
Vayishlach &  Antisemitism

Parshat Vayishlach opens with Jacob’s intense fear of Esau’s murderous intentions.
Jacob fears, “he will strike me down, mother and child alike.” (32:12) In traditional
Jewish commentary, this encounter becomes paradigmatic; Esau becomes the eternal
figure of the non-Jewish aggressor, powerful and murderous, whereas Jacob is the
personification of the Jew, vulnerable and at the mercy of the gentile.

Ramban writes:
This Torah portion is written to tell us ... that everything which befell our father (Jacob)
with his brother Esau will occur to us repeatedly in our relations with the children of
Esau. [Rome and the entire Christian world are seen as heirs to the title “Edom” and are
thus seen as Esau’s “children”.]

When the great 2nd century leader Judah the Prince needed to lobby the Roman
government, he based his mode of appeal on Jacob’s address to Esau. (Genesis
Rabbah 75:5)

But how do the acrimony, fear and distrust between Jacob and Esau end? When the
two brothers meet: Esau ran to greet him. He embraced him and, falling on his neck, he
kissed him; and they wept. (33:4) So, by inference, does that mean we can envisage
reconciliation, an end to hate and a return to love between Israel and the nations?

Surely, on the basis of this model, we are being told that the pursuit of Jacob ends in
love! The Midrash (as quoted by Rashi) is far more suspicious of Esau: He kissed him:
Heb. ֹֹו ֹּה ֹק ויש ֹ.There are scribal dots over the word. There is controversy concerning
this matter in a Baraitha of Sifrei (Beha’alothecha 69). Some interpret the dots to mean
that Esau did not kiss Jacob wholeheartedly. Rabbi Simeon ben Yochai said: It is a
well-known tradition [halakha] that Esau hates Jacob, but his compassion was moved
on this occasion, and he kissed him wholeheartedly.

In ancient manuscripts, scribal dots above a letter are a notation to show that the
annotated word is somehow misplaced, written in error, and that it is slated to be
erased. Since these dots appear over the word “And he kissed him,” the Rabbis suggest
something is awry about Esau’s kiss.

The first option: The kiss was insincere.
The second option: “Esau hates Jacob,” but in this given moment Esau was temporarily
moved and showed genuine love. Interestingly, both opinions cited by Rashi are



unprepared to accept that Esau ever really loved Jacob, and that the two brothers might
have genuinely reconciled.

More extreme, the scholar Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai, a vocal opponent of Roman rule,
quotes the statement: “It is a tradition [halakha] that Esau hates Jacob,” which has
become a timeless axiom expressive of the indelible persistence of Jew-hatred, what is
known today as anti-Semitism, throughout the ages.

Ibn Ezra disagrees with Rashi and affirms this perspective, noting that both Esau and
Jacob cried which indicates the sincerity of the reconciliation. Do we really need to
blacklist Esau and imagine he is the embodiment of evil? And extrapolating and
inferring from their personal story, is anti-Semitism a virus that is borne in every
generation, waiting to pounce on an unsuspecting Jewish community, or is Jew-hatred
itself an aberration that flares in the hands of maniacs but far from a fixed feature of
human society?

Here begins our discussion: Can Esau and Jacob reconcile in the biblical story? Can
you sustain Rashi’s reading?  Or do you accept Ibn Ezra’s view that Esau sincerely
loved his brother, and that Jacob’s fear was merely his empty fears (or his guilt of
stealing Esau’s blessing)?

The midrashic tradition sees the clash between Esau and Jacob as foreshadowing a
history of Jewish persecution. Is anti-Semitism a fact of history, called by the historian
Robert Wistrich “The Longest Hatred,” inexorably bound to repeat itself?

What do you think of the timeless axiom: “It is a halakha: Esau Hates Jacob? ” Is it a
dangerous xenophobic pronouncement that maligns the tolerant societies in which we
live, or is it a savvy statement of the harsh reality of Jewish history from Haman to
Hamas, from Pharaoh to Nasrallah?

