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With this Shabbat, we begin our encounter with a new phase in the life and 

times of our Biblical ancestors.  We begin the story of Jacob and his twin brother 

Esau, a complex, multi-generational story that features conflict, deception, 

reversals, reconciliations, expressions of love and hate, mystical experience, and 

many moments of choice, all themes that reverberate on numerous interpretive 

levels. 

 

For now, we move to the scene where the youthful Jacob, following the 

directions of his astute mother, Rebecca, has just attempted to deceive the nearly 

blind father, Isaac, tricking him (if indeed he was tricked) into thinking that 

he/Jacob is his red-necked brother, the hunter, Esau. After Jacob declares his 

identity as that of his swarthy brother and provides Isaac with roasted meat to 

prove the point, Isaac then pronounces the blessing presumably intended for Esau 

on the head of Jacob.  From the perspective of the narrative, a blessing once 

pronounced has tangible life and power that cannot be revoked or reversed.  In the 

next instant Jacob exits [stage left] and Esau enters [stage right] with the hunted 

game requested by his father now fully sated by the meal he has just consumed.  

Thus do we read [Genesis 27:30]: “Just as Jacob left … Esau entered Mi-tzido 

[usually rendered from his hunt].” 

 

 Hasidic commentary often seeks to pull from the verses of Torah lessons 

that will infuse our emotional and spiritual lives. Such is the case with a 

commentary found in Hayyim Vachesed: [as quoted in Speaking Torah Vol I, p. 

121], a Torah  commentary of the 18th century Hasidic Rabbi Hayyim Haykl (d. 

1787), a disciple of the Maggid of Mezeritch who, in turn, was the primary 

architect of modern Hasidism. On the verse “Just as Jacob left… Esau entered Mi-

tzido” [Genesis 27:30.], Reb Hayim Haykl offers: 

 

Shavuot is the time that the Torah is given.  It is true that the Torah was 

given at Sinai, but every year [at the time of Shavuot] a new way of thinking 

is drawn from the Holy Blessed One into the world so that the Torah can be 

understood through this new perspective.  However, when this new light of 

understanding leaves its place [to enter our world], it does so with the 

possibility of choice—for choice is malkhut [i.e., inherent in our reality, 

drawn to both good and evil]. This is the meaning of the verse: “As Jacob 

left … Esau came mi-tzido [understood to mean ‘at his side.’]” 



Because the evil inclination is joined [with the opportunity for good], you 

have to outwit it. You have to serve God with the understanding you already 

have while also constantly focusing on this new light. This will allow you to 

absorb new perspectives and to serve God with them. Do this throughout 

your whole life. 

 

Permit me to annotate the commentary and amplify:  

 

Shavuot is the time that the Torah is given.  It is true that the Torah was 

given at Sinai, but every year [at the time of Shavuot] a new way of thinking is 

drawn from the Holy Blessed One into the world so that the Torah can be 

understood through this new perspective.  To Reb Hayyim, the revelation of Torah 

was a one-time event in one sense but a repeating occurrence in another.  Sinai 

happened once in that the revealed teaching that is Torah was given and received 

in the generation of Moses. But ever since, new revelation in the form of new 

insight, new thinking or new perspective flows forth out of the original event, 

especially at the time most propitious for revelation, at the holiday of Shavuot. 

 

Reb Hayyim does not say here with precision exactly how one gains these 

new insights or perspectives. In his world, I would expect them to arise by virtue of 

heeding the words of enlightened teachers of Torah, by which he would mean 

particular Hasidic rebbes.  As non-Hasidim, we might well democratize the notion 

by inviting any serious seeker of wisdom to look to themselves or to a teacher of 

their choosing for such new insight. Regardless, the idea that revelation continues 

to flow forth anew suggests the possibility of fresh, even radical, reinterpretations 

of tradition. 

  

The commentary continues: However, when this new light of understanding 

leaves its place [to enter our world], it does so with the possibility of choice—for 

choice is malkhut [i.e., inherent in our reality, drawn to both good and evil]. This 

is the meaning of the verse: “As Jacob left … Esau entered mi-tzido at his side.” 

Because the evil inclination is joined [with the opportunity for good], you have to 

outwit it.  Reb Hayyim here builds his commentary on the pre-existing notion that 

one could interpret the twin brothers, Jacob and Esau, not only as separate 

individuals but possibly as two aspects of the same person or, if you prefer, two 

options one might choose in a given circumstance.  Classical rabbinic 

understandings of human nature posit an unending internal battle between our 

impulse for the good and our impulse for evil.  In this regard, Jacob and Esau could 

be understood as representative of these twin urges that constantly do battle for 

control of our souls.  Thus, when the verse says that Esau entered at his side, one 



could picture the impulse for evil parked nearby the impulse for good, ready and 

waiting to spring into action, possibly by surprise or when least expected. 

 

 To amplify: some Buddhist teachers, including some Jewish ones, speak of 

the concept of a near enemy. In this sense, a near enemy is a negative quality that 

is a close companion of a positive quality and sometimes difficult to distinguish 

from the positive quality.  Jack Kornfield [www.jackkornfield.com/near-enemies-

awakening], one of these “Jew-Bu’s,” teaches, for example, about the value of 

cultivating compassion in the form of empathic responses to the pain and suffering 

of others. However, he warns against the near enemies of compassion, in particular 

pity, which regards the one in pain as of lesser status, and despair which adopts a 

sense of hopelessness in response to a problem one cannot solve.  In Reb Hayyim’s 

depiction, Esau, the clever, near enemy of Jacob, enters the picture whenever one 

seeks to activate the impulse to do “good”. 

 

 There is a needy person standing before me.  He is hungry and claims not to 

have a place to sleep.  He has come to me before and presented similar needs and I 

have helped him with the means to get a meal or a place to spend the night or 

transportation to a community where he claims to have friends or family.  He has 

often requested my help, saying that this time will be the last time he will request 

my help.  But, here he stands again.  I want to help.  I have the means to help.  

Generally, helping someone makes me feel good.  But what kind of help will really 

help him?  What kind of help might prevent him from seeking permanent help?  

Should I even be asking these questions?  Is my desire to help and yet another 

desire not to be taken advantage of examples of impulses for good or near enemies 

of such impulses?  Who is Jacob and who is Esau in this moment of choice and in 

so many others that arise in a day? 

 

Thus Reb Hayyim concludes: You have to serve God with the understanding 

you already have while also constantly focusing on this new light.  This will allow 

you to absorb new perspectives and to serve God with them.  Do this throughout 

your whole life.  I think Reb Hayyim suggests here that we humans need the influx 

of new perspectives, new insight, new revelation, in order to help us make the 

difficult choices that life presents to us in a steady stream, in order to keep Esau 

who always crouches very near Jacob just a little off balance.   

 

Shabbat Shalom.  

 

 


