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When Yehuda Avner visited The Jewish Center this past spring, he told the following story:  
May 14, 1948 was a Friday. Avner and his friends had taken up arms with the ragtag fighting 
forces of the Irgun. They were in Ein Karem and they were utterly cut off from all 
communication. A short while after Shabbos had begun, there was a break from the sounds of 
gunfire and a silence set in on the trenches. Out of the blackness of night, one of Avner’s 
compatriots, Leopold Mahler came running in: “I have news. I have news!” 
Everyone raced to gather around to hear what was happening. After he finally caught his breath, 
Mahler said, “David ben Gurion declared independence this afternoon in Tel Aviv. The Jewish 
State comes into being at midnight.”  
The air, Avner said, exploded in joyful tears and laughter. 
“Hey Mahler,” one of the men shouted – “Our state – what its name?” 
Mahler shook his head. “I don’t know. I didn’t think to ask.” 
“How about Yehudah?” someone suggested. 
“Zion,” cried another. “It’s an obvious choice.” 
“Israel,” called a third. “What’s wrong with Israel?” 
 
“Let’s drink to that,” one of them said, opening a bottle of wine Mahler had brought back with 
him from Jerusalem. “L’chayim to our new state – whatever its name.” 
Nassan, a chassid from Meah Shearim, called out: “Wait! It’s Friday night. First Kiddush. He 
picked up a cup of wine, recited the Kiddush and concluded with an additional bracha:  ברוך אתה

... שהחיינואלוקנו מלך העולם' ה  
 
The name Israel, of course, originates in our parsha. Before his epic encounter with his brother, 
Esav, Yaakov – alone under cover of darkness – struggles with a mysterious man or perhaps an 
angel. Neither of them can vanquish the other. The angel demands that Yaakov release him. 
Yaakov agrees, but only on condition that he receive a blessing in return (32:29.  

  :ויאמר לא יעקב יאמר עוד שמך כי אם ישראל כי שרית עם אלהים ועם אנשים ותוכל
 
It seems to me that if our very identity as a nation and as a people derives from this line, it 
behooves us to grasp the full sense of its meaning.  
 
No longer will your name be Yaakov, but rather Yisrael. Why? כי שרית עם אלקים ועם אנשים ותוכל 
Because you have striven with God and with men and you have prevailed. 

 
This leaves me with two questions:  
First: Who are the gods and men to whom the angel here refers?  
And second: What would it mean that Yaakov prevailed? If the reference is a local one, it’s 
untrue. Yaakov doesn’t best the angel. A charitable reading would consider it a tie at best. If 
anything, Yaakov emerges having been hobbled while his opponent emerges unscathed. And if 
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the reference is to past struggles in Yaakov’s life, where could one honestly say that he struggled 
and emerged victorious? 
 
What I’d like to suggest is that the angel isn’t talking about the events of the past night, but is in 
fact referring to the entire sweep of Yaakov’s adult life. As Rashi says, the אנשים with whom 
Yaakov strove are none other than Esav and Lavan. ותוכל doesn’t mean that Yaakov vanquished 
them, but rather simply that he was able – able to be in a relationship with them.  
 
And Elokim is not the angel, but God himself. Yaakov’s relationship to faith is a complex one. 
Unlike Avraham and Yizchak who call out to God proactively, Yaakov in his early life never 
does. And when he does encounter God, his reaction is stunning: במקום הזה ואנכי לא ידעתי' אכן יש ה  
– I didn’t even know God was present! 
 
It’s not about whether Yaakov wins or loses. It’s true that he struggles in his relationship with 
God – but he is able – able to maintain that relationship even when God seems so distant from 
him.  
 
In changing Yaakov’s name to Yisrael, the angel doesn’t alter his identity. He rather captures the 
essence of Yaakov’s own internal transformation and gives it a name.  
 
The real question is: How does Yaakov self-transform? By the time we find him at the beginning 
of our parsha, he’s developed into quite the strategist: 
 
Think back to Yaakov’s three pronged scheme. In preparing to confront Esav, he sends gifts, 
davens and devises a strategy should he need to wage war. As Rashi puts it, he uses all the tools 
at his disposal: Diplomacy, faith, and military power. I would add that there’s really a fourth. 
After he’s exhausted these three, he musters the inner strength to confront his brother face to 
face. Whereas in the past Yaakov had always run away from his enemies, here for the first time 
he’s willing to stand toe to toe with his brother. 
 
