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"THE SIIENCE OF JACOB" 

Silence i t i s said i s golden. °ur Rabbis taught tha t i t makes for wisdom. 

Yet, the wisest of a l l men preach*that while there i s a time for s i lence, 

there is also a time to t a lk up. Bt la-chashot v*et l e ! daber . Just as 

t 
there i s a time for pass iv i ty and r e s t r a in , so i s there a time for a c t i v i t y 
and p r o t e s t . 

This morning we sha l l speak of the importance of ®t leTdaber3 of speaking out, 

and of carrying the v i r tue of s i lence t o an excess . 

In the l a s t two port ions of our Torah, we read of three occasions when Jacob 

could have ta lked up but did no t . In each he revealed a remarkable self-

control , a fu l ly disc ipl ined s p i r i t # Jacob, the ish tarn, stands out as a man 

who i s pure almost to the poin t of innocence. He has an abiding fa i th in 

humanity which ordinary men p r h a p s do not deserve. So d i s t an t i s he from 

e v i l , that he no longer t ruly believes that i t i s a rea l factor in the l i f e 

of man and the const i tut ion of socie ty . And the Torah, in recording the si lences 

of Jacob, suggests an indi rec t c r i t ic i sm of Father Jacob. The Torah reminds 

us t h a t ju s t as @t la-chashot, so € t l eMaber . 

One such case occurs in our Sj-dra, where we reads va-yekanu bo echav, v 'aviv 

shamar e t ha-davar -"Jbad h i s brethren envied him: but his father kept i t in 

mind" - the brothers were j ea lous , and Jacob merely made a mental note of i t 

(Gen. 37.'11). Imagine i f instead of merely passively observing the budding 

hatred and envy tha t was developing amongst his children, Jacob had act ively 

stepped Into the picture and reproached the oldest bro th e rs^ saying J you are 

a l l older and mature men^j^ow can you keep your self respect while envying 

a mere teen-ager because of his adolescent day dreams and ambition? But 

Jacob wanted to spare t h e i r feel ings , y\e was himself a sensit ive individual , 

furthermore, did not believe t h a t this kind of emotion could l a s t long in 



the hear t of his beloved chi ldren. Had he not been addicted to periods 

of s i lence , had he talked up, he might have stopped then and there the ?-rr—r 

envy and animosity which was to develop between the bro thers , to r e su l t 

5.n the Egyptian ex i l e , and to remain a factor throughout his tory when the 

Jewish people sp l i t into two Hngdoms#w*© waiTdd w 1 Wr-eactp56fc r̂f-%*H*e«gh£$tt 

A second case i s the silence of Jacob in the episode of the v io la t ion and 

kidnap of Dinah by Shechem. When the reports of t h i s disgraceful ac t came 

to Jacob we read: veT he cherish Yaakov ad bo1am - "And Jacob held his peace 

un t i l his sons came home" (Gen,3l4:5)# When the sons did come home, they 

na tura l ly were deeply grieved and tofeiived to destroy Schechem, punish h i s 

par tnei^in crime, and rescue the i r s i s t e r . Jacob was unhappy over the methods 

they employed. Yet, wfee==teipW£j_p£^ks^ if Jacob had not kept his peace but had 

spoken up at once to Shechem and his father and demanded the immediate safe 

return of h i s daughter, the whole heart-rending episode might never had occured. 

\\ The t h i r d , and perhaps most i n t e re s t ing , case i s tha t which occured af te r the 

death of Rachel. We read in the Tor ah /K (Gen. 3f>*22)« *hi understanding of 

t h i s verse , according t o the Jewish t r a d i t i o n , i s t ha t a f te r the death of his 

beloved Rachel, ^acob made his home with jyilhah, her maid whom she l a t e r gave 

to Jacob as a concubine. Reuven was outraged a t the fac t tha t Jacob gave 

preference to feilhah, a mere concubine jus t because she was close to Rachel, 

over Leah (Reuven!s mother) who was a fu l l fledged wife of Jacob. And so 

Reuven forcibly removed Jacob's permanent quarters from the ten t ofjj i lhah to 

the tent of Leah - an unwarranted interference by Reuven in his fa thers personal 

affairs© 

What did Jacob do? Did he say anything? No I Va-yishma Yisrael - "And I s rae l 

heard of i t . " He heard, he noted, h e / probably grieved deeply within a t the 

brazenness of h is soni and the fa l len s t a t e of h i s domestic l i f e . 
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Was Jacob right in refraining from censuring Reuven? I t i s interest ing that 

^ e 5-rQshah ends af ter the word va-yishma Yisrael , and I s r a e l heard of i t , 
- t \vs 

but - tha onding i s in the middle of a verse I The new Pare shah continues 

with the end of tha t verse , indicating an inner connection between the two 

recorded incidents . What i s the beginning of the new paragraph? - Va-yihu bnei 

Yaakov shnem asar , "Now the sons of Jacob were twelve•" Qt*aie--a queer arrangement? 

