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Learning to Love Ourselves 
 

● After spending three years in therapy, Johnny was very relieved 
when his psychologist told him he no longer needed to come in 
anymore. “You mean I’m cured?!” Johnny said with a big smile on 
his face. “You were able to fix my inferiority complex? I've been 
feeling inadequate my whole life and you finally fixed it! Thank you 
so much!”  

     “The truth is,” said the psychologist, “you still have your inferiority 
complex. However it was never a very good one.” 

 
● This week's parsha is the culmination of a sibling rivalry. Yaakov and 

Eisav meet up after 20 years away from each other. In order to 
understand the significance of this reunion we have to examine their 
relationship with each other.  

 
● If we think about it, Yaakov seems to have always been treated as 

the little brother. It seemed that in the eyes of Yaakov, he was 
always “second best” to Eisav.  

 
● Let’s start with Yaakov’s birth. We are told that Yaakov is called 

“Yaakov” because he was holding onto the heal, the eikev, of Eisav. 
This is not just a description of how he emerged from the womb. 
Rather, the fact that Yaakov was named after this event suggests 
that this is his essence and defines his whole life. Yaakov was 
always trying to grab the heal of Eisav. He was always trying to 
catch up to his older brother and reach his level.  
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● Lets remember that Yitzchak actually liked Eisav more than he liked 
Yaakov. After all, this is why he wanted to bless Eisav and not 
Yaakov.  

 Perhaps this is because Yaakov and Eisav had very different 
personalities. Whereas Yaakov’s name represents his status as 
“second best” to his brother, Eisav’s name comes from the word 
“Asui” which means he was already fully formed. Perhaps this 
means that Eisav was the more developed of the brothers. After all, 
we are told that Eisav was a “ish sadeh”, a man of the field. Eisav 
able to go out into the world, and accomplish. He was able to be 
successful. Yaakov, on the other hand, is described as an “ish tam 
yoshev ohelim,” a simple man who sat in tents. Perhaps this 
suggests that he wasn’t as adequate as going out into the world and 
accomplishing as his brother Eisav was. He was a simpleton who 
stayed home.  

 
● It seemed Yaakov always tried to be like his brother Eisav. After all, 

he bought his birthright from him and later literally dressed up in his 
clothing and told his father that he was Eisav!  

 
● Living in a home in which it is obvious that your father likes your 

brother more than you can be very psychologically damaging. When 
a child sees preferential treatment, they don’t just view the “loved” 
child as having an exceptional character trait that they themselves 
lack. Unfortunately, the “less-loved” child feels that they are 
inherently worse than their superior sibling. The child does not just 
view it as a parenting failure, but they internalize that the reason 
they are less loved is because they are fundamentally inadequate. 
Imagine how Yaakov must have felt living in the house of Yitzchak 
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seeing his brother get all the glory while he himself was pushed to 
the periphery. It undoubtedly left psychological scars that Yaakov 
would have to confront later in his life.  

 
● When a person feels inadequate they develop an inferiority complex. 

They see themselves as inherently inferior. The great psychologist, 
Alfred Adler, who was one of the first people to discuss the 
“inferiority complex,” writes that a common symptom of an inferiority 
complex is self-defeating behavior. Counterintuitively, instead of 
engaging in healthy behavior in order to enhance one’s lot in life in 
order to feel adequate, more often than not a person will engage in 
behavior that is actually detrimental to his or her well being because 
they think they don’t deserve to be happy. Because they were 
treated, or allowed to feel treated, inadequate, they see themselves 
as inadequate failures.  

 
● I think if we read the chumash we will see how this inferiority 

complex manifested itself in the rest of Yaakov’s life as well. A 
classic sign of an inferiority complex is when one fails to be 
assertive and stand up for themselves. They don’t respond when 
they are treated poorly because they think that they deserve to be 
treated that way. We see this with Yaakov’s 14 year stay at Lavan’s 
house. When Yaakov first gets there and wishes to marry Rachel, 
he inexplicably volunteers to work for seven years before marriage. 
Why didn’t Yaakov just ask to marry her right away? It’s because 
Yaakov, based on his past, didn’t believe he deserved to marry 
Rachel and therefore he created for himself an artificial sense of 
self-worth by working for seven years. Once he finished that work 
and felt accomplished, he was able to allow himself to marry Rachel.  
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● This continues when after working for seven years, Yaakov is 

deceived and given Leah as a wife instead of Rachel. Lavan then 
says that Yaakov should work for another seven years in order to be 
worthy of marrying Rachel. Now, if this happened to me or you, we 
would probably say that since we have already worked for the 
agreed upon seven years we don’t have to work for another seven 
years. In fact, we would probably refuse to do so! For example, if 
you paid $100 for a piece of furniture and then they deliver the 
wrong piece, you wouldn’t agree to pay another $100 to receive the 
furniture you already agreed upon! However, if you read the text 
you’ll notice that Yaakov doesn’t fight at all. He just accepts it and 
works for another seven years! In light of what we said this make 
sense. Yaakov didn’t stand up for himself because he thought he 
deserved to be treated as an inferior.  

