
Discovering the Other—Understanding Ourselves 
 

Being a student of Elie Wiesel means being yourself and cultivating your humanity, your sensitivity to 
others…It means knowing you do not have to choose between your particular identity and your concern for 
all people…that the particular and the universal can be mutually reinforcing.”   [Witness Ariel Burger, pgs. 253-254] 
 

 

 
 

 

Key KOSHI: 

WHAT does the blessing exchange between father & sons 

teach us about HOW we regard/treat/understand the other? 
HOW does Esau help us recognize the need for accepting & blessing “the other”?... 

 

P’SHAT…The Story that Unearths THE Question: WHAT Are We to Become 

 
27:24] He asked, “Are you really my son Esau?” And when 
he said, “I am,” 25] he said, “Serve me and let me eat of 
my son’s game that I may give you my innermost blessing.” 
So he served him and he ate, and he brought him wine and 
he drank. 26] Then his father Isaac said to him, “Come 
close and kiss me, my son”; 27] and he went up and kissed 
him. And he smelled his clothes and he blessed him, 
saying, “Ah, the smell of my son is like the smell of the 
fields that the Lord has blessed.  
28] “May God give you 
Of the dew of heaven and the fat of the earth, 
Abundance of new grain and wine. 
29] Let peoples serve you, 
And nations bow to you; 
Be master over your brothers, 
And let your mother’s sons bow to you. 
Cursed be they who curse you, 
Blessed be they who bless you.” 
30] No sooner had Jacob left the presence of his father 
Isaac—after Isaac had finished blessing Jacob—than his 
brother Esau came back from his hunt. 31] He too 
prepared a dish and brought it to his father. And he said to 
his father, “Let my father sit up and eat of his son’s game, 
so that you may give me your innermost blessing.”  32] His 
father Isaac said to him, “Who are you?” And he said, “I 
am your son Esau, your first-born!” 33] Isaac was seized 
with very violent trembling. “Who was it then,” he 
demanded, “that hunted game and brought it to me? 

ִני:  24 ָֽ אֶמר א  ו ַוּי ֶ֖ ָ֑ י ֵעׂש  ה ְּבִנִ֣ ה ֶזֶ֖ ָ֥ אֶמר ַאּת  אֶמר   25ַוּי ֹ֕ ַוּי ֹ֗
ַען  י ְלַמָ֥ יד ְּבִנִ֔ ֙ה ִמֵּצִ֣ ְכל  ה ִּל֙י ְוא ָֽ ׁש  י ַוַּיֶּגׁש־ַהִּגִ֤ ֶרְכךֶ֖ ַנְפִׁשָ֑ ָֽ ְּתב 

ֵָ֧בא ֦לֹו ַיִֶַ֖֖ין ַוֵּיְָֽׁשְּת: ל ַוּי  ק   26לֹ֙ו ַוּי אַכִ֔ ִ֣ יו ִיְצח  ֶ֖ אֶמר ֵאל  ַוּי ָ֥
י:  י ְּבִנָֽ ה־ִּלֶ֖ ֲׁשק  ָ֥א ּוָֽ ה־ּנ  יו ְּגׁש  ִבָ֑ ֹו ַוּי  ַַ֖רח   27א  ַּׁשק־לִ֔ ַוִּיַּגׁ֙ש ַוִּיָֽ

יַח   י ְּכֵרִ֣ יַח ְּבִנִ֔ אֶמר ְרֵא֙ה ֵרִ֣ הּו ַוּי ֹ֗ ֲרֵכָ֑ ָֽ ְַ֖יב  יו ַוָֽ ֶ֖ ד  יַח ְּבג  ֶאת־ֵרָ֥
ה: ]ששי[ ׂש   ָֽ ֹו ְיהֹו  ֲרכֶ֖ ר ֵּבָֽ ה ֲאֶׁשָ֥ ים  28ֶדִ֔ ֱאֹלִהִ֔ ָֽ ֶּתן־ְל֙ך ה  ְוִיָֽ

