ON BEING SOMETHING THROUGH HOBBLES AND COMMITMENT
VAYISHLACH 1976
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

In the Torah portion, Vayishlach, we learn how Jacob leaves Mesopotamia and returns to the land of Israel. He has been away for twenty years. Upon his return, he learns that his brother Esau, angry and threatening vengeance, is coming to meet him with an army of 400 men. Jacob is frightened and prepares to meet this threat. He tries to make peace with his brother by sending him a lavish present. He prepares for war by dividing his camp in two so that if his brother attacks one of his camps, the other will escape. He also prays to G‑d.

In Judaism, G‑d helps those who help themselves. It’s not enough just to pray to G‑d. We must also help ourselves. In fact, there is a famous Jewish prayer which goes, “G‑d, if You’ll only help me ‘til You decide to help me.” Jacob, after he completes these arrangements, moves his family across the Wadi Yabok. Then he goes back across the Wadi to fetch a few things. At this time, night falls, and he is left completely alone. During the night, the Torah tells us, he wrestles with an unknown man until daybreak. When the man sees that he cannot overcome Jacob, he touches Jacob’s thigh. Jacob’s thigh becomes strained, and Jacob is forced to hobble. The unknown assailant pleads to be let go, but Jacob says he will not let him go until he blesses him. The unknown man then asks Jacob what his name is, and then says his name shall no longer be Jacob, but Israel, one who struggles with G‑d and man.
The question could be asked, why didn’t Jacob just run away after he had sent all his camps across the Yabok? He could have fled. In fact, the rabbis explain that the man with whom he was wrestling all evening was himself. Jacob knew that he was hobbled, that because of his commitment, he was not free to move around as he wanted. If a person’s thigh muscle is strained, the person cannot go where he wants, how he wants. Jacob wrestled all night with this problem, but he knew as we know today that only through commitment, through being tied to something, to being hobbled that we really become anything.
If nobody needs us, if nobody cares for us and depends on us, what good are we? Even a horse, to be useful, must be attached to something or carry something. Jacob realized that he couldn’t run away and be free, because in so doing, he would diminish himself, not add to himself. In being hobbled, in being tied down, and in participating in the struggle of life we realize our true selves, we become Israel. Of course, Judaism doesn’t demand that we become ascetics. We’re not supposed to go around with nails in our shoes and roll around in the dust and mud and subject ourselves to the whippings of others, or even wear white clothes all day. You can be a Palomino horse and fulfill all those requirements. Judaism demands commitment to others and to ideals.

TOO MANY TEMPTATIONS SPOIL THE BROOD
VAYISHLACH 1976
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

After Jacob and his brother, Esau, were reconciled, Jacob then proceeds to the land around the city of Shechem. There he makes his home and even buys a piece of property. He even pays a good price for it, a hundred kesitta. The question though arises, why is it that Jacob didn’t go to live by his father, Isaac, in Hebron? Why does he go to live in Shechem? Immediately after we discover Jacob chose to live in Shechem, we learn his daughter, Dina, goes out to see the girls of the land and is attacked by Shechem, a prince and son of Hamor, the Hivvite, raped and taken into the city of Shechem. Her brothers are away at the time. When they return, Shechem admits his love for Dina and wants to marry her. The brothers say this cannot be unless the men of Shechem are circumcised. The people of Shechem agree and on the third day after the circumcision, two of the brothers, Shimon and Levi, enter the city and slay all the males, now weak and helpless, and rescue Dina. When Jacob hears about this, he is incensed. How could his sons have done such a thing? They have caused Jacob to stink in the eyes of the inhabitants of the land. How could his children have done this? At G‑d’s behest, he leaves and goes back to Bethel, where he rested when he fled from his brother, Esau. From there he goes to his father in Hebron. Before he leaves the Shechem area, he makes all his children give him all the ornaments, foreign gods, and rings they have acquired, and he buries them at Shechem.
Jacob had made a mistake raising his children. The reason why he, at the beginning, did not want to go directly to live by his father is perhaps his father had raised him too passively. Jacob wanted his sons to be manly, not to have to quiver and quake like he did before Esau. None of this studious, quietness for his children. He even bought land by Shechem so his children would have the proper company. However, he made a mistake. The children turned out to have values which were not his. He, though, realized his mistake and gave up his property, his house in a good neighborhood, to move back to those surroundings which would allow his children to lead a Jewish life.
Today, too, many parents have made a mistake in raising their children. They’ve told them to have a good time. The other things will come later. These kids used to be called bums. Now they’re called swingers. A girl here, a girl there, a girl everywhere, many of them without ambition or commitment to proper ideals. In many instances, it really isn’t their fault. The parents have just put too much temptation in their path. The kids were raised in certain neighborhoods so they’d meet the finest people, sent to certain schools which emphasized the playboy values. The parents made Jacob’s mistake. As one sage once remarked, “I can resist everything except temptation.” There’s a story told about a beautiful, voluptuous woman who came before a rabbi asking for his blessing. The rabbi put his hands over her head and began giving her the blessing. The woman said, “Rabbi, I hear the blessing is much more effective if you touch the person.” The rabbi said, “How do you light the Sabbath candles, by putting your hands over the flame or in the flame? The woman said, “Why, over the flame, Rabbi. If I put them in the flame, I would burn myself.” The rabbi said, “So would I. Rabbis have hormones, too.” If we give our children temptations, we must expect that they will turn out a certain way. I hope that many parents will realize their mistakes as Jacob did and remove the temptations before their children become spoiled.

