Livorno, 1795. Paris  1809. [35] Siman 6:6:1. [36] Magen Avraham 

was added as the source in the Krauss edition of 2013. 

[37] See introduction to Krauss edit. p. 6. [38] See “Hebrew Printing” by Fuks, L. Translated from 

Dutch in European Judaism” 5:2 (summer 1971). [39] See “Hebrew Book Trade in Amsterdam” 

Fuks-Mansfeld R. G. in Le Magasin de l’univers: the Dutch Republic as the centre of the European 

book trade: papers presented at the international colloquium, held at Wassenaar, 5-7 July 1990 / 

edited by C. Berkvens-Stevelinck [et al.]. [40] See Fuchs ibid. [41] See Auman edition. Intro. p. 

16. [42] This matter is discussed at length in Zera Yaakov, Zaleznik, R.S.Z. S. 138 [43] 28:22 [44] 

Menachem Mann and Ziml ed. Vilna, 1829, and 1839. Huffer ed. Zhovkva 1837, Wachs Jósefów, 

1839. Menachem Mann and Ziml ed. Vilna, 1839. Shklover ed. Warsaw, 1840. [45] Published in 

Dubno. [46] 9:18. [47] S. 25 at the end [48] Berlin, 1882. [49] This is the case in the Mendelssohn 

Biur they published between 1848-1853, Tikkun Soferim in 1860, and again in 1864. [50] 

Publisher unknown. 

[51] Published by Menachem and Simcha Zisl, sons of R’ Boruch. [52] Later luchos from Vilna 

listed Ovadia as the Haftara for Vayishlach. I was unable to read what it said for Vayetze on the 

1880 copy I saw. No Haftara was listed in the 1890 edition, as only Haftaros that had alternative 

practices were mentioned, and Hoshea 12:13 for Vayetze had become quite widespread among 

Ashkenazim by them, leaving no need to mention it. [53] There was an earlier version in 1872 but I 

have not been able to locate it. [54] This includes chumashim published in Vilna by Rosenkrantz in 

1893 and Metz in 1913, and a chumash published in New York by the Jewish Morning Journal 

 in 1914. [55] Ibid. [56]  Luach in 1879 [57]  Found in luchos printed there (דער מארגען זשורנאל)

annually through 1887-1890, as well as in 1894 in Vienna by Sturm, D. Luchos are the source for 

the other practices listed here as well. [58] Now Bratislava from 1870, 1892, 1893, and 1894. 

Printed in Vienna by Elinger, M. [59] Eger in Hungarian  1889.  Printed in Vienna by Engalder. 

[60] Today Presov  1887. Printed in Vienna by Ster, D. [61] Pronounced “Gossach”, the ancestral 

home of my wife’s family. Today it is called Sečovce. 1888. Printed in Vienna. [62]  1888. This 

appears to be the last time there is a record of the Haftaros being read that resulted from the 

misprinting in the Venice chumashim. [63]  Machon Yerushayaim ed. Vol II. p. 195. [64] p. 12 

[65] Ashkenaz here refers to western Germany. [66]  These instructions are found in Haphtoroth / 

translated & explained by Mendel Hirsch, rendered into English by Isaac Levy. London, 1966. I 

believe this is the last time they were given. [67] Now Kaliningrad [68] See Pinkas Beis Hakneses 

DK”K Posna, Mirsky S.K. in Brocho l’Menachem: essays contributed in honor of Menachem H. 

Eichenstein, rabbi of the Vaad Hoeir, United Orthodox Jewish community, St. Louis, Missouri  

published by the Vaad Hoeir, United Orthodox Jewish community, 1956. What is written there, 

that the Haftara for Vayetze is “VVayivrach Yaakov” from S. 11 is clearly a mistake in the 

numbering. [69] 1947 onward. [70] Minhagei Beis Medrash Hayashan DK”k Berlin, 1937. [71] 

Minhagei Beis Hakanesses D’Khal Adas Yisrael, Berlin 1938. [72] Heard orally from Henry 

Ehreich of London, as well as on the website of the Muswill Hill 

Synagogue. https://u.pcloud.link/publink/show?code=kZzoTE7ZiRKq7OeCnFVtgCP2qaUuqJtpw

P27 

A chumash was published by Valentine in the U.K. in 1868 with an English translation that had 

Ovadia as the main Haftara for Vayishlach, qualifying that some communities read Hoshea 11:7. 

[73] First Edition, published in 1929 in both London and New York. [74] p. XIII, Sefer Haftaros 

Lifi Minhag Chabad, Kehot, New York. [75] In “Luach Halalachos Vihamingim LChu”L Lishnas 

5779 (Weingarten edition) these practices were cited from Luach Vilna. In R. Tucazinsky’s luach 

he recommends that those communities that read the Haftara from a scroll that has the entire text of 

“Trei Asar” refrain from reading from Micha, as it is a violation of the principle not to skip to 

somewhere when it takes more to time to roll the scroll then for a translator to complete translating 

the previous verse. 76] Nothing about this appears in the luach for 1995 and this does appears in 

2000 onward.  I was unable to obtain the luchos in the interim. In 2005 it is written “כתוב בחיי אדם” 

and nothing else, most likely a printer’s error 

https://faculty.biu.ac.il/~%20ofery/papers/haftarot3.pdf
https://u.pcloud.link/publink/show?code=kZzoTE7ZiRKq7OeCnFVtgCP2qaUuqJtpwP27
https://u.pcloud.link/publink/show?code=kZzoTE7ZiRKq7OeCnFVtgCP2qaUuqJtpwP27
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Parshat Vayishlach: How We Struggle 
 

by Rabbi Eitan Mayer 
 
PREPARATION QUESTIONS:  
  
1. Parashat VaYishlah is where Ya'akov rises from "Ya'akov" to "Yisrael." What events of this week's parasha show 
Ya'akov's transformation? Considering the personal challenges Ya'akov has faced (or failed to face) so far, how does he 
overcome those challenges in this parasha? 
 
2. In what ways does Hashem facilitate, encourage, and confirm this transformation?  
 
3. As this week's parasha comes to a close, so does a major chapter in Ya'akov's life. This makes it a good time for a 
retrospective. What lessons have we learned from Ya'akov's life? 
 
CLOSING THE CIRCLE OF VISIONS: 
 
 Last week, we left Ya'akov at Gil'ad, the place where Lavan confronts Ya'akov and searches his belongings to find his 
stolen "terafim" (idols or oracles). After Lavan departs, Ya'akov sees a vision of angels and realizes that the place he has 
come to is a "camp of Hashem." 
 
 This should remind us of something. 
 
 In the *beginning* of last week's parasha, Ya'akov leaves home (Be'er Sheva) fleeing Eisav, arrives at a place somewhere 
along the road to Haran, and goes to sleep. His dream shows him a vision of a ladder with the angels ascending and 
descending, with Hashem at the top. When he awakens, he realizes that the place he has been sleeping is "Beit Elokim," 
the house of Hashem, and "sha'ar ha-shamayim," the gate of heaven. 
 
 By the time we arrive at this week's parasha, we have come to the end of Ya'akov's sojourn in Haran with Lavan, as he 
returns home to Cana'an. Ya'akov has come full circle, and the vision of angels he sees at the end of VaYeitzei symbolizes 
the completion of an important stage of his life and the beginning of the next stage. The stage of his life just completed was 
examined last week. What we are looking at now is the new stage. In that context, this vision of angels provokes certain 
questions: 
 
 * What is the significance of the new vision? 
 * Why have the angels appeared to him now? Since the angels don't say anything, what is their message?  
 * What does it mean that this place is a "camp of Hashem"?  
 * What is the difference between a "camp of Hashem" and a "house of Hashem / gate of  heaven"? 
 
 There are many explanations of this vision, but perhaps the one that fits best into context is that the angels appear 
specifically as a camp (as opposed to a fixed structure like a "house of Hashem" or "gate of heaven") to signal that the 
angels are *traveling.* Unlike the vision at the beginning of VaYeitzei, with its "house of Hashem" and "gate of heaven," 
structures which don't move from place to place, these angels may be here to reassure Ya'akov that they will be traveling 
with him; their camp will be traveling with his camp to protect him. The angels appear now, assuring him of protection, in 
order to encourage him to do what he does next -- sending messengers to his brother Eisav. 
 
FACING THE MUSIC: 
 
 Our parasha opens with Ya'akov's sending messengers toward Eisav. Many of us reading the parasha assume that 
Ya'akov sends messengers to Eisav only as a defensive measure: he believes Eisav is still eager to kill him for stealing his 
berakha, so he sends scouts ahead to check if Eisav has learned of his return to Cana'an. 
 
 But there is no evidence for this assumption. In fact, the simple reading of the text makes it sound like Ya'akov takes the 
*initiative* of sending messengers to Eisav! Eisav does not know that Ya'akov is on the way: Ya'akov has to send the 
messengers to "artza Se'ir, sedei Edom" -- all the way to Eisav's doorstep -- because Eisav has no inkling of Ya'akov's 
whereabouts and his impending arrival in Cana'an. Ya'akov takes this bold step because he wants to meet Eisav. He 
sends messengers to Eisav, he says, to "find favor in his eyes." 
 
 Why? Wouldn't it be safer to steer clear of Eisav forever? Why go looking for trouble? 
 
 Perhaps we will have answers as we move further. But one thing is clear already: this is not the same Ya'akov as before. 
 
 * The Ya'akov who now goes looking for Eisav is not the same Ya'akov who sneaked away from Lavan's house eight days 
ago, seeking to avoid confrontation. 
 * He is also not the same Ya'akov who fled from Eisav twenty years ago, seeking to avoid a confrontation. 
 * He is also not the same Ya'akov who usurped Eisav's blessing through deception. 
 * He is also not the same Ya'akov who took advantage of Eisav's impulsiveness and lack of foresight by buying the 
birthright from him for a bowl of soup. 
 * And he is also not the same Ya'akov who tried to be first out of the womb by grabbing his brother Eisav's heel, 
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committing the symbolic act of underhanded competition which earned him the name "Ya'akov," "he who grabs the heel."  
 
BRACE YOURSELF: 
 
 The messengers return to Ya'akov with bad news: they have arrived at Eisav's court and given him Ya'akov's message of 
greeting, but Eisav has apparently reacted badly. He, too, is eager to meet his long-lost brother, and he is bringing four 
hundred of his closest friends -- his closest heavily armed friends -- with him to the "reunion." Ya'akov, of course, is 
terrified. Hazal note that he prepares for battle in three ways: 
 
 * Militarily: he splits his camp, hoping that if one camp is attacked, the other may escape. 
 * Religiously: he turns to Hashem and asks for His protection from Eisav. 
 * Psychologically: he sends a huge bribe to brother Eisav, hoping to gain his favor. 
 
 These three forms of preparation have stood as an example to centuries of Jewish communities facing impending 
violence: Jews have long utilized all three strategies at once. As we will see, Ya'akov's preparations seem to pay off when 
Eisav eventually arrives and only tears flow, instead of blood. But we will also see that these strategies may not be exactly 
what they appear to be. 
 
YA'AKOV BEGS HASHEM: 
 
 Let us take a look at one aspect of Ya'akov's preparation for conflict: his tefila (prayer). Let us first deal with an internal 
contradiction: why does Ya'akov keep asking for Hashem's protection and at the same time insist that he doesn't deserve 
His kindness? Does it makes sense to ask for something and keep emphasizing that you really don't deserve it? 
 
 The question itself is the answer: Ya'akov emphasizes that he deserves nothing, that all the kindness Hashem has already 
shown him is undeserved. In justifying his desperate request, he focuses completely on Hashem's promises and on the 
relationship Hashem had established with Ya'akov's father and grandfather. The humility of this prayer is obvious -- "I do 
not deserve the kindness and support . . .", but is implicit as well in the fact that Ya'akov places all of the stress of this tefila 
on the promises Hashem has made to him, and on the fact that his fathers have an established relationship with Hashem. 
 
 This pattern is reflected later in the Torah, when Bnei Yisrael are told by Moshe that Hashem favors them not because 
they are so wonderfully righteous, but because He loves them (a statement which requires explanation) and because of the 
promises He made to their forefathers. In similar fashion, Ya'akov adopts a posture of humility by spotlighting the promises 
made to him and the relationship Hashem established with his fathers. 
 
 Note also that this tefila is not Ya'akov's first recorded tefila: that prayer took place at the beginning of VaYeitzei. Back 
then, during Ya'akov's dream of the ladder ascending heavenward, Hashem promised him that he would produce a great 
nation, inherit the Land of Cana'an, be a source of blessing, and that Hashem would protect him while he was away from 
home (and return him safely home). When Ya'akov awoke in the morning, he realized that he had slept in a special place. 
He then made a promise to Hashem: if Hashem would keep His side of the deal -- if He would come through on all of the 
promises He had made during the dream -- then Ya'akov would do something for Hashem in return: he would make the 
spot in which he had slept into a "Beit Elokim," and he would give to Hashem a tenth of anything he acquired (ma'aser). 
 
 By now, Ya'akov realizes that he cannot make deals with Hashem. There is no such thing as "holding up your end of the 
deal" with Hashem, because nothing you have to offer Him can ever equal what He gives to you; no matter what you offer, 
you will never deserve what He gives you. Ya'akov now recognizes the futility and inappropriateness of the deal he had 
made, and changes his tone entirely: now, he deserves nothing, has nothing to offer. He bases his claim solely on 
Hashem's promises, the fact that Hashem was the God of his fathers -- and the fact that he is terribly, terribly afraid. 
 
BUTTERING UP BROTHER EISAV?: 
 
 Ya'akov's next activity is to engage in that time-honored Jewish tradition, "Preparing The Bribe." He instructs his servants 
to lead flocks of animals to Eisav and to offer them to him as gifts from Ya'akov. The Torah then summarizes Ya'akov's 
thoughts as he instructs his servants: 
 
BERESHIT 32:21-22 -- 
"You [the servants] should say, 'Your servant, Ya'akov, is behind us,'" because he said [to himself], "I shall atone before 
him [akhapera panav] with the gift which precedes me [le-fanai], and then I will see his face [panav], so that perhaps he will 
forgive me [yisa panai]." The gifts passed before him [al panav] . . . .  
 
 A friend of mine, Rabbi Assaf Bednarsh, pointed out to me the startling repetition of the word "panim," meaning "face," in 
Ya'akov's words. In different forms, "panim" appears five times in this brief space. Why so much emphasis on the face? 
 
