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Ramban on Genesis 12:6
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AND ABRAM PASSED THROUGH THE LAND. 1 will tell you a principle by
which you will understand all the coming portions of Scripture concerning
Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. It is indeed a great matter which our Rabbis
mentioned briefly, saying: “Whatever has happened to the patriarchs is a sign to
the children.” It is for this reason that the verses narrate at great length the
account of the journeys of the patriarchs, the digging of the wells, and other
events. Now someone may consider them unnecessary and of no useful
purpose, but in truth they all serve as a lesson for the future: When an event
happens to any one of the three patriarchs; that which is decreed to happen to
his children can be understood.
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1. And Laban arose early in the morning and kissed his sons and daughters and
blessed them, and Laban went and returned to his place. 2. And Jacob went on
his way, and angels of God met him. 3. And Jacob said when he saw them,
"This is the camp of God," and he named the place Mahanaim. 4. Jacob sent
angels ahead of him to his brother Esau, to the land of Seir, the field of

Edom. 5. And he commanded them, saying, "So shall you say to my master to
Esau, 'Thus said your servant Jacob, "l have sojourned with Laban, and | have
tarried until now. 6. And | have acquired oxen and donkeys, flocks,
manservants, and maidservants, and | have sent to tell {this] to my master, to
find favor in your eyes.” 7. The angels returned to Jacob, saying, "We came to
your brother, to Esau, and he is also coming toward you, and four hundred men
are with him." 8. Jacob became very frightened and was distressed; so he
divided the people who were with him and the flocks and the cattle and the
camels into two camps. 8. And he said, "If Esau comes to one camp and strikes
it down, the remaining camp will escape.” 10. And Jacob said, "O God of my
father Abraham and God of my father Isaac, the Lord, Who said to me, 'Return
to your land and to your birthplace, and | will do good to you." 11. I have
become small from all the kindnesses and from all the truth that You have
rendered Your servant, for with my staff | crossed this Jordan, and now | have
become two camps. 12. Now deliver me from the hand of my brother, from the
hand of Esau, for | am afraid of him, lest he come and sitrike me, [and strike] a
mother with children. 13. And You said, 'l will surely do good with you, and | will
make your seed [as numerous] as the sand of the sea, which cannot be counted
because of multitude ™ 14. So he lodged there on that night, and he took from
what came into his hand a gift for his brother Esau: 15. Two hundred she goats
and twenty he goats, two hundred ewes and twenty rams, 16. Thirty nursing
camels with their young, forty cows and ten bulls, twenty she donkeys and ten
he donkeys. 17. And he gave into the hands of his servants each herd
individually, and he said to his servants, "Pass on ahead of me and make a
space between one herd and another herd." 18. And he commanded the first
one, saying, "When my brother Esau meets you, and asks you, saying, 'To
whom do you belong, and where are you going, and for whom are these before
you?' 19. You shall say, '[! belong] to your servant Jacob; it is a gift sent to my
master, to Esau, and behold, he himself is behind us.™ And he commanded
also the second one, also the third one, also all those who followed the herds,
saying, "In this manner shall you speak to Esau when you meet him. 21. And
you shall say, 'Also, behold, your servant Jaceb is behind us.' " For he said, "l
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will appease his anger with the gift that is going before me, and afterwards | will
see his face, perhaps he will favor me." 22. So the gift passed on before him,
and he lodged that night in the camp. 23. And he arose during that night, and
he took his two wives and his two maidservants and his eleven children, and he
crossed the ford of [the] Jabbok. 24. And he took them and brought them
across the stream, and he took across what was his. 25. And Jacob was left
alone, and a man wrestled with him until the break of dawn. 26. When he saw
that he could not prevail against him, he touched the socket of his hip, and the
socket of Jacob's hip became dislocated as he wrestled with him. 27. And he
(the angel) said, "Let me go, for dawn is breaking,” but he {Jacob} said, "l will
not let you go unless you have blessed me." 28. So he said to him, "What is
your name?" and he said, "Jacob.” 29. And he said, "Your name shall no longer
be called Jacob, but Israel, because you have commanding power with [an
angel of] God and with men, and you have prevailed." 30. And Jacob asked
and said, "Now tell me your name," and he said, "Why is it that you ask for my
name?" And he blessed him there. 31. And Jacob named the place Peniel, for
[he said,] "l saw an angel face to face, and my soul was saved.” 32. And the sun
rose for him when he passed Penuel, and he was limping on his thigh.