ׁש:   ַ֖ן ְוִתירָֽ ֶ֖ ג  ב ּד  ֶרץ ְור ָ֥ ָ֑ א  ִים ּוִמְׁשַמֵּנֶ֖י ה  ַמִ֔ ִמַּטל֙ ַהּׁש 
ים ֱהֵוִ֤ה  29 ּו[ ְל֙ך ְלֻאִּמִ֔ ֲחוִ֤ ֲחֻוִ֤ ]ְוִיְׁשַּתָֽ ים ְוִיְׁשַּתָֽ ּוך ַעִּמֹ֗ ַיַָֽעְבדִ֣

ך ְּבֵנִ֣י ּו ְלֶ֖ ֲחוָ֥ יך ְוִיְׁשַּתָֽ ּור    ְגִבי֙ר ְלַאֶחִ֔ רִ֔ יך א  ֲרֶרִ֣ ך א ָֽ ִאֶּמָ֑
ּוְך:  רָֽ יך ּב  ֲרֶכֶ֖ ָֽ ְמב  ְך ֶאת־ 30ּוָֽ ֵרִ֣ ֘ק ְלב  ה ִיְצח  ִ֣ ר ִּכּל  ֲאֶׁשֶ֨ י ַּכָֽ ַוְיִהֹ֗

יו  ִבָ֑ ק א  ִ֣ ת ְּפֵנֶ֖י ִיְצח  ב ֵמֵאָ֥ ֙א ַיֲָֽעק ִ֔ א י צ  ְך י צ ִ֤ י ַאִ֣ ֒ב ַוְיִהֹ֗ ַיֲָֽעק 
ֹו:  א ִמֵּצידָֽ ֶ֖ יו ּב  ִחִ֔ ו א  ִ֣ ים   31ְוֵעׂש  ַוַּיִַ֤עׂש ַּגם־הּו֙א ַמְטַעִּמִ֔

ֵבֶ֖  ֹו  ַוּי  יד ְּבנִ֔ ִב֙י ְוי אַכל֙ ִמֵּצִ֣ ם א  ֻקִ֤ יו י  ִבֹ֗ אֶמר ְלא  יו ַוּי ִ֣ ִבָ֑ א ְלא 
ך:  ִּני ַנְפֶׁשָֽ ֲרַכָ֥ ָֽ ֲעֻבֶ֖ר ְּתב  יו ִמי־  32ַּבָֽ ִבֶ֖ ק א  ָ֥ ֹו ִיְצח  אֶמר ל  ַוּי ָ֥

ו:  ָֽ ְרךֶ֖ ֵעׂש  י ִּבְנךָ֥ ְבכ ָֽ אֶמר ֲאִנ  ה ַוּי ֹ֕ ּת  ָ֑ ק   33א  ִ֣ ד ִיְצח  ַוֶּיֱָֽחַרֶ֨
אֶמר ֒ד ַוּי ֹ֡ ה ַעד־ְמא  ִ֣ ֘ה ְּגד ל  ד  ִידַ֩  ֲחר  ד־ַצַ֩ ָֽ ּוא ַהּצ  ֹוא הִ֣ י־ֵאפֹ֡ ִמָֽ

ּוְך  רֶ֖ הּו ַּגם־ּב  ֲרֵכָ֑ ָֽ ֲאב  ָֽ ֹוא ו  בֶ֖ ֶרם ּת  ל ְּבֶטָ֥ ל ִמּכ   ַכָ֥ א  ָֽ י ו  ֵבא ִלִ֜ ַוּי ֶ֨
ְהֶיָֽה:  ה   34ִיָֽ ק ִ֔ ק ְצע  יו ַוִּיְצַעִ֣ ִבִ֔ י א  ֙ו ֶאת־ִּדְבֵרִ֣ ַע ֵעׂש  ִּכְׁשמ ִ֤