 It is apparent that the Torah means to emphasize the confrontational nature of what Ya'akov is up to, the face-to-face 
nature of what he has initiated. The Torah means to highlight that Ya'akov is seeking a direct and open meeting. This, of 
course, stands in clear contrast with Ya'akov's previous tendency to avoid challenges, employ deceit, and run away to 
avoid consequences. Now, breaking his pattern, he seeks Eisav out for a meeting "panim el panim," face to face! That this 
is a reversal of Ya'akov's old pattern is also hinted by Ya'akov's name -- literally, "heel" -- the diametric opposite of "panim" 
-- "face." As we will see, this pattern of "panim" continues to play a central role. And, as we will see, "Ya'akov" is soon 
replaced by a name which describes his new strength. 
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HEDGING HIS BETS: 
 
 As night falls, Ya'akov moves his wives and children across a river. Abravanel explains that he is splitting his camp by 
placing his family in one camp (the one across the river from Eisav) and leaving the servants in the forward camp. When 
Eisav shows up, the first camp he encounters will be that of the servants, and if he attacks it, the family camp will escape. 
This seems like classic Ya'akov behavior . . . facing a challenge by hoping to avoid it. 
 
 But this is not how the Torah seems to tell the story at all! It does indeed seem that Ya'akov splits the camps, but the split 
is not family/servants! The Torah says that after moving his family and possessions over the river, "Ya'akov remained 
alone." What was he doing by himself?  
 
 Hazal suggest that Ya'akov went back over the river to get some small things he had left there from the previous trips. But 
the Torah itself says nothing about this at all. The simple reading of the Torah tells us that Ya'akov put his wives and 
children in one camp, and he himself "remained alone" -- he HIMSELF was the other camp! Ya'akov puts himself in the 
forward camp, the one more exposed to Eisav's approaching forces. And, as we all know, Ya'akov is indeed the first to 
clash with the forces of Eisav -- but not his *physical* forces. Ya'akov is attacked by a mysterious "ish," an unnamed "man," 
who wrestles with him through the night. Again, we see Ya'akov, the "heel," turning to "face" a  challenge. He no longer 
squirms to avoid facing the consequences of his actions; instead, he courageously risks his own safety to protect his 
family, putting himself in the vanguard. 
 
 THE ANONYMOUS WRESTLER: 
 
Ya'akov's plan to split the camps pays off when an unnamed "man" attacks him as he awaits Eisav alone. Let us take a 
closer look at this wrestling match and at the very strange conversation which goes on during the match: 
 
BERESHIT 32:26-30 -- 
 
He [the angel] saw that he could not best him [Ya'akov], so he touched the hollow of his thigh; the hollow of Ya'akov's thigh 
become dislocated as they wrestled. He [the angel] said, "Let me go, for the dawn has risen!" He said, "I will not let you go 
unless you bless me." He said to him, "What is your name?" He said, "Ya'akov." He said, "No longer 'Ya'akov' shall your 
name be called, but instead 'Yisrael,' for you have fought with Hashem and with men, and you have won." Ya'akov asked 
and said, "Please tell me your name!" He said, "Why do you want to know my name?" And he blessed him there. 
 
 Clearly, we have a lot of explaining to do: 
 
 * Who is this angel-man? 
 * Why does he wrestle with Ya'akov? Why does he underhandedly injure Ya'akov? 
 * What sort of blessing is it to change someone's name? Why not promise riches, or children, or land, or divine protection? 
And why does Ya'akov want a blessing anyway? 
 * What is the significance of the change from "Ya'akov" to "Yisrael"? 
 * The angel asks a good question -- which we must answer -- why does Ya'akov want to know the name of the angel? 
 
 
NOT JUST FOR SPORT: 
 
 What could possibly be the point of this wrestling match? Clearly, Hashem could have programmed the angel to simply 
overpower Ya'akov, so the match cannot be a test of Ya'akov's physical strength. Instead, it is a test of his moral strength: 
*how* he will face the challenge, not whether he can oversome it. If he fights face to face, strength against strength, 
nothing "below the belt" -- then he wins, because the angel-man has been programmed not to physically overpower 
Ya'akov, and must take his leave when daybreak arrives. But if Ya'akov, seeing that he cannot achieve a quick and easy 
victory, turns to deception and underhandedness as before -- for example, by trying to dislocate the thigh of the enemy! -- 
then he has lost even if he "wins," because by being dishonest, he will have failed the test. 
 
 Not only does the new Ya'akov of our parasha (the one who has initiated open, honest confrontation with Eisav) play fair, 
he even continues to play fair when the angel-man, seeing his own lack of success, plays a dirty trick (an old-Ya'akov-type 
trick) and dislocates Ya'akov's thigh. Ya'akov continues to fight fair even though the stakes are incredibly high -- even when 
he has every reason to believe his life is at stake. Yes, Hashem Himself had helped Ya'akov use a "deception" of sorts to 
beat the despicably treacherous Lavan, but Ya'akov aspires to be more than "Ya'akov" -- he aspires to be "Yisrael." Only 
"Ya'akov" grabs at the heel of his enemy, hoping to trip him; but "Yisrael" meets his challenges face to face.  
 
NAME GAMES: 
 
 Why does Ya'akov seem so eager for a blessing from his sparring partner? And why is he so eager to know the name of 
the angel? Why is this important? It seems clear from Ya'akov's actions after the angel leaves -- which we will examine 
soon -- that Ya'akov is well aware that his opponent is an angel. So what does he hope to learn from knowing the angel's 
name?  
 
 The answer to this question will take us back to the end of Parashat Toledot and forward to the end of Parashat 
VaYishlah. But first, it will require a deeper understanding of what Ya'akov demands from the angel -- a berakha. What is a 
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berakha? 
 
 The place to look for the answer is, of course, the Torah itself. And the answer, as Abravanel points out (in Parashat 
Toledot), is that there are several different types of berakhot, all included under the name "berakha" because they are 
similar in important respects (Abravanel identifies only two categories). The first category of berakhot are those offered by 
Hashem Himself (there may be more than those listed here): 
 
BERAKHOT FROM HASHEM: 
 
1) Berakha as a command: Hashem blesses the first human beings [1:28 -- "va-ye-varekh otam Elokim va-yomer la-hem 
Elokim . . . ."] with the command to "be fruitful and multiply, fill the land and conquer it . . . ." Implied in the 
blessing/command is that Hashem also gives the recipient the *ability* to achieve the command; this is the "blessing" part 
of this blessing, along with another, more subtle gift: knowing what one's mission is. Everyone at some time has felt the 
anxiety and frustration of not knowing what his task is, what he or she is here for; that knowledge is a welcome gift. 
 
2) Berakha as gift: this is a very common usage of "berakha" in Sefer Bereishit, as we find Hashem blessing the avot every 
time we turn a page. 
 
 The next category of berakhot are those offered by people. There are two types:  
 
BERAKHOT OFFERED BY PEOPLE: 
 
1) Berakha as prayer: the person giving the berakha is really composing a special tefila to Hashem on behalf of the 
recipient of the berakha; since Hashem has given the blesser the power to bless (as He gave to the avot), this prayer has 
much more power than your garden-variety prayer. 
 
2) Berakha as revelation of the future: the other type of berakha which people give to other people is the predictive 
berakha, which does not actually ask Hashem for anything, but instead tells the recipient what good things are in store for 
him (if he lives up to them). 
 
The classic example of this type of berakha is the series of berakhot which Ya'akov gives to his sons at the end of Sefer 
Berieshit. On the one hand, the Torah describes what Ya'akov does as "blessing": 
 
BERESHIT 49:28 -- 
This is how their father spoke to them and BLESSED them, each man according to the BLESSING that he BLESSED 
them. 
 
On the other hand, Ya'akov himself characterizes what he does as prediction of the future: 
 
BERESHIT 49:1 -- 
 
Ya'akov called to his sons and said, "Gather together, and I will tell you what shall happen to you in the end of days." 
 
AND NOW BACK TO OUR SHOW: 
 
 Let us now look at the *two* berakhot Ya'akov received in Parashat Toledot: the berakha he received by tricking his father, 
and the berakha his father gave him with full knowledge at the end of Parashat Toledot. 
 
The berakha really meant for Eisav: 
 
BERESHIT 27:28-29 -- 
 
"May Hashem give you from the dew of the heaven and the fat of the land, and much grain and wine. May nations serve 
you, and peoples bow to you; be master of your brother, and may the children of your mother bow to you; those who curse 
you are cursed, those who bless you are blessed."  
 
This sounds a lot like a tefila-berakha, i.e., Yitzhak is praying that these good things should come to Eisav (really Ya'akov 
disguised, of course). It does not sound like a prediction-berakha, especially since part of the berakha ("be master . . . 
those who curse you . . .") seems to be in unambiguous present tense. This means it can only be a tefila, not a prediction. 
 
 
On the other hand, here is the berakha given to Ya'akov at the end of Parashat Toledot: 
 
BERESHIT 28:3-4 -- 
 
"E-l Shad-dai SHALL BLESS YOU [ye-varekh] and increase you and multiply you, and you shall become a throng of 
nations. And He SHALL GIVE YOU the blessing of Avraham, to you and your children, so that you shall inherit the land in 
which you live, which Hashem gave to Avraham." 
 
This berakha is clearly very different than the previous one: instead of naming some good thing that Ya'akov will receive, 



 

5 

 

as in the first berakha (i.e., dew of the heavens, fat of the land, grain, wine, leadership), it is a step removed from that: it 
states that Ya'akov will receive *blessings*, and only then does it goes on to say what these blessings will entail -- many 
children, nationhood, the land: 
 
BLESSING    CONTENT OF BLESSING 
 
First blessing  ---------> Dew, fat of land, grain, wine, leadership 
 
Second blessing ---------> Future Blessing (by Ke-l Shad-dai) 
 
As we saw when we looked at Parashat Toledot, Yitzhak gave this second blessing -- the blessing of spiritual leadership -- 
to Ya'akov reluctantly. It was clear to him that Eisav was not at all a candidate for this berakha (because he had already 
taken wives from among the spiritually corrupt Cana'anites), but he was also reluctant to pass spritual leadership to 
Ya'akov, who had just deceived him into giving him the blessings meant for Eisav. 
 
NOW WE UNDERSTAND . . . . 
 
We see now that Yitzhak did not pass the spiritual leadership to Ya'akov at that time at all! The spiritual berakha 
Yitzhak gave to Ya'akov was only a *prediction* that in the *future,* the aspect of Hashem called "Ke-l Shad-dai" 
would come to Ya'akov and bless him with the blessing of Avraham -- the Land, Eretz Cana'an, naationhood, and an 
everlasting relationship with Hashem. Yitzhak, as we saw when we looked at Toledot, was not at all "blind," except in the 
physical sense. He saw that Ya'akov was flawed and that he was not yet ready to lead Hashem's nation, but he also saw 
that Ya'akov had enormous potential. So what he passed to Ya'akov was the prediction/prayer that Ya'akov would 
eventually be worthy of this blessing, and that at the point when that occurred, "Ke-l Shad-dai" would come to Ya'akov and 
officially give to him these berakhot, the Birkat Avraham. 
 
In effect, then, Yitzhak's berakha was that Ya'akov should eventually be worthy of the spiritual berakhot to be 
delivered by Ke-l Shad-dai. 
 
 
AN UNUSUAL NAME OF GOD: 
 
 Who is this "Ke-l Shad-dai"? Obviously, it is Hashem, but why does Yitzhak refer to Him specifically as Ke-l Shad-dai? 
Where have we seen Ke-l Shad-dai before?   
 
 The first time Ke-l Shad-dai appears is in Parashat Lekh Lekha, in chapter 17. Hashem comes to Avraham and says, "I am 
Ke-l Shad-dai," and proceeds to make an everlasting covenant with  Avraham:  Avraham will become a great nation, and 
Hashem will be the God of the nation forever; Avraham's descendants will also receive the Land of Cana'an as an 
everlasting possession. As a sign of this covenant, Hashem commands the berit milah, the mitzvah of cicumcision. 
  
"Ke-l Shad-dai" is the source of the berakha given to Avraham to found the nation which will have a special relationship 
with Hashem and inherit the Land. Significantly, Ke-l Shad-dai also redefines the individuals He blesses: He renames 
Avram and Sarai (Avraham and Sara), and as we will see, He also renames Ya'akov. 
 
 Ya'akov is aware of all this. He understood that his father was holding back the spiritual leadership, giving it to him only in 
potential -- Yitzhak's language was unmistakably not the language of blessing, but the language of prediction that Ya'akov 
would one day receive this blessing. Ya'akov understood that he had to earn it. And now, having learned hard lessons at 
the hands of Lavan, he has 'reinvented' himself and resolved to face the brother he cheated out of a different blessing long 
ago. He knows that his symbolic struggle with the angel has demonstrated his new approach to challenges. He believes he 
now deserves to assume the spiritual leadership. And so, when the angel renames him -- and he knows that Ke-l Shad-dai 
renamed Avraham and Sara! -- he is desperate to know whether the angel comes in the name of Ke-l Shad-dai. If so, it will 
mean that he has finally become worthy of the blessings and has received them! 
 
 But the angel refuses to tell him its name. Ya'akov understands that it is too early, that work still must be done before he 
deserves the berakhot of spiritual leadership signified by the appearance and blessing of Ke-l Shad-dai. We will soon see 
what that work is, and then we will see that Ke-l Shad-dai does indeed come and does indeed deliver the blessings 
promised by Yitzhak (almost word for word!). 
 
Ya'akov's reaction to the struggle with the angel shows that he understands this experience as a symbolic confrontation: 
 
BERESHIT 32:31 -- 
 
Ya'akov called the name of the place 'Peniel' [=Penei E-l, "face of the powerful one," or "face of God"], "For I have seen a 
powerful one face to face, and my soul was saved." 
 
 He again emphasizes that things are now "face to face," that he no longer meets his challenges by running or deceiving. 
Although the language he uses here ("elohim") is also used to refer to Hashem, it will become clear as we go on that here 
it refers to "the powerful one," meaning the representative of Edom, not to Hashem. 
 
A BROTHERLY REUNION: THE SAME OLD YA'AKOV? 
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 It is now morning, and Eisav approaches. Note that Ya'akov's camp is no longer split into two camps, for he has already 
faced the great danger: last night, he faced up to (and bested) the angel who attacked him representing Eisav, so he now 
faces Eisav without fear. He has already beaten his internal foe, overcome his tendency to avoid trouble through 
deception; he has nothing more to fear from Eisav, and indeed, eagerly awaits his opportunity to greet Eisav. Ya'akov 
arranges his family and goes out ahead toward Eisav, bowing seven times on the way. Every time he refers to himself, he 
calls himself Eisav's "servant." Ya'akov is not just putting on a show of self-subordination and humility, trying to flatter Eisav 
into leaving him alone; as we will see, he is acknowledging Eisav as the true bekhor, the true firstborn, head of the family. 
 
