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Chapter VIII: Vayishlach (Gen. 32:4–36:43) 
 
Essay 6. The mercy of a father for his children 
  

" תָּנֵי רַבִּי חִיָּיא כָּרַחֲמָן שֶׁבָּאָבוֹת, וְאֵיזֶהוּ רַחְמָן  "וְהוּא עָבַר לִפְנֵיהֶם", הָדָא הוּא דִּכְתִיב "כְּרַחֵם אָב עַל־בָּנִים  רַבָּה  מִדְרָשׁ

, "וְהוּא עָבַר לִפְנֵיהֶם"לֵוִי אָמַר יַעֲקֹב,    שֶׁבָּאָבוֹת ר' יְהוּדָה אוֹמֵר זֶה אַבְרָהָם, אָמַר אַבְרָהָם "חָלִלָה לְּ מֵעֲשֹׂת  כַּדָּבָר הַזֶּה".
וְלָא בְהוֹן עכ"ל. מַקְשִׁים הָעוֹלָם דְּבִשְׁלָמָא לְלֵוִי דְּקָאָמַר דְּיַעֲקֹב הוּא רַחְמָן עַל הַבָּנִים נִיחָאי אָמַר טַב דְּיִ  , אָמְנָם לר' גַּע בִּי 

אַר תֵירֵץ דְּכָל שֶׁכֵּן הוּא, דְּאִם עַל אֵלָה  וֹוְהַיָּפֶה תּ יְהוּדָה דְּאָמַר זֶה אַבְרָהָם מָה עִנְיָן זֶה לְזֶה וַהֲלאֹ מַעֲשֶׂה דִסְדוֹם לאֹ הָיוּ בָּנָיו.
   לּוּ הָיוּ בָּנָיו.יקֵּשׁ עֲלֵיהֶם וְהָיָה רַחְמָן עֲלֵיהֶם, מִכָּל שֶׁכֵּן אִ שֶׁלּאֹ הָיוּ בָּנָיו בִּ 

 
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.”1 

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.”2 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.”3  

Rabbi Levi said: [The most merciful of the patriarchs is] Jacob, [for 
when the verse said] “he went on ahead of them” [i.e., 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’ar4 resolves this, 

 
* English translation: Copyright © 2023 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays at https://www.zstorah.com  
1 Gen. 33:3. 
2 Ps. 103:13. 
3 Gen. 18:25. 
4 Rabbi Samuel ben Isaac Ashkenazi Jaffe (1525–95), Yafeh To’ar (Venice 1597). 



2 
 

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. 

 
,  סוּק "הַמְכַסֶּה אֲנִי מֵאַבְרָהָם" וּלְדִידַן נִרְאֶה דְּלאֹ קֹשִׁי מִידֵי, דְּאַף מַעֲשֶׂה דִסְדוֹם הָיוּ נִקְרָאִים בָּנָיו, שֶׁהָרֵי פֵּרֵשׁ רַשִׁ"י עַל הַפָּ 

י עכ"ל. וְשַׁפִּיר מַייְתֵי רְאָיָה עַל הַפָּסוּק  וְלאֹ אוֹדִיעַ לְאַב שֶׁהוּא אוֹהֲבִ   נִיםבָּ הַ ו אַכְרִית אֶת  יוְעַכְשָׁ   קָרָאתִי אוֹתוֹ "אַב־הֲמוֹן גּוֹיִם"
  "כְּרַחֵם אָב" מֵאַבְרָהָם בִּסְדוֹם, שֶׁהֲרֵי הָיוּ חֲשׁוּבִים בָּנָיו. 

 
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,’ ”5 Rashi explained that G-d was saying: “I called 
him ‘father of a multitude of nations,’6 shall I now destroy the children without informing 
the father, who loves Me?”7 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. 

  
בְרָהָם לאֹ תָּבַע אֶלָּא בְּמִדַּת אֶלָּא, אִי קַשְׁיָא, הָא קַשְׁיָא, אֵי נִרְאֶה מִמַּעֲשֶׂה אַבְרָהָם בִּסְדוֹם שֶׁיִּהְיֶה מֵחֲמַת רַחְמָנוּת, וְהַלּאֹ אַ 

