Rabbi Pinches Friedman
Parshas Vayishlach 5783
Translation by Dr. Baruch Fox

“Yaakov was very frightened and it distressed him”

Yaakov Avinu Had to Walk a Narrow Line
Making Peace with Eisav and Staying Far Away from Him

This week, we read parshas Vayishlach. Thus, we will
begin by discussing Yaakov Avinu’s strategy in dealing with
his brother Eisav. Before confronting Eisav, Yaakov sent
emissaries ahead to appease him (Bereishis 32, 4): mvw”
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Yaakov sent malachim (emissaries) ahead of him to his
brother Eisav to the land of Seir, the field of Edom. He
commanded them, saying, “Thus shall you say, to my lord,
to Eisav. ‘So said your servant Yaakov: I have sojourned
with Lavan and have lingered until now. I have acquired
oxen, donkeys, flocks of sheep, servantsand maidservants;
I am sending to inform my lord to find favor in your eyes.”
Rashi comments that the emissaries were actual “malachim,”
as inferred by the text.

We will endeavor to explain why it was necessary for
Yaakov Avinu to send heavenly malachim as messengers to
represent him rather than relying on human messengers.
Additionally, we will consider why Yaakov Avinu was
overcome with fear prior to encountering Eisav. In fact, he
was so fearful that he saw fit to divide up his household into
two separate camps (ibid. 8):
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And Yaakov became very frightened, and it distressed
him. So, he divided the people with him, and the flocks,
and the cattle, and the camels, into two camps. And he
said, “If Eisav comes to the one camp and attacks it, then
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the remaining camp will survive.” Rashi comments: “The
remaining camp will survive” against his (Eisav’s) will,
because I will battle him. Yaakov prepared himself for
three things—for paying tribute, for prayer, and for war.

It behooves us to clarify several points. Since Yaakov had
beseeched Hashem to protect him and save him from Eisav
(ibid. 12)—"wy 7n nx 11 R12vxn” —why did he feel it was
necessary to split his household into two camps? Secondly,
if he was so worried, then why was he so confident that a
second camp would survive? After wiping out the first camp,
what would prevent Eisav from seeking out the second camp
and wiping it out also?
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Yaakov Was Fearful because
He Was Treading a Fine Line

We will begin to shed some light on the subject by
introducing a precious insight from the incredible teachings
of the divine kabbalist Rabbi Tzvi Hirsch of Zidichov, zy”a,
in his sefer Beis Yisrael (Vayishlach). He elaborates on the
passuk: "% =x» xn apy’ R'—and Yaakov became very
frightened, and it distressed him. (Note that the term "x»"
indicating that Yaakov was “in distress,” also connotes being
in a tight spot or walking a thin line—because it is related
to the Hebrew word "x”.) He writes that he was always
perplexed by the fact that Yaakov is described as "x=1u"—
awesome, fearful, terrible.

To better comprehend the issue, let us refer to the first
berachah in Shemoneh Esrei where we recite the formula
(Devarim 10, 17): "R=12m1 2137an Yran Y8n"—the G-d Who is
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great, mighty, and awesome. According to the Tikunei
Zohar (Tikun 70), “hagadol” (the great) refers to the midah
of “chesed” epitomized by Avraham Avinu; “hagibor” (the
mighty) refers to the midah of “gevurah” epitomized by
Yitzchak Avinu; and “hanorah” (the awesome) refers to the
midah of “Tiferes” epitomized by Yaakov Avinu. Thus, we see
that the midah of Yaakov Avinu—“Tiferes”—is called “norah.”
In fact, after Yaakov’s dream, he exclaims (Bereishis 28, 17):
"I @IPRn X1 a1 R R’—and he became frightened
and he said, “How awesome (‘norah’) is this place!”
This is somewhat surprising and difficult to understand.
Since Yaakov’s midah is “Tiferes,” which is characterized by
“rachamim” and divine mercy, how can it also be described as
“norah,” which implies fear and awe?

