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Chapter VIII: Vayishlach (Gen. 32:4-36:43)

Essay 6. The mercy of a father for his children
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There is a Midrash Rabbah on the verse describing the meeting between Jacob and Esau:
“He went on ahead of them and bowed low to the ground seven times until he was near his
brother.”!

This is the meaning of what is written: “As a father has mercy upon [his]
children, so has the L-rd shown mercy to those who fear Him.”> Rabbi Chiya
taught: G-d’s mercy is like the most merciful of the patriarchs. Which is the
most merciful of the patriarchs?

Rabbi Yehuda said: This is Abraham. Abraham said [regarding G-d’s
plan to destroy Sodom]: “Far be it from You to do a thing like this.”’

Rabbi Levi said: [The most merciful of the patriarchs is] Jacob, [for
when the verse said] “he went on ahead of them” [i.c., his family], he said, it is
preferable that [Esau] harm me and not them.

- Gen. Rabbah 78:8
The world asks that granted, in explaining the verse, “As a father has mercy upon [his]
children,” it is fine for the Midrash to quote Rabbi Levi saying that Jacob was showing mercy
on his children, and to provide as proof the verse that Jacob went on ahead of his family. But
[regarding] the alternate view of Rabbi Yehuda saying Abraham was the most merciful, what
is the connection between this verse, “As a father has mercy upon [his] children and Sodom, as
the incident with Sodom didn’t involve [Abraham’s] children. The Yafeh To’ar* resolves this,
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that if for these who were not his children, [Abraham| requested mercy upon them, even
more so he would have acted thus if they had been his children.
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For us, it appears that [the question] is not difficult at all, for even in the incident of
Sodom, they are called his children. That is, on the verse, “Now the L-rd had said, ‘Should I
hide from Abraham what I am about to do,” »° Rashi explained that G-d was saying: “I called
him ‘father of a multitude of nations,’ shall I now destroy the children without informing
the father, who loves Me?”’ It’s fine that it’s bringing a proof on the verse “As a father has
mercy upon [his] children” from Abraham regarding Sodom, for they were considered his
children.
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Rather, if there is a difficulty, this is the difficulty: How does it appear from the
incident of Abraham with Sodom that [his actions] would be done out of mercy, for didn’t
Abraham only make demands based upon the law, as it is written, “Far be it from You to do
such a thing, to bring death upon the innocent as well as the guilty, so that innocent and guilty
fare alike; far be it from You! Shall not the Judge of all the earth deal justly?”® In another
precise analysis on the verse, everything will be resolved, for Abraham did only make
demands based upon the law, and per justice, the righteous man will live and the wicked man
will die. The Holy One, Blessed be He, answered him, “If I find in Sodom fifty righteous
within the city, I will forgive the whole place for their sake.”” But is this justice, that because
of the presence of a righteous man, the wicked will live? If Abraham made demands that from
the viewpoint of justice, the righteous should not be [punished with death] like the wicked, it
sounds like if one followed the same application of justice, that even the wicked should not be
[rewarded with life| like the righteous.

