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Parshat Vayishlach: From Jacob to Israel—evolution of a fighter  

Introduction: Was Nietzsche right? 

Does Judaism promote a slave morality? The important nineteenth century philosopher, 
Friedrich Nietzsche, in his On the Genealogy of Morality, sure thought so. He faulted Judaism for 
propagating a lowly moral ethic which he defined as a "slave morality."  

Slaves, Nietzsche explained, are powerless, passive, and at the disposal of their masters. The only 
area under their jurisdiction is their inner-world. Historically, Nietzsche explained, Jews have 
lived under the rule of many masters. This cultivated in the Jews a slave mentality. It is this 
submissive mental space that has tainted their moral ethic ever since. Nietzsche claimed that 
Judaism is wrong for favoring weakness over power, and submission and silence over will and 
control. Man's real and healthy state is power, not weakness. 

Was Nietzsche right? One only has to read the famous words of the Sages in The Chapters of the 
Fathers to find allusions to this introverted line of thinking. For example, the Sages teach, "Who is 
brave? The one who subdues their evil inclination." Aristotle, for instance, would not have 
resorted to such an internalized response. If asked the same question, he would have retorted, 
"The one who defeats their foe in battle. This is true bravery!" And based on some interpreters, 
Nietzsche would have answered in a similar vein.  

So, once more, is Judaism a slave mentality? Does Judaism not have what to say on actualized 
power and external modes of bravery?  

In the following, I will propose an answer to this query, premised upon a psychological 
interpretation of selected events from Jacob's life. We will review four salient events and closely 
observe Jacob's behavior. From there we will turn to a fifth event, from our Torah portion. 
These observations will bring us full circle, right back to our Nietzschian challenge.   

1. Birth: Jacob's name and its meaning 

Our short overview of Jacob's life opens on the day of his birth. Back in Parshat Toldot we learned 
about two children, Jacob and Esau, "struggling" in Rebecca's womb.  Esau was born first. Jacob 
followed, clinging on to the heel of his brother, Esau, as he entered into the world. This is the 
source, the Torah teaches, of Jacob's name. The name Jacob is based on the Hebrew root EQeB, 
which means heel. 

On a deeper level, however, we are being introduced, already at Jacob's birth, to a central theme 
in his personality.  Jacob is the heel, he is a step behind, afraid to take the lead. During our Rosh 
Hashana evening meal, we pray, "Let us be the head and not the tail." We want to be ahead of the 
game—a leader. Jacob's inborn tendency is to be the tail, and not the head—or in our portion's 
terminology: the heel. This will manifest itself throughout his life in a tendency towards passivity, a 
fear of confrontation, and a certain backhanded behavior when it comes to achieving his goals.  

2. Birthright episode 

Soon after, we are introduced to older versions of the twins. Each has assumed a different role in 
life. Jacob is a peaceful tent-dweller, while Esau is out in the field hunting game. Esau returns 
home one day from a tough hunting expedition, fatigued and famished, to find Jacob stirring a 
delicious lentil soup. Jacob offers some of his tasty dish in exchange for Esau's birthright. Esau 
agrees and they cut a deal. 

Jacob works in an indirect manner. Just when Esau is in a weak spot, Jacob moves in and seizes 
the opportunity. Esau senses he could pass out or even die without any food in his system. He 
quickly sells his birthright to Jacob for some of Jacob's lentils. We are witness here to a certain 
backhanded activism. Jacob attains the birthright through a tint of trickery.  
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3. Isaac's blessing    

So far, we have touched on two incidents, Jacob's naming and the birthright episode. These 
affairs lead us straight into our third narrative, Jacob's reception of Esau's blessings. In this story, 
also, we see a mixture of traits that highlight Jacob's "heel"-like character.  

First, he is silenced by a strong mother-figure, Rebecca. He obediently submits to her lead, 
straight ahead into a thick of doubt and possible immoral behavior. He speaks up for a moment, 
"Mom, what if my father will touch me? I am fair-skinned!" But once this is addressed, all 
inquiries subside.  

Second, alongside this submissiveness, we witness a familiar backhandedness in the blessings 
scene. Jacob causes his father to believe it is Esau who is standing before him, serving Isaac's 
favorite delicacies. Isaac asks, "Which of my sons are you?" Jacob quips, "It's me, Esau, your 
firstborn." Isaac persists, "Are you really my son, Esau?" Jacob answers, "I am!" Jacob is dressed 
like Esau, with animal skins on his arms. He presents himself as Esau, in a backhanded manner, 
to receive not only Esau's birthright, but also his blessing. The plan works.  

When Esau finds out, he roars at the top of his lungs, in anger and deep anguish. He then alludes 
to Jacob's name, saying, "My brother Jacob, acted in line with his name. He came in a 
backhanded manner, like the heel, and slighted me—now two-fold!"  Jacob flees to his future 
father-in-law, Laban, in Haran, where more drama awaits him.  

