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Shabbat Vayishlach
16 Kislev 5766
 December 16-17, 2005

Annual: Genesis 32:4 – 36:43

Triennial Cycle: Genesis 34:1 – 35:15

Haftarah: Obadiah 1:1-21

Click here for links to resources.


This Week’s Torah Reading

I.  Summary
Jacob is on his way home and sends word of his impending arrival to his brother Esau.  He learns that his brother is on his way toward him, accompanied by a militia of four hundred men.  Jacob fears that his brother is still angry with him for what was done some two decades earlier, when Jacob deceived Isaac into giving him Esau’s blessing.  Jacob prepares for the worst.

After sending a lavish gift to his brother (perhaps to buy him off) and after dividing his entourage into two separate groups – “thinking, ‘if Esau comes to one camp and attacks it, the other camp may yet escape.’” – Jacobs is left alone.  That night, he wrestles with “a man.”  Jacob is victorious, but the encounter wounds him.  Jacob’s hip is wrenched at its socket, and he is left with a limp.  His opponent gives Jacob a blessing: “Your name shall no longer be Jacob, but Israel, for you have striven with beings divine and human, and have prevailed.”

The reunion with Esau did not justify Jacob’s fears.  Esau embraces him and kisses him; the two brothers wept.  Jacob introduces his family to Esau but turns down Esau’s offer of an escort.

However, once back in his own land, Jacob’s troubles begin in earnest.  His only daughter, Dinah, is violated.  Her brothers, Simeon and Levi, avenge the dishonor perpetrated on their sister.  Jacob is appalled by their violence and fears that further trouble would ensue.  However, once Jacob returns to Bethel, the site of his vision of the ladder, and once his household ridded itself of the “foreign gods” that were in their possession, “a terror from God fell on the cities round about, so that they did not pursue the sons of Jacob.”

God appears to Jacob and renews the Divine promise of numerous offspring and possession of the Promised Land.  God affirms the earlier change of name: “You whose name is Jacob, you shall be called Jacob no more, but Israel shall be your name.”

The parashah ends with the death of Rachel, who died giving birth to Benjamin; the death of Isaac; and the genealogical list of the line of Esau.  
II. Commentary
A.  Jacob’s name – and ours:  In this week’s parashah, Jacob receives the name Israel: “Your name shall no longer be Jacob, but Israel, for you have striven with beings divine and human, and have prevailed.” (32:29)
“With divine beings”: Jacob had just wrestled with a mysterious stranger.  At first the Torah says “Jacob was left alone.  And a man wrestled with him until the break of dawn.” (32:25) Jacob’s experience of the confrontation was something different: “I have seen a divine being face to face….” (32:31) The prophet Hosea, in describing this event, says “[Jacob] strove with an angel and prevailed.” (Hosea 12:5)
While he struggles, Jacob did not know the nature of his opponent.  Perhaps that is the way it had to be, for when a man struggles with a force beyond himself he can, at the moment, not be sure whether it is God or Satan who is his adversary, whether a divine or demonic force.  Both will engage him almost past endurance.  The great agony of the soul is precisely that during the struggle we are in doubt and “the man” may get away before we know his name.  Only afterwards, in the full light of day, may we know what we saw, whether it was God whom we met face to face.  The mystery may never be completely unraveled; this is part of the ambiguity of man’s meeting with God. (From The Torah: A Modern Commentary, W. Gunther Plaut, editor)
“and human”: Who was the human with whom Jacob wrestled?  Perhaps “human” refers to Laban, Jacob’s father-in-law.  After all, Jacob did stand up to him and gave a thorough accounting for his behavior and how he helped Laban become even wealthier than he had been.  Perhaps “human” refers to Jacob’s brother Esau and refers not to something in the past but to something that is about to happen: Jacob will prevail when he faces Esau for the first time in over twenty years.
There is a third possibility: Perhaps “human” refers to Jacob himself.  He has wrestled with his inclinations – for deceit, for example – that have gotten him in trouble in the past, and he has prevailed.  The evidence?  As Etz Hayim points out: “The last time [Jacob] sought a blessing – when his father asked him ‘Who are you?’ – he answered the question falsely.  ‘Now that you are prepared to testify truthfully, as to who you are, you have shed that previous identity and are prepared to take on a new one, Israel.’”
We are called B’nai Yisrael, the Children of Israel.  Rabbi Cheryl Peretz, associate dean of the Ziegler School of Rabbinic Studies, asks why we are referred to as the children of Jacob/Israel and not the children of some other great leader mentioned in the Torah.  She answers that we were not named the children of Abraham, perhaps because of his willingness to offer his son Isaac as a sacrifice to God.  (I would suggest an alternative explanation: In Pirke Avot we read that God tested Abraham ten times and he withstood all of these attempts to shake his faith and trust in God.  Would it not be unfair to us to hold him as a role model?  After all, only a few of us, if any, would be able to rise to Abraham’s level of unshakeable faith.)  Rabbi Peretz says that we were not named for Isaac, “the weaker, more accommodating son who was almost sacrificed on the altar and who continues the pattern of submission throughout his life.”  We were named after Jacob who was far from perfect, who had some significant flaws in his character, and who wrestled with his impulses all his life.  “The essence of being Jewish,” writes Rabbi Peretz, “is not about blind faith in God, nor is it about absolute certainty, but rather it is about struggle – with ourselves and with God.”  
Last week we marked the assassination of former Beatle John Lennon.  Marin Lewis, a historian of the Beatles, said that Lennon was "more than a musician. He's like Martin Luther King [the driving force in the Civil Rights Movement in the United States, in the 1960’s]: a flawed human being who rose above his own flaws to inspire other people. And you can't ask more of a human being than that."  It is inspiring that Jacob overcame his flaws, too – his propensity toward deceitfulness and his exploitation of others – to such an extent that God gave him a new name.  And it is motivating to us to believe that we too, in spite of our flaws, can nonetheless reach new heights and inspire others to live lives characterized by ethical behavior and a commitment to holiness.
B.  Making Up Is Hard to Do:  The following was written by Brent Chaim Spodek, a fourth year rabbinical student at the Jewish Theological Seminary.  It was disseminated by the American Jewish World Service.  Mr. Spodek can be reached at bspodek@ajws.org. To receive the AJWS’s weekly D’var Torah, subscribe at http://action.ajws.org/ajws_centerhome/parshat_hashavua.html.
Resolving conflicts, moving past old pains to a better future, is never easy. Sometimes, it seems the best plan is to “talk things through.” We take the conscious step of bringing our pain out into the open, in the hope that this action will help us find healing. 

