
בס"ד
Vayishlach: Just say “no”

When Yaakov come back to K'naan with his wives and children from Haran, where he 

has been living with his uncle and father-in-law, Lavan, he sends messengers to his estranged brother 

Eisav with the following message: “thus says your servant Yaakov: I dwelt (גרתי) with Laban and 

remained until now; I have acquired cattle, asses, sheep, and male and female slaves; and I send this 

message to my lord in the hope of gaining your favor.’” It is curious that the very first thing Yaakov 

would say to Lavan is “I have dwelt with Lavan and remained until now.”  Haran and the land of 

K'naan were not so far apart, and the two communities were bound by family ties, so presumably, even 

in the absence of a direct message from Yaakov Eisav would have at least been aware of his brother's 

whereabouts.  

Rashi offers two explanations for Yaakov's statement, focused on the word גרתי  (“I 

have dwelt”).  His first explanation is that Yaakov was emphasizing that he merely dwelt there as a 

sojourner, a temporary resident and did not settle there permananently, always intending to move home.

Alternatively, Rashi points out that the word גרתי is numerologically equivalnet to 613, and that 

Yaakov is saying “Though I have sojourned with Laban, the wicked, I have observed the 613 

Commandments, ולא למדתי מימעשיו הרעים and I have learned naught of his evil ways.”  

Rashi's second explanation raises questions of its own.  For one, once Yaakov is telling 

Eisav that he's kept the 613 mitzvot, it is implicit that he has not learned from Lavan's evil ways.  Had 

he adopted Lavan's ethics and religion, he could not say that he kept the 613 commandments.  The 

Vizhnitzer Rebber suggests that we read Rashi slightly differently. Rather than reading “ ולא למדתי

 as “I have not learned from his evil ways” we should read Yaakov as saying “I have "ממעשיו הרעים

learned 'No' from his evil ways.”  In other words, his decades-long sojourn with the evil-doing Lavan 

has taught Yaakov how to say “no.”
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For some people, the hardest word to say, is “no.” A person who is normally perfectly 

honest, who doesn't generally lie in the course of their day, when asked to do a favor they don't want to 

do, or to attend a social event they would rather not attend, won't hesitate to lie and make up some 

excuse.  And if we can't think of a good excuse, we do the thing we don't want to do, because however 

badly we don't want to do the thing we're being asked to do, we want to say “no” even less.  

At work, with our spouses, with parents and children, we either do things we don't want 

to do, or we resort to lies and deceit, in order to avoid having to say “no.”

We don't want to hurt the other person's feelings, we are afraid of awkwardness, but 

above all I think we don't want to disappoint people.  Most of us, want to be liked, we want people to 

appreciate us, and we're afraid to put our foot down because we're afraid of how the other person will 

see us. In the long run, an honest “no” will cause less pain than the dishonest excuse, which sets up 

false expectations that maybe the next time the answer will be different, or might cause more hurt 

feelings when the lie is discovered.

So Yaakov, it seemed had just as much trouble with “no” as the rest of us do, but 

somewhere in the course of all his years in the employ of the untrustworthy, idol-worshipping Lavan, 

Yaakov learned how to say no, for the sake of his own self-preservation.  He could not have survived 

much less emerged spiritually and morally intact after twenty years working for Lavan the deceiver, 

had he not learned to say “no.” 

It's still curious, why this should be, according to the Vizhnitzer Rebber the first thing 

that Yaakov said to his brother Eisav upon returning from Lavan's household.  And to understand this, I 

think it's worth looking at the events that led up to Yaakov's flight to Lavan.  Yaakov had deceived his 

father, by dressing up as Eisav, in order to receive the blessing intened for Eisav.  He did this not 

because he wanted to.  He did this at his mother, Rivkah's suggestion, and although Yaakov's own 

intuition told him this was a bad idea, rather than simply refusing to go along with her scheme, he 
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offered a feeble protest of “what happens if my father recognizes me.” Once Rivkah had dismissed his 

fears, he went along with her plan.  If, instead of making up excuses, Yaakov had simply said “No,” 

much heartache and decades of exile could have been avoided.  

Similarly, when Yaakov came before his father, Yitzhak asked him “are you Eisav, my 

son?” Here, Yaakov had an opportunity to come clean, to admit who he was, and ask his father for a 

blessing given freely without deceit or coersion.  All he had to do was answer his father's question with 

a simple “No.” The theft of the blessing, which was was led to Eisav's hatred of Yaakov came about 

because Yaakov failed to say “no” at the appropriate time.  As a result, he had to flee his brother's 

violent anger, and go to a place where he had to learn to say “no” in order to survive.

Thus, according to the Vizhnitzer Rebbe, Yaakov's message to Eisav upon his return was

not just a matter of informing Eisav of his whereabouts, nor was he merely letting him know that he 

had stayed true to the faith and the ways of his parents.  He was letting Eisav know that he had 

changed, and that he had learned to say no, to set limits, and had learned to adhere to principles of 

ethics and fair play. 

A person who can't say “no” is not only going to be taken advantage of by others, is not 

only going to wind up putting up with situations and agreeing to do things that are not in their best 

interest. But as the story of Yaakov's tricking of his father demonstrated, a person who can't say “no” is 

someone who will wind up doing things that they know are not right, and that are unfair and harmful to

others.  

It's not easy to say “no.” It's much easier to just go along with what others want from us,

with our own desires and impulses.  Saying no requires first of all noticing when we feel we're being 

pressured internally or externally to do something that isn't right, that isn't good for us or the world. 

Then it requires us to have the courage to say “no” and set a limit, and the discipline to stick to it, when

inevitably the pressure to go along continues. But this is a muscle we can strengthen by exercising it. I 
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encourage you to be on the lookout and try to notice the moment when you are offered something you 

don't want, or asked to do something you don't want to do.  And to at least consider the possibility, what

would happen if I simply and politely said no. Probably the world won't fall apart, though it might feel 

as if it will.  Another thing we can do, is to try to support the people around us and encourage them to 

say no, by really listening to them and honoring them.  I grew up in a family where if you said no to 

seconds or thirds of food, the food would be pressed on you a second or a third time.  When someone 

refuses a helping of food, or an offer of help, or an invitation to do something, let's take them at their 

word, and not pressure them to relent.  After all, that's what we would hope for if we were the ones 

trying to say no.

We, the descendants of Yaakov, are called a holy nation.  According to the Ramban, 

being holy means separating ourselves, not only from acts which are prohibited, but even from 

indulging in acts which are prohibited but not advisable.  In other words, being holy means having 

limits.  Before Yaakov could become Yisrael, he had to learn to be holy by limits and saying no.  When 

we practice saying “no” to those who would take advantage of us, to say no to those who would 

encourage us to violate our principles in the name of getting along, to say “no” to our own impulses 

when we know they are inappropriate, then we are on our way to embodying the holiness that is our 

heritage as the heirs of Yaakov, who learned to say “no.”

Shabbat Shalom!
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