NO ESCAPING RESPONSIBILITY
VAYISHLACH 1981
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

What does it mean to whole in Judaism? Why don’t we eat the sciatic nerve? After all, it was only a very minor incident in Jacob’s life. We don’t eat the sciatic nerve to remind us that Jacob only became whole when he learned how to give charity and to be tied to a family and tradition. Today people think they can be whole by escaping responsibility. This is false. Think of the woman who runs into her son’s room and say, “Moshe, Moshe, wake up, you have to go to school.” He said, “I don’t want to wake up.” She says, “You have to go to school.” He says, “Why do I have to go to school?” She says, “Three reasons: One, I pay taxes to the school; two, the teachers are expecting you; and three, you are the principal.”

VAYISHLACH 1982
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

In the Torah portion, Vayishlach, we have spelled out some very important concepts which are troubling Jewish life even to this day, one of which is the use of power. How are we to act in this world? Are we to rely on power, to use it totally, partially, or not at all? In this Torah portion, Jacob is heading for a confrontation with his brother, Esau, a confrontation he does not want. He sends presents, he prepares for war, and he prays to G‑d. It is difficult to know what to do in any given situation. Should you only rely on force? Should you try to negotiate and give up things which are really forms of appeasement? How are we to act? The Jewish position is clear. As in most other issues, we Jews do not say either/or. We say both, or in this case all three. We, in effect, say praise the Lord and pass the ammunition. Sometimes we must fight and sometimes we must pray. Sometimes we must appease and sometimes we must do all three simultaneously. Some Jews would rely totally on force. That is wrong. Some Jews would rely totally on prayer and that is wrong. Some would rely on appeasement, bribery, etc.
For 2000 years, we Jews never had an organized force to combat our persecutors and we had to rely on prayer and appeasement, bribery, etc. This will not work in the modern world when you face Hitters, Khomeinis, Arafats, etc. This view of learning how to balance things is brought out by a law of kashruth which we learn in the middle of this whole Jacob/Esau confrontation. Jacob wrestles all night with an unknown assailant. He defeats him and his assailant blesses him, but he had also touched him on the thigh and Jacob was limping. Because of this, we Jews do not eat the sciatic nerve to this very day. The laws of kashruth teach us, too, how we are to live balancing many different forces in the world. There is nothing wrong with meat. There is nothing wrong with milk. We just cannot use them together. Kashruth teaches us that there are certain things we can never eat just as there are certain evil things we can never do. But even those things that are good we must know when and how to use them, and this requires learning and understanding.
Jacob leaves this confrontation and goes to Shechem. There his daughter, Dena, is raped and held captive by the son of the head of the city. Her brothers, Shimon and Levi, devise a stratagem to get her released. They ask all the members of the city to be circumcised in order for Dena to marry this Ben Hamor. When this happens, they enter the city and massacre all the men. Jacob is very upset. He realized that he has raised his children wrong. He before hand thought that he was weak and his children needed to learn more about force. This was not the way he wanted his children to turn out. He then left and knew that he had to teach his children better values. Immediately after he went to Beth El, we learn that he was traveling toward Bethlehem when Rachel died. She died giving birth to Benjamin. As she was dying she called the name of her son, Ben Oni but he called him Ben Yamin, Benjamin. Ben Oni in Hebrew means the son of my sorrow. Benjamin actually dilled his mother as he was born. Jacob, though, did not want to call his son Ben Oni, but wanted to call him the son of my right hand, or the son of strength.
Too often, we have always looked at Judaism as a religion of suffering, but we will never hold a young generation just stressing the sorrow of our religion. We must stress the positive good points. We are not Jews because we like to be the victims. We are Jews because we stand for something. There is both strength and sorrow in our religion. We have to learn how to balance things. We have to learn how to be compassionate and learn to appreciate the sorrow and trouble of others, but we also have to have the strength to persevere.
The world always wants to cast us down. Right now, the papers are filled with the investigation in Israel but isn’t it strange that the man who ordered the Phalange troops in the camp, Gamayel, was not asked one question by one reporter when he came to the United States or France or when he went to see the Pope? We Jews must have strength and pride as well as sorrow. Apropos is the story of a man who was very ill. His nephew came to visit him. The uncle said, “My nephew, I give you my house in California and my villa in Switzerland and my cars in New York.” The nephew was over whelmed and he said, “But Uncle, what can I do for you right now?” And the uncle said, “You can do one thing.” The nephew said, “What? What?” The uncle said, “You can take your foot off my oxygen tube.” We Jews, too, are putting our foot on our oxygen tube when we stress only the suffering and sorrow instead of looking at the positive and being filled with pride. Even the UJA makes a mistake when they stress only the negative things instead of the positive things here in the United States and in Israel.
OBJECTIVELY RIGHT, SUBJECTIVELY WRONG
VAYISHLACH 1983
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

In the Torah portion, Vayishlach, we learn how Jacob is going to meet his brother, Esau. Jacob is very fearful of this encounter, especially after he learns that an angry Esau is coming to greet him with 400 men. He prays to G‑d, he sends a present to his brother as a peace offering, and he prepares for war by dividing his camp into two. He then crosses over a river to fetch certain things, and there encounters a stranger with whom he wrestles all night. This stranger, the rabbis teach us, is the Tzar V’Esau, the guardian angel of Esau. Dawn breaks and the stranger says, “Let me go.” Jacob tells him that he will not let him go unless he will bless him. The angel then said, “What is your name?” He then answered, “Jacob.” Why did this stranger or angel have to know his name, and why only after he knew his name did he bless him by changing his name? What’s more, when Jacob meets Esau and reconciles with him, Esau asks him, “What is all this that you sent me?” Jacob pleads with him to accept it and he says, “And you shall take my present from my hand.” Later he says, “Take, please, my brocha which is brought to you.” Why did Jacob call this a brocha, a blessing?