4. Jacob discovers his voice with Laban 

In our fourth scene, at Jacob's father-in-law, Laban's, house, Jacob gets mishandled and abused 
time and again. It's as if his name, the "heel," has predestined his affairs. He is trampled upon by 
Laban's heels.  

Laban switches his wives and salary and robs Jacob over and over. But Jacob remains silent. This 
silence persists until one fateful day when Jacob just cannot take it anymore.  

The Torah describes Jacob's emotional state as "incensed." He can't, and will not, take the 
bullying. He escapes with his family, but Laban catches up with the crew. Jacob opens his mouth 
for the first time.  

He belts out in a robust voice, "What is my crime, Laban!? I worked for you in scorching heat by 
day and debilitating frost by night. Sleep evaded my eyes. And you changed my wages time and 
again. Why are you so impassioned to stifle me? I am in the right and you are in the wrong!"  

This was a historical moment for Jacob. It was here that he stepped out of his "heel" mold into 
an empowered one. He discovered his voice and was fighting back. 

5. Battle with Esau's angel, Name change to Israel 

We now fast forward to our Torah portion, Parshat Vayishlach, to our fifth and final event. It is 
the night before Jacob's anticipated meeting with Esau. Jacob is alone in the camp and is attacked 
by no other than, the Sages tell us, Esau's angel. Esau's spiritual halo is up and ready to battle 
Jacob.  

Will Jacob back down, bribe, maybe run away? No! He is a different person now. He is prepared 
to battle. And that he did! He battled the spiritual being all through the night and came out 
victorious.  

Jacob's being was transformed and a more suitable name was now in place. Esau's angel thus 
pronounced, "Your new name shall be Israel. Because you have battled and shown yourself able!" 
The name Israel stems from the Hebrew word sarita, which means simply put, "You are a fighter! 
You have battled!"  
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This is huge progress for Jacob. The bold and impassioned verbal response to Laban and the 
willingness to spar with Esau's angel proved that Jacob was now Israel. The submissiveness and 
backhanded nature has been replaced with a combative, hands-on orientation. 

It's interesting to note, that the Bible and the Talmud never relinquish the Jacob title. We are 
even told that while going forward Israel may be the predominant feature, but the Jacob title will 
never be abolished, and seemingly its accompanying quietistic traits will not either.  

Nevertheless, a most central trait of the nation of Israel remains its fighting gene. We are fighters, 
we have a voice and should align our life and mission with this voice—fighting for what's right 
and tackling issues head-on, if need be. 

6. Israel: Readiness and ability to fight for just causes 

At this juncture, we now return to Nietzsche, equipped with knowledge of Israel and its function 
in the world. Let's revisit our inquiry. Are we, as Nietzsche posited, merely transmitters of a slave 
morality?  

An honest person will not deny the plethora of Jewish traditional sources espousing humility, 
submission, quietism, and simplicity. Even Jacob, after his name-change to Israel, chose the path 
of appeasement with Esau, instead of head-on battle. He prostrates to Esau profusely, seven 
times, and sends tributes and heart-catching words.  

That being said, the central question remains: was Jacob able and ready to fight, if need be? The 
answer is a solid yes. Esau's angel observed, "You battled with divine beings and humans and were 
able!" The freedom and strength to fight for just causes is what defines Israel. Jacob battled divine 
beings, Esau's angel, and humans, Laban in the aforementioned inflamed diatribe. He proved 
himself able and willing to fight when the moment called, and hence, most worthy of his new 
title, Israel. 

Conclusion: Effecting change, living the Israel ideal today 

In conclusion, Jacob and Israel are two sides of our moral fabric. The ability and the willingness 
to fight for what's right, to stand up for ourselves and others when push-comes-to-shove, is in 
our DNA and moral ethic. Our name Israel, and all it entails, runs counter to slave morality. 

Looking forward, there are many paths through which we can manifest our Israel trait. Finding 
causes that stir us, evoke deep emotions and a drive to effect change could be a starting point for 
channeling this Israel energy.  

I know of students at my yeshiva who flew to Greece this week to stand in solidarity with, and 
help, Syrian refugees. I also see many people fighting for the country of Israel's good reputation 
in the media and around America.  Others are navigating ways in their personal life to fight off 
oppression and/or negative energy.  There are so many ways to manifest our power and serve 
the world in a positive and proactive way.   

What is our own individual mission? What propels us forward—individually—to battle and effect 
change? Only we, personally, can answer these vital questions.  

But our Torah portion gets us moving on the right track. It provides us with confidence and 
promise that we can rise to this task, by declaring for all generations: We are Israel! And we are able! 


