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On November 29, 1947, the United Nations voted to divide the former British mandate of 

Palestine, a vote that served as the political precursor to Israel’s birth as a state.  On November 

29, 2012, the United Nations voted once again – this time to give Palestine nonmember observer 

status in the UN. Particularly for those of you who have lived through these past 65 years, 

Thursday’s decision must seem like a stunning reversal of fortune for the State of Israel.  

 

But before turning to the issues of our day, let’s turn first to a very different, but perhaps no less 

stunning reversal that occupies a central place in our parsha.  

 

Yaakov hasn’t seen or heard from Esav in more than 20 years. When Yaakov fled, he left behind 

him a wronged brother bent on fratricide. Not knowing what to expect in anticipation of seeing 

Esav again, Yaakov prepares for the worst. And yet, when the two brothers finally come 

together, we learn that Esav has moved past the ill will of yesteryear. In fact, he’s softened to the 

point of embracing the brother who had twice deceived him.  

 

But let me ask you this: If you had to pin an adjective on Esav, what would it be? 

 

I can think of a few: 

• Powerful 

• Vengeful 

• Emotional 

• Impulsive 

•  

With this image of Esav in mind, there’s something Yaakov says that seems almost impossible to 

understand. In the course of prevailing upon his brother to accept his gift, Yaakov declares 

(33:10):  

 

  ִּכי ַעל ֵּכן ָרִאיִתי ָפנֶי� ִּכְראֹת ְּפנֵי ֱא�ִהים ַוִּתְרֵצנִי:ָצאִתי ֵחן ְּבֵעינֶי� ְוָלַקְחָּת ִמנְָחִתי ִמּיִָדי ַוּיֹאֶמר יֲַעקֹב ַאל נָא ִאם נָא מָ 

For to see your face is like seeing the face of God and you have received me favorably. 

   

This has got to be one of the most enigmatic lines in the entire Torah. 

To see the face of Esav is to see the face of Hashem? What on earth does Yaakov mean?  

 

Based on a comment by Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch, I’d like to suggest the following: 

 

 .is not just the name of Hashem. In the Torah, it has a very specific connotation אלוקים

Sometimes it speaks to God’s attribute of justice; and sometimes the word אלוהים refers to literal 

judges. Either way, the word is always attached to the notion judgment.  

 

What Yaakov is saying to Esav is this: I recognize that when I stand before you, I stand before 

my judge and jury. Supported by a fighting force of 400 men, Esav – if you so choose – you 
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could cut me down where I stand and annihilate my entire family. I cheated you out of your 

bracha, you were angry and you could have translated that anger into violence. Instead, ותרצני – 

you allowed yourself to be appeased.  

 

If, as Alexander Pope famously wrote, “To err is human, to forgive divine,” then Esav has in fact 

put on a godlike display of moral nobility. 

  

Can you think of any other character in the Torah who demonstrates such a capacity to sublimate 

so much inner rage and willingly forgive? 

 

Bearing witness to this extraordinary generosity of spirit, Yaakov cannot help but stand in awe of 

his brother. 

 

As I’ve mentioned in the past, part of what enables Yaakov to become the father of בני ישראל – is 

what the Torah describes as his ability to be a יושב אוהלים. As the Radak writes, to dwell in many 

tents means to be able to assimilate ideas and life lessons from every experience and every 

interaction and then turn around and import them into the next chapter of one’s life narrative.  

 

By acknowledging that Esav has overcome nothing less than homicidal rage and replaced it with 

a willing embrace, Yaakov acknowledges, too, that this is a lesson he will carry with him.  

 

It’s with this in mind that it becomes so easy to understand Yaakov’s outrage at Shimon and 

Levi. Remember the story: Their sister is violated by Shchem. By dint of a devious scheme, they 

convince the inhabitants of the city to undergo circumcision. And then, just as the men are 

smarting from the pain of the procedure, Shimon and Levi decimate the city.  