The great Rabbi of Zidichov, zy”a, reconciles this difficulty
based on a teaching from the sacred sefer Noam Elimelech
(Vaeira). As we know, the midah of Avraham Avinu, “chesed,”
is aligned on the right; the midah of Yitzchak Avinu, “gevurah,”
is aligned on the left; whereas the midah of Yaakov Avinu,
“Tiferes,” is a combination of “chesed” and “gevurah,” and is
aligned between them. Furthermore, since “Tiferes” tends to
be more like “chesed,” it is associated with “rachamim.”

Now, we have learned in the Gemara (Sotah 47a): obwyYy”
7nanpn 1 e Yxaw Xnn—the left hand should always push
away, while the right should draw things near. Understood
in this light, the jobs of Avraham Avinu and Yitzchak Avinu
in this world were clearly delineated. Avraham always
demonstrated kindness, like the right hand that draws things
near; he even attempted to draw reshaim near in the hope that
they would repent. This was ever so evident when he prayed to
spare the wicked inhabitants of Sedom from extermination. In
contrast, Yitzchak always acted in accordance with strictness
and severity, like the left hand that pushes away that which is
undeserving and contemptible. Hence, he would reprimand
even people who were usually good to take care to rectify all
of their shortcomings requiring tikun. This is in keeping with
the passuk (Koheles 7, 20): RY1210 itwy? 1wR yaND 2712 1R QTR 2"
"surr—for there is no man so wholly righteous on earth
that he always does good and never sins.

Understood in this light, the job of Yaakov Avinu was not
as straightforward and was definitely more demanding. He
had to tread the line between “chesed” and “gevurah” without
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wavering. On the one hand, he had to treat only those who
were deserving with “chesed,” functioning like the right hand.
On the other hand, he had to treat those who deserved to be
punished with “gevurah” and “din”—strict justice—like the
left hand. Therefore, his midah of “Tiferes” is described as
"R112”, because it is fraught with the constant, awful fear that
its “chesed” or “gevurah” will be applied inappropriately.

It is analogous to a man walking across a very narrow
bridge spanning a turbulent river. He must take extreme
caution to cross the bridge in a straight, deliberate path
without deviating. For, if he deviates even slightly to the right
or theleft, he isliable to fall into the river and drown. Similarly,
this is the case with Yaakov’s midah of “Tiferes.” The path
is precarious and fraught with terrible fear and anxiety. He
must be vigilant not to deviate too much to the right, drawing
someone undeserving near with “chesed.” Conversely, he
must not deviate too much to the left by pushing someone
away who does not deserve to be treated so strictly and
severely. In other words, he must practice extreme caution to

walk the fine line straight down the middle.

The esteemed Rabbi of Zidichov, zy”a, interprets our
passuk brilliantly based on this understanding: apy> 871"
"y mx»1 tRn—Yaakov was extremely fearful, because he had to
walk a very “narrow” path—that is the implication of =2
" from the word "x”. He was fearful lest he deviate too far
from the straight and narrow path to the right or left which
would be inappropriate.

Rabeinu HaKadosh Would Review This Passage
before Meeting with the Roman Emperors

As a loyal servant in the presence of his master, I would
like to embellish his sacred thought, explaining why, indeed,
Yaakov Avinu became so fearful at that precise moment.
Furthermore, how did dividing his household into two camps
allay his fear?

To begin with, we will introduce an important principle
gleaned from the sacred commentary of the Ramban
(introduction to parshas Vayishlach). He explains the
underlying strategy of everything Yaakov Avinu did in this
parsha to appease Eisav. His words will inspire us and

illuminate this parsha for us:
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This parsha was written to inform us that HKB”"H
rescued His servant and redeemed him from a hand more
powerful than his own. “He sent a malach and saved him.”
And to also teach us thathe (Yaakov) did notrely on his own
righteousness; instead, he made every effort to achieve
salvation with all of his abilities. Additionally, there is
an inferred lesson for future generations: Everything
that happened to our father with his brother Eisav
will happen to us constantly (repeatedly) with Eisav’s
offspring. Hence, it is fitting for us to adopt the methods
of this tzaddik (Yaakov) by preparing ourselves for the
three eventualities for which he prepared himself—for
tefilah, for presenting (him with) gifts, and for salvation
by means of battle, to flee and to be saved.

