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THE JACOB-ESAU CONFRONTATION
Samuel David Luzzatto, trans. Daniel A. Klein
32:7. The messengers returned to Jacob, saying, “We have 
come to your brother Esau, and even he comes toward you 
with for hundred men.”

to your brother. Even though Jacob spoke of “my lord Esau,” 
the messengers spoke respectfully to their master and said to 
him, “We have come to your brother Esau,” rather than saying 
“to your lord.”

and even he comes toward you. They were of the opinion that 
Esau was coming only to honor him and guard him on the 
way. Perhaps this was indeed Esau’s intention, and perhaps 
they also understood from Esau’s response that he had no evil 
or hatred for his brother in his heart. It is also possible that 
they told Jacob everything that Esau had said to them, words 
of peace and brotherhood. However, Jacob took no assurance 
from any of this for he took fright when he heard that Esau was 
coming toward him with four hundred men. Scripture did not 
wish to give a lengthy account of the words of Esau and the 
messengers, since those words were of no help, as Jacob put 
no trust in them.

It seems likely (as per my student Abraham Hai Mainster) 
that Esau did not tell the messengers that he wanted to go 
toward Jacob with four hundred men, but that the messengers 
understood this from what they saw and heard from his men, 
and Esau did not know that they understood this. Thus, Esau 
could have believed that Jacob did not know he was coming 
toward him, and that the herds [that Jacob later sent to Esau] 
were being sent to Seir, and that the men following the herds 
did not recognize who he was. 

Adapted from Shadal on Genesis: Samuel David Luzzatto’s 
Interpretation of the Book of Bereshit, Edited and Translated 

by Daniel A. Klein

PREPARING FOR BATTLE, PRAYING FOR PEACE
Rabbi Ari D. Kahn
Years ago, as then-Prime Minister of Israel Menachem Begin 
prepared for a critical meeting with Presidents Sadat and 
Carter, he stopped in New York on the way to Washington. 
There he met individually with Rabbis Moshe Feinstein, 
Menachem Schneerson, and Yosef Soloveitchik. All three 
rabbis gave the same advice: Before the fateful meeting, review 
the Torah portion of Vayishlach.

This advice reflects the rabbinic understanding of the 
parashah, expressed in the midrash (Bereishit Rabbah 
78:15) and reiterated in Ramban’s commentary on the Torah 
(Bereishit 32:4), that the section dealing with the dramatic 
meeting between Yaakov and Esav was not just a “biblical 
story.” Rather, it contains within it a prophetic program 
for future diplomatic, political, and even geo-political 
encounters that should be heeded throughout the long years 
of Jewish exile.

The context is Yaakov’s impending return to Israel, having 
just escaped unscathed from a skirmish with his father-in-law 
Lavan and about to contend with the matter of his brother, 
who might still be piqued over certain blessings that had made 
their way to Yaakov. Yaakov sends a delegation to Esav, bearing 
gifts and words of rapprochement. The response brought back 
by these messengers is ominous: Esav is on his way, with an 
“escort” of four hundred men. While Yaakov tries to avoid 
war with gifts, Esav seems poised for battle. Yaakov divides 

ONKELOS CORNER
Rabbi Jack Abramowitz

29. He said, “Your name will no longer be called Yaakov, but 
Yisroel because you are great before Hashem and men, 
and you have prevailed” (Onkelos, Genesis 32:29).

The Torah says ki sarita im ha-Elokim, which Onkelos 
translates as arei ravrevas kadam Hashem, “you are great 
before Hashem” as opposed to “you struggled with God.” 

Adapted from The Complete Targum Onkelos
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his household into two camps; he reasons that if one camp is 
attacked, the other might escape. 

Our Sages extrapolate that one should not “put all of their 
eggs in one basket,” or, in the words of the midrash, “Do not 
put all your money in one corner” (Bereishit Rabbah 76:3). 
Just as Yaakov hoped to minimize the toll of war and to insure 
his family’s survival in case of attack, so, too, should the Jewish 
People plan for the worst, and attempt to save even a portion 
of the dispersed and persecuted Jewish nation? If the Jews 
in one community are in danger, hopefully another commu-
nity will survive. 