ִני   ֶ֖ ִני ַגם־א  ֲרֵכָ֥ ָֽ יו ּב  ִבִ֔ אֶמר ְלא  ד ַוּי ִ֣ ה ַעד־ְמא ָ֑ ֶ֖ ר  ה ּומ  ָ֥ ְּגד ל 
ִבָֽ  ך:   35י: א  ֶתָֽ ח ִּבְרכ  ה ַוִּיַּקֶ֖ ָ֑ יך ְּבִמְרמ  ִחֶ֖ א א  ָ֥ אֶמר ּב  ַוּי ֹ֕
ִים   36 ֲעַמִ֔ ִנ֙י ֶזִ֣ה ַפָֽ ַַּ֖יְעְקֵבֶ֨ ב ַוָֽ ֹו ַיֲָֽעק ֹ֗ א ְׁשמִ֜ ֶ֨ ר  אֶמר ֲהִכיַ֩ ק  ַוּי ֹ֡

א־  ר ֲהל ָֽ י ַוּי אַמֹ֕ ִתָ֑ ח ִּבְרכ  ַקִ֣ ה ל  ֶ֖ ח ְוִהֵּנָ֥ה ַעּת  ק ִ֔ י ל  ִתִ֣ כ ר  ֶאת־ְּבָֽ
ה:  ָֽ כ  י ְּבר  ְלּת  ִּלֶ֖ ַצָ֥ ַען ִיְצח ִ֜  37א  יר ַוַּיֶ֨ ן ְּגִבִ֞ ו ֵהִ֣ אֶמר ְלֵעׂש ֹ֗ ק ַוּי ִ֣

ַ֖ן   ָ֥ ג  ים ְוד  ִדִ֔ ֲעב  ִּתי לֹ֙ו ַלָֽ ַתִ֤ יו נ  ל־ֶאח ֹ֗ ְ֙ך ְוֶאת־ּכ  יו ל  ַׂשְמִּתָ֥
י:  ה ְּבִנָֽ ֱעֶׂשֶ֖ ה ֶאָֽ ָ֥ ֹוא מ  ה ֵאפִ֔ ִ֣ יו ּוְלכ  ׁש ְסַמְכִּתָ֑ אֶמר   38ְוִתירֶ֖ ַוּי ֶ֨

ִני ַגם־  ֲרֵכָ֥ ָֽ י ּב  ִבִ֔ וא־ְל֙ך א  ת ִהָֽ ה ַאַחִ֤ כ ֶ֨ ֲבר  יו ַהָֽ ִבֹ֗ ו ֶאל־א  ֵעׂש ִ֜
ִני ֶ֖ ֹו ַוֵּיְָֽבְּך:   א  ו ק לֶ֖ א ֵעׂש   ָ֥ י ַוִּיּׂש  ִבָ֑ יו   39א  ִבֶ֖ ק א  ָ֥ ַוַּי ַען ִיְצח 

 
Genesis 27:24-40 

 



Morevoer, I ate of it before you came, and I blessed him; 
now he must remain blessed!” 34] When Esau heard his 
father’s words, he burst into wild and bitter sobbing, and 
said to his father, “Bless me too, Father!” 35] But he 
answered, “Your brother came with guile and took away 
your blessing.” 36] [Esau] said, “Was he, then, named 
Jacob that he might supplant mea these two times? First he 
took away my birthright and now he has taken away my 
blessing!” And he added, “Have you not reserved a 
blessing for me?” 37] Isaac answered, saying to Esau, “But 
I have made him master over you: I have given him all his 
brothers for servants, and sustained him with grain and 
wine. What, then, can I still do for you, my son?” 38] And 
Esau said to his father, “Have you but one blessing, Father? 
Bless me too, Father!” And Esau wept aloud. 39] And his 
father Isaac answered, saying to him, “See, your abode 
shall b-enjoy the fat of the earth 
And b-the dew of heaven above. 
40] Yet by your sword you shall live,  
And you shall serve your brother; 
But when you grow restive, 
You shall break his yoke from your neck.” 
 

