
Spotlight on…..Yaakov and Esav 
 
In this week’s parsha, Vayishlach, Yaakov and Esav see each other for the first time in 20 
years. The last time they saw each other, Yaakov had just stolen Esav’s blessings. Esav had 
gotten so angry that he threatened to kill Yaakov, which is why Yaakov had to run away to 
Lavan’s house. Now, 20 years later, Yaakov is understandably afraid to see Esav again. We 
see his fear in the way that he divides his family in groups so they can’t all be destroyed, and in 
his own hesitation to approach Esav.  
 
In 33:3 Yaakov approaches Esav, bowing down 7 times. The next pasuk tells us  

ׄהּוׄ וַּיְִבּֽכּו׃ ׄ ֵק֑ ו וַּׄיִָּׁׄשׄ ל ַעל־ַצּוָאָר֖ ֹ֥ הּו וַּיִּפ ו ִלְקָראתֹ֙ו ֽוַיְַחְּבֵק֔ ָרץ ֵעָׂש֤  וַּיָ֨

Esav ran to greet him. He embraced him and, falling on his neck, he kissed him; and they wept. 

This appears to be a beautiful moment of reconciliation between Yaakov and Esav. However, 
not all of the rabbis agree. Part of the reason for this is the way that the Hebrew word for 
“kissed” is written in the Torah - ׄהו ׄ ֵק֑  As you can see, in the Torah this word has three dots .ׄ◌ּ◌וַּׄיִָּׁׄשׄ
over it, which is very unusual. Because of this, a lot of rabbis believe that we are supposed to 
understand it differently. The Radak quotes a midrash that has two opposing opinions: 

Rabbi Shimon ben Eleazar taught that wherever one finds the 
plain writing exceeding the dotted letters, one must interpret 
the plain writing. But if the dotted letters exceed the plain 
writing, one must interpret the dotted letters. In Genesis 33:4, 
the plain writing equals in number the dotted letters, so Rabbi 
Shimon ben Eleazar taught that Genesis 33:4 conveys that 
Esav kissed Jacob with all his heart. Rabbi Yannai replied that 
if this were so, there would be no reason for dots to appear 
over the word. Rabbi Yannai taught that the dots mean that 
Esav wished to bite Jacob, but that Jacob's neck turned to 
marble and Esav's teeth were blunted and loosened. Hence 
the words “and they wept” in Genesis 33:4 reflect that Jacob 
wept because of his neck and Esav wept because of his teeth.  

אמר ר"ש בן אלעזר בכל 
מקום שאתה מוצא כתב רבה 

על הנקודה אתה דורש את 
הכתב, נקודה רבה על הכתב 
אתה דורש את הנקודה. כאן 
לא הכתב רבה ולא הנקודה 

רבה, מלמד שנשקו בכל לבו. 
א"ר ינאי א"כ למה נקד עליו, 

מלמד שלא בקש לנשקו אלא 
אלא לנשכו ונעשה צוארו של 
יעקב של שיש ושניו של עשו 
של שעוה, זה בכה על צוארו 

 וזה בכה על שניו:

 
Questions: 

1. How does Rabbi Shimon ben Eleazar understand these three dots? According to his 
opinion, what is the status of Yaakov and Esav’s relationship in this pasuk? 

2. How does Rabbi Yannai understand these three dots? According to his opinion, what is 
the status of Yaakov and Esav’s relationship in this pasuk? 

3. Read the rest of chapter 33. How do we understand what happens next according to 
each of these two opinions? 

 
BONUS QUESTION!!!! Email MaharatRuth@ostns.org with two other places in the Torah that 
dots appear above letters and win a free ice cream! 
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