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The message Yaakov sends to his brother Eisav at 

the start of Parshas Vayishlach includes the following phrase: 
ד ָעָתה: ר עַּ ְרִתי ָוֵאחַּ  …ִעם ָלָבן גַּ

 
“I have sojourned with Lavan and have lingered until now 
(Bereishis 32:5).” Rashi, in one of his better known 
comments, states:  

ג "כלומר עם לבן הרשע גרתי ותרי, ג"גרתי בגימטריא תרי
.מצות שמרתי ולא למדתי ממעשיו הרעים  

 
“ ‘Garti’ has the numerical value of 613. That is to say: I lived 
with the wicked Lavan, but I kept the 613 commandments, 
and I did not learn from his evil deeds (ibid.).” 
 I would like to suggest another interpretation of 
“va’eichar, and I have lingered,” based on the word “acheir,” 
other. During the course of his long and difficult stay with 
Lavan, Yaakov comes to the startling realization that he has 
changed. He is no longer the same person who had left his 
father’s house so many years before. He has become Acheir; 
not, G-d forbid, in the sense of the Talmudic reference to 
Elisha ben Avuya, who cast off the yoke of Torah, for Yaakov 
can still proudly and truthfully declare that he has continued 
a life filled with Torah observance. Rather, the “Acheir” 
metamorphosis is far more subtle, gradual, and insidious. 
 I once heard Rabbi Norman Lamm shlit”a (and, 
lehavdil bein chaim lechaim, a similar thought expressed in the 
name of Rabbi Moshe Besdin z”l, who headed JSS in its 
formative years) contrast Yaakov’s two dreams recorded in 
the Torah. In the beginning of Parshas Vayeitzei, we read: 
 
ָשָמְיָמה ְוִהֵנה  ִגיעַּ הַּ ֲחֹלם ְוִהֵנה ֻסָלם ֻמָצב ַאְרָצה ְוֹראׁשֹו מַּ יַּ וַּ
ְלֲאֵכי א  -ֹלִהים ֹעִלים ְוֹיְרִדים ּבוֹ :  מַּ
 
“And he dreamt and behold a ladder set up on the earth with 
its top reaching the heavens and behold angels of G-d were 
ascending and descending on it (Bereishis 28:12).”  

 The sublime imagery of that dream has captured 
man’s imagination over the millennia. But after twenty years 
in Lavan’s house we read in the latter part of the parsha of 
another dream: 

ֹצאן ֲעֻקִדים ְנֻקִדים  ל הַּ ֻתִדים ָהֹעִלים עַּ ֲחלֹום ְוִהֵנה ָהעַּ ָוֵאֶרא ּבַּ
 ...ּוְבֻרִדים:

 
“And [Yaakov] saw in a dream and behold the he-goats that 
mounted the flock were ringed, speckled, and checkered 
(Bereishis 31:10).” How common and crass. Could it really 
be the same Yaakov who dreamt both dreams, or was it an 
Acheir? At that moment of “uru yesheinim mi’shenaschem, Wake 
up you sleepy ones from your sleep,” a rude awakening to 
the harsh reality of honestly confronting oneself (see 
Rambam Hilchos Teshuva 3:4), an angel appears to Yaakov 
and beckons him to leave his alien land and to return home 
(Bereishis 31:13). 
 Though his observance of mitzvos had not 
diminished in all those years, the acheir process had taken a 
heavy spiritual toll. Like Yaakov Avinu, we are privileged to 
spend our formative years in a nurturing world of Torah 
whose values are immutable.  But like Yaakov, the time will 
surely come when we leave our protected world and venture 
forth to new arenas with their own value systems. We are 
well prepared intellectually to take our rightful place in the 
professions and business and, based on years of Torah study, 
knowledgeable enough to ask the proper questions when 
they arise. However, we must remain sensitive to avoiding 
becoming an Acheir, lest our most basic values, attitudes, and 
goals begin to imperceptibly change over time. 

 

 

Who Needs Battle Plans?  

Part II 

DJ Wartelsky (’20) 
 

Last week, we left off with the question of Yaakov’s 
balance of hishtadlus and emunah and his apparent challenge in 
finding an appropriate equilibrium. This apparent 
shortcoming of Yaakov is found at the beginning of this 
week’s parsha as well. In preparation for his climactic 
encounter with Eisav, Yaakov does three things (as 
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delineated in the 613 Torah Avenue song): he sends gifts, 
davens (which became a great Yonatan Razel song), and 
famously splits his camp into two, so that if one camp was 
attacked, the second would survive (Bereishis 32:8-22). But 
a few pesukim later (33:1-2), we see that Yaakov lines up his 
family in one line, and ignores the strategy he had delineated 
previously. What happened? 