 

It’s a page right out of their father’s playbook. Like Yaakov, the Torah describes them as acting 

 deceitfully and duplicitously. So why is Yaakov so exercised? Why, even decades later on ,במרמה

his deathbed, does Yaakov chastise his sons?  

 

Perhaps it’s because they failed to internalize the lesson Yaakov had learned from Esav – the 

capacity to overcome impulsivity and to find another solution to dealing with those who have 

turned you into a victim. 

 

I am neither a politician nor a political pundit. But even as a lay person, I could not help but feel 

a sense of both disappointment and anxiety on hearing the news of Thursday’s sobering vote at 

the United Nations.  

 

Substantively, the results of the vote will make peace much harder to achieve and – as Yossi 

Siegel talked about two weeks ago – it will open the door for the Palestinians to take action 

against Israel in international legal fora, including the International Court of Justice. With the 

ability to bring matters directly to the ICJ, the Palestinians could ask for advisory rulings on 

final-status issues and it could allow the Palestinians to pursue absurd allegations of war crimes 

committed by Israel’s leaders.  
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And I found it equally sobering to compare the list of countries who stood with America and 

Israel on the one hand, and those who sided against us or abstained on the other. As you know, 

the vote was 138-9 with 41 abstentions. I guess it’s good to know that we can still count on 

Micronesia. But the vote called to mind Yehuda Avner’s words when he spoke here at The 

Jewish Center last spring. In the family of nations, Israel is all but alone.  

 

But perhaps there’s also an opportunity here to see things from another perspective – the 

perspective of the יושב אוהלים – the perspective of one who is willing to identify and internalize 

life lessons even when they come from people with whom we vehemently disagree. 

 

So I would just note in passing, that in all this hubbub, there’s something be gleaned too from the 

other side. Palestinian leaders are good story tellers. They have a message and a narrative to 

communicate and they say it over and again until people start to listen. 

 

The great motivational speaker Zig Ziglar died this week. He used to have a rule that he would 

make his audience laugh at least every 7-9 minutes. Listening to Mahmoud Abbas this week, it 

seems his rule is to mention the occupation every 7-9 seconds. Or think of Yasser Arafat. Can 

you ever remember him saying anything that didn’t name occupation as the root of all evil?    

 

It’s hard to stand on the sidelines and watch these kinds of events unfold. But we needn’t consign 

ourselves to the roles of passive bystanders.  

 

Most of us in this room are not politicians, but in whatever context we find ourselves, we should 

be great story tellers – because we actually have a great story to tell. Never mind that it also 

happens to be true – which makes it even more compelling. 

 

It’s the story of a fledgling nation of refugees that returned to its homeland after 2,000 years of 

exile. It’s the story of a resilient little land surrounded by enemies that’s created a sustainable 

democratic society. It’s the story of a country with no natural resources to speak of that produces 

more start-up companies per capita than any other nation. It’s the story of a country that in the 

span of a single lifetime has emerged as a world leader in medicine, in technology and in the 

Torah values of צדקה and חסד.  

 

After the earthquake in Haiti, how many field hospitals did China set up to help the victims? 

How many doctors from Switzerland volunteered to spend a week caring for people thousands of 

miles away? But there was Israel – being מקדש שם שמים once again.  

 

Even after Hurricane Sandy groups of highly trained Israeli volunteers flew into Long Island and 

New Jersey to lend a hand with the relief efforts.  

 

No one is claiming Israel is perfect. It’s not. But we have an extraordinary story to tell.  

 

Tell your kids or your grandkids. Tell your friends and your co-workers. Tell them again and 

again.  
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By the very virtue of your sitting in this room right now, you are in the top 1% of Israel 

advocates in this country.  

 

If we don’t tell our story, someone else will fill the void with theirs. Let us have our answer at 

the ready when confronted with the question: What’s the story they’ll tell about us 65 years from 

now?    