 Eisav meets Ya'akov's family and then he asks about the animals Ya'akov has sent him as a gift. Eisav wants to know 
what they are for, so Ya'akov repeats what he has said before: they are to find favor in Eisav's eyes. Eisav, who has plenty 
of his own animals, politely refuses the gift, but Ya'akov insists: 
 
BERESHIT 33:10 -- 
 
Ya'akov said, "Please do not [refuse]; if I have found favor in your eyes, take the gift from my hands, because SEEING 
YOUR FACE IS LIKE SEEING THAT OF A POWERFUL ONE ["elokim"], and you have accepted me." 
 
 Ya'akov explains that seeing Eisav is a privilege for him, one worth paying for with a gift. He uses almost the exact same 
words to describe the confrontation with Eisav as he used to describe the confrontation the previous night with the angel-
representative of Eisav. Just as "my soul was saved" despite that encounter, "you have accepted me" in this encounter. 
Last night, he saw "the powerful one face to face," and now he "sees the powerful one" again.  
 
PLEASE TAKE MY BRIBE? 
 
 But why is it important to Ya'akov that Eisav accept the gift of the animals? If the whole purpose of the gift is to bribe Eisav 
into docility, then why does Ya'akov keep insisting that Eisav take it even once it becomes clear that Eisav has decided not 
to kill him? Ya'akov himself tells us the answer . . . and then we understand that this gift of animals has never been a bribe 
in Ya'akov's mind at all. It serves a much nobler purpose. Ya'akov begs Eisav to accept the gift with the following 
explanation: 
 
BERESHIT 33:11 -- 
 
"Please TAKE MY BLESSING [birkhati], which has been brought to you, for Hashem has been generous to me, and I have  
everything." He [Ya'akov] insisted, and he [Eisav] took it. 
 
 The whole purpose of this confrontation, the reason Ya'akov risks his life for this moment, is so that he can say 
the lines above -- so that he can return to Eisav the berakha that he stole twenty  years before. Ya'akov may have 
made an internal decision to face his challenges squarely from now on, but in order to clear the record and to 
deserve the spiritual leadership, he must right this old wrong. Of course, he cannot literally return the berakha, 
but by this symbolic gift, he admits to Eisav that what he did was wrong and asks Eisav's forgiveness. For this 
reason, it is crucial that Eisav accept the gift; Ya'akov wants to walk away not only with his life intact, but also his 
conscience restored. Eisav  understands the gesture and accepts the gift. He forgives Ya'akov. 
 
 All that remains is for Ya'akov to perform an act of leadership, guiding others to discover what he has discovered: that 
challenges must be faced, no matter how how painful. The opportunity to demonstrate this arrives with the rape of 
Ya'akov's daughter, Dina: Shekhem, prince of a Cana'anite town, rapes Dina and wants to marry her. Ya'akov's sons 
agree, provided that all the men of Shekhem undergo circumcision. The people of Shekhem undergo circumcision, and, 
taking advantage of the recuperating men's weakness, Shimon and Leivi massacre the town. Ya'akov reacts in horror: 
 
BERESHIT 34:30 -- 
 
Ya'akov said to Shimon and Leivi, "You have befouled me, sullying me among the people of the land, the Cana'ani and the 
Perizi, and I am few in number; they will gather against me and strike me, and I and my household will be destroyed." 
  
 Shimon and Leivi protest, unable to accept their father's criticism in the face of the injustice done their sister. But Ya'akov 
has learned that no matter what is at stake, whether leadership of the family (which he acquired through deceit), his wives, 
children, and wealth (which he protected by deceiving Lavan and running away), or even his own life (which he saved by 
running from Eisav and then risked by confronting him), deceit is unacceptable. Ya'akov expects revenge for this deceit to 
be visited on him by the neighboring nations.  
 
 The nations never bother Ya'akov. In fact, we hear later that they are afraid of Ya'akov and his family. But the 
reason Ya'akov's family is spared the consequences of this deceit is because Ya'akov has spoken out against it, 
not because the nations fear the fierceness of Ya'akov's sons: 
 
BERESHIT 35:5 -- 
 
They traveled, and the FEAR OF HASHEM was upon the cities around them, and they did not chase after the children of 
Ya'akov. 
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The Torah is telling us that the reason they did not pursue the children of Ya'akov -- i.e., those responsible for the 
massacre -- is because Hashem placed fear upon them, not because they were impressed with the ferocity and 
craftiness of Ya'akov's sons. 
 
 At this point, Hashem signals to Ya'akov that he has merited the spiritual berakhot. Hashem commands him to go to Beit 
El and  make an altar to Hashem. Hashem appears to Ya'akov there and delivers the following message: 
 
BERESHIT 35:9-12 -- 
 
Hashem appeared to Ya'akov as he came from Padan Aram, and blessed him. Hashem said to him, "Your name, 
'Ya'akov,' shall no longer be your name; instead, 'Yisrael' shall be your name," and He called his name Yisrael. Hashem 
said to him, "I am E-l Shad-dai; be fruitful and multiply. A nation, a throng of nations shall come from you, and kings shall 
emerge from your loins. And the land I gave to Avraham and to Yitzhak, to you I shall give it, and to your children after you, 
I shall give the land." 
 
 Hashem changes Ya'akov's name to Yisrael ["One Who  Struggles with the Powerful," or "Powerful Righteous 
One"], symbolizing the finality of Ya'akov's personal transformation, and then informs him that He comes as Ke-l 
Shad-dai, the Powerful Provider, the One who grants Ya'akov the destiny of nationhood and the gift of the holy 
land given to Ya'akov's fathers. 
 
 With this, Ya'akov receives the berakhot which Yitzhak knew he had the potential to earn. And with this, his major 
challenge is completed, his great test passed. From this point, Ya'akov begins to share authority with his sons, although he 
remains the final power in the family. Ya'akov has become Yisrael. 
 
Shabbat Shalom 
 
[Emphasis added at various points and name of H’ changed to add K to avoid pronouncing and writing the Holy Name] 
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PARSHAT  VAYISHLACH - 
 

 FROM YAAKOV TO YISRAEL - Part One 
 
 Was Eisav really planning to wipe out Yaakov's family with his 
four hundred men?  Or was his intention all along simply to welcome 
his brother back 'home'? 

When reading Parshat Vayishlach, it is difficult to reach a clear 
conclusion. 

Similarly, when Yaakov crossed the Yabok River (with his wives 
and children), was he planning a secret escape from this 
confrontation?  Or, was Yaakov's intention all along to confront his 
brother - face to face? 
 And finally, was God's purpose in sending a 'mal'ach' to 
struggle with Yaakov - simply to bless him at this critical time, or was 
it an attempt to thwart Yaakov's planned 'escape'? 
 When one reads Parshat Vayishlach, it is difficult to find precise 
answers to these (and many other) questions. 
 In Part One of this week's shiur, we'll suggest some answers to 
these questions, while offering a reason why the Torah's account of 
these events is intentionally so vague.  Based on that analysis, Part 
Two will discuss the deeper meaning of Yaakov's name change to 
Yisrael.  
 
INTRODUCTION 
 Before we begin our shiur, a short remark re: its methodology: 
 In our study of Sefer Breishit thus far, our goal has usually been 
to find the underlying meaning (or message) or each story, based on 
its details.  However, when the story itself is difficult to understand, 
then it becomes even more difficult to uncover its message.   

However, when we encounter ambiguity in a certain narrative - 
one can also entertain the possibility that its vagueness may be 
intentional, and hence its message may lie in that ambiguity. 

With this in mind, we begin our shiur by considering the events 
that lead up to Yaakov's encounter with Eisav - in an attempt to 
better understand both the details and ambiguities of that encounter. 
 
WAS THE 'COAST CLEAR' YET? 
 Recall, from the end of Parshat Toldot, how Yaakov ran away 
from Eretz Canaan in fear that Eisav would kill him.  To verify this, 
let's quote the departing message that he heard from his mother: 

"Your brother Eisav is consoling himself by planning to kill you.  
Now, my son - listen to me, get up and run away to Charan - to 
Lavan my brother.  ...Until your brother's anger quells, and he 
will forget what you did to him - [then] I will send someone 
to call you to return..."  (see 27:42-44). 
 

 Neither Rivka nor Yaakov know how long this will take, but 
clearly - Yaakov plans to stay by Lavan until 'the coast is clear'.  
 On his way to Charan, God appears to Yaakov at Bet-El, 
assuring him with Divine protection during his journey: 

"Behold I will be with you, and guard you anywhere you go, and 
I will bring you back to this land..." (see 28:15). 
 

 Note however, that despite this promise of protection, God 
never told Yaakov when he was supposed to return.   

Years pass, but Rivka never sent for Yaakov.   
Finally, after some twenty years God tells Yaakov that it's time 

to return home - demanding:  
"Return to the land of your fathers and birth - and [then] I will be 
with you" (31:3).  

 
Does this imply that Eisav is no longer a threat? 
If so, why didn't Rivka send for him?  [Possibly she didn't know, 

even though God did.] 
Could it be that God wanted Yaakov to return, knowing that 

Eisav was still a threat?  Could it be that God wanted these two 
brothers to confront one another?  If so, did God want them to fight, 
or to make peace? 
 Clearly, God wants Yaakov to return home - yet He does not 
inform him concerning how he should deal with Eisav! 
 
 When Yaakov approaches the land of Israel, he sees (once 
again) a vision of angels ['mal'achei Elokim'] who come to greet him 
(see 32:2-3).  As this vision parallels Yaakov's original vision of 
mal'achim (when God first promised protection - see 28:10-15), is 
God now telling Yaakov that the 'coast is clear' - and hence he need 
not worry about Eisav? 
 And how about Eisav himself?  Certainly, Yaakov is still worried 
about him; but does Eisav still want to kill him- or has he put his past 
behind him? 
 As you may have guessed by now, it is very difficult to reach 
any definite conclusion about any of these questions, but Chumash 
certainly keeps us pondering. 
 
YAAKOV SENDS AN ENVOY 
 Parshat Vayishlach begins as Yaakov sends messengers 
ahead, apparently to assess to what extent Eisav is still a danger.  
Note, how this decision comes immediately after his vision of God's 
angels at Machanayim, suggesting that this vision gave Yaakov the 
confidence to initiate an encounter - i.e. to make sure that it was truly 
now safe to return home (see 32:4-5).  
 However, to Yaakov's surprise, his messengers come back with 
a report that he most probably did not expect: Eisav, with four 
hundred men, was on his way to meet Yaakov!  There can be no 
doubt concerning how Yaakov understood this report.  Eisav is out 
for his head! 

This explains Yaakov's sudden fear (see 32:7 -12 'va-yira 
Yaakov me'od...'), as well as his next course of action.   

Expecting that Eisav was on his way to kill his entire family, he 
quickly divides his camp in two (to save at least half of them), then 
turns to God in prayer (see 32:7-12).  

Yaakov's prayer (see 32:9-12) reflects this predicament.  On the 
one hand, God told him to return and promised to protect him.  Yet 
on the other hand, God never told him to initiate an encounter with 
Eisav.  Did Yaakov think he had made a mistake?  Maybe he was 
supposed to return to Canaan and avoid Eisav entirely?   

Had he 'sinned' by sending messengers?  Did God want him to 
stay clear of Eisav (and his bad influence)? 

Note how Yaakov's prayer reflects our discussion.  First, his 
opening appellation: 

"And Yaakov said: The God of my father Avraham & the God of 
my father Yitzchak - the God who told me - Return to your 
homeland and I will be with you [i.e. protect you]" (see 32:10). 
 
Note how Yaakov first reminds God that it was His idea for him 

to return, and that God had promised to protect him 
Nonetheless, if Eisav remains a danger, it must not be God's 

fault, rather his own.  Therefore, Yaakov concludes that maybe he 
has done something wrong, or possibly has 'used up' all of his 
'protection' points, and God had already provided him with so much 
('katonti...' / read 32:11!).  Then, Yaakov states his precise fear: 

"Save me from Eisav my brother, lest he come to kill me, 
mothers and children alike - but You promised me that you 
would be with me and that my offspring would be numerous like 
the sand of sea..." (see 32:12-13). 

 
 In the final line of his prayer, Yaakov may be 'hinting' that even 
if he deserves to die, God should at least save his children, as He 
had promised to his forefathers.  
 To our surprise, even though Yaakov prayed, God doesn't 
appear to provide Yaakov with an immediate answer!   
 
WHAT SHOULD YAAKOV DO? 
 Yaakov now faces a predicament.  After all, what does God 
want him to do? 

Should he confront Eisav?  If so, should he try to appease him, 
or should he stand up and fight for what is right?  [And it may not be 
clear to him who is right - for it was Yaakov who stole the blessings!] 
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Should he run away directly to Eretz Canaan?  Maybe that is 
what God originally wanted him to do?  Maybe only there will he be 
worthy of divine protection!  Alternatively, maybe he should hide his 
wife and children, and then face Eisav himself? 
 Let's take a look now, and see what he does. 
 After he prays, that evening Yaakov prepares an elaborate 
'peace offering' for his brother (see 32:13-20).  Hence, it appears 
that Yaakov has chosen the path of 'appeasement', hoping that his 
brother will be so impressed that he may change his mind (see 
32:20).    

Nevertheless, there is an interesting detail in these instructions 
that must not be overlooked.  Note how Yaakov instructs his men to 
leave a gap between each flock of animals.  In other words, he 
wants this 'offering' to be presented very slowly and staged.  Then 
he commands each group to make the same statement: 

"When Eisav will meet you [i.e. each group] and ask who are 
you and where are you going and who are these for?  Answer 
him, they are a present from your servant Yaakov - and he is 
right behind us" [i.e. on his way to meet you as well]  

 (see 32:17-18). 
 
 Then, Yaakov repeats this very same command to each group, 
emphasizing each time that each group should state - "Behold, 
Yaakov is right behind us..."  (see 32:19-20). 
 What are the purpose of these 'gaps' and the repeated 
message of "Yaakov is right behind us"? 
 Either Yaakov is telling the truth - i.e. the purpose of these gaps 
is to gradually 'soften up' Eisav.  Or possibly, Yaakov is trying 
something 'tricky' [again], and these gaps (and the entire offering) 
are part of a decoy, to stall Eisav's imminent attack, thus providing 
Yaakov with ample time to run away!  [or at least to hide his wives 
and children]. 
 As we will see, the story that ensues can be read either way. 
 
WHAT DIRECTION IS HE CROSSING?  
 That very same evening, after he designates his offering and 
the men that will bring it to Eisav, Yaakov takes his two wives, two 
maidservants, and his eleven children; and crosses the Yabok River 
(see 32:21-23).  [Re: Dina (child #12)- see Rashi on 32:23!] 
 But it's not clear why he is crossing this river, and what his 
intentions are!  Is this simply part of his journey to meet Eisav (as 
most commentators understand), or possibly (as Rashbam 
suggests), Yaakov is running away!   