5 Gen. 18:17.

6 Gen. 17:5.
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Rather, it should surely be said that if the righteous man dies with the wicked man,
then there is no justice, but if the wicked man lives with the righteous man, then there is
justice. This is according to what is written about the attributes of the Holy One, Blessed be
He, “and I will show mercy to whom I show mercy.”'’ The rabbis of blessed memory
explained, that G-d may choose to show mercy to someone even though that he is not worthy,
even though he’s not deserving. Thus, when Abraham asserted to the Holy One, Blessed be
He, that it’s not justice to Kill the righteous man with the wicked man, you must necessarily
say that this claim of Abraham is also that if there are righteous men present, that even the
wicked ones should be saved. Because of his attribute of mercy, the Holy One, Blessed be He,
replied to him, “If I find in Sodom fifty righteous, within the city, I will forgive the whole place
for their sake.” Therefore, it’s fine that Rabbi Yehuda said, “ ‘As a father has mercy upon [his]
children,” this is Abraham,” for he claimed that the Holy One, Blessed be He, should have
mercy upon them even if they were not deserving, it He would find some righteous among
them.
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We still need to check what they disagree about, and what difference it makes if “as a
father has mercy” would be said about Abraham or about Jacob. It can be said that Rabbi
Yehuda didn’t want to learn from Jacob that G-d is merciful to those who fear Him, for it is
different there, for the sons of Jacob were free from all sin, as most of them had not reached
the time when one is liable for the commandments, which is 13 years of age. If one can
attribute some sin, it is only upon Jacob, as Rashi explained, “For this reason, I am afraid:
Perhaps since You made these promises to me to keep me safe, I have become depraved by
sin, and this may cause me to be delivered into Esau’s power.”'! Because of this belief, that the
sin was his own fault and not those of his sons, according to the justice [Jacob] went “ahead of
them,” in order that they wouldn’t be burned by his coals, i.e., harmed on his account. It’s not
proven from here that he acted thus because of mercy, as perhaps it was only the just thing to
do, because he considered himself responsible for any harm that might occur. Therefore, [Rabbi
Yehuda] brings a proof from Abraham.

10FEx. 33:19.
1 Rashi on Gen. 32:11.
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However, Rabbi Levi is of the opinion that to the contrary, it is specifically because of
mercy that [Jacob] acted thus to go on ahead of them, because they were in greater danger
than he was. This is derived from what is written: “Deliver me, I pray Thee, from the hand of
my brother, from the hand of Esau; for I fear him, lest he come and strike me down, the mother
with the children.”'> For what is the meaning of “the mother with the children,” rather
certainly we hear from this that Jacob was afraid lest Esau would come to kill Leah and her
sons. Why would Esau do that? Because the world had said, “Rebecca has two sons, and Laban
has two daughters. The eldest [daughter] should be for the eldest [son], and the younger
[daughter] should be for the younger [son].” If so, Leah was designated for Esau, but she
didn’t want him, as she was crying always, as [the rabbis] of blessed memory said on the
verse, “Leah had weak eyes,”' and certainly Esau was angry with her for having rejected him.

1172 R2) 2 V207 20 N "DI%97 12V 227 99K1 L) X2 1107 "0°33700 X" RP1T 1M Ri2TR"
2o%09 ROR M0 X? 0772R DY iRy 7iv) ,07728 9% inikn a7 manna 21730 .12 Ay man owhay a3 vy
TRRWIY RYRI APY Y T 132 DR PRT? M7 2PV W ININY,TPyn PW 1T 0033 02y INY Wivin 01T Y
VY2 0OW DPIR T AR PRI DR RD A"pnY TR 11180 17 M nyTe o) " ' onn" 19) "aR op" 23020

L2173 YR RINY L7003

This is the meaning of “lest he come and strike me down,” not a direct attack on Jacob,
but specifically “the mother with the children,” an attack on Jacob’s wife and children. Despite
this fact that he wasn’t the primary target, “he went on ahead of them,” and he said, it is
preferable that he harm me and not them. We hear from this that it was because of mercy
that he acted thus, and this mercy is greater than that of Abraham.

Also, that mercy of Abraham was only to save Sodom from the punishment that was
decreed upon them from the Heavenly court. In contrast, that mercy of Jacob was to save his
children from the anger of Esau, a human being. It’s found that when Scripture said, “As a
father has compassion for his children, so the L-rd has compassion for those who fear Him,”
that according to Rabbi Levi, it means that the Holy One, Blessed be He, saves those who
fear Him even from the hand of their human enemies, who have free will. This is a great
novelty, that G-d will (at times) interfere with the desire of our enemies to harm us.
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12 Gen. 32:11.
13 Gen. 29:17; Bava Batra 123a.



