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Parshat Vayishlach 

Obsessing About Blessing  
Alana Suskin - Advanced Kollel: Executive Ordination Track 

 
In this week’s torah portion, Vayishlach, the Torah sets up a dramatic moment: Jacob is about to meet 
with his brother Esau after many years. Fearing that his brother is still angry about his birthright, Jacob 
sends a lavish gift, consisting of hundreds of animals 

That night Jacob sends his family off and is left alone. Then, we are told, Jacob encounters something – 
the Hebrew says “a man,” but many rabbinic commentators understand this to be an angel or spirit of 
Esau – Rashi cites Beresheit Rabbah (77:3) and calls it ושע לש ורש , a minister or prince of Esau - who 
wrestles with him until dawn. Though this representative of Esau was unable to prevail over Jacob, he 
dislocated Jacob’s thigh, and then says, “Let me go because the day is breaking.” Jacob responds, “I will 
not let you go until you bless me.” The angel asked Jacob, “What is your name?” When Jacob told him, 
the spirit says, “You will no longer be named ‘Jacob,’ but ‘Israel,’ for you have struggled with God and 
humans, and you were able to overcome.” Then the Torah adds “And he blessed him, there.”  

Although there are a great many peculiar things about this episode, to me, what stands out is Jacob’s 
insistence on yet another blessing: Jacob bought Esau’s birthright, he stole his blessing, Isaac blessed 
Jacob again when Jacob was sent off to Laban to escape his brother’s anger, and God has given Jacob a 
blessing as well, in a dream. So why is Jacob so obsessed with blessing? Why does he feel the need to 
be blessed, over and over again. Even God’s blessing is apparently not enough? 

There are two possible answers. The first possibility lies in the nature of blessing itself. What is a blessing?   

Abarbanel says that a prophet or a tzadik becomes a conduit for God’s shefa (flowing abundance), and 
their blessing is intended to prepare a person to receive the shefa ha’elyon – the divine flow from God.  

But what does this divine flow bring? It seems at least some of the time to be material wealth. But Jacob 
had been wildly successful by the time he meets with Esau – so why would he need yet another blessing?  

The Midrash Aggada offers another possibility. It suggests that in wrestling with Esau’s spiritual 
representative, the blessing really means that he is demanding forgiveness from Esau: 

“Jacob said to him, ‘Since you are the minister for Esau, I will not release you until you forgive me for the 
blessing with which father blessed me.’ He said to him, ‘Who is complaining about you?’ [Jacob] said to 
him, ‘Esau said to me, “Is not he rightly named Jacob? For he has supplanted me these two times.”’ 
[Bereshit 27:36] ’And he blessed him there’ [Bereshit 32:30] And this is the blessing that he blessed him, 
that he forgave him about the blessings.” 

This certainly isn’t the way we normally think of the word “blessing.” But perhaps it makes more sense if 
we put it in this context. Jacob and Esau have a terrible history between them, from the day of their birth, 
Jacob is grabbing at Esau’s heel, he is a jealous brother, always wanting what Esau has, and their 
relationship is not improved by their parents’ preferential treatment of each of them. Finally, when Jacob 
meets his brother by the riverside and his brother’s spiritual representative finally tells him, albeit indirectly, 
“Look you, wrestle with God, not with me!” You will be Yisrael, not Yaakov. 

In other words, your real struggle is not with me – I am not standing in the way of God’s blessings - you 
are! God has already told you what your mission is: ךֶעְרַזְבּו ,הָמָדֲאָה ֹתחְּפְׁשִמ-לָּכ -ְב ּוכְרְִבְנו ◌ָ 

“In you and in your offspring shall all the families of the earth be blessed” (Beresheit 28:14), but this can’t 
happen as long as you either fear your brother or are focused on what he has.  For you to succeed, you 
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need to become the sort of person who can become a conduit for shefa to all the nations of the earth. To 
do that, you need both to let go of your fear, and also become someone not only focused on amassing 
your own material wealth.  

Once Esau’s spirit forgives Jacob and Jacob accepts the wound Esau gives him, they can meet as 
brothers, and they can weep and kiss one another. That is why when Esau refuses Jacob’s gift – what 
Jacob originally intended as a bribe – Jacob insists by telling him, ךָל תאָבֻה רֶׁשֲא יִתָכְרִּב-תֶא ָאנ-חַק ◌ְ 

“Take my blessing that is brought to you.” (Ber. 33:11) As Nechama Leibowitz notes, this is a blessing that 
Jacob will not steal from him. Perhaps one might even say that Jacob has returned the blessing he took 
from their father. 

Jacob has finally accepted that the nature of blessing is the transfer of a higher divine goodness. As long 
as we are focused on competition with others, on the blessings that others have, we can never really be a 
source of goodness for others. It is only when we can make of ourselves a conduit for shefa that we can 
become what we are meant to be. To do that, we must give up both fear and envy, and instead focus on 
giving our blessing to others. 
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