33. Therefore, the children of Israel may not eat the displaced tendon, which is
on the socket of the hip, until this day, for he touched the socket of Jacob's hip,
in the hip sinew.

Genesis 28:15
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15 Remember, | am with you: | will protect you wherever you go and will bring

you back to this land. | will not leave you until | have done what I have promised
you.

Mekhilta Beshalah
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A man whom the Lord had promised (security), should he fear and be afraid?
But what Jacob meant was: Woe is me, per-adventure sin has made me forfeit
(Divine protection).

Yonah - Jonah - Chapter 3
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4. And Jonah commenced to come into the city, one day's walk, and he
proclaimed and said, "In another forty days Nineveh shall be overturned!”
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9. Whoever knows shall repent, and God will relent, and He will return from His
burning wrath, and we will not perish.

Bereshit Rabbah 76, 2
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R. Huna in the name of R. Aha said: "And behold | am with thee" (Gen. 28:15)
and it is also written: “If God will be with me” (Ibid, 20). But from here we learn
that there is no guarantee for the righteous man in this world.

Rashi on Genesis 32.8
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Jacob became . frightened, and...distressed: He was frightened lest he be killed
(Gen. Rabbah 75:2, Tanchuma, Vayishlach 4), and he was distressed that he
might kill others.
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The patriarchs were more than just founders of a new faith. They
were also role models. Their lives are significant not only for what they
tell us about the past but also for what they tell us about the present —
for their challenges are ours.

Abraham was the man who had the strength of conviction to
stand apart from the culture of his time ~ to be different, to refuse to
worship the idols of the age, and to listen instead to the inner voice of
the one God, even when it meant setting ont on a long and risk-laden
journey. What carried him through was love (hesed) - love of God and,
yes, the love of humanity that shines through all his deeds and words.

Isaac was the man who knew the reality of sacrifice. He lived, he
survived, but not without seeing the knife lifted agamst him. He knew

Jonathan Sacks

to the core of his being that to be a child of the covenant is neither easy
nor safe. What carried him through was courage {gevura) — and for what-
ever reason, the historical record is clear: to remain Jewish takes courage.

In connection with Jacob, though, the prophet Micah speaks of
truth (“You will give truth to Jacob” [7:20]). This does not imply truth
in a cognitive sense (What are the facts? What is ultimately real?}, but
rather truth in an existential sense {Who am I? To whach story do I
belong and what part am I called on to play?). The search for cognitive
truth — seientific, metaphysical, artistic - is not specific to the Abraha-
mic covenant. It is the heritage of all mankind. There is no such thing as
Jewish science or economics or psychology. What is, is; and it is given
to Homo sapiens as such to discover it {Rashi translates the phrase “Let
us make man in our image, after our likeness” to mean “with the capac-
ity to understand and discern”).* The truth with which Jacob spent
much of his life wrestling was quite different. It was a truth about iden-
tity. Central to it are the words face (in which mirror do I look to see
who I am?), name (by which term do I know myself?) and blessing (to
what destiny am I called?).

One thing stands out about the first phase in Jacob’s life. He
longs to be Esau ~ more specifically, he desires to occupy Esau’s place.
He struggles with him in the womb. He 15 born holding on to Esau’s
heel (this is what gives him the name Jacob, “heel-grasper”). He buys
Esau’s birthright. He dresses in Esau’s clothes. He takes Esau’s blessing.
‘When the blind Isaac asks him who he is, he replies, “I am Esau, your
firstborn” (27:19).

Why? The answer seems clear. Esan is everything Jacob is not.
He is the firstborn. He emerges from the womb red and covered in hair
(Esau means “fully made”). He is strong, full of energy, a skilled hunter,
“a man of the fields.” More importantly, he has his father’s love. Esan is
Homo naturalis, a man of nature. He knows that homo homint lupus est,
“man is wolf to man” He has the strength and skill to fight and win in the
Darwinian struggle to survive and the Hobbesian war of “all against all”
These are his natural battlegrounds and he relishes the contest.

Esan is the archetypal hero of a hundred myths and legends of the
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ancient world (and of action movies today). He is not without dignity,
nor does he lack human feelings. His love for hus father Isaac is genuine

and touching. The midrash, for sound educational reasons, turned Esau

into a bad man. The Torah itself is altogether more subtle and profound.
Esau is not a bad man; he is a natural man, celebrating the Homeric vir-
tues and the Nietzschean will to power.

Itis not surpnising that Jacob’s first desire was to be like him. That
was the face he first saw in the mirror of his imagination, the face he
presented to the blind Isaac when he came to take the blessing. But the
face was not the face of Jacob, any more than were the hands.