 The Abarbanel mentions this question very briefly it 
in a further question about the emunah of Yaakov Avinu. He 
says that Yaakov was actually afraid of going before Eisav in 
such a brazen manner, with everyone lined up in a non-
strategic position, until he remembered Hashem’s promise 
to him when he dreamt his famous dream of the ladder 
(Bereishis 28:12). But the question is scantly mentioned by 
other mefarshim, leading one to further investigation of the 
pesukim.  

 In between the division and reunion of Yaakov’s 
camp, the Gemara famously tells us that Yaakov goes back 
across the Yabok river to retrieve the pachim ketanim, small 
pitchers, that he had left there (Chulin 91a, quoted by Rashi 
on Bereishis 32:25). While there, he has his famous fight 
with an unidentified man (Rabbi Shlomo Carlebach song). 
The Midrash says that this angel was the heavenly angle of 
the nation of Edom (Bereishis Rabbah 77:3), another name 
of Eisav as well as a descendant tribe that, according to the 
Midrash, does the most damage to the Jews. Elsewhere in 
the Midrash, we are told that Eisav/Edom was the patriarch 
of Rome, which destroyed the second Beis Hamikdash. The 
wrestling match between Yaakov and Saro shel Eisav is a 
precursor to the fight between the metaphorical descendant 
of Eisav/Edom, namely the Yetzer Hara, and that of the 
Jews, the Yetzer Tov. Sometimes it appears that we are 
about to take a hit and fall, but we do not. Eventually, the 
dawn comes and the Yetzer Hara loses in the end. But what 
happens after the fight is what is most intriguing. 

 After their night-long quarrel, Yaakov asks the 
“man” to give him a beracha. This beracha is very strange, as, 
at first glance, it seems like just a name change. But if you 
dig a little deeper, it becomes one of the most fundamental 
components of our faith. The malach asks Yaakov what his 
name is. Yaakov responds that his name is Yaakov. The 
malach then says that from now on, Yaakov will be known 
not as Yaakov, but as Yisrael (hence the name Bnei Yisrael). 
As mentioned above, this seems like just a name change, 
maybe just a nickname. But perhaps the “man” was trying to 
tell Yaakov was that he wasn’t just some ordinary person; he 
was the chosen one! He was Yisrael, and even the malach of 
Eisav/the Yetzer Hara was ready to admit it. The message to 
Yaakov was, Hashem will protect you! You have no need to 
fear the Yetzer Hara/Edom/Eisav, because even if you fall, 
you will be able to get back up and emerge victorious. 
 With that message in mind, Yaakov returned to his 
family and took them out of their split battle formation and 

lined them up, armed with not only Tefillah and gifts, but 
with emunah as well. 

 

A Message For The Ages: Yaakov’s 

Fight With The Angel Of Eisav 

Daniel Lipshitz (’21) 
 

As our parsha begins, Yaakov is finally on his way 
home from Lavan’s house with his wife, eleven sons, 
daughter, and tremendous wealth.  All is not well, however, 
because he finally needs to confront Eisav.  He is very afraid, 
and perhaps this fear has been in the back of his mind all the 
years he has been away: Eisav surely holds a grudge against 
him for having “stolen” the birthright as well as the blessing 
of their father.  Yaakov prepares for this encounter with 
gifts, prayer, and battle preparations before helping his 
family across the Yabok River (Bereishit 32:9 and Rashi 
ibid.). 

 Then, a strange event occurs.  Inexplicably, Yaakov 
finds himself alone and is confronted by a man with whom he 
fights until the morning.  They battle to a stalemate, but the 
man injures Yaakov’s thigh.  At sunrise, this man gives 
Yaakov a new name, Yisrael, saying that Yaakov has fought 
with G-d and man and has prevailed (Bereishit 32:25-39). 

 This episode raises many questions, amongst them:  

1) Why was Yaakov alone?  

2) Where were his protecting angels (see Bereishit 32:2)?  

3) Who was this “man”?  

4) Why did he fight Yaakov? 

5) Why did they fight for so long?  

6) Finally, what was the significance of the changing of 
Yaakov’s name?   