The underlying theme of this Torah portion is reconciliation, of Jacob being reconciled with his brother Esau. What was it that caused this reconciliation? Why did Esau change his mind? In spite of the fact that he had 400 men with him, he made peace with Jacob and did not plunder and kill him. The answer, I believe, to this is that many times a person can be 100% right objectively, but wrong subjectively. Jacob had probably been right as regarding Esau’s qualifications to receive the blessing and the birthright. Esau probably was not worthy of either of them, but the way Jacob went about obtaining the birthright and the blessing caused only grief and unhappiness and was wrong.
The rabbis teach us that we Jews were paid back for every tear that Esau shed. To be right is not enough; you also have to go about things in the right way. You have to treat people with respect and dignity and you cannot trample or insult them. Why did the guardian angel of Esau ask what Jacob’s name was? Because he wanted Jacob to admit he was wrong; that although he was objectively right, he was subjectively wrong in the way he handled things. He wanted to hear him use the word “Yaacov”. This is the same word that Esau said in anguish when he learned his father had given Jacob the blessing. He said, “He has supplanted me these two times.” Jacob had to admit that he had trampled on his brother’s dignity and feelings. Only then could there be a reconciliation.
How many times does it happen that people who are really right on different things so infuriate and insult people that they do the exact opposite of what they should do. Jacob had earlier taken advantage of his brother’s weakness upon buying his birthright for a bunch of lentils. He knew that Esau was impetuous. He knew that Esau would trade away the birthright for almost nothing if he wanted something else, but yet Jacob took advantage of his brother. The birthright was, after all, worth something. The same letters that spell “Bechora”, birthright in Hebrew, also spell “Brocha”, blessing. Jacob had taken advantage of his brother just as scalpers do before a game; or if you are stuck in a town with your car broken, you will pay anything to get out of there. He knew that he had not paid his brother fairly for the birthright even though it says “Vayeeves Esau”, “and Esau despised the birthright”. To be worthy of the blessing, Jacob had to right this wrong. He had to pay Esau for the birthright. Many times people deal sharply with one another but they do not win. The person who has been dealt with sharply hates it and resents it even though he cannot do anything about it. Reconciliation demanded that although Jacob was objectively right, he was subjectively wrong, and he acknowledge his tactics were false. He may have been technically right in many instances, but he was morally wrong.
Later on in this Sedra, we learn all about the generations of Esau. Perhaps the reason we learn about all these kings of Esau’s descendants was to tell us that really Jacob was right. Esau was going in the wrong path and his children and grandchildren and great-grandchildren got further and further away from Jewish teachings as the generations progressed. Even though Jacob was right, he was still wrong, which he had to admit first before the brothers could be reconciled. Unfortunately, in our day, too many people believe that if they are right about something, they are entitled to get their way using any means.
This is false and wrong. The Communists in our day are such people who feel that they are so right that they can use any means to achieve their ends. I am reminded of a story about a man who was awakened at 4:00 in the morning by a heavy knock on the door. He said, “Who is there?” The reply was, “The mailman.” He opened the door and in walked two KGB agents. They looked at him and said, “Aren’t you happy in Russia?” He said, “Yes.” Then they asked him, “Don’t you have a good job here?” He said, “Yes.” They asked, “Then why have you put in an application to leave Russia?” He answered, “Because I wanted to see what it is like to live in a country where they do not deliver the mail at 4:00 in the morning.”

SURVIVAL, STRATEGY, AND STANDARDS
VAYISHLACH 1985
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

We Jews, throughout history, have learned that it is not good to be the only minority group in a society. If we are the only minority which exists in a society, to single us out to make us a scapegoat for all the problems of that society is easy. We, therefore, have adopted a strategy of supporting the rights of all other minorities to exist in a society.

