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Yaakov’s challenges never seem to end.  
He returns to the and of Israel. He is 
fearful of a confrontation with Esav.  He 
prepares by dividing his entourage. A man 
fights him through the night, changing his 
name to Israel from Yaakov at dawn. Yaa-
kov sends gifts to Esav to appease him. 
Esav runs, hugs Yaakov, kisses him and 
cries. Yaakov spurns Esav’s request that 
they settle together. Dinah is raped by 
Shechem in Shechem. Shimon and Levi 
kill the men of the city. Yaakov arrives at 
Beit El, the place of his ladder dream and 
builds an altar.  Rachel dies giving birth to 
Binyamin. Reuven lies with Bilha. Yaakov 
is reunited with Yitzchak. Esav’s lineage 
is outlined.

KI TEITZEI Yaakov’s life is one of travail. Esav 
wanted to kill him; he fled for his 
life. The time with Lavan was full 

of hard work and deception.  He fights with 
an angel. On his return home, he never 
reunites with his mother Rivka. He avoids 
confrontation with Esav. Dina is raped.  The 
city of Shechem is slaughtered. His dear wife 
Rachel dies in childbirth. And next week 
Yosef gets sold. We well understand Chazal’s 
comment at the beginning of next week’s 
parsha that Yaakov just sought some peace 
and quiet.

1st Aliya (32:4-13) Yaakov sends 
messengers to Esav. Tell Esav that 
his servant Yaakov has been with 

Lavan. We have much flock. Word comes 
back that Esav is approaching with 400 men. 
Yaakov is afraid; splits his entourage, so at 
least half will survive. And he prays:  While 
I am undeserving, You promised my prog-
eny would be numerous.
Yaakov does not know what to expect from 
Esav. Last we heard, Esav wanted to kill 
Yaakov. Yaakov does not know if he still 
does. Because, there is a crucial lacuna in 
our story. Way back when Yaakov stole the 
blessing from Esav, Esav vowed to kill Yaa-
kov. Rivka warned Yaakov to flee. But she 
also promised him that she would send 
word when the coast was clear, when Esav 
no longer sought to kill Yaakov (27:45).  
Where’s his mother Rivka? The one who 
loved him? Yaakov never got word from 
her that it is safe to return. Now, he did get 
assurance from G-d to return and that He 
would be with him. But does that mean Esav 
still wants to kill him, but that G-d will be 
with him and protect him? Or that Esav has 
given up his anger?
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discussing how to continue to operate the 
Zula when the teenagers aren’t always 
interested in compiling with corona 
guidelines, such as not properly wearing 
their masks. Due to Corona, the Zula is 
operating outside its usual location on 
Yaffo Street since we cannot be inside. 
The cold in Yerushalayim was frigid, and 
my hands remained in my pockets while 
I shuffled my body to try and stay warm. 
Yet, a few meters in front of me our Zula 
counselors were strumming their guitars 
and sitting calmly as they listened to the 
youth unburden themselves. They were 
seeing the potential in these kids and 
watering them with acceptance and love 
because they know that they will be the 
future blossoming leaders of the Jewish 
people. 

Avi
Executive Director, OU Israel  
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2nd Aliya (32:14-30) Yaakov pre-
pares gifts of his livestock for Esav 
with the message: from your ser-

vant Yaakov. A man fights Yaakov overnight, 
wounding his thigh. At dawn the man tells 
him his name is Yisrael, for he fought G-d 
and man and prevailed.  
Yaakov does not know if Esav harbors mur-
derous intent. If he does, Yaakov attempts to 
appease him with gifts. Why does he think 
livestock gifts with a gift card attached, 
“from your servant Yaakov” will cool Esav’s 
murderous intent?  
Esav wanted to kill Yaakov because Yaakov 
stole the bracha. What was that bracha?  
(27:28-29) “G-d will give you of the fat of the 
Land, much grain and wine. And you will 
rule: your brother will bow to you.” A 3 part 
bracha: agricultural success, political power 
and dominance over your brother.  Yaakov 
is telling Esav not to get too worked up about 
the bracha. Because it never came true. I 
have no agricultural success, no power and 
no dominance over you. All I have are ani-
mals. No land. Certainly no fat of the land. 
And power? I have been a migrant worker 
with Lavan. And who is bowing to whom? 
“From your servant Yaakov”. 3 strikes – no 
fat of the land, no power, and you are the 
master, not me. So, no need to fuss over a 
bracha that was a blank.

