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Like Forefather, Like Son

“And Yaakov was left alone, and a man wrestled with him until dawn. When (the man) saw that he could not overcome (Yaakov), he hit (Yaakov) at the ball of his thighbone, and the ball of Yaakov's thighbone became dislocated as he wrestled with (the man)…The sun rose for (Yaakov) as he passed Penuel, and he was limping on his thigh. Therefore, the children of Israel are not to eat the displaced sinew on the ball of the thighbone to this day, because (the man) struck the ball of Yaakov's thighbone on the displaced sinew” (Genesis 32:25-26,32-33).

A

fter helping his family cross the Yabbok River, Yaakov returned alone to retrieve some final belongings. While he was there, “a man” seeking Yaakov’s destruction confronted him. They wrestled until the morning, at which time the “man” needed to leave. Seeing that he would not be able to overpower Yaakov, the “man” smote Yaakov on the thigh, maiming him, before departing.


Like the incident above, there are many stories throughout the Book of Genesis that seem so bizarre or insignificant, they scream for an explanation. Nachmanides, in his classic commentary to the Torah, develops a thesis that is an accepted standard for comprehending these accounts.


“I will tell you a principle with which to understand all the incidents involving Avraham, Yitzchok and Yaakov. It is a profound concept, which the Sages mention in brief. ‘All that occurred to the Patriarchs are symbols of what will occur to their descendants (1).’ Therefore, the Torah gives lengthy narratives concerning their travels, diggings of wells and other such stories, which the reader might render superfluous. In fact, however, they serve as a window to the future (2).”

The conflict between Yaakov and this “man,” too, surely offers us an insight to the future of the Jewish people. What is it referring to?


Our Sages comment that this “man” was actually an angel, none other than the Heavenly embodiment of Yaakov’s brother and archenemy, Eisav (3). Yaakov’s nocturnal conflict with this angel of Eisav represents our dark, two-millennium long struggle with Eisav’s descendants, the Western, or Christian World (4). 

Eisav’s angel, although unable to defeat Yaakov, was successful in injuring Yaakov in the leg. Yaakov’s wounded leg, the support of his body, signifies the fact that his descendants would suffer many losses, hounded and tortured by the Church and other Western societies in ways indescribable, as history has unfortunately revealed (5).


Said Rabbi Chiyya bar Abba (2nd Century Talmudic scholar), “Were someone to threaten me, ‘Give up your life,” by means which I would sanctify the Name of the Holy One, Blessed is He, I would consent, as long as he would kill me instantaneously. But in the generation of forced conversion, how would I be able to endure it?” What did they do in that generation? They would melt iron and place the scorching hot metal under the Jews’ armpits, torturing them to death (6).

In the Thirteenth Century, Nachmanides, probably referring to the atrocities of the Crusaders, added, “And there are other generations that did similar things, and even worse (7).” Heaven knows what we have endured since then: Mass murder due to the false accusation of Jewish responsibility for the 14th Century “Black Plague,” the Spanish Inquisition, Cossack massacres, blood libels and pogroms, and near annihilation during the Holocaust.


But “the sun rose for (Yaakov).” He prevailed, and “entered the city of Shechem, in the Land of Canaan, complete (8),” i.e., having fully recovered from his injury. 

So it is with us, his descendants. Although we have experienced G-d’s wrath through the hands of the nations, the children of Israel (9) shall survive to see the end of the long night of exile, when the dawning of Moshiach (Messiah) finally arrives.

In an effort to preserve the great lesson that this incident provides, G-d commanded us to refrain from eating the sinew situated on the ball of a kosher animal’s thighbone, since this is where the angel struck our forefather, Yaakov.

And to magnify its significance, G-d chose, as the instrument with which we are to remember the episode, the unconventional means of a negative commandment. Unlike a positive action, which is only performed periodically, abstention from something specific is a constant. In this manner, we are continuously reminded that, although our nation has suffered much in its past, there is great hope for the future (10).

In today’s world climate, our Jewish brethren face less of a physical threat from the descendents of Eisav. Instead, there is the menace of indiscriminant acts of terrorism by a different cousin, the descendents of Avraham’s son, Yishmael. We can only hope that this change is the final stage of our long exile, as indicated by the Sages (11).

But as we await Moshiach’s arrival, and we must do so patiently, yet confidently, let us find strength through the message of the forbidden sinew, and remember that the sun will yet shine for our people.                  

------------------------------
(1) Tanchuma 9. (2) Nachmanides to Bereishis 12:6. (3) Bereishis Rabbah 77:3. (4) See Rashi to Bereishis 36:43. (5) Nachmanides to Bereishis 32:26. (6) Shir Hashirim Rabbah 2:7. (7) Nachmanides ibid. (8) See Bereishis 33:18 and Rashi ibid. (9) The name, Israel, was actually an additional name given to Yaakov by this angel of Eisav before their separation (Ber. 32:29), and later confirmed by G-d (Ber. 35:10). (10) Rabbi Moshe Feinstein in his Dorash Moshe. (11) Pirkei D’Rebbi Eliezer 28.            
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