If Rashbam's interpretation is correct (see Rashbam on 32:23-
25) - then we have a wonderful explanation for the 'gaps'; the 
message that 'Yaakov is right behind us'; and the need for the 
Torah's detail of Yaakov crossing the Yabok!  They all are part of 
Yaakov's plan to 'run away' from Eisav, to save his life.  [Otherwise, 
all these details appear to be rather superfluous.]  

[Alternately, if Yaakov is telling Eisav the truth, then we would 
have to explain that the 'gaps' are to increase the chance of 
'appeasement', Yaakov plans to be right behind this offering, 
and the Torah tells us about the Yabok crossing as the 
background for Yaakov's struggle with the mal'ach.] 

  
THE STRUGGLE 
 That evening, as Yaakov crosses the Yabok with his family, 
God sends a mal'ach who struggles with Yaakov until the morning 
(see 32:24-25).  It would only be logical to assume that there is a 
divine reason for this struggle. 
 If we follow Rashbam's approach (that Yaakov is running 
away), then God's message seems to be quite clear.  By keeping 
Yaakov engaged in battle all night long, God is not allowing Yaakov 
to run, thereby telling him that he shouldn't (or doesn't need to) run 
away.  [See Rashbam 32:25.]  In fact, Rashbam claims that 
Yaakov's injury is a punishment for his running away!  [See 
Rashbam on 32:29.] 
 With this background, we could explain some additional details 
of this encounter.  First of all, this could explain why the angel asks 
to leave at dawn.  If his job was to keep Yaakov from running away 
at night so that he would meet Eisav; then as soon as dawn arrives 
his job is over (note that Eisav arrives immediately after sunrise - 
see 32:31-33:1!). 

This also explains Yaakov's request for a blessing (which could 
also be understood as Yaakov looking for the meaning of this 
encounter).  The angel blesses Yaakov by 'changing his name' from 
Yaakov to Yisrael.  Considering that the name Yaakov implies some 
sort of 'trickery' [see Yirmiyahu 9:3 'ki kol ach akov yaakov'], while 
the name Yisrael implies the ability to 'stand up and fight' (see 
32:28); then this 'blessing' is simply God's answer to Yaakov - don't 
run away, rather encounter your brother! 

Finally, it explains what happens immediately after the angel 
leaves.  Note how the next pasuk informs us that the sun rises, and - 
sure enough - Yaakov looks up and sees that Eisav and his four 
hundred men have already arrived [see 33:1].  What should happen 
now?  It's too late to run! 

 
As we would expect, still fearing his brother, he tries to save at 

least some of his family by splitting them into groups (see 33:1).  
Then, he runs to the front to encounter Eisav directly, bowing down 
seven times in a last effort to 'appease' his brother [see 33:2-3).  

Most likely to Yaakov's total surprise, Eisav greets him with 
hugs and kisses - in what appears to be a very friendly (and 
brotherly) manner [see 33:4]. 

Was it Yaakov's efforts to achieve appeasement that caused 
Eisav to change his mind, or was Eisav planning all along for this 
friendly encounter?  I suppose we'll never know, as the Bible is 
intentionally ambiguous in this regard.  [Maybe those little dots over 
'va-yishakehu' (see 33:4) are hinting to something.  See Rashi & 
Radak who quote two opposite opinions in Breishit Rabba (which 
should not surprise us the least!).]  In fact, Ibn Ezra (33:4) claims that 
the simple 'pshat' is that Eisav had never planned to harm Yaakov, 
as proven by the fact that he cried during this encounter.   

Eisav even invites his brother to join him on his return trip to 
Se'ir.  Yaakov prefers to travel slowly at his own pace, 'promising' to 
arrive in Se'ir at a later time (see 33:12-14). 
 
THE PAST & THE FUTURE 
 What should we learn from this story?  One could follow 
Rashbam's approach, and arrive at a very 'right wing' conclusion.  
But if one studies Ramban's interpretation to these events, one 
would arrive at a very 'left wing' conclusion (i.e. there are times when 
Am Yisrael must first attempt to appease their enemies in any 
manner possible).   
 One could suggest that the Bible's ambiguity is intentional, as 
there are times in Jewish History when a 'right wing' approach is 
correct, and there are times when a 'left wing' approach is 
preferable.  Similarly, there are times when we must take action, 
even when we are in doubt in regard to the true intentions of our 
enemies.  While at other times, it may be better to remain passive. 
 Just as life is not a 'fairy tale', neither is Chumash.  
Nevertheless, we should learn that in every encounter that we face, 
we must both act (i.e. turn to ourselves) and pray (i.e. turn to God).  
We must make every effort to understand our predicament in order 
to arrive at the approach that would best follow the path that God 
has set.  However, when that path is not clear, we must pray that 
God will not only assist us, but that He should send some sort of an 
'angel' to assure that we follow the proper direction.   
 Yaakov leaves this encounter not only limping, but also 
'contemplating' and 'wondering'.  But he continues on his journey, on 
his way to Bet-El, ready to face any future encounter with prayer, 
wisdom, action, faith, and resolve.  
 So too, in the history of the Jewish people - there are times that 
we must stand up and fight, and there are times that we attempt 
appeasement.  There are also times when we struggle, and remain 
limping.  Yet we continue to pray, to study, to contemplate, and 
persevere with an unyielding resolve to achieve our goals. 
 
      shabbat shalom, 

    menachem 
 
 In Part Two, iy"H we'll continue our discussion of Yaakov's 
name change to Yisrael, 
 
======================  
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PARSHAT  VAYISHLACH - 
 

 FROM YAAKOV TO YISRAEL - shiur #2 
 
 There must be something important about names in Parshat 
Vayishlach, for we find that Yaakov's name is changed to Yisrael; 
and it happens twice!  
 In the following shiur, we attempt to understand why, by 
considering its connection to the theme of 'bechira' in Sefer Breishit. 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 Yaakov's name change to Yisrael is very different than Avram's 
name change to Avraham.  In regard to AvraHAm - a single letter 
["heh"] is added to his existing name (see 17:1-5); in contrast - 
Yisrael  constitutes an entirely new name.  Furthermore, Yisrael 
serves as an alternate name for Yaakov, while the name Avraham 
serves as a replacement. 
 What is even more peculiar about Yaakov's name change - is 
that it happens twice: 

Once, in the aftermath of his struggle at Pni'el, prior to his 
confrontation with Eisav (see 32:24-30); 

 And later, at God's revelation to him at Bet El (see 35:9-13). 
 

With this in mind, we begin our study with a comparison of 
those two stories; afterward, we will discuss why Yaakov's name 
change is both similar and different than Avraham's. 
 
YAAKOV'S RETURN TO BET EL 

Let's begin our discussion with the second time when Yaakov's 
name is changed to Yisrael; for it contains some rather obvious 
textual parallels to the key psukim that describe how Avraham Avinu 
was first chosen.  Those parallels will help us understand how his 
name change relates to a key stage in the bechira process.  Our  
conclusions will then help us appreciate the meaning of the first time 
Yaakov's name in changed, i.e. the site of Pni'el. 
 
 Yaakov's return to Bet El, as described in 35:9-15, could be 
considered as the prophetic 'highlight' of his return to Eretz Canaan.  
Recall that this it was at this very site where God first appeared to 
him, promising him that he was indeed the 'chosen' son (see 28:12-
14).  Furthermore, it was at Bet-El where God had promised to look 
after his needs during his journey to (and stay in) Charan.  

[Recall as well from our shiur on Parshat Lech Lecha that Bet El 
was also the focal point of Avraham's 'aliya', where he built a 
mizbeiach and 'called out in God's Name'.] 

 
 Let's take a look at the Torah's description of this 'hitgalut', 
noting how God not only confirms Yaakov's bechira but also 
changes his name to Yisrael: 

"And God appeared again to Yaakov on his arrival from Padan 
Aram, and blessed him: You, whose name is Yaakov, shall be 
called Yaakov no more, but Yisrael shall be your name. 

Thus He named him Yisrael, and God said to him: I am Kel 
Shakai, be fertile and increase... The land that I have given to 
Avraham and Yitzchak I give to you and to your offspring to 
come...   (35:9-16). 

 
 God's confirmation of 'zera' [offspring] and 'aretz' (the Land) 
echoes His numerous earlier blessings of'bechira to Avraham and 
Yitzchak.  [See 12:1-7, 13:14-16, 15:18, 17:7-8, 26:1-5, 28:13.]  In 
fact, these seem to be the key two words in just about every higtalut 
when God discuss any aspect of the 'bechira' process with the avot.  

However, this particular blessing carries additional significance, 
for it is the last time that we find it in Sefer Breishit, thus suggesting 
that the bechira process has finally come to an end!   
 Therefore, the fact that this blessing also includes Yaakov's 

name change to Yisrael suggests a thematic connection between 
this name change and the conclusion of the bechira process! 
 If indeed the 'filtering' stage of the bechira process is finally 
over, then this name change reflects the fact that now all of 
Yaakov's children (and grandchildren etc.) are chosen.  

[In contrast to the children of Avraham and Yitzchak, where only 
one child was chosen.]  
 
In other words, from this point onward, all the children of 

Yaakov will become the nation of Israel- and hence the name 
change to Yisrael. 
 With this in mind, let's discuss the incident at Peniel, when his 
name is first changed to Yisrael - to appreciate the thematic 
significance of specifically this name - i.e. Yisrael.  
 
THE EVENTS BEFORE THE STRUGGLE 
 Even though the Torah only tells us that a 'man' ['ish'] struggles 
with Yaakov at Peniel (see 32:25), the continuation of this story 
[when this 'man' blesses Yaakov etc / see 32:26-30)] certainly 
supports the Midrashic interpretation that he was the 'angelic 
minister of Eisav' - intentionally sent by God to confront Yaakov.   

[Note that the Hebrew word ish is often used to describe an 
important and/or powerful man, and not only the male gender / 
see Shmot 2:12 & Bamidbar 13:3.] 

 
But why would God send this ish at this critical time? 
To appreciate why, we must consider the events in the life of 

Yaakov that lead up to this final 'showdown' with Eisav.  
 1.  Yaakov, using 'trickery', buys the 'bechora' from Eisav. 
 2. Yitzchak plans to bless Eisav with prosperity and power;. 
  using 'trickery', Yaakov 'steals' that blessing.. 
 3. Yaakov must 'run away' to Padan Aram (in fear of Eisav). 
 4. Yaakov spends twenty years with Lavan; 

often suffering from Lavan's 'trickiness'. 
 5. Yaakov 'runs away' from Padan Aram (in fear of Lavan). 
 6. Yaakov prepares for his confrontation with Eisav. 
  [Note how he plans a total subjugation to his brother.] 
 7. God sends an ish to confront Yaakov. 
 
 While reviewing this progression, note how Yaakov's life was 
replete with a need to either employ trickery or 'run away' in order to 
either survive, or to attain what he felt was necessary (to become 
the 'chosen son').  Indeed, Yaakov had become an expert at 
survival; but appears to have lacked experience in 'frontal combat' - 
a trait that Eisav was best at. 
 As we explained in our shiur on Parshat Toldot, it may have 
been for this very reason that Yitzchak had originally intended to 
bless Eisav, for he understood that in order to establish a nation, the 
traits of an 'ish sadeh' are essential, i.e. the qualities necessary to 
provide leadership in worldly matters.  In contrast to his brother, 
Yaakov, the 'ish tam', certainly lacked this character.  
 However, now that it had been divinely determined that Yaakov 
was to be the only chosen son, one could suggest that God found it 
necessary for Yaakov himself to develop those traits as well. 
 This may explain why upon his return to Eretz Canaan, God 
intentionally initiates a direct confrontation between Yaakov and 
Eisav.  [Recall from the fact that Rivka never sent for him, it may be 
that Eisav is indeed still planning to take revenge.] 
 

However, when we analyze Yaakov's apparent strategy - as he 
prepares to meet Eisav (see 32:13-21), we find once again that he 
was not quite ready for this direct confrontation. 
 One could even suggest (as Rashbam does), that Yaakov's 
original plan was to run away from Eisav, taking his own family in 
one direction, while sending several 'staged' messengers to Eisav as 
a decoy to 'slow his advance'!  If so, then God's purpose in sending 
this ish to struggle with Yaakov, was to stop him from running away - 
stalling his retreat until Eisav arrives. 

And when Yaakov does see Eisav at dawn (after his struggle 
with the 'ish'), again he plans 'capitulation' - bowing down profusely 
before his brother - showing him that in reality, he never received the 
blessing that he had tried to steal.   

[By bowing down to Eisav, Yaakov wishes to show his brother 
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that the 'stolen blessing' of power and dominion over his brother 
("hevei gvir le-achecha, yishtachavu lecha bnei imecha...27:29) 
was indeed awarded to Eisav.  Ironically, Yaakov resorts to 
trickery once again; this time to show his brother that his original 
trickery used to 'steal' the brachot was meaningless.] 

  
REALISM OR LAZINESS 
 Note how Yaakov's struggle with the ish takes place at a very 
critical point in his life; i.e. after his preparation to bow down to (or 
run away from) Eisav, but before the actual confrontation.  Let's 
explain why this may be significant. 
 A controversy exists among the commentators as to whether 
Yaakov was correct in this total subjugation to his brother.  Some 
hold that Yaakov should have openly confronted his brother while 
putting his total faith in God (see Rashbam on 32:29), while others 
maintain that due to the circumstances, his timid strategy was 
appropriate (see Seforno on 33:4).  [Note how this 'hashkafic' 
controversy continues until this very day!]  
 Regardless of the 'political correctness' of his actions, the 
situation remains that Yaakov is unable to openly confront Eisav.  
Nevertheless, God finds it necessary that Yaakov prove himself 
capable of fighting, should such a situation arise in the future.  
Yaakov must now demonstrate that his subjugation to Eisav stems 
from political realism rather than spiritual laziness.  He must prove 
that, when necessary, he will be capable of fighting. 

[Sooner or later in Jewish history, confrontations with the likes 
of Eisav will be encountered when establishing a nation.]  

 
 Possibly for this reason, God must first 'test' Yaakov's potential 
to engage in battle with his enemy before he meets Eisav.  Yaakov 
finds this struggle difficult, for he is untrained; the contest continues 
all night until the 'break of dawn'.  [Possibly, night represents 'galut'; 
'dawn' redemption.  See Ramban 'al atar'.]  Although wounded and 
limping, Yaakov emerges victorious from this confrontation, thus 
earning his new name: 

"Your name shall no longer be Yaakov, but Yisrael, for you 
have fought with beings divine ('Elokim') and human 
('anashim') and triumphed" (32:29). 

 
Thus, the name Yisrael may reflect the character of one 

triumphant in battle.  Yaakov's new name is significant for it reflects 
his capability to engage head on in battle.  In order to become a 
nation, this trait - represented by the name 'Yisrael' - is crucial. 

Yet his name also remains Yaakov, for there may be times as 
well when 'passiveness' will be the proper avenue. 
 