3rd Aliya (32:31-33:5) Yaakov 
wakes with a limp, hence the pro-
hibition of eating the sciatic nerve. 

He sees Esav. Divides his family.  Esav runs 
to him, hugs, kisses and cries.  
Yaakov must have sighed a sigh of relief.  
When he heard that Esav was coming with 
400 men, he was convinced Esav still sought 
to kill him – otherwise, why the brigade?  
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but you could possibly do them. For when 
it comes to communications from G-d, you 
are unique, irreplaceable, sui generis, one 
of a kind.

This exchange presents a fundamental 
principle of the Torah: that G-d speaks 
to Moshe in a way that He does not, nor 
will He in the future ever do again with 
anyone else. When Moshe says that people 
come to him seeking G-d, what he means 
is: I have access to G-d. He speaks to me.  
(Speaking to G-d isn’t the trick; the trick is 
when He answers back.) Similarly, when 
Moshe says that he teaches G-d’s law, what 
he means is that G-d communicates those 
laws to him and to no one else.

This could very well be the prime purpose 
of this Yitro story. For, in the very next 
story, the giving of the Torah, the very 
same theme of Moshe’s uniqueness as the 
one to whom G-d speaks is central.

3rd aliya (18:24-27) Moshe heard.  
He chose judges, with only the 
most difficult cases brought to 

him. Moshe sent Yitro home.

It takes an honest leader to accept 
suggestions to improve. Moshe displays his 
honesty and humility – if the suggestion is 
good, embrace it. Just as Yitro accepted the 
news of the Exodus and affirmed One G-d, 
so too, Moshe admits he could improve his 
system. Two men of honesty and humility.

4th aliya (19:1-6) The people 
camped in the Sinai desert oppo-
site the mountain. Moshe as-

cended the mountain.  G-d told him: tell 
the people. If you will listen to Me, keep My 
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And, I never got word from Mom that Esav 
doesn’t want to kill me. And then Esav ran, 
hugged, kissed and cried. What a relief.
What changed Esav’s mind? Let’s leave Yaa-
kov’s shoes. And jump into Esav’s. Rivka 
never sent word of Esav’s change of heart 
because he didn’t have one. He has every 
intention to kill Yaakov. Brings his army.  
But now he has a change of heart. Why?  
Perhaps he was convinced by Yaakov that 
the bracha was a dud and so nothing to get 
worked up about. But the Torah seems silent 
on this crucial flip. Why doesn’t it tell us why 
Esav changed his mind, gave up his intent to 
kill Yaakov and hugs him instead?
Rav Elchanan Samet has a fascinating 
suggestion. The Torah is not silent on the 
change of heart. It tells us exactly. A man 
fought with Yaakov all night. In the morn, 
he blesses Yaakov. For Yaakov has prevailed.
Rav Samet suggests that when the Midrash 
says this man is “saro shel Esav”, Esav’s 
heavenly angelic counterpart, it is explain-
ing the simple flow of the story.  It is this 
story that explains Esav’s change of heart.  
Esav the man is guided by Esav the angel, 
his heavenly counterpart. There are 2 par-
allel worlds: this world and its heavenly 
partner. Esav the man doesn’t know why 
he changes his mind. His mind was changed 
by his guardian angel. Esav the angel has 
tried to fight Yaakov all night unsuccess-
fully. The fight with Yaakov is over. Esav’s 
heavenly “sar”, his angel, admits defeat.  
The “sar” blesses Yaakov. And hence, Esav 
the man’s fight is over too. Esav’s guard-
ian angel changed from murderous intent 
to blessing – so too Esav the man changes 
in parallel from murderous intent to rec-
onciliation. The Midrash seems to be the 
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pshat. (My friend Rabbi Shmuel Goldin 
pointed out this is foreshadowed at the end 
of last week’s parsha by Yaakov’s sojourn 
in “machanaim”, literally “double camp” 
where he encounters angels. There are par-
allel worlds, the physical and the angelic.) 