And what i s there -that i s now and t h a t we de not know• f ranHwfoa?© in the Torah's 
/\ 

mention of the twelve sons of Jacob? 

I believe t h a t the s in of Reuven i s not only his audacious intereference in 

his fa thers personal matters , but , what i s worse, taking advantage of the 
s 

defenseles^tess of tfi lhah. $ i lhah was a mere conbubine, not a f u l l wife, Reuven 

was the e ldes t of the sons, the he i r apparent. He was strong, she was weak. 

During the time t h a t Rachel, her pro tec tor , l ived , Reuven would not have dared 

to do what he new did. ^or Rachel was the favori te of Jacob and he never would 

have countenanced any insul t or injury e i ther to her or to those close to her . 

But now tha t Rachel was gone - the incident of Rachel 's death immediately precedes 

t h i s episode - Reuven immediately began t o exp lo i t her new weakness,, He 

asserted himself in t o t a l disregard of ^ i lhah ' s s e n s i t i v i t i e s . Yet Jacob did 

not speak up. "And I s r a e l heard i l
, , He probably considered the d i s t r e s s and 

inner anguish of Reuven. He did not want to hurt him anymore. He believed, 

no doubt, that t h i s was a singular affa i r and never would Reuven do such a 

thing again. And yet the Torah ca l l s out to Jacob? Remember, Jacob, va-yihu 

bnei Yaakov shnem asar - you have twelve sons, not j u s t one. I t may be very 

virtuous of you to suffer in si lence and ref ra in from rebuking your elder,4son, 

but remember tha t i f you l e t him get away with i t , he.^as the eldest son w i l l set 

the example from o thers , they w i l l learn from him how to ac t the role of the 

bul ly! And indeed, tha t i s just what happened/* Only a short time l a t e r when 

the envious brothers see Joseph approaching, without the protect ive custocty- of 

h i s loving fa the r , they pouncejjl on him, taking advantage of h i s weakness. They 
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had learned the i r lesson from Reuven very w e l l . They too would now gang 

up on a defenseless fellow man. I f only Jacob had not kept his peace] 

So that Jacob, the ish tarn, was #00 good, too kind, too pa t i en t , too un­

wil l ing to believe the worst, too considerate of the feelings of o thers . 

He could not bring himself to believe that h i s children were anything but 

ish tarn, people of the h i^ ies t and noblest perfect ion. Nq^onder he i s so 

severe with them on h i s death bed - he was a disappointed fa the r . They were 

only human, but his expectations had been so great . He erred in projecting 

h i s own fa i th lessness to o thers . And when the Torah records these si lences 

of Jacob, i t reminds us t o emulate h is san t l iness , but not h is s i lences; h is 

nobil i ty of sole, but not h is extravagant and unrea l i s t i c fa i th in f r a i l and 

inadequate man. 

I t i s an old Jewish t r a i t to be over-confident in mans goodness, to ascribe 

to others the innate decency tha t you possess yourself. King Saul, finding 

thfro for himself Agag, the Amalejbkite King could not bring himself to believe 

that t j j is man was a thorough scoundrel and should be put to death according 

to the word of the prophet. So he turned passive instead of a c t i v e , and in 

the process l o s t his own throne . Qjieen Esther, apprised of the nefarious plans 

of Haman, probably considered them the rant ings of a mad man. He could not 

possibly rea l ly mean t o do what he proclaimed he would! I t was only when 

Mordecai &poke to her in words as strong aftd as cold^ as cut t ing as s tee l tha t 

she came to her senses and averted a great tragedy, •'•he democracies of the 

West similarly did not believe t h a t Hi t ler meant to do what he announced in 

h i s Mein Kampf* They did not believe i t , they were s i l e n t , and eighteen-

million people k i l l ed oss^fee testimony to that s i lence . This past year we 

l i s tened with enraptured a t ten t ion to the Eichmann t r i a l . And in the course 

we have been plagued by a nagging question: why did Europeon Jewry not react 

v io len t ly to these plans of destruction? An answer seems to be c rys ta l iz ing 



from a l l the mass of data - tha t the Jews, because of t h e i r own innate 

character , simply never believed the repor t s they had been receiving of 

death camps and cremator*. I t could not be t r u e . And so they were s i l en t . •« 