WHY TWICE? 
 For some reaons, receiving this 'new name' from this mal'ach 
did not appear to be sufficient; for God Himself found it necessary to 
later confirm that name - Yisrael, together with his bechira, at Bet El 
(the very site where he was first promised the bechira).  Thus, it 
appears as though the blessings that Yaakov received throughout 
that entire episode of his trickery must now be bestowed upon him 
properly (and formally). 

First, God names Yaakov - 'Yisrael', symbolizing the traits of 
worldly leadership (see 35:9- 10).  Afterwards, God confirms the 
blessing that Yitzchak had given him (see 25:11-12 / compare with 
28:1-4). 
 
 Note the obvious parallel between these two blessings:  

FROM YITZCHAK     FROM GOD 
  (before departing)          (upon arriving) 

 (28:3-4)      (35:11-12) 
-------------------------     ---------------- 
May "kel Shakai" bless you,    I am 'kel Shakai': 
make you fertile and multiply,  Be fertile and multiply, 
to become an assembly of peoples An assembly of nations 
May He grant you the -                  shall descend from you... 
 blessing of Avraham      The Land  I gave Avraham... 
to you and your offspring         .  ..to you and to your offspring 
that you may possess the Land    to come, I assign the Land. 
 
 This comparison clearly shows that God's blessing to Yaakov at 

Bet El constitutes a confirmation of Yitzchak's blessing to him after 
the incident of the stolen brachot.  Hence, we may conclude that the 
name of Yisrael marks the conclusion of the bechira process, as 
includes the necessary character that Am Yisrael will require to later 
become God's special nation. 
 
THE FUTURE 
 Although Yaakov's worldly traits may lie dormant for several 
generations, it must be inherent to his character before his bechira 
receives final Divine confirmation.  [Later, Yaakov will bless his two 
most able sons, Yehuda and Yosef, with the leadership in this realm 
(see 49:8-26).] 
 Throughout the rest of Chumash, the name Yaakov 
interchanges with Yisrael.  This suggests that each name reflects a 
different aspect of his character.  There are times when 'Am Yisrael' 
must act as Yaakov, the ish tam, and there are times when the more 
active and nationalistic characteristics of Yisrael must be employed.  
Ultimately, as the prophet Ovadia proclaims, the day will come 
when: 

"Liberators shall march up on Har Zion to wreak judgement on 
Har Eisav; and the kingdom shall be that of God" (1:21). 

 
 Based on this understanding of the significance of the special 
name of Yisrael, one could suggest a reason for the necessity of the 
'bechira' process to continue one generation past Yitzchak.  [Or re-
phrased, why was it necessary for Eisav to be rejected, given the 
importance of his worldly traits?] 
 Our original assumption, that both the traits of an ish sadeh and 
an ish tam are necessary in order to establish a nation, remains 
correct.  Nevertheless, it is important that they are not perceived as 
equally important.  As we explained in our shiur on Parshat Toldot, 
the fundamental character of Am Yisrael must be that of an ish tam 
(Yaakov).  Only once that characteristic becomes rooted, the traits of 
an ish sadeh can be added.  Had Eisav been included in Am Yisrael, 
our perception of the relative importance of an ish sadeh may have 
become distorted.  A disproportionate emphasis on 'nationalism' and 
strength - despite their importance - would have tainted mankind's 
perception of God's special nation. 
 
 In the formative stage of our national development, our outward 
appearance as 'Yisrael' must stem from our inner character as 
'Yaakov'.  We must first speak with the 'voice of Yaakov' (see Rashi 
27:22), only then may we don the 'hands of Eisav'.  
 
           shabbat shalom 
           menachem 
 
======================  
FOR FURTHER IYUN 
 
A.  There is a Midrash telling us 'Yaakov avinu lo met' - Yaakov 
never died.  Relate this Midrash to the fact that the bechira process 
concludes with Yaakov, and that all of his offspring have been 
chosen.  Relate this also to 49:33 in comparison to 35:29 and 25:8. 
 
B.  TOLDOT EISAV 
 Yitzchak was chosen.  Therefore, we need to follow the toldot of 
Eisav, just as we needed to follow the toldot of Yishmael & Lot. 

Based on this assumption, explain perek 36. 
Based on the above shiur, why do you think there is an 

emphasis on the kings who ruled in Edom before a king ruled over 
Bnei Yisrael (see 36:31)!  
 
C.  BRIT MILA & GOD'S BLESSING TO YAAKOV 
 A quick analysis of God's final blessing to Yaakov at Bet El 
(35:9-15) immediately shows that it is reflective of brit mila (Breishit 
perek 17).  The name of Kel Shakai; 'pru u-revu'; 'kehal goyim & 
melachim'; 'shem Elokim'; and the concept of 'lihiyot lecha le-Elokim' 
can all be found at brit mila.  Note that the bracha of brit mila which 
began in perek 17 with Kel Shakai telling Avraham 'hithalech lefanai 
- ve-heyeh tamim' is being given now to Yaakov - the ish tam. 
 Try to explain the significance of this. 
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 Carefully compare Yitzchak's bracha to Yaakov before he 
departs to Padan Aram (28:3-4) to God's blessing of Yaakov at Bet 
El (35:9-13)!  Note that they are almost identical. 
 Relate this to the last two shiurim. 
  Note that God's name 'be-shem Havaya' does not appear unto 
Yaakov from the time that he arrives in Eretz Canaan!  Note also 
God's promise to Yaakov at Bet El, before he left to Padan Aram, 
(28:13-15) which was given be-shem Havaya.  Are any aspects of 
that bracha repeated in Bet El when Yaakov returned?  If so, which? 
  Note the single use by Yaakov of shem Havaya in his prayer 
prior to his confrontation with Eisav (32:9-12).  What promise does 
he remind God of at that time?  Where is the source of that promise.  
 Relate to the relationship (be-shem Havaya) between brit bein 
ha-btarim, the bracha at the akeida, and this tefilla.  Note - 'kochvei 
ha-shamayim' and 'asher lo yisafer me-rov'.  
 How does this relate to the nationalistic aspect of these 
revelations, i.e. the concept of 'yerushat ha-aretz'. 
 Could one consider from a nationalistic perspective that even 
though Yaakov returned from Galut Aram, his stay in Eretz Canaan 
was only a short stopover on his way down to Galut Mitzrayim? 
Relate this to 'arami oved avi, va-yered mitzrayim...' (Devarim 
36:3-10).  Compare the language there to brit bein ha-btarim! 
Why do Chazal interpret this pasuk as referring to Yaakov?  Could 
the fact that Yaakov understood that the time for the fulfillment of brit 
bein ha-btarim had not yet come, explain his timid behavior when he 
confronts Eisav? 
 
FOR FURTHER IYUN - for Shiur #1 
A.  Chazal tell us that the mal'ach was the 'sar shel Eisav' - Eisav's 
guardian angel.   Explain this Midrash, based on the above shiur. 
  If this ish was actually a mal'ach, why do you think the Torah 
insists on referring to him as an ish?  [Note the use of ish in Shmot 
perek bet.]  Why, do you think, there is significance in the fact that 
Yaakov was wounded in this encounter?  Why must we remember 
this encounter whenever we eat meat (mitzvat gid-ha-nasheh)?  
[Could this relate back to the traits of an ish sadeh?]  See Rashbam 
32:29.   
Explain the argument between Yaakov and his sons regarding their 
militant reaction to the act of Chamor ben Shchem in relation to the 
main point of the above shiur. 
 

PARSHAT  VA'YISHLACH - additional shiur 

 
YAAKOV'S RETURN TO BET EL    
 

 Upon his arrival in Eretz Canaan, why doesn't Yaakov go 
straight home to his parents in Hebron? After all, he has been 
away from his parents for over twenty years! 
 Secondly, why doesn't Yaakov return immediately to Bet-el to 
fulfill his "neder" [vow]? Hadn't he promised God that 'should he 
return home safely' he would establish a 'Bet Elokim' in Bet-el 
(see 28:21-22)? 
 However, instead of doing what we would have expected, it 
appears from Parshat Vayishlach that Yaakov prefers to settle 
down in Shechem. Then, only AFTER the incident with Dena, and 
only after God reminds him that he must do so, he finally returns 
to Bet-el. [See 33:18-35:1. 
 So what's going on in Parshat Va'yishlach?  
 In the following shiur we suggest a very simple (but daring) 
answer to these questions, based on a rather intricate analysis. 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 To appreciate the analysis that follows, it is important to first 
pay attention to the division of 'parshiot in Parshat Vayishlach.  
Using a Tanach Koren, or similar, note the topics of its first six 
'parshiot' (i.e. up until the death of Yitzchak at the end of chapter 
35). 

The following table presents a short title for each section. As 
you study it, note the progression of topic from one 'parshia' to the 
next: 
 
 PSUKIM    -   GENERAL TOPIC  
 ======= =============== 

(A) 32:3-33:17 Yaakov's confrontation with Esav upon his  
      return to Eretz Canaan. 
(B) 33:18-20  Yaakov's arrival in Shechem. 
(C) 34:1-31  The incident with Dena in Shechem. 
(D) 35:1-8  Yaakov's ascent to Bet-el to flee from  
      Shechem, and his building of a mizbayach. 
(E) 35:9-22  God's blessing to Yaakov at Bet-el, followed  
       by Rachel's death and Binyamin's birth. 
(F) 35:23-29  A summary of Yaakov's children, followed by  
       the death of Yitzchak. 
 
 We begin our shiur by making some observations concerning 
Yaakov's behavior in the progression of these events.  
 
KEEPING PROMISES 
 When Yaakov first left Eretz Canaan on his way to Padan 
Aram, God promised to 'be with him' and see to his safe return 
(28:15). In response to this divine promise, Yaakov made a 
"neder" (vow) that should God keep His promise, he will return to 
Bet-el and establish a Bet-Elokim (see 28:18-22).  Undoubtedly, 
Yaakov's safe return from Padan Aram requires his fulfillment of 
the neder. In fact, towards the end of last week's Parsha, God 
Himself mentions this promise when He commanded (and 
reminded) Yaakov that it was time to 'return home': 

"I am the God of Bet-el, where you anointed a matzeyva, to 
whom you vowed a NEDER. Now get up and LEAVE this 
land and RETURN to the land of your fathers." (31:11-13) 

 
 Therefore, upon his return, we should expect Yaakov to go 
immediately to Bet-el to fulfill his "neder."  However, for some 
reason, he first settles in Shechem.  
 
HONOR THY FATHER... 
 Even more troubling is why Yaakov doesn't immediately go 
home to Hebron, at least to say 'hello' to his parents whom he 
hasn't seen in over twenty years!  Recall how the Torah had 
earlier informed us that was his original intention:  

"Yaakov got up and took his children and wives on the 
camels. Then he led his sheep... and everything he acquired 
in Padan Aram to GO TO YITZCHAK HIS FATHER in the 
land of Canaan." (32:17-18) 
 

 Nonetheless, when Yaakov arrives in Eretz Canaan, the 
Torah tells us he settles down in Shechem.  In fact, we only learn 
of Yaakov's return to his father's house incidentally, in the final 
pasuk before Yitzchak's death (see 35:27-29)!  

For some reason, the Torah never informs us of the details 
(or the date) of this reunion. 
 
JUST FOR A 'SHORT STOP'? 
 At first glance, one could answer that Shechem was nothing 
more than a short stop along the way to Bet-el. As we know, 
Yaakov's young children and immense cargo forced him to travel 
slowly (see 33:12-15). He may very well have needed a rest. 
Thus, Yaakov's 'brief stay' in Shechem could be considered no 
different than his 'brief stay' in Succot (see 33:17). 
  [See further iyun regarding Yaakov's stay in Succot.] 
 

But this approach is difficult to accept for two reasons: 
 First of all, recall how Yaakov had traveled from Padan Aram 
to Har ha'Gilad in only seven days (see 31:21-23, read carefully). 
Now that journey is much longer than the trip from the Gilad to 
Bet-el. [Check it out on a map.] Therefore, there seems to be no 
reason why Yaakov cannot complete the remainder of this 
journey in two or three days - a week at most! 
 Secondly, if Yaakov's plan is just to 'rest up' in Shechem for a 
few days, why would he buy a parcel of land?  Furthermore, the 
overall impression from chapter 34 is that Yaakov's family has 
pretty much settled down in Shechem (see 34:7, 34:10, 34:21 
etc.). 
 Therefore, it seems at thought Yaakov had settled down in 
Shechem for quite a while.  In fact, we can prove that Yaakov 
may have stayed even several years in Shechem - by simply 
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considering the ages of his children at that time.  Let's explain: 
 
BAR-MITZVAH BOYS OR GROWN UPS? 
 Recall that Yaakov left Lavan after working for him for twenty 
years (see 31:41).  Therefore, when he began his journey back to 
Eretz Canaan, his oldest child could not have been more than 13 
years old (see 29:18-23), for he first married Leah only after 
completing his seven years of work. That would make Shimon & 
Levi etc. 11 or 12 years old, etc. 
 Yet, from the Torah's description of the incident with Dena in 
Shechem (see 34:1-31) it appears that Shimon & Levi (and the 
rest of the brothers) must have been at least in their late teens. 
After all, they go to war against an entire city!   
 Furthermore, Dena - Leah's seventh child - could not have 
been older than six and most probably even younger! [Remember 
there was a break between Yehuda and Yisachar/ see 30:9.]  
However, from the story in chapter 34, Dena appears to be at 
least twelve, if not older.  Even though Shechem does refer to her 
once as a "yaldah" (see 34:4), the Torah consistently refers to her 
as a "na'arah" (see 34:3,12).  
 If these assumptions are correct, then it appears that Yaakov 
remained in Shechem for at least several years prior to the story 
of Dena's abduction.   
 Even if Yaakov stayed in Succot for 18 months, as the 
Midrash claims (see Rashi 33:17), it still doesn't make sense that 
the incident with Dena have taken place when she is in 'first 
grade' and Shimon & Levi had just celebrated their 'bar-
mitzvahs'?  
 Thus, according to "pshat", the incident at Shechem must 
have taken place at least five years later! This conclusion 
strengthens our original question.  Why would Yaakov remain in 
Shechem for over FIVE years without first returning to Bet-el, and 
without going home to visit his elderly parents! 
 
'A CALL TO ORDER' 
 Whenever we arrive at this kind of dilemma the temptation is 
to 'tamper' with the chronological order of the narrative. In Chazal, 
this is better known as the principle of "ein mukdam u'muchar 
ba'Torah" - the narrative in Chumash does not necessarily 
progress in chronological order. Clearly, the principle of "ein 
mukdam u'muchar" does not mean that the stories in Chumash 
are recorded in purely random sequence. Nor should it be 
understood as just a 'wildcard' solution for difficulties in "peshat". 
Instead, the Torah often records certain parshiot out of their 
chronological order for thematic considerations. 