 
● The truth is that we all go through life with an inferiority complex to 

some degree. This doesn't mean, necessarily, that we don’t stand 
up for ourselves always or we engage in obviously unnecessary 
behavior. But it comes out in more subtle ways.  

○ How many of us engage in negative self-talk? We would never think 
of saying certain things to the people we love, yet we find ourselves 
saying them to ourselves.  

○ How many of us tell our loved-ones to get a good night's sleep or eat 
healthily, when we ourselves don’t sleep well or eat healthily?  

○ How many of us extend compassion and empathy to others, but 
don’t show compassion or empathy to ourselves?  
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● The reason it is much easier to treat others better than the way we 
treat ourselves is because we don’t love ourselves as much as we 
love others. We talk ourselves into believing we are inferior to 
everyone else and don’t deserve to be as happy as we could be.  

 
● One recent study of people with diabetes found that practicing 

compassion for oneself led to decreases in depression and better 
management of average blood sugars.  

    Treating ourselves as inadequate causes us to live less happy lives. 
It causes us to engage in self-destructive behavior. Conversely, 
when we learn to love ourselves, we will start to live happier lives.  

 
● The Torah teaches us this message as well. The Kotzker Rebbe 

teaches that the mitzvah of “V’ahavta l’reacha komocha” ( to love 
your friend as you love yourself), which is a foundational mitzvah of 
the Torah, presupposes that you love yourself first. The foundation 
of the Torah is not just to love others, but it is to love others and love 
ourselves as well.  

 
● It seems so fundamental and important to get rid of our feelings of 

inferiority and yet it seems so hard to do. Dr. Seth Gillihan, a 
Professor at the University of Pennsylvania, describes the difficulty 
of this endeavor as at catch 22: You need to treat yourself well in 
order to feel that you have value, but you need to recognize your 
value in order to start treating yourself well. No wonder it can be so 
hard to change our negative sentiments about ourselves. 

 
●  So the question we are left with is how do we do it? How do we 

finally learn to rid ourselves of this inferiority complex in order that 
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we can start living happier lives? I think the answer to this question 
can be found in this week’s parsha.  

 
● Right after Yaakov sends gifts to Eisav before his reunion with him, 

(perhaps another sign of his feelings of inferiority to Eisav) we are 
told that Yaakov encountered and fought with an “ish”. Chazal teach 
us that this “ish” was the “saro shel eisav”, the angel of Eisav. What 
does it mean to fight an angel? Does it really mean that Yaakov 
engaged in a wrestling match with a winged heavenly figure? 

 
●  I think the Torah is telling us that Yaakov engaged in a moment of 

self-reflection with his own identity. He had a struggle with the saro 
she eisav, the part of him that wishes he was like eisav. Before 
]seeing his “superior” brother who he had not seen in many years 
Yaakov had to contemplate whether or not he still wished he was 
Eisav.  

 
● The battle ends with the words “וירא כי לא יכול לו” which is classically 

understood to mean that the angel saw that he was unable to 
overpower Yaakov. However, although I did not see anyone who 
says this, I think it can also be understood to mean that Yaakov saw 
that he was unable to overpower the angel. This doesn’t mean that 
he was unable to physically overpower him, but that Yaakov realized 
that trying to defeat Eisav, trying to “catch up” and grab his heal, is 
not possible. The lesson that Yaakov learned is that he must stop 
chasing Eisav and trying to be someone he is not. The way that 
Yaakov defeated the Angel of Eisav was to accept that he is 
different and will never be the same person Eisav is.  
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● It is upon learning this lesson that Yaakov’s name is changed from 
Yaakov to Yisrael. In other words, Yaakov changes from the person 
always grabbing the eikev of eisav into someone who is able to 
defeat the Eisav that is within him through self-acceptance. 

 
● It is after this episode that Yaakov says “yesh li kol”, I have 

everything. By finally accepting himself he came to peace with who 
he was. He said “I have everything” because he finally appreciated 
everything he was, and everything he was not. When one has that 
type of self-understanding and acceptance, even the things that they 
don’t have is an integral part of what makes them everything they 
are.  

 
● The way to get rid of our inferiority complex and to start loving 

ourselves is by accepting ourselves for who we are. It is by 
accepting the totality of our beings, our strengths and our 
weaknesses. When we learn to accept our shortcomings and faults, 
and learn to not lose sight of our positive traits, we can all defeat the 
“saro she eisav” of our lives and to start living happier lives.  


