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My Nemesis ,  My Friend  
 

Bo and Woody disliked each other. Bo Schembechler was the football coach at the 
University of Michigan. Woody Hayes was the football coach at The Ohio State University. 
Woody accused Bo of stealing five star recruits from Ohio. Bo accused Woody of 
psychological ploys on the sidelines during games. There is an old story that once Woody’s 
car ran out of gas near the Michigan-Ohio border. Woody refused to refuel his car in 
Michigan. He pushed the car into Ohio to refuel. After ten years of memorable on-field 
stratagems, trash talking, and sideline antics, Bo prevailed, holding a slim 5-4-1 advantage 
over his arch nemesis, Woody.1  

The origin of the word “nemesis” is Greek, meaning “To give what is due.” Through 
time, “nemesis” literally meant “retribution.” Today, we define “nemesis” as a long-standing 
rival. Bo and Woody were each other’s nemesis. And, other notable nemeses include – 
Moses versus the Pharaoh, John Adams versus Thomas Jefferson, and Apple versus 
Microsoft.  

But, today, we understand “nemesis” differently than as a long-standing rival. Our nemesis 
is not a sports rival, a biblical character, a politician, or a computer. Rather, the truth is that 
our nemesis is ever so present in our lives.  

We experience our nemesis as an archenemy who plots our downfall. Our nemesis is that 
co-worker who gets the upper hand, who gets all of the praise, and especially the one who 
gets the raise. Our nemesis is that classmate who does not study as hard as me, but earns 
high marks and receives all of the accolades, and who does not practice, but is the star 
athlete. Our nemesis is that family member who takes advantage of us, who does not 
support the family, but burdens us financially, and yet still remains the favorite. Our nemesis 
is that friend who only cares about him or her, and not about us, especially when we need 
our friend during moments of significant hardships. Therefore, our nemesis is an inescapable 
agent who prevents us from maximizing our talents in our careers, in our studies, in our 
families, and in our lives.  

And, here we are, on Yom Kippur – the Shabbat of Shabbats, the holiest day of the year. 
Yom Kippur spiritually forces us to reflect on the past year about our shortcomings. Yet, 
here we are, on Yom Kippur, feeling angry, guilty, or sad because we are now thinking about 
our nemesis who is a constant thorn in our side. And, perhaps we wonder now, if our 
nemesis actually brings out the worst in us.  

There is an old story about how many Northerners wanted President Abraham Lincoln 
to punish the Southerners after the Civil War. A staunch Unionist berated President Lincoln 
for not calling Southerners “Irreconcilable people for whom the North ought to destroy.”2 
President Lincoln said, “Why, madam – do I not destroy my rivals when I make them my 
friends.”  

President Lincoln believed that by learning from the Southerners, he could heal the 
wounds of a broken country. Now, is it possible for us to heal our wounds with our 
nemesis? Perhaps our adversary can become our friend by learning, by listening, by finding 
shared passions, and by appreciating our differences.  

                                                
1 “Woody and Bo” http://bentley.umich.edu/athdept/football/umosu/woodyvbo.htm accessed on 
28 August 2015  
2 Ira Heilveil, “The Raven Over our Shoulders” http://cftblog.com/the-raven-over-our-shoulders/ 
accessed on 21 August 2015  
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Maybe there is something more to our nemesis. And, despite all of the animosity, the 
competition, the resentment, and the jealousy, maybe our nemesis is a special vessel that can 
teach us how to live a more rewarding and fulfilling life. Maybe our rival is an inescapable 
agent who actually advances our talents in our careers, in our studies, in our families, in our 
lives, and in our Judaism. And, maybe, our nemesis will help us bring out the best.  

Our great rabbis ask us, “Who is a hero? One who turns a nemesis into a friend.”3 Our 
rabbis present each of us with an arduous task. On this Yom Kippur 5776, can we turn our 
nemesis into a friend? Can we strive to learn, to listen, to find shared passions, and to 
appreciate our nemesis’ differences so that we can elevate our lives together? Judaism 
reminds us, “A good friend is a tower of strength – to find one is to find a treasure.”4 Can 
we add another treasure in our lives as we start this Jewish New Year together?  

However, the reality is that our nemesis causes us much pain and anguish. Many of us 
want to be the best in our professions and in our studies. Competition motivates us. Having 
a true nemesis allows us to compete harder. We often measure our success against our rival – 
who is the catalysts for everything.5 

Then, what is the point to seek friendship? Befriending a nemesis leads to second place. 
Bo Schembechler lost sleep if Woody Hayes beat him on the football field. The late Steve 
Jobs deeply resented Bill Gates and Microsoft. Therefore, our nemesis must remain our 
rival, not our companion.  

Jewish tradition warns us about embracing our adversaries. There are bevies of stories in 
our sacred literature accompanied by respective commentaries that caution us about their 
cunning motives. 

