
 

 

 

Parashat Vayishlah, November 20, 2021 – 16 Kislev, 5782 
 

Dear TBE Family and Friends, 

Every one of us has our personal Esau, that individual whom we fear – 
whom we know, perhaps -- we have done wrong by, whether intentionally 
or by accident, and who we now dread to encounter.  For me, for years my 
personal Esau was a senior professor in my department at Cornell.  I had 
sat in on his class during the first week of my graduate studies in Sociology 
and, with the self-assurance that only a recent college graduate could 
muster, I had interrupted him mid-lecture to correct him on his “mis-
reading” of a text that was central to the argument he was making.  Taken 
aback, he had sputtered and fumed for a moment or two before carrying 
on, looking decidedly non-plussed.   

When the class ended, I slipped from the room and attempted to melt into 
my surroundings, determined to remain out of the professor’s sight – and I 
hoped, out of his mind – for as long as possible.  Over time my campaign of 
evasion took on a life of its own, not only did I drop the class from my 
schedule, but I lurked outside department seminars and gatherings until I 
knew my would-be antagonist would not be arriving and even altered the 
venues I habituated to avoid unwanted encounters.   

Of course, the Cornell campus is only so big, and my department a 
microcosm within it.  So, inevitably at some point my path did again cross 
with that of this distinguished academic and when they did, I was shocked 
to realize that the man who I was sure spent his off-hours whetting his 
blade against me actually seemed to have no recollection of the event – 
indeed, no awareness of having met me previously.  We chatted casually, 
before heading our respective ways.  I was relieved, of course, but also 



baffled, wondering how long I had been dancing around a shadow that I 
myself had cast. 

The parting of ways described in the Biblical account of Jacob and Esau 
was, of course, far more fraught and consequential than my self-perceived 
slight of my professor. There was unquestionably injury inflicted by the 
younger sibling on the elder and it had an enduring impact.  What is more, 
there was real rancor between them – at least for time. But then what? 

How long beyond the point at which Esau posed a true mortal danger to his 
younger brother did Jacob choose to live in self-imposed exile?  How much 
of pain and indignity that he endured while subjecting himself to Laban’s 
servitude might have been prevented if he had opened himself to the 
possibility that a return, a reconciliation with his brother was, perhaps, 
possible? 

For those of us caught in a state of figurative harem (exile or isolation), held 
captive to the belief the unredeemed version of ourselves that we carry in 
our minds has an external reality and unwilling to test this premise by 
chancing an encounter with those who might disprove it, this week’s Torah 
portion (Vayishlach) calls to our attention the power of teshuvah.  It reminds 
us that a return from our self-imposed distancing is possible, either by 
making things right with those we have wronged or clearing our names in 
our own internal accounts.   

Indeed, it is a well established tradition of Torah that we tarry over this 
redemptive moment in the text – literally prolonging the reading of Jacob’s 
conciliatory embrace of Esau with the elaborate sharsheret 
cantillation.  May we find in this moment the resolve to set right whatever 
entangled relations still hold us in their bonds. 

Shabbat shalom, 

Rabbi Rachel Safman 

 

 

 

 
 

 



 


