
   
 

 
 

Dec 4, 2020 – 18 Kislev, 5781 – Parshat Vayishlach 

Dear TBE Family and Friends, 

This week’s Torah portion (Parashat Vayishlach) describes our patriarch Jacob’s psychologically fraught 
return to Canaan, after having sojourned for an extended period of refuge in the home of his uncle, 
Laban.  The Torah text itself devotes an unusual amount of attention to the conflicting emotions with 
which Jacob wrestles – literally – thereby winning himself the name Yisrael (“the one who wrestles with 
God”) on the eve of his encounter with the brother, Esau, whom he has betrayed, and our 
commentators, too, invest considerable effort in exploring Jacob’s motivations, his fears and the manner 
in which he overcomes them. 

But a less frequently asked (understandably), is why Esau consented to a reunion with his twin.  Why did 
he choose to re-engage with this man who had so painfully wronged him and what resources – internal 
or external – allowed his to deal with his sibling with such equanimity and grace? 

We can, of course, dismiss these questions, as have most of the great thinkers in our tradition.  They 
treat the encounter as an inevitable outcome of Jacob’s decision to come home – and perhaps it 
was.  But we would be selling ourselves and our texts short to leave the matter at that point.  For each 
of us, regardless of how graciously and harmoniously we seek to conduct our lives is likely to find 
ourselves having, at some point, to re-engage with a person with whom we have experienced significant 
strife, people who have hurt us or whom we have hurt or both. 

How do we navigate these re-encounters?  How do we build back after a relationship has been 
fragmented, its associations tainted by a painful history that now cannot be erased? 

There are no simple solutions to be found in our Biblical text, as there are no simple solutions in 
life.  Human relationships are inherently complex and it would do them no justice to suggest that our 
most challenging psychological and emotional quagmires could easily be negotiated through some 
simple “one size fits all” approach. 

But what this week’s parashah does offer is a “carrot,” if you will, a vision of what it means for two 
individuals who have long been nurturing their individual pain and anger to summon the courage to 
come together as brothers to rebirth their relationship on different terms.  Truly, the relationship that 
follows from this act is hardly the warm, intimate bond that one might aspire to with a sibling – or, for 
that matter, a close friend, long-standing colleague or (former) spouse – but the mending of the most 
egregious rift does free each man to pursue his own future, relatively unencumbered by the burden he 
had long been bearing, and that is, perhaps, a goal we can aspire to for ourselves. 

Shabbat shalom, 

-- Rabbi Rachel Safman 