 Our matriarch Sarah begrudged her first-born son, Ishmael, and his surrogate mother, 
Hagar. When Sarah conceived her second-born, Isaac, she lobbied to her husband, 
Abraham, to evict Ishmael and Hagar in order to protect the family. Midrash tells us that 
Ishmael had fallen into corrupt ways.6 Isaac and Ishmael became rivals. Isaac became a 
patriarch in Judaism. Ishmael became a patriarch in Islam.7     

Our matriarch Rebecca loathed her first-born son, Esau. Rebecca conspired a plot with 
her second-born son, Jacob, to steal the blessing from Esau. And, our great sages condone 
their behavior.  

Midrash from the Book of Genesis informs us that Esau’s redness, ַאְדמֹונִי, is a sign that 
Esau would engage in violent acts. Midrash also points out that Jacob was a good Jew who 
studied at the Beit Midrash – a house of learning. Esau, on the other hand, was not even a 
Jew; he rejected God and worshiped idols. The rabbis also suggest that Esau was a trickster 
of words and represents the Jewish people’s greatest nemesis, the Romans. And, Rashi 
believes Esau is simply full of hate.  

Joseph had numerous nemeses – his older brothers. His brothers disliked how their 
father, Jacob, favored Joseph – and we can relate to sibling favoritism. His brothers threw 

                                                
3 Avot de Rabbi Natan, Ch. 23 
4 Ben Sirach, Ecclesiasticus, 6:14  
5 Cf. Chuck Klosterman, “The Importance of Being Hated,” Esquire Magazine 
http://www.esquire.com/news-politics/news/a1532/esq0404-apr-america/ accessed on 21 August 
2015   
6 Shemot Rabbah 1 
7 Cf. David J. Zucker, “What Sarah Saw: Envisioning Genesis 21:9-10” Jewish Bible Quarterly 36:1, 
(2008): 54-63.   
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him into a pit and sold him into slavery. The brothers told their father that Joseph had died. 
Joseph was with a caravan of another Jewish nemesis, the Ishmaelites.   

Our sacred literature identifies certain stories that warn us to heal the wounds with our 
nemeses - for these nemeses will not improve our lives. Rather, individuals such as Ishmael 
and Esau will danger our lives. Perhaps these stories support the notion that we will always 
have a rival in our life. These emotions that we have about our rivals – anger, frustration, 
jealously, and resentment are a natural part of the human condition when we think about our 
adversaries.    

However, in Judaism, we often find a second opinion. Jewish tradition and especially the 
themes of Yom Kippur teach us that our willingness to embrace and to assist our rivals is a 
mark of a shem tov – a good name.8 Exodus 23:4 teaches us, “That when you come upon your 
rival’s ox or donkey going astray, you shall bring it back.” Proverbs 25:21 tell us that “If your 
adversaries are hungry, give them bread to eat; and if they are thirsty, give them water to 
drink.”  

Yet, these are hard commandments to justify and all the more so to enforce. Our 
nemesis is truly a painful person. We work so hard, yet we do not get the promotion. Our 
nemesis gets the career advance. We study so hard in school, yet we do not get the 
accolades; our nemesis does. We are a great son or daughter, yet our parents favor the 
neglectful child. We are great to our friend, yet our friend treats us as a stranger. How is it 
even possible to embrace and help the person who makes us so angry?  

 Judaism does recognize that we struggle with our nemeses in life. Judaism does 
empathize with us, as we feel angry, guilty, jealous, or sad. And, Judaism does want us to 
know that despite our justified animosities towards our nemesis, there is perhaps hope for us 
to heal our wounds and transform our nemesis into a friend. Here are a few examples -   

Isaac and Ishmael were each other’s nemesis. But, when Abraham died, Isaac and 
Ishmael honored one of the greatest commandments in Judaism. Isaac and Ishmael buried 
their father together not as rivals, but as brothers.     

Esau hated Jacob and vowed his revenge. And, fate rewarded Esau a date with Jacob. 
Esau did not attack Jacob. Rather, Esau ran towards Jacob, embraced him, kissed him, and 
the two brothers cried together. Jacob even said to Esau, “I have seen your face, which is 
like seeing the face of God. And, you have accepted me.”9 Esau and Jacob were no longer 
rivals.   

Joseph’s nemeses – his brothers – healed the wounds caused by jealousy and resentment. 
His brothers genuinely accepted full responsibility and apologized to Josesph. Joseph said, 
“Even though you intended harm to me, Adonai intended it for good. So, have no fear. I 
myself will provide for you and your children.”10   

  Israel Lipschutz, a nineteenth century Polish rabbi, wrote, “Do good to all humanity, 
evil to none. Do good even to the non-Jew in the street, to a nemesis who has pursued you 
with relentless hate. If you have an opportunity for revenge, do not avail yourselves of it, but 
load your adversary with favors.”  

Disliking our nemesis is a natural behavior. However, as Rabbi Lipschutz reminds us, if 
we genuinely want to learn, to listen, to find shared passions, and to appreciate our 
differences, it is possible for us to heal the difficult wounds and transform our lives together. 