ל  ך ּוִמַּטָ֥ ֶבִ֔ ֹוׁש  ֶר֙ץ ִיְהֶיִ֣ה מָֽ א ֶ֨ ה ִמְׁשַמֵּנִ֤י ה  יו ִהֵּנִ֞ ָ֑ אֶמר ֵאל  ַוּי ִ֣
ל:  ָֽ ִים ֵמע  ַמֶ֖ ד  40ַהּׁש  ֲעב ָ֑ יך ַּתָֽ ִחֶ֖ ה ְוֶאת־א  ְחֶיִ֔ ְוַעל־ַחְרְּבךִ֣ ִתָֽ

 ָ֥ ַרְקּת  ָֽ יד ּופ  ִרִ֔ ר ּת  ֲאֶׁשִ֣ ֙ה ַּכָֽ י  ל ְוה  ֹו ֵמַעָ֥ ך:  ֻעּלֶ֖ אֶרָֽ  ַצּו 

 

  

  



 

REMEZ…An Interchange of Truths: The More Jewish—The More Human 
V.30    And it happened that as soon as Isaac finished blessing Jacob…his brother Esau came back from his hunt. 

OR HaCHAYIM…Torah uses “VaYehi” which the Sages explain as introducing impending woe.  By 
implication then, Torah bemoans that fact that had Isaac not stopped in blessing Jacob, but rather  
conveyed upon him the additional blessings he later conferred upon Esau, then Edom—that is Rome,  
would have been without any semblance of hope. 
SHEM MiSHMU’EL… “Esau came back from hunting” as the Midrash says, ‘armed to entrap his soul.’ 
It is not entirely clear whose soul is intended.  We may suggest that it was Jacob’s soul.  At this stage,  
before he knew that he’d been usurped by his brother, Esau believed he would have everything, inheriting 
both the physical and spiritual from his father, thus eliminating Jacob from the picture.  But when he 
entered, realizing he was not the chosen son, discovering Jacob had already received the spiritual blessing, 
his world fell apart. At that moment, Esau should have realized he was at fault, that this calamity had 
befallen him through his own personal deficiencies…But he was Eisav—Asu’iu—perfectly done; a man who 
felt no need for self-improvement or change… 

V.32-33    His father Isaac said to him, “Who are you?”  And he said, “I am your son, Esau, your first-born.” And Isaac 
trembled a great trembling. “Who—where—is he, the one who brought…and I ate. I blessed him; now he must remain blessed!” 
RASHI… “VaY’CheRaD—He trembled”  This is to be understood as ONKELOS renders, “He was astonished.”  
The Midrash however relates that he trembled for he saw Gehinom open beneath him. 
GUR ARYEH…Terror is the true description.  When Esau entered, Isaac perceived Gehinom opening  
beneath him, for that is the punishment he feared awaited him… 
PESIKTA D’Rav KAHANA…When Isaac now realized that he had been misled by Esau’s flattery and feigned 
piety all these years “he was seized with terror” knowing Judgment Day awaited. 
HIZKUNI… “He trembled…”  thinking that the All-Knowing acquiesced in the supplanting of the firstborn. 
RADAK… “ad m’od—exceedingly” Isaac visibly manifested great anxiety so that Esau should not suspect him 
of having mocked his status by intentionally blessing his brother Jacob. 
RASHI… “gam baruch yih’yeh”  This phrase [not superfluous] is so that we should not say—Had Jacob not 
deceived his father, he would not have taken the blessing.  This then tells us, Isaac consented knowingly, 
adding “this one too, [and not you,] shall be blessed.” 

V.36    Esau said, “Is it because of this he named him Jacob that he might supplant me”….”Have you not a blessing saved for me?” 
ALSHECH…Esau is saying that it is now clear “Ya’akov” had not been called a trickster for nothing…The 
subject of the verse “karah sh’mo—He called him…” seems to be God Himself, since Isaac had never given 
Jacob his name.  Thus, with God All-Knowing, that is the reason he is called “Ya-Akov” a future tense verb, 
referring to the events now unfolding, and not the past tense “Akav”—reflecting his heel-holding past. 
S’FORNO… “atzalta li b’racha…did you not reserve a blessing for me?”  Even though you intended to bless me  
with the superior blessing, you certainly did not intend to bestow everything on me and leave my brother  
Jacob devoid of your blessing.  You must have reserved something?  Couldn’t you give me that blessing?  