We will try to answer these questions and in so doing reach a 
deeper understanding of this story. 

 The Nachalat Tzvi, my great-great grandfather, 
wonders: how could Yaakov have found himself in physical 
danger? He was fulfilling Hashem’s command to return 
home (Bereishit 31:3), and we have a rule that one on the 
way to doing a mitzvah is not susceptible to harm (Kiddushin 
39b)! He answers by quoting the famous Rashi (Bereishit 
32:24), which cites the Gemara in Chullin 91a which teaches 
us that Yaakov forgot some small jars on the other side of the 
river and returned to retrieve them.  This act leaves him 
separated from his entourage and the protecting angels, 
diverted from the path of doing a mitzvah and hence in 
danger. 
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 Who was the “man?” Rashi quotes Bereishit Rabbah 
(77:3) which tells us that he is none other than the angel of 
Eisav.  While his adversary is powerful, Yaakov somehow 
finds the strength to keep fighting until the sun finally rises 
and his adversary is forced to concede.  The Ramban 
explains the symbolism of the long night and the injury 
sustained by Yaakov as alluding to the strife that Yaakov’s 
descendants will face from the descendants of Eisav.  The 
injury is symbolic of the most terrible times in Jewish 
history.   

 Let us follow this line of thinking a bit further. We 
know that Yaakov recovers completely, for he later arrives 
“shaleim,” intact, at Shechem (Bereishit 33:18).  Rashi 
explains that this means that he arrives in perfect health 
(completely cured of his limp), with all of his wealth (having 
made up whatever he gave as a gift to Eisav), and with his 
Torah knowledge intact (he forgot nothing while in the 
house of Lavan).  The Lubavitcher Rebbe (Likkutei Sichot 
25, p. 173) explains the important symbolism of this passuk.  
He says that one might think that the Jewish people 
returning to their land would be scarred from the long night 
of exile. In fact, this is not the case.  Just as Yaakov 
recovered completely, so too the Jewish people return to the 
Land of Israel “unscarred by the experiences of exile, 
undrained of our physical resources and devoid of any 
spiritual compromise.” It is truly amazing that after survived 
two thousand years of exile, there is such flourishing Torah 
scholarship in Eretz Yisrael and that we have rebuilt one of 
the strongest countries in the world, a shining beacon to all 
of humanity. 

 The name that Yaakov receives from the “man” is 
very significant, for it is by this name, “Yisrael,” that his 
descendants will be known for all time (Bnei Yisrael). Later 
in the parsha, Hashem formally conveys this new name on 
Yaakov when Yaakov arrives in Beit El (Bereishit 35:10). 
Rashi there, quoting Chullin 92a, explains that the name 
“Yaakov” connotes stealth and treachery, while the name 
“Yisrael” connotes an “officer and nobleman.” The Gemara in 
Berachot 13a contrasts the name changes of Avraham and 
Yaakov.  In the case of the former, we are taught that it is 
forbidden to call Avraham by his former name, “Avram,” 
whereas “Yaakov” and “Yisrael” are used interchangeably. 
The Lubavitcher Rebbe (Likkutei Sichot 3, p. 795) explains 
that the Jewish people need to retain the attributes of Yaakov 
and of Yisrael.  Through much of our history, including 
during the present time, we have needed to be very tactical 
about countering physical and spiritual challenges.  At the 
same time, we yearn for the day when we will finally have 
defeated these challenges and fully achieved true serenity and 
our spiritual potential. 

 

 

 

 

 

What’s In A Name? 

Shimi Kaufman (’21) 
The most tragic and heartbreaking scene in this 

week’s parsha is the death of Rachel during the birth of 
Binyamin. While on the road back to Eretz Cana’an, Rachel 
suddenly and unexpectedly goes into labor. The passuk 
describes Rachel's final moments: 

 

ִתְקָרא ְׁשמֹו ֶּבן אֹונִ  ְפָׁשּה ִכי ֵמָתה וַּ ְיִהי ְּבֵצאת נַּ י ְוָאִביו ָקָרא לֹו וַּ
 :ִבְנָיִמין

 

“And as her soul was departing—for she died—that she 
called her son ‘Ben Oni,’ but his father called him Binyamin 
(Bereishis 35:18).” 