To my mind, it’s actually quite remarkable. Up until this point, the only tool at his disposal has 
been his capacity to use cunning words to get his way. How does this naïve איש תם manage to 
develop into such a complex and multi-faceted person?  
 
The answer I believe goes back to a coded message about Yaakov’s personality when we’re 
introduced to him back in פרשת תולדות. It’s true that he tends toward simplicity and naiveté. He is 
an איש תם. But he’s also a יושב אוהלם. As the Radak writes – he’s someone who is willing to learn 
from anyone to whom he’s exposed. In the Torah, he’s the personification of Ben Zoma’s 
famous statement (Avot 4:1): 

  איזהו חכם הלומד מכל אדם 
Who is truly wise? The one who learns from every man. 
 
From every one of his life relationships, Yaakov adds another dimension to his character. Look 
closely at the four arrows in his quiver and you’ll notice that they correspond directly to the four 
central life approaches that are borne out by Yaakov’s experience.  
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The first tactic is the most intuitive. No one had to teach Yaakov about diplomacy. This one is 
already in Yaakov’s wheelhouse. Perhaps that’s why Rashi mentions it first. It’s Yaakov’s bread 
and butter. He knows how to make words work to his advantage.  
 
But how about the second? Who taught him about war? 
The answer is Esav. It was Esav who taught him that it’s possible to make ones way in the world 
by hunting – by conquering one’s foes. Perhaps Yaakov is physically weaker than his brother. 
But doing battle isn’t just about brute force – it’s also about strategy and tactics. Yaakov extracts 
from his brother the notion that military strength is a value, too.   
 
Who taught him about Tefillah? 
Unlike his father and grandfather, Yaakov struggled with faith. He struggled with God. But 
ultimately Hashem  taught him that there is a time and place for אמונה – for heartfelt תפילה. So for 
the first time in the Torah, we find that Yaakov prays. 
 
And finally, who taught Yaakov the value of confrontation? 
Lavan. By chasing down his son-in-law, Lavan taught Yaakov that you can try to run away – but 
if you don’t eventually confront your enemies, they’ll hunt you down until they will find you.  
 
This then is the meaning of Yisrael: כי שרית עם אלקים ועם אנשים ותוכל 
It’s possible to be in the world, to struggle – with both our faith and our human relationships – 
and to emerge – not victorious – but able – empowered by the myriad life lessons to which each 
of us is exposed.  
 
On Wednesday morning, my Women of the Bible class and I took a field trip to the Metropolitan 
Museum of Art. We’ve been studying the book of Exodus, so we took advantage of the Met’s 
extraordinary Egyptology collection to examine more closely the ancient world from which our 
people emerged. At the end of our scheduled program, we took a detour to view a codex known 
as the Cervera Bible which is on display only for the next few weeks. 
 
Produced in Cervera, Spain around the year 1300, the sacred text doubles as a masterpiece of the 
Gothic era. Its illuminations are simply stunning. And perhaps without knowing it, you’re surely 
familiar with the book’s most famous icon: a resplendent seven-branched Menorah framed by 
two large olive trees – an image that appears on countless holiday cards and book covers.  
 
What’s so fascinating, though, is to notice these illuminations in context. By juxtaposing the 
Cervera Bible to contemporary Christian works, the Met’s curator reveals the striking similarities 
between the two. Even to the untrained eye, it’s patently evident that the Biblical artist, himself a 
Jew, could not have been anything less than well-versed in the decorative flourishes, artistic 
patterns and color palette of the Christian Gothic art of the time. Appropriating them for use in 
this Bible was no feat of subversion, but rather a means by which to sanctify the most celebrated 
media and artistic techniques of his generation.   
 
Part of our nation’s greatness is our capacity and willingness to extract lessons and wisdom from 
people and cultures with whom we’re not directly in synch and use them to enhance and deepen 
our Jewish lives. It’s true that we have to be discriminating and there are some lines we cannot 
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cross. But it’s equally true that our relationships – both with one another and with Hashem – are 
way too complex for us to categorically write anyone out of the scripts of our personal or 
communal narratives. If we are willing to put in the effort, even the Esavs and Lavans of our 
lives can teach us so much about the world and about ourselves.  
 
And if at times it seems that God is not searching for us, then we need to ask ourselves whether 
or not we have been searching for Him.  
 
As we pass through these shortest days and longest nights of winter, like Yaakov Avinu, let’s use 
the cover of our darkness to pause and reflect on what is past and what lay ahead. For though it 
may at times be difficult to discern, within every person resides a blessing, a teaching, a poem or 
a prayer waiting to be revealed.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