4th Aliya (33:6-20) Esav is urged to 
accept Yaakov’s gifts. Esav offers 
that they live in brotherhood.  

Yaakov demurs, sending Esav ahead, hinting 
he will catch up. He turns instead toward the 
Land of Israel. He dwells in Sukkot and then 
in Shechem. He builds an altar and calls in 
the name of G-d.
While Yaakov may have tried to convince 
Esav that the bracha of Yitzchak did not 
come to be, he does not believe it himself.  He 
goes to Shechem and builds an altar.  Why 
doesn’t he go immediately to Beit El? Didn’t 
he make a vow when he had the dream with 
the ladder that he would return to that spot? 
And why didn’t he immediately reunite with 
his mother and father? Why go to Shechem 
and not Beit El or Chevron?  He is following 
in Avraham’s footsteps – literally. Avraham 
journeyed from Charan; first stop in the 
Land of Israel was Shechem, where he built 
an altar. Yaakov has just journeyed from 
Charan to the land of Israel, stopping first at 
Charan and building an altar.

5th Aliya (34:1-35:11) Dina is raped 
by Shechem in Shechem. The 
brothers claim they will only ally 

with people who are circumcised.  While the 
men are recovering Shimon and Levi kill 
them all. Yaakov is upset. But they counter; 
“can they make our sister a harlot?” G-d tells 
Yaakov to go to Beit El and make the prom-
ised altar. He does. G-d appears to him and 
tells him his name is Yisrael not Yaakov. And 
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that nations and Kings will come from him.
The story of the rape of Dina is the first story 
of the next generation.  And the brothers 
rhetorical comment will be a clarion for 
the rest of the book – not what they said 
but what they implied. “Can they make our 
sister a harlot?” meaning, and we, her broth-
ers stand idly by? No. We stand up for our 
siblings. Thus begins the rest of the book – 
brothers standing up for brothers.  Or not.

6th Aliya (35:12-36:19) G-d affirms 
the promise of the Land to Yaakov. 
Yaakov builds altars, traveling 

south. Rachel dies while giving birth to Bin-
yamin. Reuven lies with Bilha. Yaakov goes 
to Chevron, to Yitzchak. Yitzchak dies at age 
180, buried by Esav and Yaakov.
The pivot to the story of Yaakov’s children 
is occurring. But it will proceed without 
Rachel, Yaakov’s dear wife. Women have 
played a dominant role until here. Rachel’s 
death deprives Yaakov of the wise femi-
nine voice that Avraham had with Sarah 
and Yitzchak had with Rivka. Would Yosef 
have had that special coat, had Yaakov had 
Rachel’s counsel?    

7th Aliya (36:20-43) Esav’s descen-
dants are enumerated: nations 
and kings.

As with Yishmael, Esav’s family is detailed.  
This is the end of the story of who is in the 
Jewish people and who out. The rest of the 
Torah is the story of Yaakov and his family, 
all of whom are the Jewish people. 

HAFTORAH VAYISHALCH 
OVADIAH 1:1-21

This week’s Haftorah taken from the 
book of Ovadiah describes the punishment 
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that will ultimately be brought upon Edom, 
the descendant of Esav. This theme relates 
directly to Esav’s conflict with Yaakov which 
is highlighted in the Torah reading.

The navi Ovadiah is a convert to Juda-
ism and had his own roots in the Edomite 
people. The Edomites did not offer to help 
Judea when they were attacked by the Bab-
yloninans. Many years later the Edomites, 
who are associated with the Roman Empire, 
were responsible for destroying the Second 
Beit Hamikdash and caused untold suffer-
ing and pain upon the Jewish nation.

Although the Roman Empire was one of 
the most formidable and powerful nations 
to rule the world, the prophet of Israel 
reveals the following: “The house of Yaakov 
shall be fire and the house of Yosef a flame, 
and the house of Esav shall become stubble, 
and they shall ignite them and consume 
them…”.

The Haftorah then describes the division 
of Esav’s land amongst the returning exiles. 
This memorable haftorah ends with the 
well known verse: “And saviors shall ascend 
Mount Zion to judge the mountain of Esav, 
and the Lord shall have the kingdom.” 