Vayishlach: The Morality of Violence

Our parsha describes the episode in which Dinah is raped by the crown prince of the
City of Sh’khem. The language used depicts the crime in violent terms:



Sh’khem son of Hamor the Hivite, chief of the country, saw her, and took her and lay
with her by force, and raped her. (34:2) Sh’khem is described as entitled, the “chief of
the country.”

Maybe he saw it as his right to have his way with any girl he saw! This depraved act is
viewed by Jacob and his sons as a moral travesty: “Jacob heard that he had defiled his
daughter…he had committed an outrage in Israel.” (34:5-7) Jacob’s sons then trick the
men of Sh’khem and: On the third day, when they were hurting, Simeon and Levi, two of
Jacob's sons, brothers of Dinah, took each his sword, came upon the city unmolested,
and slew all the males. (43:26)

Maimonides: Sh’khem abducted (and raped Dinah); the people of Sh’khem saw, and
they knew and… they did not bring them to justice… it is for this reason that all the
householders of Sh’khem were guilty of death. (Mishneh Torah. Laws of Kings 9:14.)

Nachmanides disagrees and condemns the brothers’ excessive murder: They killed the
men of the city, who had not sinned towards him. It would have been legitimate had they
killed Sh’khem [the prince of the city] alone. This is what the verse says, “The sons of
Jacob answered Sh’khem and his father Chamor with guile, because he had defiled
their sister Dina.”

For they agreed to speak with guile, because of the outrage committed against them.
On his deathbed, Jacob curses his sons. This would seem to support Nachmanides’
opinion: Simeon and Levi are a pair; Their weapons are tools of lawlessness. Cursed be
their anger so fierce, And their wrath so relentless. I will divide them in Jacob, Scatter
them in Israel. (49:5-7)

One of the most interesting exchanges in the biblical passage is the final conversation
between Jacob and his sons. Jacob said to Simeon and Levi: You have brought trouble
on me, making me odious among the inhabitants of the land, the Canaanites and the
Perizzites; my men are few in number, so that if they unite against me and attack me, I
and my house will be destroyed. But they answered: "Should our sister be treated like a
whore?" (34:30-31)

Please discuss this debate: • What is Yaakov's criticism to his sons? Is it an ethical
critique? What is his argument? • How do Shimon and Levi respond? Is theirs an ethical
argument? • Who has the final word?  • Who makes a better point? • Are Shimon and
Levi answering Jacob’s concern or are they making a different point?



Rabbi Alex Israel Analysis: We might say that Yaakov is expressing a visceral fear. He
is saying that as a small family, Shimon and Levi have made the entire camp
vulnerable. After escaping the clutches of Esau, Jacob feels that these hotheads have
imperiled the entire family. He is scared. But Shimon and Levi answer back. They say:
"Should our sister be treated like a whore?"

What is their point? We might offer two possibilities:
1. They are saying to their father, “Dad! You are always so frightened for the family’s
future. But there are some things more important than safety and pragmatism. Our
sister has been defiled; our honor is offended. Does that not matter? Now is the time to
uphold our family pride, even if we imperil the family! Shall we have no honor?”

2. But we could read the verses a different way: “Dad! You think we will be vulnerable if
we just move away and suck this up? No! Moving on will invite further attacks! Now we
have made people think three times before they touch our daughters! People will fear
us! Only then will we ensure our safety!” In other words, only violence will protect us; it
is only an empowered Jewish people who will ensure the safety of the nation.

• Who has the better argument? • Why does Jacob resort to a practical critique now, and
a moral one on his deathbed? • Do you think that Shimon and Levi’s argument is valid?
Valid enough to warrant indiscriminate killing and looting? • And if they had done
nothing… then what?

Rabbi Alex Israel: Let me say that this topic is impossibly conflicted. The biblical text
makes us realize that both sides are flawed; both sides are in the wrong. The debate
between Maimonides and Nachmanides pits the degradation of a lawless and violent
society (Sh’khem) that whitewashes its criminal leadership, against an action of
retribution that seems to be unlawful genocide. Jacob expresses pragmatic fear for the
safety of his family, but his sons remind him that the family also needs to uphold its
dignity and self-worth; sometimes a family must defend itself.