 Rashi (ibid.) comments that the name “Ben Oni” 
refers to the pain that Rachel endured while giving birth to 
Binyamin, while the name “Binyamin,” given by Yaakov, 
means “Son of the South,” referring to the fact that this was 
Yaakov’s only son to be born in Eretz Yisrael, which is in the 
south of Aram Naharayim. This explanation raises several 
questions: for one, why did Yaakov, who loved Rachel the 
most of any of his wives, change the name that she gave to 
her son in her dying moments? How could Yaakov be as 
seemingly insensitive to her pain as to scrap the name which 
she gave in her final moments? 
Secondly, why would Rachel even 
name her son something like “Son of 
my Pain”? Why would she give such 
an ominous name to her son? 

 The Ramban suggests that 
oni in this context means mourning, 
which connotes sadness and grief. 
However, Yaakov, realizing that oni 
also could be used to mean strength, 
changed the name to Ben Yamin, as 
yamin means right hand and the right 
hand is often used to connote 
strength. This answers the question 
of why Yaakov felt justified in 
changing the name, but still leaves us 
with the question of why Rachel 
named her son Ben Oni in the first 
place. The Arizal writes that the 
name of a child reflects the essence of his soul. Why would 
Rachel give this apparently self-fulfilling prophecy of misery 
to her son? 
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 Rav Yosef Shalom Elyashiv offers a beautiful 
interpretation of this Ramban which seems to answer both of 
our questions. He explains that Rachel thought that without 
a mother to guide him, Binyamin would stray from the 
righteous path and neglect to pass on the tradition that all of 
Yaakov’s sons were destined to continue. Rachel named her 
son Ben Oni because she believed that this child would cause 
her tremendous pain in the World to Come. Therefore, 
Rachel’s name was not a curse for her son, but rather, a cry 
for his spiritual future. Yaakov, seeing Rachel's distress, 
reassured Rachel that her son would turn out fine by 
changing his name to the more positive Binyamin, assuring 
Rachel that her son would indeed carry on the family legacy. 

 A similar answer is brought down by the Da’as 
Zekeinim, who explains Rachel’s ominous name choice as 
portending the terrible tragedy that would happen to 
Binyamin's descendants in Givah (see Shoftim 19), as a result 
of which many members of his tribe perished. Yaakov, 
however, chose to see the positive, and gave the name 
“Binyamin” to commemorate the members of the shevet who 
were righteous enough to merit salvation. 

 

 However, all of these answers raise an interesting 
question. From these understandings of the passuk, it would 
seem that Rachel was pessimistic and upset over her lot. 
How are we supposed to understand this negative portrayal 
of our matriarch? 

 In order to answer this question, we must take a 
step back and recognize who Rachel truly was. From the 
beginning, Rachel is shown to be compassionate and caring 
towards others, even sometimes at her own expense. The 
first major example of this is the famous story of Rachel 
giving the signs Yaakov had made to identify her to Leah, 
resigning herself to waiting another seven years to be 
married rather than embarrass her sister (Rashi on Bereishis 
29:25). Everything Rachel did was for the sake of helping 
others. When Rachel, who was imbued with ruach hakodesh, 
saw that her children would be exiled in the future by 
Nevuchadnetzar, she gave up her burial spot in Me'aras 
Hamachpela in order to be buried along the route on which 
her descendants would be led. She was willing to suffer the 
disgrace of being buried at the side of the road, just to help 
her children. This is the defining quality of Rachel Imeinu. 

 With this in mind, we can begin to understand 
Rachel’s mindset when naming her son Ben Oni. According 
to both the Ramban and the Da’as Zekeinim, this name was 
chosen by Rachel because of a tragic event that she foresaw 
would happen to her children. For Rachel, who gave 
everything she had to her children, to find out that 
something tragic would happen to her child after she was 
gone was the worst thing that she could hear. The thought of 

her children suffering caused her so much grief that it 
prompted her to name her son “Ben Oni”. 

 We often speak about the tears of Rachel Imeinu 
(see Yirmiyahu 31:14) and say that Hashem listens to the 
cries of Rachel for her children. The reason Rachel’s tefillos 
on our behalf are accepted is because she truly feels grief at 
our suffering. It is very easy to daven for someone else. But 
for our tefillos to be accepted on their behalf, we must truly 
feel their pain as if it were our own. We should all be zocheh 
to follow this trait of Rachel Imeinu, so that she will daven 
on our behalf to bring the Third Beis Hamikdash, bimheirah 
beyameinu amen. 

 
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 שבת שלום!