V.38    And Esau said to his father, “Have you but one blessing Father? Bless me too Father!” And Esau wept aloud. 
OR HaCHAYIM … Actually, there were blessings Isaac could have bestowed, but he perceived, as Jacob’s  
future enemy, Esau would be cursed “Cursed be they who curse you.” [v.30] Isaac was thus reluctant… 
MALBIM…Father, enable me to also achieve wealth and sustenance in this world, independently, not in the 
shadow of Jacob.  Bless me as a father blesses each of his children, individually. 

V.40   You shall enjoy the fat of the earth,& the dew from heaven above. By your sword shall you live, yet you will serve your brother. 
MUNK…   R’ Shimon Bar Yochai taught: Although the blessings given to Jacob are expressed in almost  
the same terms, do not think they are the same.  For with Jacob, Isaac asks that blessing come through God, 
whereas with Esau, he relies upon the laws of nature… 
 
 



DRASH…A Dialogue of Celebrating Difference: Listening for the Light 
No’am ZION…  
The very notion of chosenness—one sibling chosen over another to receive divine blessing creates a 
tension, for choosing one implies that the other is rejected…Many descendants of Jacob have used this 
story to justify triumphalism over contemporary rivals.  In ancient Israel, it was the biological children of 
Jacob who claimed priority of blessing and land over Abraham’s less favored posterity, Ishma’el…and so 
too, Esau, father of the Edomites…The Jews read a thousand years of acrimonious relations with their 
Semitic neighbor, Edom, into the sibling rivalry of Jacob and Esau.  In the era of New Testament, the 
Christians discovered God’s inscrutable grace in the choice of the younger son, who represented the 
church itself…For the church, election was determined not by birth order, nor by observance of the Law, 
by Divine Grace through Christ…In the Rabbinic world, Esau’s Edom came to be the code word for the 
Romans, as Esau’s hunting prowess matched the military Empire’s might.  When Rome became 
Christianized, a thousand years of persecution were read into Esau’s subjugation of Jacob…These 
triumphalist readings systematically suppress the common brotherhood of Israel and Edom—the Church 
and the Synagogue.  Such interpretations serve deep psychological needs, reassuring the underdog of 
moral superiority and the ultimate reversal of his fate.  However, they also brutalize sibling relations, 
turning brother into “the other.”…Millenia after the struggles of Jacob and Esau, each of us still secretly 
claims to be the beloved of God…A twin birth may divide the family into competing alliances—mother 
love arrayed against paternal preferences. But perhaps the problem and the solution are deeply 
intertwined…The recognition and respect of differences also hold out the hope of reconciliation, when 
brothers realize they do not want to be the other, but themselves….My fragile hope is that Jews and 
Christians, and so too Muslims will come to echo the words not of Jacob, but of Esau, “I have enough, my 
brother, let what is yours remain yours.” [Gen 33:9]  When Christians stop working for Jewish conversion 
to Christianity, and Muslims stop seeking exclusive control of Abraham’s blessing…When all the biological 
descendants of Abraham, Sarah and Hagar learn that the pain of our brothers and sisters cannot be taken 
lightly—even if we believe divine destiny is on our side—then reconciliation may yet become real. 
 
R' Azriel FELLNER… The oracle foretold that “the older shall serve the younger…” Jacob & Esau 
became mythical and ever-present antagonists, their names endowed with separate ideologies 
and approaches to life…But I have never been quite satisfied with the negative portrait of Esau 
by our tradition.  Though he was a hunter and a man of quick appetites and immediate 
pleasures, he nevertheless has a streak of nobility within.  Clearly, his father Isaac loved him.  
True, he gave up his birthright for a mess of pottage, but the blessings Isaac wanted to bestow 
were appropriated through a clever ruse initiated by Rebecca. Esau’s anger has been kindled and 
his heart is wrenching.  Yet years later, a touching reconciliation takes place between the 
brothers…And when Isaac dies, they come together to bury their father. 
The MALBIM [1809-1879] in interpreting the verse “and the children clashed within her,” 
began his exposition by pointing out that this turmoil between the twins was akin to the 
human being, himself, who is an admixture of physical and spiritual.  These two aspects 
of the human being are often in conflict with one another, Jacob and Esau emblematic 
of these dueling psyches…If I may take a leap of imaginative exposition, we are all Jacob 
& Esau combined, the clash of human psyches perpetually within us. 

