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Towards the end of the parshah the Torah recounts the events surrounding Binyomin’s 
birth and the tragic death of Rochel Imeinu. As Rochel is experiencing difficulty in 
labor, the midwife informs her that she is having a son. The Torah relates that Rochel 
referred to this son by the name  ניבן או , whereas Yaakov, his father called him  ןבנימי . The 
Ramban explains that there was a subtle difference between these two names. בן אוני 
translates as, the son of my mourning. It is related to the similar word that we find in 
the declaration when giving tithes (Devarim 26:14), ונילא אכלתי בא  – I have not eaten of it 
in my intense mourning. The name ןבנימי , on the other hand, translates as, the son of my 
strength. This is similar to the pasuk that appears in the paragraph about inheritances 
and specifically the first born which states (Devarim 21:17),  אונוכי הוא ראשית  – for he is 
his initial strength. Ramban further explains that Yaakov did not intend to supplant the 
name Rochel gave their son because the mothers (Leah, Rochel, Bilha and Zilpah) were 
the ones that gave names to the children. His intent was to retain the same essential 
name but to emphasize a different point. It was a variation of the name chosen by 
Rochel. 

Rochel’s intent was to make Binyomin aware of his origin. She wanted him to know 
about her mesiras nefesh – her self-sacrifice surrounding her birth. Binyomin had to be 
aware that from birth, he had a mission to achieve. His birth was special, and the 
circumstances of his life were unique, and that awareness was intended to motivate and 
inspire him to achieve his potential. Yaakov, on the other hand, also wanted their son to 
realize that he possessed potential for greatness but rather than using his beloved wife’s 
death and mesiras nefesh to accomplish that goal, he wanted to use a positive message. 
Therefore, he translated the word from Aramaic to Hebrew to emphasize Rochel’s 
message with a more positive spin. He is the “son of my strength” rather than the “son 
of mourning.” In other words, both Rochel and Yaakov wanted Binyomin to be aware 
of his potential and his origin so that he would actualize his potential. The only 
difference between them was how to convey that message. Rochel emphasized that she 
gave up her life for him and therefore, he had a mission to fulfill. She wanted her son, 
that she would never meet, to be aware of how much she invested in his birth. Yaakov 
also wanted Binyomin to actualize his potential and to be aware of the circumstances of 
his birth as a springboard for him to develop his unique set of skills. However, he felt 
that it should be emphasized from a more positive perspective rather than something 
that could potentially be depressing. Therefore, he made a slight alteration of his name 
from ניבן או  to  ןבנימי . He wanted to emphasize that Binyomin was the son of his strength. 
Rather than perceiving himself as the son born upon his mother’s death, Yaakov 
wanted Binyomin to see himself as the son of Yaakov’s strength. 
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It seems that Yaakov’s approach prevailed because in the rest of Tanach he is known as 
Binyomin rather than Ben Oni. I don’t think that this is because Yaakov lived and was 
able to refer to his son by his preferred name. It is actually an important lesson 
regarding perspectives. Everything that we experience and everything that occurs in the 
universe is comprised of elements of good and bad. Since Adam HaRishon, the world is 
a mixture of tov and ra – good and bad. Nothing exists in our physical world that is 
either kulo tov – entirely good, or kulo ra -entirely bad. As such, a decision has to be 
made which side will be dominant and which side should be emphasized. Will we 
focus on the part that is good or will we focus on the part that is bad? The truth is and 
to further complicate things, both are correct. There are times that the tov should be 
emphasized and other times that the ra should be emphasized. Rochel has a unique 
place amongst our forefathers and foremothers. Her mesiras nefesh enhances and gives 
her a unique position to daven on behalf of the Jewish People. She is able to accomplish 
things with her prayer that the avos and other imahos are not able to achieve. In that 
context, the tragic experiences of her life serve her and the Jewish People well. There is, 
however, one guiding principle to assist us in navigating such things and that is, how 
can I maximize this situation to make the most of it? Both Rochel and Yaakov sought to 
make the most of the situation, their only difference was the method and approach to 
do so. Rochel wanted to emphasize the tragic element of the story, whereas Yaakov 
wanted to utilize a more positive approach.  

When things occur in our lives, we must also look for a way to make sure that 
something positive comes out of it. It may seem that it is entirely bad and there is 
nothing good to extract from the situation. There are many instances in which it is 
difficult to find a redeeming element but it must be done. It may be that you cannot 
identify the redeeming aspect of the situation but all that means is that it is your 
responsibility to make something positive out of the difficult, challenging situation. 
Necessity is the mother of invention. When confronted with difficulties we must seek 
out ways to either discern the good that is there or to use it as an opportunity to make 
something good. We cannot allow difficulties and challenges to remain without 
transforming it into something positive. This is lesson that the Torah teaches by sharing 
with us how Yaakov slightly altered the name that Rochel gave to their son. 

COVID-19 presents us with so many challenges. Some of those challenges relate directly 
to the virus itself, some relate to how people are behaving during this challenging time 
and some of the challenges relate to how we are coping and adjusting to a COVID 
world. The world is even more head-spinning than it was before and we must make an 
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effort to continue to remain positive and seek steps towards growth. Answers are not 
always readily apparent but they must be sought. 

 

“What distinguishes a leader from a non-leader is not position or office 
or role but rather, a basic attitude to life. Others wait for something to 
happen; leaders help make something happen. While others curse the 
darkness, a leader lights a light.” (Jonathan Sacks, Lessons in 
Leadership).      

To Ralph Siegel and his team:  Thank you for your diligence, thoughtful 
conduct, light touch and steady hand during your tenure as President. 

Thank you for your leadership.   Doug & Gila Wertheimer 
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