This policy, however, can lead to great confusion when outsiders and many Jews begin to believe that because we support the right of certain other minorities to exist, we also agree with their views. This is not so. We would echo what Voltaire said, “I do not agree with what you say, but I will defend to the death your right to say it.” We Jews have always been in the forefront of letting other groups express their views, and we have made coalitions with many groups with whom we have basically disagreed. For example, in the United States in the 1930’s when we Jews were overwhelmingly members of the Democratic Party, we forged a coalition with Catholics and white Southerners. Both these groups espoused certain ideas with which we could not agree. For example, the Catholic teachings on divorce and birth control and abortion are different from ours as well as many of their theological ideas, and the segregationist policies of the white Southerners of the 30’s were, of course, ideas which were total anathema to us. Yet, we all banded together to pursue common social goals.
The mistake that many Jews make today is that they think that if you work with a group or support a group’s right to exist and to speak out, then you, therefore, must agree with its goals and principles. This is not so. We Jews have unique standards and values, and we cannot compromise them. If we do compromise, then we, as Jews, will disappear. Assimilation will destroy Judaism as surely as a tyrant bent on our physical destruction. Judaism is not what the latest trends say an enlightened person’s views should be. Judaism has its own positions on issues, which are unique and special. We do not have to agree with everything that happens to be popular and in vogue at a particular time to work with other groups.
We may work with particular groups who share certain views with us while, at the same time, disagreeing with these groups on other issues. We can also totally disagree with the views and aspirations of certain groups, like homosexuals, while, at the same time, advocating that they not be persecuted or hounded. We can be against alcoholism without advocating that all alcoholics should be thrown into jail. We can be against drug addiction while believing that drug addicts should be treated with compassion and consideration.
Strategies for survival are important and, of course, if there are physically no Jews, there will not be any Judaism. We should also remember that if all the Jews assimilate, then there would also be no Judaism. If our strategies help us give opportunities to Jews as individuals but these same policies cause our children to believe that Judaism stands for nothing and, therefore, their converting to other religions and philosophies does not matter, then Judaism will also be destroyed. This problem of knowing how to maintain a strategy of supporting other groups while maintaining our own views is what the rabbis talk about when they tell us the difference between “Emes”, truth, and “Sheker”, falsehood.
They tell us that all falsehood has some truth in it; otherwise, it could not stand. The difference is that falsehood just looks at a problem from a very narrow perspective while Emes, the truth, looks at a problem in its totality. The rabbis explain that this can even be learned from the word Emes, itself. The word, Emes, is composed of three letters: Aleph, Mem, and Tof. The Aleph is the very first letter of the alphabet, the Mem is the middle letter of the alphabet, and the Tof is the last letter of the alphabet. Truth looks at a problem in its entirety, not just one aspect of a problem. Sheker, on the other hand, is composed of the three letters: Shin, Kuf, and Raysh. All these three letters occur together at the end of the alphabet. This, the rabbis say, emphasizes the fact that falsehood only looks at part of the problem.
It does not look at the whole problem and, because it looks at a narrow band of information, it misleads and deceives.
The Jewish community today is obsessed with physical survival, and well it should be! After the Holocaust and living in the midst of continual assaults on Jews and Judaism by the Arab countries and by the Soviet Bloc, we have a right to feel anxious and threatened. However, an equal threat faces the Jewish people today and that is the threat of assimilation. Assimilation, too, can mean the end of the Jewish people and Judaism. It is all good and well to support the rights of other minorities to exist and to work with them on common issues; however, we should always make dear to our young people that Judaism is unique. Just because we support a group’s right to exist does not mean we agree with its ideals; just because we work with a group on a certain issue, does not mean we also have to agree with them on other issues.