[It should also be noted that the principle of "ein mukdam 
u'muchar" usually only applies at the 'parshia' level.  In other 
words, that events WITHIN a given 'parshia' are always 
recorded in chronological sequence. Only a 'parshia' in its 
entirety may be presented before an earlier event or vice-
versa. [This style is sometimes referred to as "smichut 
parshiot."] 

 
 Let's see now if this principle can help us solve the problems 
raised in our shiur thus far. 
 We'll start by taking a closer look at the various stages of 
Yaakov's journey, and how they relate to the division into 
'parshiot' of Parshat Va'yishlach. 
 
IN THE FOOTSTEPS OF AVRAHAM AVINU 
 We really should have begun our shiur with a more basic 
question: why does Yaakov stop in Shechem at all? Why doesn't 
he go directly from Succot to Bet-el or Hebron? 
 The answer lies in the obvious parallel between Yaakov's 
return to Canaan and Avraham Avinu's initial journey from Aram 
to Eretz Canaan.  He, too, first stopped in Shechem and built a 
MIZBAYACH: 

"And Avram passed through the land, to the place of 
SHECHEM... and God appeared to Avram and said: I am 
giving this land to your offspring; and he built there a 
MIZBAYACH to the Lord who appeared to him." (12:6-7) 

  [Compare also 12:5 with 31:17-18!!] 
 

 Correspondingly, Yaakov also makes Shechem his first stop, 
and he builds a MIZBAYACH specifically in that region (see 
33:18-20). In contrast to Avraham, however, Yaakov ALSO 
invests in some real estate - he buys a field (see 33:19). Soon we 
will suggest a logical reason for this purchase. 
 If Yaakov is indeed following his grandfather's footsteps (as 
his arrival in Shechem suggests), then he too should continue 
directly to Bet-el, just as Avraham Avinu did (see 12:7-8). Of 
course, Yaakov had another reason to proceed directly to Bet-el - 
to fulfill his "neder." Then, we would have expected him to 
continue from Bet-el on to Hebron to see his parents.  
 So why does he stay in Shechem?   
 One could suggest that exactly the opposite happened, i.e. 
Yaakov DID NOT STAY IN SHECHEM for more than several 
days! Instead, he stopped there only to build a MIZBAYACH, 
thanking God for his safe arrival, just as Avraham had done. To 
support this, note how the Torah describes his arrival in 33:18: 
"va'yavo Yaakov SHALEM". This most probably reflects the 
phrase in his original "neder" of: "v'shavti b'SHALOM et beit avi" 
(see 28:21).   

Furthermore, in 33:20 he calls this mizbayach: "Kel Elokei 
Yisrael", most likely relating to the phrases in his "neder" of: "im 
y'hiyeh ELOKIM imadi..." (28:20) and "v'haya Hashem li 
l'ELOKIM" (28:21). 
 
A WISE INVESTMENT 
 At that time, he also purchased a plot of land.  This was a 
wise investment, for Yaakov is traveling with a large family, and 
realizes that sooner or later, he'll need to settle down in Canaan, 
and build a house of his own.  Planning an option for his future, 
he buys a parcel a land, a 'security' investment should he decide 
one day to return.  

At this point, we posit, Yaakov really does continue his 
journey from Shechem to Bet El - and then on to Hebron - after 
only a very short stay. However, the Torah records the details of 
this 'first' ascent to Bet-el - at a later time (see 35:9), while 
'inserting' the details the Dena event in between (i.e. in chapter 
34), even thought that event took place at a later time!  [Later in 
the shiur, we will suggest a reason why this story in 'inserted'.] 

[To appreciate this theory, it is recommended that you review 
those parshiot, especially noting the new 'parshia' that begins 
in 35:9.] 

 
 Let's take a look at the special wording of the 'parshia' that 
begins in 35:9 - which we claim took place BEFORE the events in 
chapter 34: 

"And God [had already /"od"? / or 'again'] appeared unto 
Yaakov UPON HIS ARRIVAL from Padan Aram, and blessed 
him ... then Yaakov set up a MATZEYVA at this site... and 
called the name of this site BET-EL. Then they traveled 
towards Efrat" [i.e. on the way toward Hebron], and Rachel 
gave birth with complications [& then died]..." (see 35:9-19) 

 
 Our contention is that this entire 'parshia' (35:9-22) actually 
took place immediately upon Yaakov's arrival from Padan Aram 
(as its opening pasuk suggests/ compare 33:18!), several years 
BEFORE the incident with Dena in Shechem (i.e. 34:1-35:8). 
 A very strong proof to this claim may be drawn from the 
words of Yaakov himself (to Yosef) before his death: 

"... when I was RETURNING FROM PADAN, Rachel died on 
the road, while still a long distance from Efrat, and I buried 
her on the way..." (see 48:7) 

 
 Yaakov himself states that Rachel died during his original 
journey from Padan to Eretz Canaan. He would not have spoken 
of her death as having occurred "when I was returning from 
Padan" if she died only AFTER Yaakov had spent several years 
in Shechem.    
 Furthermore, why was Yaakov traveling from Bet-el 
southward, towards Efrat? Most likely, he was on the way home 
to his father in Hebron! In other words, it may very well have been 
that Yaakov DID return immediately to visit his father, just as we 
expected him to. 
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[For some reason, the Torah never records the details of this 
encounter. But this question begs itself no matter how we 
explain the order of the 'parshiot.' Only in the final summary 
psukim (i.e. 35:27-19) are we told that Yaakov had returned 
to Yitzchak, and even there it appears to be only for 
Yitzchak's burial.  It would only be logical to assume that 
Yaakov must have gone to visit his father much earlier.] 

 
THE NEW ORDER 
 Before we continue, let's review the order of events (and 
hence the order of the 'parshiot') according to this interpretation:  
 After successfully confronting Esav, Yaakov continues on to 
Eretz Canaan, stopping first in Shechem to build a MIZBAYACH 
and thank God, just as Avraham Avinu had done. While in 
Shechem, he buys a parcel of land for 'future use,' planning 
possibly to later return to this area with his family.  [Recall that 
Yaakov owns many sheep, and Shechem is a prime area for 
grazing cattle, just as Yaakov's children later return many years 
later to the Shechem area to graze their cattle (see 37:13).] 
 After buying a field in Shechem and building a mizbayach, 
Yaakov continues to Bet-el, where God appears to him, and 
Yaakov re-states his intention to ultimately fulfill his "neder" to 
make a 'bet Elokim' at that site (even though he isn't quite ready 
yet to begin its construction).  

There, God confirms the blessing of "bechira" and changes 
his name from Yaakov to Yisrael (see 35:9-12). [According to this 
interpretation, Yaakov had been blessed and had his name 
changed by the "malach" only several days earlier!/ see 32:26-
28]. Even though he cannot at this point build the actual Bet-
Elokim that he promised, he re-affirms his promise by once again 
anointing the MATZEYVA and calling that site Bet-el (see 35:14-
15).  
 Next, Yaakov travels toward Hebron to see his parents. 
Along the way, Rachel dies and is buried on the roadside. Yaakov 
then sets up tent in Migdal Eder (see 35:21).  Even though we do 
not know its precise location, it would be safe to assume that 
Migdal Eder is located in an area not too far from Yitzchak's home 
in Hebron.  It is here where the incident with Reuven & Bilha 
takes place. Although we may reasonably assume that Yaakov 
sharply criticized Reuven, the Torah for some reason abruptly 
curtails this story, right in the middle of a sentence! [See 35:22! / 
see also 49:4!] 
 Some time later, maybe a year or two (or even five) later, 
Yaakov moves with his family to Shechem - after all, he did 
purchase a parcel of land there specifically for that purpose. By 
now, the children are older - old enough for the incident with Dena 
(as detailed in chapter 34) to occur. It also stands to reason that 
at this point the people of Shechem see Yaakov as a permanent 
neighbor, rather than a transient; and therefore - they seek marital 
and economic ties with Yaakov's family. Finally, this also explains 
why specifically Shimon & Levi take leadership roles at this time. 
Reuven had most likely been 'demoted' from his position of 'family 
leader' after the incident with Bilha. 
 After the brothers wipe out Shechem, Yaakov fears the 
revenge of the neighboring population. God therefore commands 
him to MOVE from Shechem to Bet-el for PROTECTION (see 
35:1-7, read carefully).  Just as Bet-el had protected Yaakov 
when he was faced with the threat of his brother Esav, so will Bet-
el protect Yaakov now from his latest crisis. [Note how specifically 
this point - danger from Esav - is mentioned over and over again 
in this 'parshia' (i.e. 35:1-8, see 35:1,3,7!). 

Note also that these psukim imply a recent, immense 
expansion of Yaakov's family and possessions (see 35:6 - "v'chol 
ha'AM asher imo" & 35:2 - "v'et kol ashe imo"). This may also 
explain why Yaakov must remind these 'newcomers' to rid 
themselves of their idols before ascending to Bet-el. (see 35:3-4).    
 So Yaakov now moves his permanent residence to Bet-el, 
which had already been established as the site for his future Bet 
Elokim, and accordingly builds a MIZBAYACH (see 35;1,3,7).  
 Let's use a chart once again to show the 'new order' of the 
parshiot: 
 PSUKIM    -   GENERAL TOPIC  
 ------  --------------- 

(A) 32:3-33:17 Yaakov's confrontation with Esav upon his  
    return to Eretz Canaan. 
(B) 33:18-20  Yaakov's arrival in Shechem [& buys a field]. 
(E) 35:9-22  Yaakov arrives in Bet-el, receives his 

blessing and fulfills his "neder"; Rachel dies 
along the way to see Yitzchak near Hebron. 

(C) 34:1-31  Yaakov returns to Shechem, Dena is abducted,  
    and  Shimon & Levi wipe out the city. 
(D) 35:1-8  Yaakov flees from Shechem to Bet-el, where he  
    builds a mizbayach. 
(F) 35:23-29  A summary of Yaakov's children, followed by  
    the death of Yitzchak. 
 
 Thus, by simply changing the location of a single 'parshia,' 
nearly all our questions are solved. However, our approach raises 
a much bigger question: WHY isn't this 'parshia' (35:9-22) 
recorded where it belongs?  
 As stated above, the Torah will present events out of 
chronological sequence only when there is a compelling reason to 
do so. Therefore, we must look for a thematic reason for this 
'change' in order. 
 As usual, we will return to the primary theme of Sefer Breishit 
- the process of "bechira" & "dechiya" - to suggest an answer to 
this question. 
 
A THEMATIC REASON 
 Recall from previous shiurim that the theme of Sefer Breishit 
progresses with each set of Sifrei TOLADOT. Throughout the 
progression, someone from among the "toladot" is 'chosen' while 
the others are 'rejected.' Recall also that in Parshat Va'yishlach 
we are still under the 'header' of "toldot Yitzchak" (see 25:19). 
The story of "toldot Yitzchak" clearly reaches its conclusion with 
the 'parshia' of 35:23-29 [(F) in the above chart], which describes 
Yitzchak's death. [Note also that "toldot Esav" (36:1) follow 
immediately afterward.] 
 This 'parshia' 35:23-29 (F) MUST therefore appear at the 
conclusion of "toldot Yitzchak."  
 But why was 'parshia' (E) transplanted from its chronological 
location to here, immediately preceding 'parshia' (F)? 
 
 One could suggest several 'thematic' reasons: 
 One answer could be alluded to in the somewhat innocuous 
though very telling statement that introduces (F): 

"And the children of Yaakov were TWELVE... "  
(see 35:23-26, noting the 'parshia' in the middle of a pasuk) 

 
 Unlike Avraham and Yitzchak, ALL of Yaakov's children are 
'chosen' - EVEN his children from the maidservants, EVEN 
Reuven who had most likely been berated, etc. One could 
suggest that the Torah takes this entire 'parshia' (E) - which ends 
with the incident with Reuven & Bilha (which most likely had taken 
place much earlier) - from its chronological location and 
intentionally places it here - NEXT to the concluding statement of 
35:23 - to stress that ALL of Yaakov's children are chosen - EVEN 
Reuven! [See Ramban 35:22! See also Rashi, Chizkuni & Radak 
35:22.] 
 This interpretation may also explain why 35:22 ends mid-
sentence. It would seem that the pasuk should end with Yaakov's 
curse of Reuven, which becomes apparent in 49:4. However, 
because the whole point is to show that Reuven remains part of 
the 'chosen family,' the second half of the sentence is 'cut off.' 
Instead, the entire 'parshia' is attached to the statement, "and the 
children of Yaakov were twelve - the children of Leah: the 
firstborn of Yaakov = REUVEN, and Shimon, Levi..." (35:23-24). 
 An alternate (and more simple) explanation could be that the 
Torah is simply keeping all of the stories relating to Shechem 
together. Hence, once the Torah informs us that Yaakov 
purchased a parcel of land in Shechem (33:19), Chumash 
continues with what later took place in Shechem as a result of this 
purchase (34:1-35:8). Then, after completing that story, Chumash 
returns to the story of Yaakov's first return to Bet-el (35:9-22), 
even though it in fact took place much earlier. 
 Finally, one could suggest a very significant thematic reason 
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for this 're-arrangement' of the 'parshiot'.  Recall our explanation 
that Yaakov's naming of 'Bet-El' reflection his conviction to one-
day establish a 'Bet-Elokim' [a house for God] on this site.  The 
first time Yaakov stated this intention (see 28:19), he could not 
build a Bet-Elokim at that time for he was a fugitive on his way to 
Padam Aram.  The second time he arrives at Bet-El (see 35:9-
15), he once again only states his intention.  It appears that it is 
still pre-mature to actually begin that project, as he has not yet 
established a name for himself in Eretz Canaan.  After all, the 
success of his planned Bet-Elokim would depend on his ability to 
'reach out' to the neighboring people, just as Avraham and 
Yitzchak had done when they built "mizbachot" and 'called out in 
God's Name'. 
 However, after the 'Dena incident' at Shechem, and the 
actions of Shimon and Levi, Yaakov's status among the 
neighboring people has dropped to an 'all time low'.  As Yaakov 
himself stated in the aftermath of those events: "achartem oti..." - 
you have made me look ugly by embarrassing me in the eyes of 
inhabitants of the land..." (see 34:30).  Given this situation, 
tragically Bet-El becomes a place a refuge for Yaakov, instead of 
becoming a Bet-Elokim.  Certainly, in the aftermath of those 
events, Yaakov will be unable to establish a functioning Bet-
Elokim in the foreseeable future.  
 From this perspective, one could understand the Torah's 
detail of the 'Dena incident' as a thematic explanation for why 
Yaakov was unable to ultimately fulfill his "neder" to build a Bet-
Elokim.   
 Despite Yaakov's resolve to establish a Bet Elokim, 
unfortunately an opportunity for him to do so never materialized in 
his own lifetime.  Instead, Yaakov would have to pass that goal on 
to his children, who would only have the opportunity to achieve it 
several hundred years later.  
       shabbat shalom, 
       menachem 
 
======================= 
FOR FURTHER IYUN 
A. Rashi on 33:17 quotes the Midrash that Yaakov spent 18 
months in Succot! This is based on the fact that the pasuk states 
that Yaakov built a HOUSE there, and set up tents for his sheep 
and cattle. Should this be true, then in any event, this pirush only 
strengthens the question of why Yaakov did not return earlier. It 
does, however, slightly raise the age of Yaakov's children by the 
time the Shechem episode occurs, rendering this story a bit more 
feasible.  
 
