
 

Ra bbi Katz’s Drashah for Parshat Vayeitzei 

November 28, 2020 - 12 Kislev 5781 

 

During one of our classes this week, someone reminded me of a humorous but sad scene in 

Fiddler on the Roof. Tevye, when grappling with another daughter’s decision to break tradition, 

begins to go back and forth in his mind about what to do: “How can I turn my back on my faith, 

my people? If I try and bend that far, I will break. On the other hand- No, There is no other 

hand!” 

 

While not the same situation, the Chizkuni (France, 13th century) suggests the following reason 

for Levi’s name: “‘My husband will be connected to me’- [She said] ‘until now I would guide my 

two sons with my two hands (one in each), but now that I have a third son, my husband must 

help me guide them’”. Leah had “no other hand”, she needed Yaakov to help with the kids 

(Reuven, Shimon, and now Levi). 

 

The phrase “no other hand” can be literal or figurative, but both connote the same message- 

there is no choice. No matter how difficult the situation, the decision is not a choice, but a 

forgone conclusion. For Tevye, it meant saying no to his daughter. For Leah, it meant connecting 

even more intimately with Yaakov (As Onkeles translates “yitchaber li ba’ali”). 

 

Later on in the parshah we find an interesting contrast to this sentiment. Before Lavan catches 

up with Yaakov, Hashem appears to him in a dream, warning him to be careful how he speaks to 

Yaakov- “good or bad” (31:24). And yet, Lavan disobeys that warning and confronts Yaakov 

anyway, prolonging their conflict until the end of the Parshah. The Sha’arei Aharon (Rav Aharon 

Yehoshua Roter) points out how this is in stark distinction from how Moshe reacted to 

Hashem’s instructions. When Hashem told Moshe, “You shall not cross this Jordan River”, 

Moshe said to B’nei Yisrael, “I am not able to bring you out or in anymore” (Devarim 31:2). For 

Moshe, he internalized Hashem’s command as giving him no choice whatsoever. There is no 

“other hand”. It was not possible for him to lead them anymore. 

 

Earlier on friday we learned and discussed a peculiar statement in the Gemara (Pesachim 6b). 

The Gemara proposes that one need not nullify one’s chametz (as we do by saying “kol chamira”) 

until one actually finds the chametz itself. After all, if the house was properly checked, why 

would anyone expect to find any? The Gemara responds that if that were the case, we’re 

concerned that one may only find chametz once Pesach has already started, and the prohibition 

of benefitting from chametz would have already kicked in. Once that happens, according to 

Rashi, we view it as if the chametz no longer even belongs to the home-owner, precluding them 

from nullifying it. While others debate this interpretation, the message from Rashi is profound: 



when Hashem prohibits something from us, how do we view that prohibition? Is it good advice, 

something to keep in mind? Do we try to look for other justifications or excuses that might allow 

us to circumvent the issue? Or do we view it as the Jewish people professed at Har Sinai “We will 

do and we will listen” (Shmot 24:7). Before we even consider the case, we’re committed to the 

appropriate behavior. ‘If chametz is prohibited, then I want nothing to do with it’. 

 

In an attempt to break the record for referencing the most classes of the previous week within 

the same drashah, we found this concept even in our Halacha from Gemara class on Wednesday 

night. The Gemara (Kiddushin 31) discusses how to define the mitzvot of Kibud and Morah Av 

Va’Em. One of the examples brought as “Morah”, fearing one’s parent, is to not “choose sides” 

(“Machrio”) between one’s father and another. Rashi explains that it is prohibited for someone 

to disagree with a parent’s opinion. Rav Yosef Karo, in his commentary to the Mishneh Torah 

(Kesef Mishnah on Hilchot mamrim 3:6), quotes from the Ramah (Rav Moshe Abulafiah, 

12/13th century, Spain) who objects to Rashi’s interpretation. The Gemara already included in 

Morah a prohibition to “contradict one’s father”. According to Rashi, “machrio” would seem, 

therefore, to be repetitive. Rather, says the Ramah, this phrase even prohibits a child to say “I 

side with my father’s opinion”. What is so problematic about agreeing with one’s parents? The 

Ramah explains that saying so gives off the impression that it was even a choice in the first 

place. Of course one supports them, and to even imply otherwise is disrespectful (obviously, 

there are nuances to this discussion, tune in to the class to learn more). 

 

We live in a world which assumes the benefit of choice. Having choices is the bedrock of a 

capitalist society. It drives prices down, efficiency up, and swindlers away. When it comes to the 

market, having more choice has proven to be one of the best tools to accelerate innovation and 

economic growth. But that’s not to be misinterpreted as saying that choice is always better. The 

assumption that we should always have another option has crept into other aspects of our 

society, and unfortunately, has eroded many values which used to be taken for granted. 

 

Without getting too specific, we can all think of examples of different cultural shifts in our 

society that would have been unimaginable to a previous generation. When it comes to our 

personal values, however, we have to be more discerning. More choice isn't always the best 

perspective. When it comes to doing the right thing, we can’t “see both sides”. We have to make 

sure, in our own personal lives, that we don’t always welcome “the other hand”.  

 

In what has become a famous comment from Rashi (possibly because it was made into a song), 

Yaakov sends a message ahead to Eisav at the beginning of next week’s Parshah: “I’ve lived with 

Lavan until now” (32:5). While it seems like an innocent statement, Rashi explains that Yaakov 

means to say that while he lived in a society which was antithetical to his values, “I didn’t learn 

from his evil ways”. He kept every single mitzvah, and he was uncompromising when it comes to 

doing what he believed to be right. With the holiday of Channukah coming up, we remind 

ourselves about the risk of cultural influence. While we often value choice, discussion, and 

competition, for other times in life, we have to recognize that sometimes the best option is to 

dismiss the others “out of hand”. 

Shabbat Shalom, 

 

Rabbi Katz 