Much confusion prevails among our young people. Cults attract a disproportionate number of Jews, the reason for which many competent authorities tell us, because these young people do not feel that Judaism stands for anything. They do not believe that Judaism can supply them with a relationship to G‑d and with the emotional warm support that these other groups can. For the sake of political advantage, we have, many times perverted Judaism. We have blurred its boundaries. For the sake of narrow political considerations, we have projected a false image of Judaism. We have not told our young people what Judaism really stands for because perhaps this would upset our allies, or perhaps it would draw attention to us as a unique and distinctive minority group.
In the Torah portion, Vayishlach, we have many of these ideas stated. We learn how, when the Jewish people went out from Egypt, Moshe took the bones of Joseph. The word in Hebrew for “bones”, °Etzem”, also has another meaning. It means they took the “essence” of Joseph, or the “strength” of Joseph. His strength was that he always remained a Jew. He proudly proclaimed before Pharaoh that he was an °Ivri”. He was a “Hebrew”. He rose to power in Egypt but he remained true to Jewish ideals and ideas. He and his family were able to survive as Jews because Joseph not only cared for their physical security; he also took care to maintain Jewish standards. He did not compromise them.
This idea is also expressed in this Torah portion by the use of the word “Boker”. This word, Boker, which means “morning”, is used three times: once, when it refers to the morning of the destruction of the Egyptian army which marked the beginning of the Jewish people’s physical security; the second time, when the manna descended assuring that the Jewish people’s physical needs would be met; the third time when G‑d spoke to the Jewish people on Mount Sinai giving them unique values. These are three elements necessary for Judaism to survive. The first, and of course the most important, is the physical safety of the Jewish people. A new dawn could not come to the Jewish people unless they were physically safe. Only after Pharaoh’s army was destroyed, an army which at any time could have brought them back into Egypt to slavery and death, could they be considered physically safe. The second requirement is that we be able to have the basic material things necessary in order to survive, that we be able to earn a living, take care of our children and families, etc. A new dawn could not occur until the Jewish people were economically secure. And, finally, a new dawn could not occur in Jewish history until we had our own unique value system.
The first two elements of Jewish survival are generally acknowledged today. We all know that we must help Israel so she can be physically safe and not overwhelmed by the Arabs; we all also know that we must help her economically so that Israel can have a secure economic base. Here at home, too, we recognize that the society in which we live must be free from bigotry and be a tolerant society; otherwise, we will be swept away. We also know the importance of making sure all career opportunities are open to Jews so we may have a secure economic base. However, the third point of Jewish survival we have almost completely neglected, and that is Judaism must stand for something. It must have standards.
We must tell our young people that we have unique values and a unique way of looking at the world; otherwise, Jews and Judaism will be swept away just as assuredly as Pharaoh’s armies would have swept them away. We have already seen the terrible ravages of assimilation. No Jews may be left in America in 100 years, according to some experts. Our communities have just concentrated on part of the truth, on a small spectrum of the truth and neglected the whole truth. If we Jews believe in family, then we cannot say it is all right if our children want to become homosexuals. If we believe in G‑d and that we can have a relationship with G‑d, then we cannot be afraid of talking about these things. If we believe that Judaism has yet something to offer the world, then we must loudly proclaim our differences as well as our similarities.
When the Jewish people were threatened on the Red Sea by the advancing Egyptian armies, they became frightened and told Moshe that they would have been better off had they stayed in Egypt and served the Egyptians rather than die in the desert. Moshe admonishes them by telling them, “G‑d will fight for you, and you should ‘Tacharishu”. This word is usually interpreted to mean, “You should be silent”. However, this word also has other meanings. It can mean “to devise, to be a craftsman, to be deaf’. To survive, the Jewish people must devise strategies to make sure that they are not overwhelmed and wiped out. We must also become craftsmen and assure our economic base, and, finally, we must be deaf to the values, opposed to our own. We must stand for the principles and values of our faith. If any of these three elements are missing, then we will not succeed. Jewish survival depends not only on political and military strategy and economics, but also on believing in Jewish standards and values.