                                                
8 Cf. Kaufmann Kohler and David Philipson, “Treatment of an Enemy” Jewish Encyclopedia, 159-160  
9 Genesis 33:10  
10 Genesis 50:20-21  
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And, we can change the world when our nemesis is our friend. And, here are modern 
examples of rivals coming together to fix the brokenness of our communities.  

Many Southerners embraced President Lincoln and wanted to rebuild a friendship to 
heal the country. It is not surprising that many Southerners condemned John Wilkes Booth 
for assassinating President Lincoln because it impeded the progress the two parties made.   

John Adams and Thomas Jefferson were bitter rivals. Adams’ last words were, “Jefferson 
lives.” Yet, they spent their later years in life sharing reflective correspondences to each 
other. They were political rivals and were also close friends who endeavored to make 
America better. They both died on same date – July 4, 1826 [And, Adams actually outlived 
Jefferson].  

Apple just released the latest iPhone model – 6s. Well, in 1997, the two computer rivals, 
Microsoft and Apple, actually created a partnership. Microsoft invested one hundred fifty 
million dollars into Apple to support innovations.  

David Boies is a proud democrat and lawyer. Boies represented Vice President Al Gore 
during the 2000 Presidential Election. Ted Olson is a staunch conservative republican and 
lawyer. Olson represented then Governor George W. Bush during the 2000 Presidential 
Election. Boies and Olsen faced off against each other in the Supreme Court to decide 
Florida’s contested electoral votes. We all know what happened next…  

Yet, Boies and Olson believed that by learning, by listening, by finding shared passions, 
and by appreciating each other’s differences, they can make a difference in people’s lives. 
And, they certainly did. Boies and Olsen created the most unlikely partnerships in Civil 
Rights history to fight California’s ban on same-sex marriage, taking the case all the way to 
the Supreme Court.11 They won and they remain close friends. Perhaps Oscar Wilde was 
right about these two when he said, “I choose my friends for their good looks, my 
acquaintances for their good characters, and my rivals for their good intellect.”    

Our sages ask us “Who is a hero? One who turns a nemesis into a friend.” I certainly 
know that this is a difficult mission to learn, to listen, to find shared passions, and to 
appreciate our nemesis’ differences so that we can heal our wounds. Empathy can be hard 
for us. And, having empathy for our foes seems all but impossible.  

Consequently, the remedy to embrace our nemesis is highly difficult. And, our 
relationships with our nemesis are highly personal. And, I certainly acknowledge this for 
each of us. Sometimes biblical stories and modern examples about nemeses who come 
together will not motivate us to seek out those whom we truly dislike because of the pain 
they cause us. How can these stories relate to my difficult relationship with my co-worker, 
with my classmate, with my sibling, and with my friend?  

These stories and modern examples remind us that we can always talk to our co-worker, 
our classmate, our sibling, and our friend. We can decide to learn and to listen about their 
passions and hobbies. We can question as to what motivates them. We can ask about their 
lives. We can understand who they are and maybe why we identify him or her as our 
nemesis. Maybe there is reason as to why our co-worker tries to get the upper hand. Did 
something happen to him or to her in their past? Are their financial problems? Does my 
classmate feel enormous pressure from his or her parents to succeed in the classroom and 

                                                
11 Cf. Lionel Barber, “David Boies and Theodore Olson” Vanity Fair (July 2014) 
http://www.vanityfair.com/news/politics/2014/07/david-boies-theodore-olson-marriage-equality 
accessed on 10 September 2015  
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on the athletic field? Does my sibling have adversities that we do not know? Is my friend 
struggling with something deeply troubling?   

Judaism teaches us that we are a people who must strive to learn and especially to listen 
others whom we encounter – even with people who cause us stress. It is all about empathy. 
And, maybe when we are empathic to our adversary we can learn about new perspectives. 
Maybe, together we can muster the strength to learn about those who torment us in the 
workplace, in school, or at home.     

 Bo Schembechler truly disliked Woody Hayes. Many sportswriters and avid fans from 
both universities believed that their rivalry was deeply personal and continuous throughout 
their careers and in their retirement. Yet, they were so wrong. It turns out that Bo and 
Woody wanted to become friends. They fought and quarreled for years, but they had such 
genuine affection for each other. They appreciated each other as coaches, as mentors, as 
fathers, and as husbands. They became close friends and spoke often. Bo mourned when 
Woody died in 1987. For Bo, he did not lose his nemesis; he lost his great friend.  

The great social critic, George Orwell wrote, “We do not merely destroy our adversaries; 
we change them.” On this Jewish New Year, let us leave this sanctuary believing in the 
possibility that “We do not merely destroy our nemeses – our co-worker, our classmate, our 
sibling, and our friend. We change ourselves to be better listeners, to be better inquirers, and 
to live more fulfilling lives. Then, perhaps our nemesis will turn into our treasure.  

 
  

 