Yaakov took a three-pronged approach to his precarious 
situation: First, he attempted to make peace, sending a concil-
iatory message and showering his brother with gifts. Yaakov 
also turned to God in a prayer for peace and deliverance from 
harm, while simultaneously taking practical defensive steps to 
minimize the damage in the event that the worst-case scenario 
would unfold. Indeed, this formula has been applied through-
out thousands of years of Jewish history: Paying “tributes,” 
taxes, and ransoms to the lords of the lands in which the Jews 
lived, dispersing Jewish enclaves to the farthest corners of the 
known world to insure that not all would be lost, and a great 
deal of prayer. 

Rabbinic sources refer to this strategy specifically 
regarding Rome, the symbol of Christendom. We cannot 
help but wonder how Prime Minister Begin read this passage. 
Would our Sages have been more worried about dealing with 
President Carter than with President Sadat? 

Adapted from Rabbi Ari D. Kahn, A Taste of Eden
 

STRAW, GRAIN, AND OUR SECRET WEAPON
Rabbi Reuven Boshnack
Yaakov’s message to Eisav was, “I lived with Lavan and 
remained there until now” (Bereishis 32:5). The Midrash 
(Bereishis Rabbah 75:5) says that Yaakov was waiting for Yosef 
to be born before he left. Why? Yosef was the “secret weapon” 
against Eisav. Ovadia (1:18) prophesied that “Eisav is com-
pared to straw and Yaakov to a fire, Yosef is a tongue of flame 
that can ignite the straw.” This teaches us that Yosef is the one 
force that can beat Eisav.

Fire, through its ability to burn and destroy everything, 
reminds us that, despite our talents and strengths, they are 
not what define success. The pasuk in Mishlei (30:16) tells us 
that fire does not distinguish between wealth and poverty. The 

Gemara (Shabbos 119b) also explains that desecration of the 
Shabbos brings the outbreak of fires. Shabbos reminds us that 
Hashem owns everything, and whatever we have is only what 
He has given to us. Desecrating Shabbos brings fire, which 
teaches us this forgotten concept. 

Yosef is called a flame that can set things on fire from afar. 
Eisav is called straw, the thing that is burned up immediately. 
Straw is used to protect grain while it grows. 

If Eisav is the straw, then Yaakov is the grain, meaning 
his connection with Hashem is the goal, the purpose of the 
whole world. After the grain has grown, it is separated from 
the straw, which is then thrown away. The knowledge of this 
comparison is what pushes Eisav away from kedushah. Since 
he is the master of this world (and Yaakov is the master of 
the next world), Eisav thinks, “What is the point of repairing 
the world, if it will lead to my ultimate rejection?” This is why 
the yetzer hara’s mission in the world is to exclaim, “What is 
the significance of man that he should be remembered?” His 
essence is “The futility of it all!” The yester hara is the “angel” 
of Eisav, who also proclaims, “Behold! I am about to die! Why 
would I need the bechorah!”

 The answer to this dilemma is Yosef, who is compared 
to a leaping flame that can raise up this world. It is specifically 
Ovadia, the convert from Eisav, who reveals this prophetic 
teaching to us. Yaakov sent Eisav all sorts of gifts, things of 
the physical world, to demonstrate how the physical world 
could be lifted up, so that he should have hope and not rebel 
against Hashem. 

Now we can understand why Yaakov waited until Yosef 
was born. Yosef ’s strength will assure that no Jew will fall out 
of the realm where the fire of Yaakov can touch him. The flame 
of Yosef means that a person can perform mitzvos in this world 
and elevate it. Yaakov’s dream of a ladder with its head in the 
sky and feet on the ground is about Yosef. The special quality 
of Yosef is the ability of the Torah to reach out of the heavens 
down to the world, so that no one will be left behind.

Many times in life, we feel the depression of Eisav creep 
over ourselves. These Eisav-thoughts speak of the futility of 
life, and depressing thoughts which inhibit personal growth. 
Yaakov Avinu waited for Yosef to be born, so that we would 
have the strength to continue fighting for growth and meaning 
when we feel we are unable to fight any more.

Adapted from Rabbi Reuven Boshnack, 
Pathways to the Heart

 