ENDURE SACRIFICE THAT JUDAISM MAY ENDURE
VAYISHLACH 1996
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

In the Torah portion, Vayishlach, we learn how Jacob had to face his brother, Esau. All three of our patriarchs had to endure a required sacrifice for them to be Jewish. Abraham, according to the Medrash, was thrown into the fiery furnace by Nimrod because he proclaimed that he was Jewish. Later he had to leave his father and go to the land of Canaan where he met many tribulations. Yitzchak was placed on the altar. Yaacov, too, had to flee his home and bear the enmity of his brother coming against him with an army of 400 men.

Judaism requires sacrifice. Without the ability to sacrifice, Judaism will die. However, we know, too, that periodically within Jewish history, Jews failed to sacrifice for Judaism. They did not think sacrificing for Judaism was worthwhile. One of these periods was just a generation or two ago when Jews thought Judaism was nice and warm and its customs beautiful folkways, but nothing for which to sacrifice. If there was a conflict between participating in the modern world and Judaism, almost all the Jews chose the modern world. There has been a change now though and this is very heartening. We find that many young people are coming back to Judaism and they are willing to sacrifice for it. This means they are willing to take low-paying jobs and willing to live lifestyles which will not allow them to enter the upper echelons of society ‑ they feel that Judaism gives them something they are lacking. It adds meaning and purpose and beauty to their lives and allows them to have a warmer and fuller family life.
I saw this this past week when I went to perform a wedding in Miami; many young people came there from homes that were not at all Jewishly observant, but many of them become observant. I saw that also in New York. Young Jews have awakened to what Judaism offers, and they are willing to sacrifice for it.
That’s why we have the example of Abraham, Yitzchak, and Yaacov. They each had to sacrifice in different ways but they each had to sacrifice if Judaism was to endure. Esau was not willing to sacrifice for Judaism. He only observed those things that were nice. He would have rather been one of the boys and taken his place among the nations of the world and cheated whenever he could. Esau, of course, ended up not being a Jew even though he was the paternal twin of Yaacov and was raised in Yitzchak’s home.
Let us all hope and pray that this trend of young Jews who are willing to sacrifice for their Judaism will continue so Judaism, itself, will continue. Amen.