One of "the major teaches of Hanukkah i s that when the crucia l moment came, 

our ancestors f ina l ly did learn to speak up and to ac t . Over two-thousand-one 

hundred-twenty-six years ago, an old man real ized -that the time had come to 

throw off the shackles of the oppressor and t o react to the treason of Jewish 

Hel len is t s . And so Mattathias struck the t r a i t b r to the ea r th , and the episode 

of Hanukkah was begun. An end to s i lence, e t le *daber« 

The founding of the State of I s r a e l , and act ive and creat ive protest against 

ih« di^taHy^ of one-half of the world, and the inhuman indifference of the 

other/naif, was in the t r ad i t ion of Hanukkah. when, recent ly , t te I s r a e l i 

government confirmed i t s p ro tes t against r ac i a l violence and bigotry in the 

Union of ^outh Africa, despite the exposed posi t ion of that very important 

Jewish community in South Africa, i t was again following in the great and 

h i s to r i c footsteps of the Hanukkah triumph. 

Ut 
I«r justjas we are delighted with the activism of the State of I s r a e l with 

regard to specif ic problems, so must we not surrender our c r i t i c a l functions 

with regard to the State i t s e l f . The Jewish re l igion must ever be the 

conscience of the Jewish state and the Jewish people. For the spokesman of 

Judaism to keep s i l en t a t c ruc ia l moments,—ifeere would be cxwBiaikt&ng a sin 

against the i r most preciously held t ene t s i and against the very people and 

State whom they profess to love . I t i s in t h i s sense, and in t h i s sense only, 

tha t we voice!, our displeasure a t a recent decision of the i*rime Minister of 

I s r a e l . That he i s a man of greatness , tha t he deserves our g ra t i tude , and 

that he has won an honored place i n the history of our people - t h i s no one 

can.wil l or wants to deny* But he i s not immune from the judgment of his 



MQan 

faaip-s or his t r a d i t i o n . 

Whatever Mr. Ben-Gurion!s motives, whatever his personal p r e d i l i c ^ o n s , 

we were dis t ressed and embarrassed to learn tha t he would spend his vacation 

in a Budist monastery in -.SfctegfSt. The or ig ina l announcement made to the 

press was l a t e r modified? he would, of course, not worship in the monastery, 

but merely go there as a guest of Primier TJ Nu and meditate while U x\ would 

teach him advanced techniques in Yoga, 

I t maples l i t t l e difference whether Ben-Gurion's r e a l motive^ i s to learn 

Yoga, to learn philosophy?to ge t a good r e s t , or to negotiate diplomatic 

problems with the Prime Ivfinister of a friendly country. What does matter 

i s that we have here a dramatic contempt for the ent i re community of Jewish 

be l i evers . What does matter more than a l l e l se i s tha t because of his fame 

and popularity he has a profound influence upon a very impressionable young 

generation in the State of I s r a e l . And x-hen they w i l l seS: t ha t t h e i r hero 

and i d o l , who never set foot into a synagogue, allows himself the luxury 

of a vacation in the monastery of another f a i t h , we fear most profoundly the 

effectiand consequences upon world Jewry and especial ly I s r a e l i Jewry. We 

dare not f a l l into the same trap of Jacob, that of va~yishma Yisrael , "And 

I s rae l heard" - and &&nothing about i t . We must remember that va-yihyu 

bnei Yaakov shnem asar , that here we may have the beginning of a new fashion 

and a fad for the young generation of the State of I s r a e l , so that while 
vv v T AVN 

American youngs te r s do the t w i s t , ^ s r a e l i may go Budist* 

A true friend i s not one who i s always coughing-, c r i t i c a l and captious,. But 

i t i s equally t rue that a rea l fr iend i s not one who would-never l&t—you knew 

your own mistakes, who w i l l hide from you things tha t are apparent to others* 

but that you may not be aware of e The sa ae holds t rue for our beloved I s r ae l 

and i t s distinguished l eaders . Kol ahavah she 'ein imah tokhachah enah 

ahavah * Our Rabbis taught : "That love which does not contain in i t a c r i t i c a l 
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element is not really love." 

On Hanukkah we emphasiaLthe education of the children of Israel, from the 
tNrtM 

six saintly silence of Jacob to tha.more saintly activism of Mattathias. 
A 

In the words of the prophet I sa iah , "For Zion's sake I w i l l not hold my 

peace, and for Jerusalem's sake I w i l l not keep s i l e n t , u n t i l her triumph 

go forth as br ightness , and her salvation a s a torch that burneth." 