The importance of learning the vital lesson taught by this
parsha for all future generations is emphasized by our blessed
sages in the Midrash (B.R. 78, 15): xn1svn% pobo mi 75 102"
RPNy INRAR 2901 M KRY1,RAwAn 8112 Yonon mn—when Rebbe
would go to the Emperor, he would study this parsha, and
he would never take Romans with him. In other words,
before Rabeinu HaKadosh would go to the Emperors of Rome
to debate religious matters with them, he would always study
this parsha first to learn from Yaakov Avinu the appropriate
approach and demeanor in dealing with kings. Therefore,
he refused to be escorted by a non-Jew sent to him by the
Romans, just like Yaakov refused to be escorted by Eisav even
after they had made peace.

The Ramban explains Rebbe’s rationale for reviewing this
parsha (Bereishis 33, 15): There was a Rabbinical tradition
that this was the parsha of galus. Therefore, when he
arrived in Rome in the courtyard of the kings of Edom
regarding public matters, he would peruse this parsha to
follow the advice of the wise patriarch; for it is he that the
generations are to see and emulate. Thus, he would not
accept the company of Romans to escort him, since they
only draw others near to them for their own benefit, and
they confiscate others’ money.

Yaakov Avinu Hinted to Rabeinu HaKadosh that
He Learn from Him How to Behave with Antoninus

We will now introduce the illuminating words of the Agra
D’Kallah. With this in mind, he explains the text related to the
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malachim that Yaakov sent to Eisav: “He commanded them,
saying, ‘Thus shall you say to my lord, to Eisav.”” What is
the significance of the term "mx%"—saying—here? Normally,
this term means to relate what has been said to others, but
that cannot be its meaning here, since the narrative goes on to
say: “Thus shall you say, to my lord, to Eisav.”

Hence, the Agra D’Kallah asserts that with the term "mxY”,
Yaakov Avinu was conveying a message to a future descendant,
Rabeinu HaKadosh. He foresaw that Rabeinu HaKadosh would
have to discuss religious matters with the Roman Emperor
Antoninus. Yaakov wanted to teach him how to relate to the
emperor with respect and deference. We find a wonderful
story in the Midrash concerning this matter (B.R. 75, 5):

1 2105, 08K 2375 71K 12937 1wWYY 211TRY 117K 15 1KY oK 18
NI 17Y ANGW ST 13,3091 DY LD1NT0AR KOYR (MnY A 11 REAN
Nobn 197y I Ay 1R 210 0T AR YAPT AP a0, DIT0AN
21 RIR 1,19 AR ,7T1E0 Y fran RN a1 0aan 0an Y e Da1N
apye 7aY 11N 115 ,98R 19 KY 000 11

Rabeinu (Rabbi Yehudah HaNasi) once directed Rabbi
Afesto writealetterinhisname tothe Emperor Antoninus.
He (Rabbi Afes ) proceeded to write: “From Yehudah
the Nasi to our sovereign the Emperor Antoninus.” He
(Rabeinu HaKadosh) took it, read it, and tore it up (because
he felt thatit did not convey proper deference). He instructed
him to write the following: “From your servant Yehudah
to our sovereign the Emperor Antoninus.” He (Rabbi Afes)
responded, “Rebbe, why are you demeaning your own
honor (by referring to yourself as his servant)?” He (Rebbe)
answered him, “Am I any better than my grandfather
(Yaakov)? Did he not say, ‘So said your servant Yaakov’?”