B. It is unclear whether Yaakov ever builds the Bet-Elokim as he 
had promised in 28:21. See the meforshim on that pasuk who 
deal with this question, as well as the meforshim here on 35:14. 
 Nonetheless, anointing the MATZEYVA and calling that site 
Bet-el (see 35:14-15) clearly reveal Yaakov's intention to 
eventually build the Bet-Elokim, even though the final goal may 
not be realized until Bnei Yisrael conquer Eretz Canaan in the 
time of Yehoshua. See Devarim 12:8-12, "v'akmal". 
 
C. In closing, it is important to note that there always remains the 
possibility that the parshiot are in chronological order. If so, we 
would either have to explain that these events indeed took place 
when Yaakov's children were indeed quite young, or that Yaakov 
intentionally did not return to Bet-el, either because he felt that the 
time was not yet ripe, or possibly because he was waiting for 
Hashem to command him to go there.  
 
D. Note 34:30, and Yaakov's final statement in his rebuke of 
Shimon and Levi:  

"And Jacob said to Simeon and Levi: 'Ye have troubled me, 
to make me odious unto the inhabitants of the land, even 
unto the Canaanites and the Perizzites; and, I being few in 
number, they will gather themselves together against me and 
smite me; and I shall be destroyed, I and my house" 

 
 Even though simple "pshat" would explain that the phrase 
'my house' in Yaakov's statement refers to his family, one could 

suggest (based on the above shiur) that Yaakov is referring to 'his 
house' that he plans to build for God - for now that Shimon & Levi 
have made him look so bad, Yaakov's plans for building a House 
for God in Bet-el have now been 'destroyed'. 
 
E. Comments from Rabbi David Silverberg, who has researched 
this topic, and found a number of sources which seem to explicitly 
indicate that Yaakov traveled to Beit-El before the story of Dina 
and Shekhem. 
 The Gemara in Masekhet Megila (17a) asserts that Yaakov 
reunited with his father in Chevron two years after his departure 
from Lavan.  Along his return from Padan Aram, the Gemara 
claims, he spent eighteen months in Sukkot (see Bereishit 33:16), 
and another six months in Beit-El.  Rashi, commenting on this 
Gemara, explains, "He spent six months in Beit-El when he left 
Shekhem…"  Meaning, the six month-period to which the Gemara 
refers occurred after the story of Dina and Shekhem, and the 
Gemara held a tradition that when Yaakov traveled to Beit-El after 
the story of Dina (35:1), he lived there for six months. 

Elsewhere, however, Rashi writes that Yaakov lived for a 
period in Beit-El before the incident of Shekhem.  In his 
commentary to Avot (5:21), Rashi cites the Midrashic tradition 
that Levi was thirteen years of age when he and his brother 
Shimon killed the male population of Shekhem.  To support this 
tradition, Rashi comments that "when you take into account the 
two years Yaakov spent in Beit-El," it indeed emerges that Levi 
was thirteen years old at the time of his attack on Shekhem.  
Yaakov left Padan Aram thirteen years after his marriage to Leah, 
and, according to Seder Olam (chapter 2), Leah delivered each of 
her children after just seventh months of pregnancy.  Levi, Leah's 
third son, was thus born just about two years after her marriage to 
Yaakov, and hence Levi was eleven years of age when Yaakov 
left Padan Aram.  After the two years that "Yaakov spent in Beit-
El," Levi was thirteen years of age, and it was at that point, Rashi 
claims, that Shimon and Levi killed the people of Shekhem. 
 Rashi thus clearly held that Yaakov spent time in Beit-El 
before settling near Shekhem, as Rabbi Leibtag contended. 
 The Midrash Lekach Tov, commenting on the story of 
Shekhem (34:25), likewise calculates the age of Shimon and Levi 
at the time of their assault on Shekhem, and claims that Levi was 
eleven when the family left the home of Lavan.  The story of 
Shekhem, the Midrash claims, occurred after the period of "two 
years when he [Yaakov] was offering sacrifices in Beit-El."  Like 
Rashi, the Midrash Lekach Tov held that Yaakov first proceeded 
to Beit-El upon returning from Canaan, before settling near 
Shekhem, and he spent two years "offering sacrifices."  
Apparently, there was a Midrashic tradition that disputed the 
chronology espoused by the Gemara in Megila, according to 
which Yaakov spent eighteen months in Sukkot and then six 
months in Beit-El after the incident in Shekhem.  This tradition, 
which Rashi appears to have adopted in his commentary to Avot, 
and was accepted by the author of the Midrash Lekach Tov, held 
that the Torah's narrative does not follow chronological sequence, 
and Yaakov's pilgrimage to Beit-El occurred before he settled 
near Shekhem.  Immediately upon returning to Canaan, Yaakov 
proceeded to Beit-El and spent two years offering sacrifices in 
fulfillment of his vow.  Only thereafter did he settle near the city of 
Shekhem. 
 We should note, however, one important difference between 
the position reflected in these sources and Rabbi Leibtag's theory.  
According to Rashi in Avot and the Midrash Lekach Tov, Yaakov 
spent two years in Beit-El and then settled near Shekhem before 
reuniting with his father in Chevron.  Rabbi Leibtag suggested 
that Yaakov proceeded to Beit-El to fulfill his vow, and then 
continued southward to Chevron to see his parents.  He remained 
there for several years, and then moved with his family to 
Shekhem, at which point Shimon and Levi were in their late 
teens.  These sources provide a basis for the contention that 
Yaakov first visited Beit-El before settling near Shekhem, but not 
for the theory that he reunited with his parents before moving to 
Shekhem. 

David Silverberg  [S.A.L.T. 5767] 
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Parshas Vayishlach:  Shim'on and Levi, Brothers of Dinah 
By Rabbi Yitzchak Etshalom 

 
I.  "CURSED BE THEIR WRATH" 
 
Chapter 34 of Sefer B'resheet records what is undoubtedly one of the most violent and morally troubling chapters in Biblical 
history. Here is a brief recap of the events which transpired in Sh'khem: 
 
The family of Ya'akov enters the city of Sh'khem and Dinah, the one sister among eleven brothers, is forcibly taken by 
Sh'khem, the prince of the city-state after which he is named. Sh'khem rapes her and, through the august agency of his 
father, appeals to her brothers to allow her to become his proper wife. The brothers speak *b'Mirmah* (deceitfully? 
cunningly?) with Sh'khem and Hamor, his father, and convince them that the only way for Dinah to marry Sh'khem is if the 
prince and all of his townsfolk become circumcised. The townsfolk are convinced to undergo this painful operation - 
evidently motivated by economic gain (vv. 21-24). On the third day, with all the males in pain, Shim'on and Levi kill all of 
the males in town, after which the brothers pillage the town and take their sister back to safety. Ya'akov chastises them for 
their actions, which they defend on grounds of concern for their sister's honor. 
 
As mentioned, this narrative is troubling on many levels. To paraphrase a contemporary writer, whereas Ya'akov's children 
had a golden opportunity to begin to fulfill their mission of teaching the world "the way of Hashem, to do justice and 
judgment;" (B'resheet 18:19), they squandered this chance and sullied their reputation in the eyes of the neighboring 
peoples by acting both deceitfully and violently, destroying an entire city in response to a crime committed by one citizen - 
albeit the prince. Avraham's protests of "will you also destroy the righteous with the wicked?" (ibid. v. 23) seem to have 
been inverted by his elect progeny. In addition, if we look further into the Torah, we see that rape of an unmarried woman 
is not considered a capital crime - rather it is a case of criminal assault (along with a fine, represented here by the word 
*Mohar*). How could Shim'on and Levi act in this manner? 
 
Conventional understanding holds that Ya'akov's chastisement was directed against all of their actions - the deceit, the 
polis-cide and the pillage of the town. We are even more confident that Ya'akov was violently opposed to their behavior 
when we read of his deathbed charge, given to them nearly fifty years later in Egypt: 
 
Shim'on and Levi are brothers; instruments of cruelty are their swords. O my soul, do not come into their council; to their 
assembly, let my honor not be united; for in their anger they slew a man, and in their wanton will they lamed an ox. Cursed 
be their anger, for it was fierce; and their wrath, for it was cruel; I will divide them in Ya'akov, and scatter them in Yisra'el. 
(B'resheet 49:5-7) 
 
If we look into the analyses of the Rishonim, we will find that a much more complex picture unfolds before us; indeed, a 
careful read of both texts (Chapters 34 and 49) provides us with ample reason to reexamine our assessment of the 
behavior of Shim'on and Levi in Sh'khem. Due to space limitations, we will limit our reassessment of "the tragedy in 
Sh'khem" to information which can be inferred from the text itself. Interested readers are encouraged to look at the 
comments of the Rishonim through Ch. 34 (notably the Ramban at 34:13; note his critique of Rambam's explanation). 
 
II.  "HAKH'ZONAH...?" 
 
There are several indications that Ya'akov was not opposed - in principle - to the decision (and its implementation) taken by 
Shim'on and Levi. In addition, we have several textual indications that the Torah itself gives their approach the stamp of 
approval. 
 
First of all, let's look at Ya'akov's deathbed charge to these two brothers: 
 
"... for in their anger they slew a man, and in their wanton will they lamed an ox..." 
 
Although there are opinions in the Midrash which interpret this statement as a reference to Sh'khem, simple "P'shat" does 
not support this read. How could Ya'akov be referring to the death of dozens (or hundreds) of people as "they slew a 
man"? In addition, what is the reference to an "ox" here? 
 
There is one statement in the Midrash which addresses this problem - but the solution offered there is hardly a critique of 
the brothers' behavior: 
 
"Did they only slay one man? Doesn't Scripture state: 'they slew all the males'? Rather, they were only considered by 
haKadosh Barukh Hu as one person." (B'resheet Rabbah 99:6) In other words, if this is a reference to the slaying of the 
entire male population of Sh'khem, it isn't as grievous as all that, as their lives weren't worth much in the eyes of God (see 
the additional prooftexts brought in that selection). 
 
Again, the straightforward reading is a reference to the killing of one man and an ox. We will soon discover who these 
might be. 
 
"...Cursed be their anger, for it was fierce; and their wrath, for it was cruel..." 
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Note that Ya'akov does not curse their actions - rather, he curses their anger (or so it seems - but see the first comment of 
Hizkuni to 49:7.). If he were morally opposed to their behavior in Sh'khem, doesn't the actual slaying and pillage pale in 
significance next to their anger? Why mention that here? 
 
[There is one other problem here, one which is beyond the scope of this shiur. Subsequent to Ya'akov's deathbed charge 
to his sons, the Torah states: 
 
"All these are the twelve tribes of Israel; and this is it what their father spoke to them, and blessed them; every one 
according to his blessing he blessed them." (49:28) How can we understand Ya'akov's words to Shim'on and Levi - along 
with his harsh words for Re'uven - as part of a "blessing"? Perhaps we will take this up when we get to Parashat VaY'chi.] 
 
Indeed, one comment in the Midrash Rabbah contrasts the violent act which earned them this curse (?) with their valor in 
Sh'khem!: 
 
"...[Ya'akov] began calling out 'Shim'on and Levi are brothers...' you acted like brothers to Dinah, as it says: 'two of the 
sons of Jacob, Shim'on and Levi, Dinah's brothers, took each man his sword..' but you did not act like brothers to Yoseph 
when you sold him." (B. Rabbah 99:7 - this Midrash can be associated with the comment in Midrash Rabbati of R. Moshe 
haDarshan, to wit: the 'each man to his brother' mentioned in 37:19 at the sale of Yoseph refers to Shim'on and Levi; not 
coincidentally, Yoseph's abduction and sale took place in the Sh'khem region.) 
Indeed, many Mefarshim maintain that the entire deathbed-charge of Ya'akov to Shim'on and Levi is only a reference to 
their role in the sale of Yoseph - who is also known as an "ox" (see D'varim 33:17). 
 
BACK TO CHAPTER 34: 
 
Now, let's look at Ya'akov's words when he confronted the brothers in the immediate aftermath of the events in Sh'khem: 
 
And Ya'akov said to Shim'on and Levi, You have brought trouble on me to make me odious among the inhabitants of the 
land, among the K'na'ani and the P'rizzi; and I being few in number, they shall gather together against me, and slay me; 
and I shall be destroyed, I and my house. (v. 30) 
 
Is there moral outrage here? Is there a challenge to their religious sensitivities? Ya'akov's response seems to be 
disapproval of their strategies, to wit: "As a result of your actions, I will now have problems with the locals. We will now be 
attacked by the surrounding K'na'ani and P'rizzi peoples." 
 
Furthermore, the Torah seems to lend support to the brother's actions throughout the narrative, as follows: 
 
Twice within the description of the brothers' interaction with the people of Sh'khem, the phrase *asher timei/tim'u et Dinah 
ahotam* is added to the objects of the verse. In verse 13: 
 
And the sons of Ya'akov answered Sh'khem and Hamor his father deceitfully, and said, (*asher timei et Dinah ahotam* 
who had defiled Dinah their sister); 
 
In verse 27: 
 
The sons of Ya'akov came upon the slain, and plundered the city (*asher tim'u et Dinah ahotam*). 
 
Why is the Torah twice repeating something which we already know? 
 