Power and violence always entangle us in difficult moral dilemmas. I am glad that in
today’s Israel, we can take up arms to ensure the defense of our nation. After millennia
of persecution, the Jewish People can rightfully say: “Shall you treat our sister as a
whore?” At the same time, I am glad that our army enforces an ethical code. I am proud
that our courts examine and at times bring soldiers to a law-court to determine whether
an act is moral or unlawful; a moment of self-defense or wanton violence. The arena of
force, bloodshed and brutality is rarely morally unambiguous. The Torah brings this
story so that we may debate its complexity. We rise to a proper moral standard when we
take these questions, and examine our actions with utmost seriousness, and honesty.



Vayishlach. Insignificant Verses – Really? Are there meaningless verses in the
Torah?

Manasseh ( King of Judah)
“Had Moses nothing to write but, “And Lotan's sister was Timna” (Gen 36:22); “And
Timna was a concubine to Eliphaz” (Gen 36:12)?’

Rambam
“And there is no difference between verses like ובניחםכושומצריםופוטוכנען ”And the sons
of Ham were Cush and Mizraim, Phut and Canaan” (Genesis 10:6), or אשתומהטבאלבת

מטרדושם ”And his wife's name was Mehatabel, the daughter of Matred” (Genesis 36:39),
or ותנמעהיתהפילגש ”And Timna was concubine” (Genesis 36:12), and verses like אלהיך‘

אנכיה “I am the Lord thy God” (Exodus 20:2), and שמעישראל ”Hear, O Israel”
(Deuteronomy 6:4). They are all equally of divine origin and all belong to the וקדושה

אמתתורתהתמימה‘טהורה ”The Law of God which is perfect, pure, holy, and true.” Is
“Shema Yisrael” equal to “And Timna was a concubine?”

Rabbi Alex Israel
Admittedly, Maimonides is addressing the divinity of the Torah and is saying that all the
Torah is equal regarding its status as divine revelation. And yet, when we view the
importance of these verses, we certainly do not chant “And Timna was a concubine”
twice daily! Might the Rambam not be underscoring the very point he seeks to refute? –
Though they have the category of revelation, the verses of the clan of Esav would
certainly appear at first glance to be insignificant and trivial. Does it qualify as: “pure,
holy and true”?

Challenged by the Rambam I began to investigate whether I could uncover some higher
meaning to verse: “And Timna was a concubine”. I was quite surprised to find such a
wealth of material on the topic. The interpretations are varied and rich. For me, this was
a fascinating example of finding significance in every segment of Torah.

APPROACH 1. MAIMONIDES – GUIDE TO THE PERPLEXED First – some context.
This is the line of Esau, the ancestor of the Edomites, in the hill country of Seir. Esau’s
sons: Eliphaz, the son of Esau’s wife Adah; Reuel, the son of Esau’s wife Basemath.
The sons of Eliphaz were Teman, Omar, Zepho, Gatam, and Kenaz. Timna was a
concubine of Esau’s son Eliphaz; she bore Amalek to Eliphaz. (36:9-12) Timna is



Eliphaz’s concubine. A concubine is a second-tier wife with fewer marital and financial
rights and securities. She is the mother of Amalek.

Furthermore, when describing the kings who ruled in Edom, we read another important
detail: “These are the sons of Seir the Horite, the inhabitants of the land: Lotan... and
the sister of Lotan was Timna” (36:20-22) So Timna, concubine of Eliphaz and mother
of Amalek is the sister of one of the important Edomite warlords. She is related to the
entire clan.