Nor was the blessing he took the one that was destined for him,
‘The true blessing was the one he received later, when Isaac knew he was
blessing Jacob, not thinking him to be Esau.

Jacob’s blessing had nothing to do with wealth or power. It had
to do with children and a land - children he would instruct in the ways
of the covenant and a land in which his descendants would strive to
construct a covenantal society based on justice and compassion, law
and love. To receive that blessing Jacob did not have to dress in Esau’s
clothes. Instead he had to be himself, not a man of nature, but a person
whose ears were attuned to a voice beyond nature, the call of the Author
of all to be true to that which cannot be bought by wealth or controlled
by power, namely, the human spirit as the breath of God and human
dignity as the image of God.

1t should now be clear exactly what Jacob was doing when he
met Esau twenty-two years later: He was giving back the blessing he
had taken all those years before. The herds and flocks he sent to Esau
represented wealth (“the dew of heaven and the richness of the earth”).
The sevenfold bowing and calling himself “your servant” and Esau “my
lord” represented power {“Be lord over your brothers, and may the sons
of your mother bow down to you”). Jacob no longer wanted or needed
these things. “I have everything” he says — meamng, “I no longer need
either wealth or power to be complete.” He makes this explicit in the
words “Please take [not just 'my gift’ but also] ‘my blessing”” He now
knows the blessing he took from Esan was never meant for him, and
he is returning it.

[ ]
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It 15 equally clear what was transacted in the wrestling match the
previous night. It was Jacob’s inner battle with exastential truth. Who was
he? The man who longed to be Esau? Or the man called to a different
destiny, “the road less travelled,” the Abrahamic covenant? “I will not
let you go until you bless me,” he says to his adversary. The unnamed
stranger responds in a way that defies expectation. He does not give
Jacob a conventional blessing (You will be rich, or strong, or safe). Nor
does he promise Jacob a life free of conflict. The name Jacob signifies
struggle; the name Israel also signifies struggle. But the terms of the
conflict have been reversed.

1t is as if the man said to him, “In the past, you struggled to be
Esau. In the future you will struggle not to be Esau but to be yourself.
In the past you held on to Esau’s heel. In the future you will hold on to
God. You will not let go of Him; He will not let go of you. Now let go
of Esau so that you can be free to hold on to God.” The next day, Jacob
does so. He lets go of Esau by giving him back hus blessing. And though
Jacob had now renounced both wealth and power, and though he still
limped from the encounter the night before, the passage ends with the
words, Vayavo Yaukov shalem, “"And Jacob emerged complete” That is
the stunning truth at whach Jacob finally arrived, and to which the name
Israel is testimony. To be complete we do not need Esau’s blessings of
wealth and power. Ours is another face, an alternative destiny, a differ-
ent blessing. The face we bear is the image we see reflected in the face
of God when we wrestle with Him and refuse to let go.

Not by accident was this episode the birth of our identity (our
name”) as Israel. At almost every significant juncture i our history we
have wrestled with civilizations who worshipped the gods of nature:
wealth (“the dew of heaven and the richness of the earth”) or power
(“may nations serve you and peoples bow down to you”). Israel never
knew the wealth of ancient Greece or Rome, Renaissance Italy or aristo-
cratic France. It never knew the power of great empires, their invincible
armies and weapons of destruction. When it longed for those things, as
in the days of Solomon, it lost its way.

Israel’s strength never lay in itself but in that which was other and
greater than itself: the power that transcends all earthly powers, and the
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wealth that is not physical but spiritual, a matter of mind and heart. Jews
have often wished to be someone else, the Esaus of the age. Too often,
they knew what it was, in Shakespeare’s words, to

...Jook upon myself, and curse my fate,
Wishing me like to one more rich in hope,
Featur'd like him, like him with friends possess'd,
Desiring this man’s art, and that man’s scope,
With what I most enjoy contented least.
{Sonnet XXI1xX 4-8)

That is a feeling we must ultimately reject. The Torah does not ask us
to think badly of Esau. To the contrary, it commands us: “Do not hate
an Edomite [i.e, a descendant of Esau], for he is your brother” (Deu-
teronomy 23:7). It did however ask us to wrestle, as did Jacob, alone, at
night, in the depths of our soul, and discover the face, the name and the
blessing that is ours. Before Jacob could be at peace with Esau he had
to learn that he was not Esau but Israel - he who wrestles with God
and never lets go.



