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Black, White and Shades of Grey

I. Yaakov Enters a World of Ambiguity
A. Contact
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Yaakov sent messengers ahead to his brother Esav in the land of Seir, the country
of Edom,
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“Yaakov sent” — Rav Huna began: “Like one who grasps the ears of a dog, sois a

passerby who is angered over a quarrel not his”
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But the Sages have already taken him to task for this, saying in Bereshith Rabbah:
“Like one that taketh a dog by the ears is he that passeth by, and meddleth with a
strife not his own. The Holy One, blessed be He, said to Yaakov, ‘Esav was going his
way, and you send him messengers, and say to him, Thus saith thy servant
Yaakov!“
In my opinion this too hints at the fact that we instigated our falling into the hand
of Edom [Rome] for the Hasmonean kings during the period of the Second Temple
entered into a covenant with the Romans, and some of them even went to Rome
to seek an alliance. This was the cause of their falling into the hands of the
Romans. This is mentioned in the words of our Rabbis, and is well publicized in
books.
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B. Posture
1. Criticism
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And Yaakov instructed them as follows, “Thus shall you say, ‘To my lord Esav, thus

says your servant Yaakov: | stayed with Laban and remained until now;

| have acquired cattle, asses, sheep, and male and female slaves; and | send this
message to my lord in the hope of gaining your favor...
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After spending the night there, he selected from what was at hand these presents

for his brother Esav: 200 she-goats and 20 he-goats; 200 ewes and 20 rams;

30 milch camels with their colts; 40 cows and 10 bulls; 20 she-asses and 10
he-asses. These he put in the charge of his servants, drove by drove, and he told
his servants, “Go on ahead, and keep a distance between droves.”

“When my brother Esav meets you and asks you, ‘Who’s your master? Where are
you going? And whose [animals] are these ahead of you?’ you shall answer, ‘Your
servant Yaakov’s; they are a gift sent to my lord Esav; and [Yaakov] himself is right
behind us.””
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He gave similar instructions to the second one, and the third, and all the others
who followed the droves, namely, “Thus and so shall you say to Esav when you
reach him.

And you shall add, ‘And your servant Yaakov himself is right behind us.”” For he

reasoned, “If | propitiate him with presents in advance, and then face him,
perhaps he will show me favor.”
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Looking up, Yaakov saw Esav coming, with a retinue of four hundred. He divided
the children among Leah, Rachel, and the two maids,

putting the maids and their children first, Leah and her children next, and Rachel
and Joseph last. And he went before them and bowed low to the ground seven

times until he was near his brother.
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At the moment that Yaakov called Esav “my lord,” the Holy One blessed be He said

to him: ‘You abased yourself and called him “my lord” eight times. As you live, |
will establish eight kings from his descendants before your descendants,” as it is
stated: “These are the kings who reigned [in the land of Edom, before the reign of
a king for the children of Israel]” (Genesis 36:31).
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Yaakov bowed down to Esav seven times. Therefore, seven [cherished locations/

institutions] were forcibly taken from his children: The Sanctuary. Gilgal, Shilo,
Nov, Givon, the First Temple and the Second Temple.
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2. Counterpoint
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Rabbi Yehuda Hanasi said to Rabbi Aphes: “Write a letter in my name to his
Majesty the Emperor Antoninus.” [Identified by scholars either as the Roman
Emperor, Antonius Pius, or his son/adopted heir, Marcus Aurelius.]
He [Rabbi Aphes] arose and wrote: “From Yehuda the Prince to his Majesty the
Emperor Antoninus...”
Rabbi Yehuda took the letter and tore it up. He then instructed [Rabbi Aphes] to
write: “From your servant, Yehuda, to his Majesty the Emperor Antoninus...”
He [Rabbi Aphes] objected: “Why are you debasing your honor?”
Rabbi Yehuda responded: “Am | any better than my elder, Yaakov? Did not Yaakov
say [to Esav]: ‘Thus says your servant, Yaakov...?”

Il. In the Midst the Encounter: A Struggle with a “Stranger”
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23 And he got up that night, and took his two wives, and his two handmaids, and
his eleven children, and passed over the ford of the Yabbok. 24 And he took them,

and crossed them over the stream, and crossed over that which he had. 25 And
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Yaacov was left alone; and a man wrestled with him until the breaking of the

day. 26 And when he saw that he could not overcome him, he touched the hollow
of his thigh; and the hollow of Yaakov's thigh was strained, as he wrestled with
him. 27 And he said: 'Let me go, for the dawn has broken.' And he said: 'l will not
let you go, unless you bless me.' 28 And he said unto him: 'What is your name?"
And he said: 'Yaacov.' 29 And he said: No longer will it be said that your name is
Yaacov, but Israel; for you have striven with God and with man, and have
overcome.'

A. In the Middle of the Night

22:27 N'UXIA DAY
TIT2 1'¥NY IND N'7'72 7NN 12y 1297 NINK T NNAY 110N - XIn N7 0
DI7YAN 19N INN12
He crossed the river at night because he intended to flee in different direction, to
avoid a meeting with Esav. We find that David did something similar when he was
fleeing from his son Avshalom.

Another option: Reassessing Strategies

B. Why Does Yaakov Find Himself Alone?
22:27 N'UXIA ]ann

NIXEATA D XY 17 AWR I QY'Y DYAYN 7010 DX DAY ONR'TTOYWON T i
:DNINN XIN IR 197 V'Y
But in line with the plain meaning of Scripture... He returned [to his camp after

ferrying his family across], and he commanded that all others pass over the brook
before him, and so he remained behind them.
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Rabbi Elazar says: The reason Yaakov remained alone was that he remained to

collect some small pitchers that had been left behind. From here it is derived that
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the possessions of the righteous are dearer to them than their bodies. And why do
they care so much about their possessions? It is because they do not stretch out
their hands to partake of stolen property.
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He had forgotten some small jars and he returned for them
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Rabbi Chunya said, "He appeared to him in the image of a shepherd. This one had

a flock and this one had a flock. This one had camels, and this one had camels. He
said to him, "Take across what is yours, and after that, | will take across what is
mine." Yaakov, our father, took across what was his, and said, "Let us return and
let us see, lest we forgot something." After he returned, "a man wrestled with
him"
C. Who is the Stranger?
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Rabbi Chama bar Chanina said, "He was the ministering angel of Esav.
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The purport of this Midrash is that this entire event constitutes a hint to his
generations, indicating that there will be a generation from the seed of Yaakov
against whom Esav [Rome] will prevail to the extent of almost uprooting his
seed...

D. The Climax and Aftermath
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4 And Esav ran to meet him, and embraced him, and fell on his neck, and kissed

him; and they wept.
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12 And he said: 'Let us journey, and go, and | will go alongside you.' 13And he said
to him: 'My lord knows that the children are tender, and the nursing flocks and
cattle are upon me; and if they are driven hard for a single day, all the flocks will
die. 14 Let my lord, | pray you, go ahead of his servant; and | make my way at my
slow pace, according to the pace the drove before me and according to the pace
of the children, until | come to my lord at Seir.' 15 And Esav said: 'Let me, | pray
you, assign to you some of the people who are with me.' And he said: To what
purpose? Let me just find favour in my Lord’s eyes.' 16 And Esav started back that
day on his way towards Seir. 17 And Yaakov journeyed to Succot, and built himself
a house, and for his livestock he made shelters; he, therefore, called the name of
the place Succot.