As a result, Maimonides writes: The list of the families of Seir and their genealogy is
given…because of one particular commandment. God distinctly commanded the
Israelites to blot out the name of Amalek (Deut. 25:17-19). Amalek was the son of
Eliphaz and Timna, the sister of Lotan (Gen 36:12). The other sons of Esau were not
included in this commandment. But Esau was by marriage connected with the Seirites,
as is distinctly stated in Scripture: and Seirites were therefore his children: he reigned
over them; his seed was mixed with the seed of Seir, and ultimately all the countries and
families of Seir were called after the sons of Esau who were the predominant family,
and they assumed more particularly the name Amalekites, because these were the
strongest in that family. If the genealogy of these families of Seir had not been
described in full they would all have been killed, contrary to the plain words of the
commandment. For this reason, the Seirite families are fully described, as if to say, the
people that live in Seir and in the kingdom of Amalek are not all Amalekites: they are the
descendants of some other man, and are called Amalekites because the mother of
Amalek was of their tribe.

The justice of God thus prevented the destruction of an [innocent] people that lived in
the midst of another people [doomed to extirpation]: for the decree was only
pronounced against the seed of Amalek. (Guide 3:50)

This is a fascinating proposal. It relates to the command to wipe out Amalek. The entire
genealogy is included so that we not kill any individual erroneously. We have to  make a
full investigation to ensure that if we ever enact the law of killing Amalek, that the
individual is indeed part of that clan.

APPROACH 2: TIMNA, THE REJECTED CONVERT - TALMUD SANHEDRIN A
second, quite different narrative is offered by the Talmud in Sanhedrin 99b: “… What is
the purpose of the verse: “And Lotan's sister was Timna”? — Timna was a royal
princess, as it is written, “Chief Lotan”, “Chief Timna”; and each chief is a member of a
monarchy, albeit without a crown. That is why they are called “chief” and not “king”.
Desiring to become a proselyte, she went to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, but they did



not accept her. So, she went and became a concubine to Eliphaz the son of Esau,
saying, 'I would rather be a handmaiden to this nation [the offspring of Abraham,
including the son of Esau], and not a noblewoman of that nation [the chiefs of Esau]”.'
Amalek was descended from her; the nation that afflicted Israel. Why so? — Because
they [Abraham, Isaac and Jacob] should not have rejected her.”

The Talmud is wondering why a princess in her own tribe, a sister of royalty, would
become a concubine, hardly an elevated social status. The Talmud develops a narrative
that this princess, Timna, wanted to join the family or religion of Avraham. She was
rejected; it is never explained why she is shunned; the root of the name “Timna” is the
verb ע"מנ which means “precluded” or “rebuffed”. She is so dedicated to the Abraham
family that after she has been deflected by Abraham-Isaac-Jacob, she prefers to be a
second-tier wife to the (deflected) line of Esau than to be a princess amongst her own.

The postscript here is that her son becomes Amalek, Israel’s perennial nemesis. The
reality of Timna’s rejection, notwithstanding her strong personal attraction to the
Abrahamic family, generates a profound reaction in her son, Amalek, such that he
develops an antagonism that echoes throughout time. In this case, the deflection of a
would-be convert gives birth to deep antipathy and sworn hatred.

Interestingly, Rashi spins this in a purely positive direction: AND TIMNA WAS
CONCUBINE — This is stated to tell you in what importance Abraham was held — how
eager people were to attach themselves to his descendants. This Timna was a
descendant of chieftains, as it is said (v. 22) “And Lotan’s sister was Timna”, and Lotan
was one of the chieftains inhabiting Seir — he was one of the Horites who had dwelt
there from ancient times. She said to Eliphaz, “If I am unworthy to become your wife
would that I might become your concubine!”

To Discuss:
• The Rambam suggests that all verses in the Torah are somehow equal qualitatively.
What do you make of this assertion?
• Obviously “Timna was a concubine” is not “Shema Yisrael!” On that basis, what do
you make of the idea that all verses are equal?
• Interestingly we have presented two interpretations of “Timna was a concubine.” One
(Rambam) explains how the text is there to facilitate the demise of Amalek. The other
(Talmud Sanhedrin) explains how Amalek came to a state of malevolence towards the
nation of Israel. What do you make of the disparity between these commentaries?