In war-torn corners of the world, truth and reconciliation commissions, where victims and perpetrators talk about and confess past evils as a way of moving past pain and guilt, are a standard part of the post-conflict “first aid kit” that can help societies transition from war to peace. According to Archbishop Desmond Tutu, winner of the Nobel Peace Prize and Chair of South Africa’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission:

However painful the experience, the wounds of the past must not be allowed to fester. They must be opened. They must be cleansed. And balm must be poured on them so they can heal. This is not to be obsessed with the past. It is to take care that the past is properly dealt with for the sake of the future.
This path to peace takes place through remembering the evil and naming the pain that it caused. In this act of conscious remembering, those who were the objects of evil narrate their experiences for all to hear, and thus become the subjects of their own stories again, while those who perpetrated evil have an opportunity to confess and take responsibility for their crimes. According to this approach, if we don’t engage with the past, we cannot move forward – we remain trapped by the past we refuse to confront. And indeed, this approach of openness is one understanding of how Jacob approaches Esau, his brother and enemy, at the beginning of Parshat Vayishlach. 

After 20 years with Laban, Jacob returns to the land of Israel and prepares to encounter his brother Esau, from whom he has taken both blessing and birthright. Jacob sends gifts and messengers bearing words of conciliation. As he approaches Esau, he bows seven times in deference and respect. Having recognized that he has wronged his brother, Jacob is now trying to make it right. And the language of the Parshah returns again and again to his anxious hope for forgiveness: “Perhaps he [Esau] will show me favor.”

Ultimately, the moment of confrontation becomes a moment of reconciliation. Jacob embraces Esau and says: “If you would do me this favor, accept from me this gift; for to see your face is like seeing the face of God, and you have received me favorably.” By accepting Jacob’s symbolic offerings of apology, Esau demonstrates his willingness to forgive the wrongs done to him. And beyond apology and forgiveness, the encounter becomes a spiritually transformative experience. Jacob has already been in the presence of the Divine, but it is his reconciliation with Esau that feels “like seeing the face of God.”

Interestingly, some voices in the rabbinic tradition criticize Jacob for attempting the reconciliation. Rabbi Huna, one of Judaism’s earliest sages, says that Jacob should have simply passed Esau by, because to stir up painful memories which are long dormant is like grabbing a sleeping dog by the ears and then being surprised when you are bitten. According to Rabbi Huna’s view, it is better to walk by quietly, not engage, and let sleeping dogs lie.

But while this path of avoidance can sidestep potentially painful confrontations, it cannot be transformative. Forgetting allows for ersatz relationships where none might have otherwise existed, but those relationships cannot be fully honest ones, because a large part of the shared history cannot be spoken and cannot be incorporated into the present.

Jacob could have forgotten Esau and walked on by, as Rabbi Huna would have had him do. He would have been sure to avoid the conflict that he so clearly feared, but he would not have been transformed into Israel. By deciding to confront Esau, Jacob became a different person. Jacob, the conniving trickster, who succeeded by guile and deceit was left behind, on the far banks of his encounter with Esau. On the other side of his struggle with the angel, who some say was Esau’s spirit, Jacob became Israel. 
C.  From the Haftarah:  Obadiah prophesies in God’s name that the Nation of Edom, Esau’s descendants, will be destroyed and humiliated.  Why?  “For the outrage to your brother Jacob, disgrace shall engulf you, and you shall perish forever.  On that day [referring to the Babylonian destruction of the First Temple] when you stood aloof, when aliens carried off his goods, when foreigners entered his gates and cast lots for Jerusalem, you were as one of them.”  (Obadiah 1:10-11)
As far as we know, the Edomites did not participate in the aggression against Jerusalem, yet they are considered to be as bad as the Babylonians.  Instead of coming to their brothers’ rescue, they remained aloof and did nothing.  “If you are not part of the solution, then you are part of the problem.”  It is especially hurtful when one cannot count on one’s own kin for aid.
♥  ♥  ♥

May God grant us a life in which our hearts’ desires for goodness will be fulfilled.  May God bless us all until we meet again







Rabbi Howard Gorin, Rockville, MD

Resources:

(1) A luach (Hebrew calendar) for November can be found at http://rabbihowardgorin.org/12.05.htm
Candlelighting times will be found at the bottom of the calendar.

(2) To find commentary on this week’s reading: http://rabbihowardgorin.org/DvarTorah.htm#Internet
(3) For archived issues of Shalom Africa: http://rabbihowardgorin.org/ShalomAfricaArchive.htm