In the second instance, we could argue that the text is anticipating a severe criticism of the brothers' behavior (addressed 
by nearly all Mefarshim): If Sh'khem was guilty for the rape of Dinah, why did all of the townsfolk have to die? By equating 
their culpability (*asher tim'u* - in the plural - v. 27) with his own (*asher timei* - in the singular - v. 13), we get one of two 
pictures of the participation of the citizens of Sh'khem in this heinous crime: 
 
a) Either they all participated physically in the defilement of Dinah, either by a S'dom-like orgy or else by abetting the 
criminal prince, (see the comments of R. Hayyim Paltiel on v. 31); 
 
b) Since they had the wherewithal to censure and/or punish him for his behavior - and failed to do so - it is considered their 
crime as well. (This seems to be the assumption underlying Rambam's approach, cited above). This seems to be borne out 
by the record of the plea of Sh'khem to his townspeople to accept the conditions of the sons of Ya'akov: 
 
And Hamor and Sh'khem his son came to the gate of their city, and talked with the men of their city, saying, These men are 
peaceable with us; therefore let them live in the land, and trade in it; for the land, behold, is large enough for them; let us 
take their daughters to us for wives, and let us give them our daughters. Only thus will the men consent to live with us, to 
be one people; if every male among us is circumcised, as they are circumcised. Shall not their cattle and their wealth and 
every beast of theirs be ours? only let us consent to them, and they will live with us. And to Hamor and to Sh'khem his son 
listened all who went out from the gate of his city; and every male was circumcised, all who went out of the gate of his city. 
(vv. 20-24) 
 
If Sh'khem was truly an oligarch, would he need the people's consent - and would he have to appeal to their mercenary 
sensibilities - to forge this agreement? (see the insightful read of Rashi on this point in the Mishnat haLevi, p 307). 
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Besides these two (seemingly superfluous) pejorative references to the citizens of Sh'khem, note how the dialogue 
between Ya'akov and his sons is presented in the Torah: 
 
And Ya'akov said to Shim'on and Levi, "You have brought trouble on me to make me odious among the inhabitants of the 
land, among the K'na'ani and the P'rizzi; and I being few in number, they shall gather together against me, and slay me; 
and I shall be destroyed, I and my house." 
 
And they said, "*hakh'zonah ya'aseh et achoteinu?* ("Should he deal with our sister as with a harlot?" - vv. 30-31) 
 
The Torah gives the brothers the "last word" in their dispute with father Ya'akov. Furthermore, this "last word" is so terse 
and direct that it seems to leave Ya'akov "speechless" - indication that their argument held sway. The Torah seems to be 
giving approval to their actions - an observation strengthened by comparing the gist of Ya'akov's opposition with the "facts 
on the ground" in the subsequent narrative: 
 
Compare: 
 
"You have brought trouble on me to make me odious among the inhabitants of the land, among the K'na'ani and the P'rizzi; 
and I being few in number, they shall gather together against me, and slay me; and I shall be destroyed, I and my house." 
(a pragmatic concern that the violent vengeance wreaked by the brothers will lead to a lynching of Ya'akov's family) 
 
With: 
 
And they journeyed; and the terror of God was upon the cities that were around them, and they did not pursue after the 
sons of Ya'akov. (35:5 - only 5 verses after the dispute). 
 
The Torah is emphatically assuaging Ya'akov's fears - the local people did not rise up in anger against his family as a 
result of their actions in Sh'khem; rather, they stood in fear of them and did not even pursue them. 
There is one more piece of support for the contention that Ya'akov was not morally opposed to the action taken by the 
brothers. Just before the deathbed "blessing" given in Egypt to the brothers, Ya'akov accepts both of Yoseph's sons as 
members of his own family (earning them each a full portion in the Land) and then declares to Yoseph: 
 
"And I have given to you one *Sh'khem* above your brothers, which I took from the hand of the Amorite with my sword and 
with my bow." (48:22) 
 
This *Sh'khem* could mean portion, as Onkelos renders it. Alternatively, it may be a reference to the city of Sh'khem itself 
(see Rashi and Ibn Ezra ad loc.). If so, Ya'akov is not only accepting of the brothers' actions, he even "adopts" their war as 
his own. There are several Midrashim which indicate that Ya'akov himself participated in the war (see e.g. B. Rabbah 
80:13). That would certainly take us very far from our original assumptions as presented at the beginning of this shiur. 
 
[I am indebted to Binyamin Malek for his fine research which was utilized extensively in preparing the foregoing sections of 
the shiur - his article can be found in Megadim 23:9-29] 
 
III.  *AKHARTEM OTI* 
 
If Ya'akov was not morally opposed to the slaying and pillage of the citizens of Sh'khem, catalyzed by an act of deception, 
we are left with three questions: 
 
a) Why didn't he himself lead the charge against the citizenry? As we pointed out in the recent two-part shiur, Ya'akov was 
a master at knowing how to utilize deception when appropriate. 
 
b) After the fact, why did he register opposition to their behavior - even if it was later dispelled? 
 
c) Once we have put Ya'akov and his sons on the same side of this moral dilemma, how can we make sense of their 
conclusion? Why were Sh'khem, his father and all of the townsfolk liable for murder and pillage? (While we are assessing 
their behavior, it is instructive to reflect on the size of the population of Sh'khem. See Avrabanel's comments here - he 
notes that the population was small. Documents uncovered at recent digs at Tel al-Amarna suggest that there were under 
one hundred citizens - male and female- all told - *vakma"l*) 
 
A crime for which the Torah mandates payment to the young woman's family should certainly not warrant this sort of 
treatment? In addition, as noted above, such behavior would seem to regress the cause of the Avrahamic tradition. How do 
we justify their behavior? 
 
IV.  YA'AKOV AND HIS SONS 
 
We will first address the dispute between Ya'akov and his sons regarding the proper tactics in response to the rape of 
Dinah; resolving this question will provide us an approach to the other two. 
 
Although a full treatment of this topic is beyond the scope of this shiur, we have to approach any differences in attitude 
which surface between Ya'akov and his children against the backdrop of their substantially different backgrounds and 
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experiential matrices. 
 
Whereas Ya'akov grew up knowing grandfather Avraham (Yitzchak was 60 when Ya'akov was born; hence Avraham was 
160 at the time; therefore Ya'akov was 15 when Avraham died) and, of course, knowing father Yitzhak (according to Seder 
Olam, Ya'akov was 63 when Yitzhak sent him away to Lavan). Conversely, Ya'akov's sons never knew great-grandfather 
Avraham - nor did they even meet Yitzhak until he was quite aged and, from all textual and Midrashic evidence, quite 
incapacitated (see, inter alia, Rashi at B'resheet 28:10). 
 
Ya'akov grew up in Eretz K'na'an, but had to spend the last twenty years (at least - see BT Megillah 17a) "on the run". In 
addition, before his fleeing to Aram, his life seems to be one of isolation, save his relationship with mother Rivkah. Our 
story (Ch. 34) rests somewhere along the continuum from *Galut* (exile) to *Shivah* (return) - and therein lies the rub. 
Ya'akov's children, although born and raised in what proved to be an environment of enmity, had a full family support 
system, as well as being brought up as the children of a wealthy and powerful member of Lavan's household. 
 
In sum, Ya'akov was an Eretz-Yisra'eli who had been in *galut* for a substantial time - and who had a clear and direct 
connection with Avraham and Yitzhak. His children were born in Aram and had never tasted the pain and loneliness of 
exile - and they had had no direct encounters with the first or second generations of the clan. 
 
As such, Ya'akov's response to the rape of Dinah has to be understood against this background. Both grandfather 
Avraham and father Yitzhak had experienced similar difficulties with local chieftains: Sarah was taken to Pharaoh's palace 
(Ch. 12) and to Avimelekh's rooms (Ch. 20). Rivkah, although never taken from Yitzhak, was presented as his sister out of 
the same fear of the local ruler and the general lack of morality (Ch. 26). 
 
Here, Ya'akov, who had not yet encountered such a threat, was faced with a hauntingly familiar scenario - with some 
significant differences. Dinah was not falsely presented as a sister - she really was an unmarried sister! She was taken to 
the house of the local ruler, just as in the cases with Avraham - but here's where the similarities end. Whereas God had 
intervened on behalf of Avraham both in Egypt and in G'rar, the rape of Dinah was carried out with bestial success. 
 
Ya'akov had every reason to consider as follows: 
 
If father Avraham, for whom God was prepared to intervene to spare Sarah, and who was only wandering through that 
land, was prepared to "play the game" and not belligerently confront the locals - how much more so in this case. After all, 
God has not intervened to help us here; and these are my permanent neighbors, with whom I must be able to get along. If 
it was important to exercise restraint in galut - as I have with Lavan and, just now, with Esav - how much more so in the 
Land where I intend to establish my roots. 
 
The brothers (note that Shim'on and Levi are only singled out in describing the slaying; all of the brothers participated in 
the cunning negotiations as well as the pillage of the city), coming from their critically distinct upbringing and experiences, 
viewed the situation and the appropriate response quite differently. The non-confrontational attitude which both Avraham 
and Yitzhak had adopted while traveling (see our analysis of the role of deception while traveling in the last two shiurim - 
available in the B'resheet archives at http://www.torah.org/advanced/mikra) was only appropriate for a land you intend to 
leave - ultimately, if the locals think you weak, it will have no deleterious effect on your own well-being. That is not the 
case, they argued, in a land which you intend to settle. If the local peoples think of our daughters as "fair game", we will 
never gain their respect - or fear. Our lives will be a long series of attacks and oppression. It is better, goes the argument, 
to make our stand here and now and let everyone know that we are not to be trifled with. 
 
We now understand why Ya'akov did not originally take up arms - and why he was perturbed by their approach. It was not 
a moral opposition, rather a disapproval of their tactics which lay at the heart of his chastisement. 
 
Both of their positions are easily in their respective arguments: 
 
Ya'akov: 
 
You have brought trouble on me to make me odious among the inhabitants of the land, among the K'na'ani and the P'rizzi; 
and I being few in number, they shall gather together against me, and slay me; and I shall be destroyed, I and my house. 
 
The brothers: 
 
Should he deal with our sister as with a harlot? 
 
When we are talking about an individual who violates a young woman, the Torah does not consider it a capital offense; it 
allows for recompense and amelioration of the situation with a large fine as appropriate for a case of criminal assault. 
When, on the other hand, we are dealing with an attack which challenges the dignity and honor of the people of Yisra'el, 
that is a different matter entirely. 
 
The Torah not only provides support for the brothers' position in the description of the ensuing travels which were "trouble-
free", the Halakhah itself seems to lend support to this position: 
 
Rav Yehudah stated in the name of Rav: If foreigners besieged Israelite towns... with the intention of taking lives the 
people are permitted to sally forth against them with their weapons and to desecrate the Shabbat on their account. Where 
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the attack, however, was made on a town that was close to a frontier, even though they did not come with any intention of 
taking lives but merely to plunder straw or stubble, the people are permitted to sally forth against them with their weapons 
and to desecrate the Shabbat on their account. (BT Eruvin 45a) 
 
POSTSCRIPT 
 
Much ink has been spilt over the analysis of the "double-identity" of Ya'akov/Yisra'el - perhaps we will, one day, add our 
own input to that discussion. In any case, it is curious to note that throughout this narrative, our patriarch is referred to by 
his "galut-name", Ya'akov. Yet, when he "adopts" the conquest of Sh'khem, he speaks as Yisra'el: 
 
And Yisra'el said to Yoseph, "Behold, I die; but God shall be with you, and bring you back to the land of your fathers. And I 
have given to you one *Sh'khem* above your brothers, which I took from the hand of the Amorite with my sword and with 
my bow. (48:21-22) 
 
Text Copyright © 2013 by Rabbi Yitzchak Etshalom and Torah.org. The author is Educational Coordinator of the Jewish 
Studies Institute of the Yeshiva of Los Angeles. 
 



 

 

His name was Art Buchwald. He and my dad were friends for over 40 years. When Art was working in Paris for the then-
version of the International Herald Tribune, he wrote this column, supposedly "explaining Thanksgiving to the French." He 
purposely mistranslated most of the English terms, even calling Miles Standish "Kilomètres Deboutish," and explaining to 
the French about Plymouth (a famous American car). After he came back to America, Art became a political satirist for the 
Washington Post, skewering Republicans for decades. This was his "Thanksgiving" column: 
 

by Art Buchwald, The Washington Post 
 
This confidential column was leaked to me by a high government official in the Plymouth colony on the condition that I not 
reveal his name. 
 
One of our most important holidays is Thanksgiving Day, known in France as le Jour de Merci Donnant. 
 
Le Jour de Merci Donnant was first started by a group of Pilgrims (Pèlerins) who fled from l'Angleterre before the 
McCarran Act to found a colony in the New World (le Nouveau Monde) where they could shoot Indians (les Peaux-
Rouges) and eat turkey (dinde) to their hearts' content. 
 
They landed at a place called Plymouth (now a famous voiture Américaine) in a wooden sailing ship called the Mayflower 
(or Fleur de Mai ) in 1620. But while the Pèlerins were killing the dindes, the Peaux-Rouges were killing the Pèlerins, and 
there were several hard winters ahead for both of them. The only way the Peaux-Rouges helped the Pèlerins was when 
they taught them to grow corn (mais). The reason they did this was because they liked corn with their Pèlerins. 
 
In 1623, after another harsh year, the Pèlerins' crops were so good that they decided to have a celebration and give 
thanks because more mais was raised by the Pèlerins than Pèlerins were killed by Peaux-Rouges. 
 
Every year on the Jour de Merci Donnant, parents tell their children an amusing story about the first celebration. 
 
It concerns a brave capitaine named Miles Standish (known in France as Kilomètres Deboutish) and a young, shy 
lieutenant named Jean Alden. Both of them were in love with a flower of Plymouth called Priscilla Mullens (no translation). 
The vieux capitaine said to the jeune lieutenant : 
 
"Go to the damsel Priscilla ( allez très vite chez Priscilla), the loveliest maiden of Plymouth (la plus jolie demoiselle de 
Plymouth). Say that a blunt old captain, a man not of words but of action (un vieux Fanfan la Tulipe), offers his hand and 
his heart, the hand and heart of a soldier. Not in these words, you know, but this, in short, is my meaning. 
 
"I am a maker of war (je suis un fabricant de la guerre) and not a maker of phrases. You, bred as a scholar (vous, qui êtes 
pain comme un étudiant), can say it in elegant language, such as you read in your books of the pleadings and wooings of 
lovers, such as you think best adapted to win the heart of the maiden." 
 
Although Jean was fit to be tied (convenable à être emballé), friendship prevailed over love and he went to his duty. But 
instead of using elegant language, he blurted out his mission. Priscilla was muted with amazement and sorrow (rendue 
muette par l'étonnement et la tristesse). 
 
At length she exclaimed, interrupting the ominous silence: "If the great captain of Plymouth is so very eager to wed me, 
why does he not come himself and take the trouble to woo me?" (Où est-il, le vieux Kilomètres? Pourquoi ne vient-il pas 
auprès de moi pour tenter sa chance ?) 
 
Jean said that Kilomètres Deboutish was very busy and didn't have time for those things. He staggered on, telling what a 
wonderful husband Kilomètres would make. Finally Priscilla arched her eyebrows and said in a tremulous voice, "Why 
don't you speak for yourself, Jean?" (Chacun à son goût.) 
 
And so, on the fourth Thursday in November, American families sit down at a large table brimming with tasty dishes and, 
for the only time during the year, eat better than the French do. 
 
No one can deny that le Jour de Merci Donnant is a grande fête and no matter how well fed American families are, they 
never forget to give thanks to Kilomètres Deboutish, who made this great day possible. 
 
 
https://www.democraticunderground.com/10181009038 
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