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newn G orve 

The scene of Jacob wrestling with a Strange ¢é ai lant has always 

beer a source of wonder and mystery. The Sages saw iy this 

atranger the wy Vw Iw ane that, in turn, gave further Cause for 

speculation. 

My interpretation is psychological-moral, and attempts to explain 

not only certain details in the verses describing the encounter, 

but algo the position of this tale in the rest of the Torah's 

riarrative. 

Jacob, on that fateful night before meeting his brother Esau, ; 

wrestling with his conmscience-~better, his bad conscience. Anicl 

ivielawel, this tay well have been what ?°ION had in mind whem they 

idantified him as wy Fw ww, 

Consider Jacob's native, indigenous character. He is described as 

o7onE Awd? On weNK ApPyMM=-—straight, totally honest, almost Naive. 

Yate-or taybe therefore--he was Iwy APyaA nimwe 3771, holding or 

to Esau for sheer survival. This, however, is precisely what gets 

him inte trouble, the main trouble being that he Is talse to his 

owr rature, his intrinsic character. 

Wher his mother suspects that is ready, wrongly, to aware 

the Abrahanmitic blessing to Esau, he willingly participates iv 

the daception of Isaac ‘stealing’ the blessing from his brother. 

Later, when he works for Laban and feels he is being wronged, hie 

devises a scheme to enrich himself and enlarge his flocks. 

There is Something morally offensive about these two inci cderts 

anced they seam to have dogged Mis footsteps throughout history. 

Were they really immoral acts’? 

That is precisely what worried Jacob. Ove the eve of his 

potentially disastrous meeting with Esau, Jacob mast finally 

COVE POt his Nagging cCconmse | erce. bes . east | ees thy is 

CONSE ence --the Vangel of Esaute-until dawn ¢ to the 

Midrash: the dust stirred up by their struggle rose to the Divine 

Thirarie y i.@., his we ao serious moral enceunter which was net 

Wwerely a case of “Jewish guilt’ or an ‘overextended superego but 

a genuine, objective case of right and wrong. Jaceb most : 

ACCOMUItS With hinselt, before his Maker, before he goes 

meet Esa. 

Wei thy the break of cay the struggle is Over. Jacob enearg 

triumphant and is therefore awarded the name Sxoqw?, for he kh 

fought with both “man and angel'--what a beautiful description of 

COVUSE | A@riCe , that amalgam of the human and the cadivirne, that 

angelic dimension of the human personality! But nonethedl bres 

whe not Leave wo y: Hone vy yous wand, he leaves Limoling. 



What does this mean? it, means, I believe, that Jacob is cleared 

of the charge of moral infraction. Neither legally ner ethically 

is he to be faulted. In Case of Esau, ¢ Prof. Suto | bask 

pointed out, it was [saac intention all along to reserve the 

core Of the Abrakamitic tol ing €DrAWAN Nae that of YOU arch your 

YReaw7)> for Jacob; it was the ble ig he gave to Jaced qua 

Jacob, and which he cid net of fer ta i either when Jacob posec 

ea Esau or when Esau cane to Isaac in his own right. And there 

was really no other way to salvage what he had worked for ane 

rightfully owned from his scheming uncle Laban; had he net 

resorted to his own trand of trickery, he would have forfeited 

what was his by right. 

This explains why he triumolrecd ir the wr tling mateh with ww Aw 

Ywy. and yet, there is an odor of moral ambiguity that hovers 

aver the two incidents. Why so? Not because Jacobo is guilty on 

objective grounds, but because, whether or Nat he had a Chorce, 

Aés actions went contrary to &is ew innate character, they nace 

Aim aot contrary to Ais own moral rature! One feels this eiement 

oF sanance all through this narrative on the early career of 

Father Jacok : there is something QGieturbing, uiinatural, 

inagoproporiate, jarring. The DN weER is not acting with nian, 

wotric with kitttess truck iri the mwa ‘TTA, hres 

jagointed hip. Indeed s an element py kv ss 

personality, as far revealed, i& dislocated, mo less than, iv 

the physical realm, a dislocated hit. €Only later, according te 

the Sages, will this be healed: Snoan obw--now fy oFW APy? w_74 

YnySses wb ON w-- pan oFw sont. 127669. ) 

Herice , hie bears 

leaves with a 

Wher we feet Jacobo im the begitming of mx71, the sun is setting. 

