Parshat Vayetze

Who Is Yaakov?
What do we make of Yaacov, our forefather? 
· We first encounter him grasping on to the heel of Esav, his brother. 

· He is described as an eesh tam yoshev ohalim, a simple man dwelling in tents.

· A hard bargainer, he gives stew to his exhausted brother only after Esav is willing to relinquish his birthright. 
· Then he participates in Rivka’s conspiracy. Without protest he uses deceit, mirmah, to obtain his father’s blessing. When Yitzhak asks who he is, he says without hesitating “I am Esav your firstborn.” 
Of course the Rabbis reinterpret this as Yaacov saying. “I am…Esav is your firstborn,” a subtlety Yitzhak does not apprehend. 
In this week’s parsha we find Yaacov fleeing because of fear his brother will kill him. Earlier in Bereshit, Cain killed Able after Hashem warned him to control his desire. Is Yaacov in control? 
· He takes advantage of his brother. To win recognition, the voice is willing to lie. 

· Could Yaacov not have handled these situations better? Can we second guess him? 
· A simple man full of cunning - was the enmity that he stroked with his brother necessary? 
Apparently, Yaacov too is troubled. On the run from his brother, he is anxious and has a disturbing dream of angels going up and down. The angels go up, but come back down again. 
In his father-in-law, Yaacov meets his match. 
· Working for 7 years, he thinks he is getting one sister but gets another. 
· He labors for 20 years as a dutiful son-in-law, but does not mean to stay forever. His intention is to return to the land G-d has promised him. 
He desires to be a descendant of Avraham, not of Avraham’s brother, Haran.  
Is there evidence of spiritual growth? The Talmud, Megila daf 13b talks more of deceit. 
· When Yaacov meets Rachel, he says he is the brother of Lavan, not the son of Lavan’s sister. The reason? To assure Rachel that he is a “brother in deceit.” 
· The Talmud justifies the deception when dwelling with Lavan, quoting the second book of Shemuel chapter 22 verse 27 “With a pure person you act purely and with a wicked one you act wickedly.” 
In his book, Moral Issues of the Marketplace, Rabbi Aaron Levine writes that “Yaacov took only defensive measures…The verse does not… confer a general license to relax…ethical standards “in dealing with the wicked.” 

At the Technion when teaching business ethics, students warn me not to make them “fryers.” 
· Proud and independent Israelis would have the guts to take on a Lavan not obsequious Diaspora Jews subject to submissive Christian ethics. 
How does Yaacov obtain his freedom from Lavan? The text is complex. It calls for careful reading. 
· Lavan asks, “What shall I give you?” Yaacov replies, “Nothing, just let me remove the speckled, spotted, and brown flocks and…that will be my wage.”  
· Lavan seems to agree, but then he goes through the flocks and takes all the speckled, spotted, and brown ones for his children and sets three days between his camp and Yaacov’s. 
Yaacov is left with a dilemma. He has said that any non-speckled, spotted, and brown he takes will be considered as stolen, but that is all that Lavan has left him. What can he do? 
· On the one hand, he can run away with what he has been left, but that would be tantamount to theft given his oath to Lavan. 
· On the other hand, he can relinquish his freedom and continue to be the hardworking shepherd of Lavan. He can submit to his father-in-law, the tribal tyrant who expects him to the tow the line of local custom and stay within the family. Maybe he can crush Lavan militarily but that does not seem to have entered his mind.

No fryer, Yaacov relies on ingenuity and technology, his skill in animal breeding. 

· He causes the non-speckled, spotted, and brown to give birth to speckled, spotted, and brown, selecting the hearty breed based on its eagerness to give birth.

This solves the problem. 
· Yaacov is not stealing the non-speckled, spotted, and brown, which belong to Lavan, nor is he staying put. 
Rather, he creates a way to depart with honor, thus depriving Lavan of the chance to pursue him with the claim he has cheated. 
Yaacov outsmarts his father-in-law. In his explanation to Rivka and Leah, he attributes this result not to ingenuity and skill but to G-d. 
· “Thus, alas it was G-d that took away your father’s livestock and gave them to me.”  
Does Yaacov fear his wives loyalty if he admits responsibility for the ruse?  His wives will only break from their father if it is part of G-d’s plan, not some subterfuge Yaacov has pulled off. 

Who, then, is Yaacov? 
· Clearly, not a fryer. He retains a sense of honor and morality, clinging to his dignity even when in Lavan’s orbit. 
· He uses bricolage, taking what chance has dealt him to make the best of it
· He takes his destiny into his own hands in as honorable fashion as he can.
He is far different from Esav, Esav, being for the Rabbi’s the forerunner of Rome, which has no reservations, second thoughts, guilt, or shame when exercising power. 
Yaacov ruffles feathers in the Mideast of his time. He breaks with custom after custom. 
· He gets his brother steamed at him for asserting his right to a blessing based on merit and not on birth. 
· He gets Uncle Lavan steamed at him for asserting his independence from tribal loyalty. 
He has a special destiny of his own, one he works out with G-d and not the society of his time. This destiny transcends the provincial world of the ancient Mideast. 
· Therefore he and his family are loners, not part of the traditions of Iraq from where his family originates, nor part of the traditions of Egypt where his descendants are enslaved. 
· He and his family are not really part of the promised land of his time either as it is inhabited by idolatrous tribes with whom he and his family cannot assimilate. 
The dream Yaacov has at the start of the parsha is paradigmatic of his life, a troubled one where angels ascend and descend. 

Yaacov’s life is not settled in the here and now. He lives for a distant future. 

· This theme is not like that of his father, Yitzhak’s life. No matter how much Yaacov would like, he is not a simple man sitting in tents. 
His life is not like that of his father-in-law’s Lavan, either. 
· Lavan’s life is black and white, Yaacov’s is speckled, spotted, and brown, like the herds he chooses. 
Yaacov, you will recall, soon becomes Israel.  
The Hagada asserts that Lavan was out to destroy the entire Jewish people.

· Had Yaacov stayed with his father-in-law, would there have been a Jewish people? 
· Had modern Zionists capitulated, would not the same fate have befallen us?  
Thrust by circumstances the modern state must dirty its hands for our freedom.  
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