We see from this Midrash that Rabeinu HaKadosh learned
from Yaakov Avinu how to show deference to Antoninus, just
as he had to Eisav by saying: “So said your servant Yaakov.”
Thus, we can suggest that this was Yaakov’s initial intent
when he employed the term "mnx%". He was conveying a
message to future generations such as Rabeinu HaKadosh to
learn from his example. Just as he sent the following message
to Eisav: “Thus shall you say to my lord, to Eisav, ‘So, said

]

your servant Yaakov’”; he should use a similar formula when
addressing Antoninus: “From your servant Yehudah to our

sovereign the Emperor Antoninus.”
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Rabeinu HaKadosh Was a Nitzotz of Yaakov
Antoninus Was the Good Nitzotz of Eisav

Let us add a pleasant tidbit to the words of the Agra
D’Kallah. It is written in parshas Toldos (Bereishis 25, 22):
AN, AR WY TonT 25K 111 1R 10 BR TRIRNT T3NPE 0o et
"11v33 @711 2w n7 'n—the boys wreaked havoc inside her. So,
she went to inquire of Hashem. And Hashem informed
her: “Two nations are in your womb.” Rashi comments:
“Two goyim are in your womb.” Due to its spelling, the word
“goyim” can be interpreted as "mxiy"—the proud ones—
referring to Antoninus and Rebbe.

According to the Megaleh Amukos on Vaeschanan (83),
thus did HKB”H hint to Rivkah Imeinu that Rabeinu HaKadosh
was a nitzotz—a spark from the neshamah—of Yaakov Avinu.
Thisis alluded to in his title—~»wam 1112231, For, the term 8”2
can be interpreted as an acronym for 12°a'x apy” Y'w yixvi—a
nitzotz of Yaakov Avinu. Whereas the Roman Emperor
Antoninus was a gilgul of Eisav, the good nitzotz within him.
This then is what HKB”H informed Rivkah: “You have two
proud nations in your womb, alluding to Antoninus and
Rebbe; at that time, the relationship of Yaakov and Eisav
will be amended.

We will now introduce another teaching from the Megaleh
Amukos on Vaeschanan (82) related to the passuk (Devarim
3, 23): mmxY X nys 'n YR panns’—I implored Hashem at
that time, saying. He interprets Moshe Rabeinu’s prayer as
a prayer on behalf of Rabeinu HaKadosh—that he find favor
in the eyes of the Roman Emperor Antoninus, which would
enable him to fortify the religion and redact Torah she’b’al
peh. He interprets the term =&Y in this passuk as an acronym
for "mara 9vn vnvrr nmYy—for the times of Antoninus,
Emperor of Rome.

This explains very nicely the message Yaakov Avinu
conveyed to the emissaries that he dispatched to Eisav: 1"
"Ry aniR. He commanded them to convey a message to future
generations as per the interpretation of the Agra D’Kallah.
This is alluded to by the term ="ax%, an acronym for nmas
"mTre 99 ey, Yaakov intended for Rabeinu HaKadosh to
learn from his example to show deference to Antoninus just
as he did when he sent the message to Eisav: “So said your
servant Yaakov.”
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When Yaakov Appeased Eisav He Immediately
Began to Distance Himself from Him

Following this line of reasoning, we will proceed to explain
the tremendous fear that overcame Yaakov Avinu on account
of his midah of “Tiferes” and the narrow straits he had to
negotiate. As explained, this is the implication of the passuk:
" =gt 1R apyr X171, Now, after appeasing Eisav with gifts,
Eisav proposed a relationship of friendship and camaraderie
(ibid. 33, 12): "7 a1 oY1 myoa aaxer’—and he said,
“Travel on and let us go; I will proceed alongside you.”
Rashi explains: Eisav said to Yaakov, “I will do you this favor,
that I will extend the days of my travel by going as slowly
as you need to.” This is what is meant by "11a1%, in line
with you. Notwithstanding, Yaakov Avinu turned down this
friendly gesture with the following response:
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But he said to him, “My lord knows that the children
are tender, and the nursing flocks and cattle are upon me;
and they will drive them hard for one day, then all the
flocks will die. Let my lord go ahead of his servant; I will
make my way at my slow pace according to the gait of the
work that is before me and to the gait of the children.”