Abarbarne | interprets that dream as the torment oF A guilty 

conscience because of the self-same stealing of the blessings. 

The revelation of God at that time was meant to assuage Jacob. 

But apparently, his guilty conscience cid not go away until Thi bs 

full-fledged enceunr wi tk it iy mew. Only after thi | ss 

SiSeuirver has ne _Beeered himself (9 A#éis ow? eres, and therefore, 

i : : Suvi, Wawra We ATI, the Bur rises orn him, 
nis receorad is cle : the torture ara torment ci Sl okvim ty Vw 

Ywy YwWois now a “thing of the past, and the darkness Lifts from 

Nis fourdenecd soul: ?whba Yuan Deb Ye O7ID DIPPER PHINT 7D. 

Jaca ss charact is riew Whele-;-Dpew ,Oone--once again. The fircdle 

is complete : his remarkable “straightness,” his tert Ing 

Qivrectnecks, is back im focus, and mot even a whisper of moral 

amoiquity follows him; even his sliagkht Lime is eventdally cured. 

We may riow understand why the Torah relates the story of Shechem 

ana the rape of “Dinah immediately after this tale of the doulkl 

ancountern-with the ‘angel of Esau and with Esau himselt. bles yes , 

ivy the Shechem story, Jacob had a perfect opportunity to wreak 

VaNQeance against Shechem and his people whoa fully deserved 

for the foul crime that had been committed. Bub othe UC new" 

Jacobe-indeed the “old, original Jacobr-could not and would net 

play that game. His sens, Levi and Simeon did indeed dao that, ariel 

Jacob wees trimers oy their actions. How does the Torah deseribe 

iT
: 



their plarnr?’--me awa W7ae aE ne ODwW Ne APy? 73Q Vjy74, they 

relied on indeed, which was morally defensible 

“and reminiscent of the Jac lout @& ce Om Whie 

had deviated from his own nature, the Jaceb who obtained his 

brea ther ss ko: fing with cdeceotbion: API. ABBA INN NWA WR 

nat. Jac , I reproaching the two brothers, Could well have 

advanced the moral argument, out he cid net, and instead offered 

a purely practical reason--that they were few in number and the 

indigeneus population would rise uo and, since they outnumbered 

the Jacob clan, destroy them. The reason: Jacob, whe had twice 

hinsel? resorted to a kind of man, felt unable to take the high 

moral road to his own children whe knew well their father's life 

story. Inetead he gave them a military explanation, as mantioned, 

whick really held ne water for, as we read right after this 

incident, Onenoazas qwe oe oyn Fy DPSS NNN FAT... 

At this point, APA npPasys amoado mnt, Deborah, the last one te 

be intimately associated with his mother Rebecca, dies--aned with 

her Vanishes the last taint of un-Jacobian character that hac 

colored his life at the behest of his adering and loving mother. 

Finally, there is the divine charge to change his name from Jacob 

to Israel. There is Something strange about this that has 

halakhic ramifications: Abram's name was changed to Abraham, are 

that is the way it remains in Scripture, and the Halalchiaki 

considers it a transgression to refer to him as Abram. Yet after 

Jacob's name is changed to Israel, the Torah itself often refers 

to him as Jacob, and the Halakhah declares that he continues to 

bear et names. Why the cdifference? Because Abraham brass 

undergorne a complete and irreversible change of Status--from 

private individual to historic, public figure--whereas Jacob has 

simply reverted to his original nature, ard it is therefore 

inappropriate to ban mention of the mame Jaco! 