GOING HOME AGAIN AND INTER‑GENERATIONS
VAYISHLACH 1997
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

In the Torah portion, Vayishlach, we learn how Yaacov returns to the land of Israel. He is met by his brother, Esau. Before he meets his brother, he wrestles with Esau’s guardian angel. He engages in a terrible struggle, and eventually is victorious. The guardian angel, though, touches Yaacov’s thigh, and Yaacov limps. He then is given the name of Yisroel, one who has struggled with G‑d and with man and has been victorious. It is interesting to note that in this Torah portion later on G‑d confirms his name and says, “Your name shall no longer be called Yaacov but Yisroel shall be your name.” Why did G‑d have to reaffirm the name the angel had given him?

What’s more, why is it that Yaacov did not go see his father? Yaacov spent more time in Eretz Yisroel without going directly to Hebron. He went to Schem instead. Why didn’t he go see his father? True, perhaps he might have felt resentment against his father because his father seemed to love his brother, Esau, more than Yaacov. Therefore, maybe it was difficult to reconcile himself to his father. In fact, we know that when Jacob left to go to Laban, he had spiritual dreams of angels ascending a ladder to G‑d. However, after he spent some time with Laban, all he was dreaming about was one sheep mounting another.
The rabbis say that of that dream at the end of the last Torah portion, which convinced Yaacov that he had to leave Mesopotamia, it was for no reason that his mother sent him to be with Laban. In fact, it would also mean that for no reason did his mother want him to get the blessing. Why was his mother anxious for him to get the blessing? The blessing that Jacob gave him was a materialistic blessing about the dew of the land and the fruitfulness of the land and of being superior to his brothers, etc. It was not a spiritual blessing. The spiritual blessing his father actually gave him when he left for Mesopotamia was ostensibly that he get a wife. He gave him then the blessing of Abraham, so why was his mother so anxious for him to get his blessing?
Perhaps his mother knew that Jacob was too spiritual, and, therefore she sent him to her brother. She knew that her brother was a crook and that Jacob would have a hard time maintaining his spiritual principles there, but she also knew that Jacob had to be grounded in the real world before he could be spiritual. Judaism believes that we attain spirituality by going through the physical. He could not deny the physical, but Jacob perhaps held resentment against his father. He felt that perhaps his father did not appreciate his own spirituality. After all, he was only emulating his father. His father seemed to be a man who as a recluse from the world. If he was challenged, he retreated. He did not seem to be a man who was rooted in reality. So when Jacob came back to the land of Israel and wrestled with the angel, some rabbis say that he was really wrestling with himself, that Jacob had solved all his problems in the past by running away. He had run away from his brother, Esau, and from Laban, and now maybe he would run away from the responsibilities of the land of Israel. He knew that he was losing his spirituality in Mesopotamia, but he also felt that perhaps the land of Israel was just too hard for him and maybe he should run away.
We see something similar in our own day. The Jews of Eastern Europe felt that they were losing it. They felt that because of the oppressive governments, they had to engage in all sorts of illegal practices to earn a living. Who could blame them for smuggling and doing other things? The governments were so prejudiced against them and levied unfair taxes against them, but the Jews could not be human beings. They had to be sycophants. It was not a good existence, not the existence of a man with dignity and respect, and so, therefore, they felt they were losing their spirituality, just like Jacob had to play along with Laban’s tricks and kowtow to him many times. So they decided they had to have their own land, and they came to the land of Israel, but when they did, many of them felt it was a terrible challenge. They also wanted to create a new man, a man who was bereft of all this baggage they had carried in the past, this spiritual baggage, and perhaps that is what Jacob felt, too. After all, Jacob did not redeem his vow right away. He did not go to Beth El and erect an altar to G‑d. It said he went to Schem. Perhaps he just could not bring himself to come to his father. Maybe he felt his father had really been right, that he was too spiritual and had to have more material things. In fact, even in this country we know that those people who are closest to Judaism seem to not do so well, while those people farthest away from Judaism seem to excel in economic opportunity and professional advancement. Perhaps maybe he thought he would stay a little bit away from his father. He came back to the land of Israel, but to create a new man, not to really be like his father.