The great luminary, Rabbi Yosef Chaim of Baghdad,
elaborates in his sefer Ben Ish Chai on the dispute that ensued
between Yaakov and Eisav. He refers to a concept explained
in our sacred sefarim: The enemies of Yisrael attack us in one
of two ways. They either battle us physically, attempting to
annihilate us completely, as Haman HaRasha did. Or else, they
wage a spiritual battle against us in an attempt to corrupt us
via assimilation. As it is written (Tehillim 106, 35): 139yn»”
"arwyn 1y pas—they mingled with the goyim and
learned their ways. Here are his sacred words:

AR WORY TWY R TR PIPTY W 1any o oA nyoa ANt
1AM TS 7N ANNYS NN NN LYY 1EN apye oy nann wpab
1D 3TM3 3Py Yy N1EY wwy nen abmn oD NXvMwT Rnpoa oY aRan
a8y 12011,2PY oY narvan 3R 31w 78S K3 thy 9101,17m 11a8Y
TRRTYY T7a1 OUNT AR AINTWRT JINWT 1A i abiya ok nyes
15 9o Araw 2wy aNAwn KYN EMND 0IN 2N 1T 501 ,TRIN e
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He addresses Eisav’s apparent change of heart regarding
Yaakov Avinu. Eisav initially came to Kkill Yaakov and then
decided to befriend him. The Ben Ish Chai proposes an
explanation. Eisav’s seemingly gracious proposal was not
uttered out of brotherly love but out of hatred. He calculated
that he stood a better chance of harming Yaakov and
undermining his plans, chas v’shalom, by adopting a new
tactic. Thus, he thought he would defeat and gain the upper

hand in the world.

However, Yaakov Avinu sensed the inherent danger and
responded appropriately. He informed Eisav that he was
aware that the offer was insincere and not motivated by
brotherly love. On the contrary, Eisav’s true intention was
to rule over Yaakov’s offspring and dominate them. Yaakov
foresaw the inherent danger in the union and friendship of
his descendants with Eisav’s descendants; they would be
corrupted. Ultimately, such an unholy alliance would result in
the demise of his entire flock.

Yaakov’s Narrow Straits: Making Peace
and Staying at a Distance

We will attempt to shed some more light on the matter and
achieve a better understanding of the brilliant insight of the
holy Rabbi of Zidichov, zy”a. The Torah informs us that Yaakov
was overcome with fear and dread: "xn apy» 871", Although
Yaakov’s midah of “Tiferes” is characterized by “rachamim,’
nevertheless he was fearful, in keeping with the attribute of
"k=12". His fear was on account of "% =¢»"—he was in a tight
spot, a dilemma. He had to tread a fine, straight line constantly,
painstakingly, not deviating to the right or to the left.

This was the case regarding his reunion with Eisav. On the
one hand, he had to show him “chesed”—drawing him near
with his right hand by appeasing him and offering him gifts.
This was a premonition of the future galuyos, when Yisrael
would have to appease the descendants of Eisav who ruled
over them. On the other hand, Yaakov had to push him away
with his left hand. If he drew too near to Eisav, his offspring
might be corrupted. Perforce, Yaakov had to compromise—to
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shower his brother with gifts but to keep his distance. Thus,
he said: “Let my lord go ahead of his servant; I will make
my way at my slow pace according to the gait of the work
that is before me and to the gait of the children.”

We can now begin to comprehend Yaakov Avinu’s strategic
plan: “He divided the people with him, and the flocks,
and the cattle, and the camels, into two camps.” In other
words, he divided the people of Yisrael into two distinct
groups, akin to Yissachar and Zevulun. One group would live
in peace with the offspring of Eisav, at least externally, during
the periods of galus. Simultaneously, the second group would
devote themselves to the study of Torah, taking care not to get
too close to Eisav’s offspring. Thus, Yisrael would maintain a
spiritual distance from them to preserve their heritage and
avoid adopting their corrupt ways.

Thisis the significance of the passuk: “And he said, ‘If Eisav
comes to the one camp and attacks it””
them and corrupting them; “then the remaining camp will

—by drawing near to

survive”—the second group will come to the rescue. They
will remind the first group of their heritage and inspire them
to wage a spiritual battle against the people of Eisav. This
is the message conveyed by Rashi’s comment: “Then the
remaining camp shall be a refuge” against Eisav’s will,
because I will do battle with him. It was precisely for this
reason that Yaakov split the people up into two groups. He
intended for the group of Torah scholars to remain vigilant
and stand watch, protecting Yisrael's kedushah and waging a
spiritual battle against the children of Eisawv.