  



SOD…Courage & Vulnerability: The Open Questioning that Leads to Love 
November 27, 2016 

R’ Yitz GREENBERG …[Orthodox Rabbi, student of Soloveitchik; Harvard Ph.D, YITZ instituted the first Interfaith Clergy Dialogue that grew 
into CLAL: The National Jewish Center for Learning & Leadership; served as Chair of the U.S. Holocaust Memorial, and is founding Pres of The 
Jewish Life Network. Prof of Jwsh History at Brandeis & Yeshivah, founder of Jewish Studies Depot at City College, he is author of many works…] 
According to my nascent theology [as expressed in the heart of my essay “The Cultural Revolution and Religious 

Unity”] truly knowing the other translated into experiencing the intrinsic human dignities found in every image of 

God…Ultimately, one could not go on honoring the other’s humanity while dismissing the religion in which the 

other’s character and values were shaped…In his fair-minndedness, my teacher, the Rav [Soloveitchik] said that 

Jews had no more right to reshape Christian doctrine than Christians did to reshape Judaism. Yet we felt that the 

only way Christianity would change its traditional “teaching of contempt” for Jewry would be if the dialogue we 

shared dealt with theology…Increasingly, I realized the heavy price Jews paid in defining Christianity as the totally 

“other.”  In impoverishing their own religious thought to stay clear of Christian concepts, Jews were rejecting an 

important part of their own psyche.  Defining Judaism by negating Christianity, Jews paradoxically were being 

controlled by the very religion to which they were so antagonistic…The idea that covenant was by its very nature 

intended to unfold in stages—this understanding of Jewish history opened a new theological door for me…The 

fundamental basis of Covenant is that out of divine love for humanity, God privileges human dignity and freedom 

over human obedience.  Since the divine goal is to achieve the fullness of humankind, partnership is then 

essential.  Therefore God has self-limited, inviting humans to become partners in the process of perfecting the 

world…As humankind grows from childhood to greater maturity, covenantal terms should be jointly adjusted to 

allow for the increased role and dignity of humanity…Any religion professing the goal of perfecting the world to 

enable the victory of “life” over “death” should enthusiastically welcome any and all other faiths willing to partner 

with it in such a daunting task.  Furthermore, after the Shoah, every religion should be so hungry to rebalance the 

world back toward life that it should be prepared to overcome barriers, stereotypes and shameful histories in 

order to forge such partnerships… “Covenantal Pluralism” argues then that both Judaism and Christianity have 

paid a heavy price for their original readings of the split between them.  Although officially they taught their 

followers to choose life and love, in their relationship to one another they communicated a message of hatred and 

death…This triumphalism, rejectionism, and mutual defamation grew out of human need for reassurance that 

indeed “I am the favored son.” This sense of rivalry for God’s favor led both communities astray.  Both faiths 

needed to abandon their historical allegiance to their own chosenness at the expense of the other’s election.  

Rather, they needed to understand that the divine election was a case of multiple choice. God, as divine parent, 

was capable of loving each child infinitely without loving any less…It is my argument then that it is urgent for Jews 

and Christians to go beyond pluralism into partnership—with each other and with every other faith willing to help 

mend the world.  In pluralism, one accepts the existence of the other, affirming the dignity of the other, even 

integrating insights from the other.  Partnership, however, involves affirming that my truth/faith system cannot 

fulfill God’s dreams alone.  The world needs the contribution that the other religion can make for achieving 

ultimate wholeness…Therefore, both must come to recognize that they need each other’s efforts to realize their 

deepest hopes—to make the vision of Redemption real…   

[For the Sake of Heaven and Earth—The New Encounter Between Judaism & Christianity, Irving Greenberg, J.P.S., 2004, pages 

10, 13-14, 25-26, 39, 41-42, 45] 

 


