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In this difficult world, how can we wrestle/ advocate for Israel?
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In this week’s Torah portion Vayishlach, we find Jacob wanting to return to his roots, wanting to return to Eretz Israel. He encounters only one obstacle; he needs to meet with his estranged brother Essau, whom he did not see for 20 years. He feels guilty. Remember, that Jacob stole Essau’s blessing earlier on. He cheated on his brother. Jacob now thinks that if he sends a good gift in advance, Essau may pardon him. 

As Jacob now crosses the Yabbok river that night the Torah states:

“Va ivater Yaacob lebado va ieabek ish imo ad a lot ha shachar”. Jacob was left alone, and a man wrestled with him until the rise of dawn”. We know the result of that fight. Jacob is injured but triumphant. His name is changed to Israel. 

“Ki sarita im Elohim ve im hanashim va tuchal, for you have struggled with God and with human beings, and you have prevailed”.

Jacob’s struggle just before he re-enters the land of Israel should be seen as our internal spiritual struggle. The Torah describes two very important moments. First, Jacob is left alone. 

What does it mean for us? There are moments in our lives that feel that we need a reorientation, a need to point to a new direction. Being alone after crossing the Yabok river means that to me. Our Plaut commentary says that in ancient days, crossing a river has been symbolic of overcoming hazard and going forward to a new experience. 

So what was the internal hazard, why did Jacob feel alone? Some of us may feel that the life we have lived up to now has not been what we envisioned earlier on. And we may be in search for something else, more meaningful. What matters most to us, now, as adults.

Earlier on today, at an all staff lunch in advance of Chanukkah, our executive director, Bob Hersh, asked all of us to share what we would want to do if we were not doing what we are doing and money was not a barrier. Each one of us responded with very interesting ideas. I can imagine that some will want to take a risk and fulfill their earlier dreams. It would take a struggle and some degree of hazard. But doing what one, was meant to do, could be worth the price. 

The second important moment in this scene in our Torah portion is when Jacob overcomes his adversary and his name is changed, almost implying that he arrives at the realization of new goals for his life.

What does this mean for us? I believe that our Torah is demanding that every year, when we get to this Torah portion, we face our internal adversary, struggle with it, and emerge perhaps a little injured, but triumphant. 

“Ki sarita im Elohim ve im hanashim va tuchal, for you have struggled with God and with human beings, and you have prevailed”. 

So on this Shabbat I ask you to reflect on these two moments: on being alone and struggling with our internal adversary in order to triumph.

In this difficult world, how can we wrestle so that we can arrive to be a true Israel? A person who has struggled and prevailed.

Shabbat Shalom.

