Dear Friends,

This week’s ‘Teachings from Tradition’ is being sent out early due to the Thanksgiving holiday.  So many of us will either be traveling or receiving visitors for the holiday that I wanted to get this to everyone before Thanksgiving.  Perhaps my thoughts will be meaningful as we spend the weekend with our families.  I hope you have a wonderful holiday.  All the best, 

Rabbi Eddie

The Shul
Teachings from Tradition
Rabbi Eddie Sukol
Parashat  Vayishlach
Genesis, Chapter 32, Verse 4 through Chapter 36, Verse 43
After years of estrangement, the twins, Jacob and Esau, are reunited in this week’s parasha, in what is surely one of the greatest moments of reconciliation in all of the Tanakh (Hebrew Bible).  “Esau ran to meet him [Jacob] and he embraced him and fell on his neck and kissed him and they wept.”  (Genesis 33:4)


A touching, made-for-television moment, were it not for the commentary that elucidates the text.  For reasons unknown to us, the scribal tradition for writing Sifrei Torah (Torah Scrolls) mandates that the word, ‘vayishakeihu’ (‘and he kissed him’), be written with dots over each of the letters.  


Rabbi Shimon b. Eliezer and Rabbi Yannai in Midrash Beresheit Rabbah (a rabbinic commentary) suggest that a word-play in Hebrew accounts for the dotted letters.   Esau embraced Jacob not to kiss him (nashko) but to bite him (noshko).  At that moment, the midrash comments, Jacob’s neck turned to marble and the two brothers wept, one on account of his neck and the other on account of his teeth.  


Despite this interpretation that sees Esau as a person unable to give up past hatred and move beyond his own anger, we do not need to forfeit our belief in the transformative potential of reconciliation. Though Jacob and Esau may be understood as representatives of their respective nations/peoples, I am more interested in the personal, family story that unfolds in the Torah portion.  


No doubt family stories are on my mind now, as this week many of us will be with our families to celebrate Thanksgiving.  We will eat, even feast together, but that may not be the entire story.

Arguments and differences are part of family life.  Sometimes it even reaches the level of estrangement or hatred.  Yet, just as the High Holy Days teach us that t’shuvah (repentance) allows us not to become prisoners of our past mistakes, so the Jacob and Esau story teaches us that we do not need to live forever estranged or cut-off from those closest to us.  


Reconciliation is difficult.  Deep and true reconciliation usually occurs as part of a continuum, the result of a process of emotionally moving toward another, rather than away from him/her.  Perhaps that is what is missing in the Jacob and Esau story.  Without real preparation for their moment of reconciliation, Esau still isn’t ready, and so he falls on Jacob’s neck to bite him, not to kiss him.


Dr. Norman Cohen in his insightful book, Self, Struggle & Change, writes, “Every family has lived through such moments: Brothers or sisters estranged…dreading the moment when they will have to confront each other again.  And in that instant when we first glance at each other, when we see our brother or sister for the first time in a long time, we feel the pain/the joy of the moment of reunion.  Conflicts with our siblings…are not irreconcilable.  Separation can be overcome and integration is possible….”


The first time I studied this portion was in preparation for my Bar Mitzvah.  As the third of four brothers, I remember feeling that it had special meaning for me.  Sometimes my brothers and I did argue.  Harsh words were exchanged.  The story of the brothers did speak to me, but of course, not to me alone.    

Jacob and Esau reconciling speaks to all of us through its tale of personal and familial tikkun (repair).  The possibility that estranged family members can reconcile and that fragile and damaged relationships can be repaired is surely a message for which we can give thanks on this holiday weekend.

