
 

This Week in Torah Va’yishlach 

 

Joan Heffler is a professional photographer who has captured many joyous moments for 

members of our community. One of her rules is that when she is photographing a group 

of people, no one is allowed to hide behind another person. She will state: “Everyone 

deserves their own space” and then she will reorganize the people where everyone is in 

front.  

That is the perfect synopsis of one of the lessons from this week’s sedra. In the weekly 

Torah portion, Jacob and Esau are reunited after many years. The night before they are 

destined to meet, Jacob separates his possessions and his family, fearing what could 

happen. Jacob chooses to remain alone where he wrestles with an ish—an angel or a 

man. Wounded from this encounter, Jacob sees his brother and the text tells us: “Esau 

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

wept.”  

Such an encounter is surprising if you reread Torah about their earlier years. They 

embodied an intense sibling rivalry. They were defined as combative, fighting in the 

womb. Jacob was born holding onto the heel of Esau. The prophecy had the elder to 

serve the younger which ran contrary to community practice. Yet, Jacob was nurtured to 

inherit—he acquires both his brother’s birthright and his father’s blessing which are the 

essentials to complete the task. Then Jacob flees— hearing his brother’s angry cries; 

only to return years later.  

Torah recounts Jacob’s journey. His challenges. His blessings. We know of Esau’s 

defiance by choosing to marry a Canaanite woman, contrary to the wishes of his parents. 

But little is known of his emotional growth.  

As Joan teaches, everyone deserves their own space. For years, they had their own 

space; away from each other to develop their own sense of self. 



In the Jewish mystical tradition Kabbalah, there is a sense of chayut—which is hard to 

translate, something like “living-ness.” In this realm, one can have a sense of katnut, 

which is self-absorption which is a response to a moment of great pain or great success, 

where one is consumed with the self. In another part to the Chayut realm, which is 

called gadlut—a sense of the grandeur and beauty of God’s world. The mystical belief 

system, katnut can create the opening for gadlut. This is the case for both Jacob and 

Esau. After years apart and dealing with their own existence, they see something in the 

other that they never saw before. Rabbi Dr. Norman J. Cohen of the Hebrew Union 

College believes that they saw the face of God in the other. Gadlut!! Joan Heffler would 

say, it was when they stepped up and claimed their own personal space, they radiated 

their true existence. Everyone deserves their own space, after all!   

“Esau ran to greet him. He embraced him and, falling on his neck, he kissed him; and 

they wept.”  

 