Then when he came to Schem and his daughter was raped, and his sons, Shimon and Levi, took their terrible vengeance upon the city, which he did not like, maybe they were justified because they applied the Canaanite laws to the Canaanites. After all, if the chief of a city captured a girl and raped her, then that city was supposed to turn that man in, and if they did not and did not protest, then they were also guilty. Maybe that was the Canaanite law, but that is not the Jewish law. Jacob was very, very upset, because how could his children do such a thing? Then he realized that perhaps the spiritual values of his father were not so far off, were not so bad after all. Therefore, he went to Beth El and redeemed his vow, and it was there that G‑d confirmed his name because now he had wrested with G‑d and man and had succeeded. He had succeeded because he realized he had to raise his children differently.
Maybe one of the reasons, too, for not going to see his father was because he did not want his father to influence his children too much. Many people in this community have told their parents they cannot send their son to a yeshiva because they do not want him to become a rabbi, as if it is a terrible thing to become a rabbi. In fact, there is a woman in this town who cursed me and said, “I would rather my son be a drug addict than go to yeshiva.” He went to yeshiva anyway, though. She cursed me because every time he came, she had to change her dishes, etc. We know that our spiritual heritage is valuable. What kind of children do we want to raise? We also know that our tradition allows us to become reconciled to our parents. Our tradition is intergenerational. We interact with our parents, even though we face different problems. We are still allowed our individuality, but somehow it seems that American culture especially places conflict between generations. Like Thomas Wolfe said, “You cannot go home again.” Judaism says you can go home again. When Jacob saw what his sons had done at Schem, how even the rest of them had plundered the city and taken their gold, and silver, and idols, he made them divest themselves of these things at Beth El. He did not want his children to be like this. We want our children to be menschen, to be morally honest. If it means that they do not have as many opportunities as somebody else, so what? They can still earn a good living. You can still be a religious Jew and earn a good living in America, too. We do not have anything to be afraid of.
This, of course, is what Yaacov knew and learned. The he went to see his father. It is our hope and prayer that we Jews throughout the world will not be afraid of our traditions. In fact, in Israel even during the Rabin administration over a half a million people became Baal Teshuvas. It is a phenomenon. Religious schools in Israel were losing in attendance, now they are crammed full. Forty percent of all the Jews in Israel go to shul every Shabbat. We see a religious revival in America, too. We need these values not only for our children. Yaacov was wrong for keeping his children away from his father. After he had children, too, he realized that perhaps his father was not so bad. His father was trying to bring out the best in Esau. He was not really rejecting Yaacov, and Yaacov had to learn these things. Many times, there are situations at home with sibling rivalry where it is difficult for people to get together. They feel their parents are not fair and they harbor resentment against their parents. Judaism has a tradition, which allows intergenerational coming together. Let us all hope and pray that all of us will be able to reconcile our differences between our generations, that children will be able to get along with parents and parents with children, and that we should not be afraid of our own children coming into contact with their own grandparents.
I am reminded of the story they tell about a man who called his company together and talked about the meteoric rise of a young man he hired a year ago. At the end of just a year and a half, he was going to be made the CEO. The CEO introduced this young man, who had such a quick rise in the company, and said, “I want to introduce you to all the workers in this company before I hand over to you the leadership of this company. Do you have anything to say?” The man said, “Thanks, Dad.” We all know that we must get along, one generation with another, and we know that sometimes it is difficult. We also know that sometimes we feel that maybe they are old fashioned and may not want our children to associate too much with their grandparents, but that is a mistake. Judaism allows for intergenerational involvement for the benefit of all generations. Let us all hope that we will learn this lesson so the Mashiach will come quickly in our day. Amen.
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