This explains beautifully Yaakov’'s subsequent request.
He beseeched Hashem: “Rescue me, please, from the hand
of my brother, from the hand of Eisav.” Yaakov implored
HKB”H to save him from both prototypes of Eisav—the one
that treats him like a brother in order to corrupt his offspring
and the Eisav in galus. The latter does not behave like a
brother; he reveals his hatred and disdain openly and aims
to harm Yisrael. Dealing with him requires a unique tact and

caution, as exemplified by Yaakov in his reunion with Eisav.

Based on what we have discussed, we can begin to
appreciate the fundamental lesson Yaakov Avinu intended
to teach all future Jews in galus. In the words of Rashi: He
prepared himself for three things—for paying tribute
(giving gifts), for tefilah, and for war. Thus, did Yaakov
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Avinu prepare for all the future galuyos. He presented Eisav
with gifts to pacify him, so that he would not harm Yisrael in
galus. Nevertheless, he knew that this peace with Eisav was
only external; so, he immediately resorted to tefilah, so that
Eisav would not corrupt Yisrael’s ways, chas v’shalom, and
assimilate them. This would be accomplished by combatting
Eisav in spiritual matters to the bitter end and staying far
away from him.

The Malachim Were Given a Dual Mission

It is with great pleasure that we can now explain
why Yaakov saw fit to send actual malachim—heavenly
emissaries—rather than human messengers to speak to
Eisav. Let us refer to the comments of the Noam Elimelech on
the passuk: He commanded them, saying, “Thus shall you
say to my lord, to Eisav. ‘So said your servant Yaakov: I
have sojourned with Lavan and have lingered until now.”
Undoubtedly, this was aimed solely at appeasing Eisav; but
why was it necessary to depict himself to the malachim in this
manner: “Thus shall you say to my lord, to Eisav”? What
purpose did this serve?

He explains that the message he entrusted to the malachim
served a dual purpose. Superficially, they appeared to be
aimed at pacifying Eisav HaRasha. In reality, however, they
concealed a prayer and supplication directed toward HKB”H
above. Thus, we can interpret Yaakov’'s words as follows:
“Thus shall you say to my lord, to Eisav.” You shall say these
words that contain a tefilah “to my Lord” in heaven, which

will also suffice to appease the wicked “Eisav” down below.

So, Yaakov continues: “So said your servant Yaakov: I
have sojourned ("n=2") with Lavan and have lingered until
now.” Rashi clarifies the meaning of Yaakov’s remark: I did
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not become a dignitary or a notable but a mere sojourner.
It does not befit you to hate me over the berachah of your
father, that he bestowed upon me ... for it has not been
fulfilled in me. Alternatively, the gematria of "n=x" is
613, as if to say, “I sojourned with Lavan HaRasha, yet I
observed the ‘taryag’ (an anagram of »nax) mitzvos and did

not learn from his evil deeds.”

In truth, both interpretations are accurate: “I sojourned
with Lavan,” and I did not become a dignitary or an
important person. According to the first interpretation, this
statement was directed toward Eisav and meant to assure
him that Yitzchak’s Berachos had not come to fruition. Hence,
there was no reason for Eisav to hate him. According to the
second interpretation, this statement was directed toward
heaven as a tefilah to Hashem: “I sojourned with Lavan,”
I continued to observe the taryag mitzvos, and I did not
learn from his evil deeds. This concludes the interpretation

of the Noam Elimelech.

In keeping with what we have discussed, we can
understand the matter as follows: Yaakov had to perform two
opposite functions. On the one hand, he had to make peace
with his evil brother. On the other hand, he had to distance
himself from him as far as possible, so as not to stray from
Hashem and His Torah, chas v'shalom. Therefore, Yaakov
sent heavenly malachim to accomplish this dual mission,
knowing that they would find the proper balance necessary
to accomplish both goals. They assuaged Eisav, while
presenting Yaakov’s supplication to connect with and draw

closer to HKB”H.
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