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From My Brother, From Eisav

“And Yaakov said, …‘Please save me from the hand of my brother, from the hand of Eisav’” (Genesis 32:12).

T

his week’s parsha commences with Yaakov’s homecoming, now a married man with a large family, to the Land of Israel. 

Upon his initial approach, Yaakov realized that his brother, Eisav, who many years earlier harbored a deep hatred for him, was in the vicinity. Unsure if Eisav wasn’t still upset with him, the Torah records, “And Yaakov was very afraid and he was distressed” (1). Therefore, Yaakov took precautionary measures by sending gifts to Eisav in an attempt to appease him. 

Additionally, Yaakov prayed to G-d for assistance. In his prayer, Yaakov implored G-d to spare his family “from the hand of my brother, from the hand of Eisav.” 

What is the Torah referring to when it says that Yaakov was ‘afraid and distressed’? What are these two emotions alluding to? Also, why was it necessary for Yaakov to specify his brother’s name? He only had one brother, and G-d certainly knew that?

As mentioned above, Yaakov really wasn’t sure what Eisav’s attitude toward him was going to be. Yaakov was convinced it was going to be one of two positions, both from which he was concerned. 

One way that Eisav might approach, Yaakov reasoned, was to confront Yaakov as an “Eisav,” i.e., an enemy, which would be an obvious threat. The other option, while not posing a tangible threat, might actually prove more damaging in the long run. That option was he may have actually changed his attitude toward Yaakov and be coming as a “brother” (2). 

Yaakov’s concern for a change of heart was because Eisav, after all, was “a man of the field” (3). He was steeped in sensuality and self-gratification, the antithesis of the Torah way of life. If Eisav were to draw near to Yaakov and his family now, he was sure to be a negative influence on Yaakov’s impressionable children.

From both of these mind-sets did Yaakov fear, as it says, “And Yaakov was very afraid and he was distressed.” And concerning both did Yaakov pray, as it says, “Please save me from the hand of my brother, from the hand of Eisav.” 

As befitting the principle, “That which occurred to the Forefathers serves as a prophetic sign for the future of their descendants” (4), we too have experienced these two types of interrelationships with the gentile world throughout our long exile.

We have had our doses of Haman’s and Hitler’s. Yet, although anti-Semitism has always been relentless in its threat to our safety, it has also served the important function of reminding us whom we are, driving home our special purpose in this world.

On the other hand, we have also experienced the Golden Era of Spain and the Emancipation during the 18th and 19th centuries.

Just as laws prohibiting our religion promote neglect and ignorance of the Torah, so does freedom have such potential. Equality breeds interaction with a host of influences foreign to the Torah way of life. If left to cultivate, it too can develop into a holocaust of a spiritual nature. It is a slow death, and the longer the exposure to the elements, the more serious the damage sustained.

Our Sages, of blessed memory, foresaw such consequences and enacted many laws attempting to limit our interaction with the gentile world. So important are those laws that even the harbinger of the Messiah, the prophet, Eliyahu, will not be able to abolish them. Only once the Messiah himself comes will such regulations be deemed superfluous (5).

We are very fortunate for our situation here in America, and we mustn’t take that freedom for granted. Nevertheless, such liberty has proven the ills of assimilation. 

The years since the vast destruction of European Jewry during WWII have seen a tremendous resurgence of Torah commitment amongst hundreds of thousands of our fellow Jews nationwide. Yet, the number of us ignorant of our Jewish heritage and of those who have even severed their ties with Judaism is staggering.

If the order of Yaakov’s wording is any indication, he in fact feared assimilation more. Yaakov first prayed to be saved “from the hand of my brother,” i.e., the friendly mode, before the enemy, “Eisav,” mode. Correspondingly, the Torah records first that he was “very afraid,” and then simply, “he was distressed.” 

Ultimately, Yaakov was saved from both situations. Eisav actually did intend to wage war with Yaakov and his family, but when he saw everyone bowing down to him he experienced a change of heart (6). At that point, Eisav cordially offered to escort Yaakov and his family the rest of their trip, but Yaakov succeeded in convincing him out of it.

Yaakov’s argument was, “Please, let my lord go ahead of his servant. I will proceed at the slow pace (required of me) due to the animals and the children, until I come to my lord at Seir” (7).
Upon a cursory review of the verses, however, it will be noticed that nowhere is it mentioned that Yaakov ever went there. When will he go? When the Messiah comes, as it says, “And saviors will arise upon Mt. Zion to mete out justice to Mt. Eisav (Seir)” (8). May it happen speedily, in our days.

----------------------

(1) Genesis 32:8. (2) Bais Halevi, commentary to the Torah by Rabbi Yosef D. Soleveichick, d. 1892. (3) Gen. 25:27. (4) This principle is quoted by the commentators many times throughout the Book of Genesis. (5) Meshech Chochmah, Exodus 12:22. (6) Gen. 33:4, and Rashi ibid. (7) Gen. 33:14. (8) See Rashi ibid., quoting verse from Ovadiah 1:21.
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