וּבְדִקְדּוּק אַחֵר עַל הַפָּסוּק    .  הֲשֹׁפֵט כָּל־הָאָרֶץ" וְכוּ'. . "חָלִלָה לְּ מֵעֲשֹׂת" וְכוּ' "לְהָמִית צַדִּיק עִם־רָשָׁע .  מִשְׁפָּט, כְּדִכְתִיב
יָמוּת, הֵשִׁיב לוֹ הקב"ה "אִם־  וְהָרָשָׁעיְתוֹרַץ הַכֹּל, שֶׁהֲרֵי אַבְרָהָם לאֹ תָּבַע אֶלָּא מִמִּדַּת מִשְׁפָּט, וְהַמִּשְׁפָּט הוּא שֶׁהַצַּדִּיק יִחְיֶה 

. צַדִּיקִם  חֲמִשִּׁים  בִסְדֹם  בַּעֲבוּרָם." . אֶמְצָא  לְכָל־הַמָּקוֹם  וְנָשָׂאתִי  וְאִם   .  הָרָשָׁע,  יִחְיֶה  הַצַּדִּיק  שֶׁבִּשְׁבִיל  הַדִּין  כָּ הוּא  וְכִי 
  לִהְיוֹת כְּצַדִּיק. אַבְרָהָם תָּבַע שֶׁהַצַּדִּיק לאֹ יִהְיֶה כְּרָשָׁע מִצַּד מִדָּת הַמִּשְׁפָּט מִמֵּילָא נִשְׁמָע שֶׁאַף הָרָשָׁע לאֹ יוּכַל

 
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?”8 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.”9 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. 
7 Rashi on Gen. 18:17. 
8 Gen. 18:25. 
9 Gen. 18:26. 
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עִם הַצַּדִּיק אָז יֵשׁ מִשְׁפָּט,  אֶלָּא וַדַּאי צָרִי לוֹמַר דְּבִשְׁלָמָא אִם הַצַּדִּיק יָמוּת עִם הָרָשָׁע אָז אֵין מִשְׁפָּט אֲבָל אִם הָרָשָׁע יִחְיֶה  
אַף עַל פִּי שֶׁאֵינוֹ הָגוּן אַף עַל פִּי שֶׁאֵינוֹ  זַ"ל  רָ רְשׁוּ  יוּפֵ   "וְרִחַמְתִּי אֶת־אֲשֶׁר אֲרַחֵם".  לְפִי שֶׁלְּגַבִּי מִדּוֹתָיו שֶׁל הקב"ה כְּתִיב

נָמֵי הָיְתָה שֶׁאִם יֵשׁ צַדִּיקִים    כְּדַאי, וּכְשֶׁתָּבַע אַבְרָהָם מֵהקב"ה שֶׁאֵינוֹ מִשְׁפָּט לְהָמִית צַדִּיק עִם רָשָׁע, עַל כָּרְחֲ לוֹמַר שֶׁתְּבִיעָתוֹ
וְלָכֵן שַׁפִּיר קָאָמַר ר' יְהוּדָה "כְּרַחֵם    וּלְפִי מִדָּתוֹ תֵירֵץ לוֹ הקב"ה "אִם־אֶמְצָא בִסְדֹם" וְכוּ',  ץשֶׁיִּהְיוּ נִיצוֹלִים אַף הָרְשָׁעִים

 אָב" זֶה אַבְרָהָם, שֶׁתָּבַע שֶׁהקב"ה יְרַחֵם עֲלֵיהֶם אַף עַל פִּי שֶׁאֵינָם הֲגוּנִים אִם יִמְצְאוּ עִמָּהֶם צַדִּיקִים.
 

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.”10 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. 

 
, וּמַאי נָפְקָא מִינַּהּ אִם "כְּרַחֵם אָב" יִהְיֶה נֶאֱמַר עַל אַבְרָהָם אוֹ עַל יַעֲקֹב. וְיֵשׁ לוֹמַר דְּר' פְּלִיגִין צָרִי לְדַקְדֵּק בְּמַאי  יוַעֲדַיִ 

ן לאֹ הִגִּיעוּ לְעוֹנַת חִיּוּב  ילָּם עֲדַיִ וּבָּם כְּכוּם מִכָּל חֵטְא שֶׁהֲרֵי ר ידְּשָׁאנֵי הָתָם שֶׁהַבָּנִים הָיוּ נְקִיִּ יְהוּדָה לאֹ בָּעֵי לְמֵילַף מִיַּעֲקֹב,  
י ]נִ [לְכָ אֲנִי יָרֵא, שֶׁמָּא מִשֶּׁהִבְטַחְתַּ ,  נוּ לי"ג שָׁנִים, וְאִם יֵשׁ לִתְלוֹת אֵיזֶה חֵטְא אֵינוֹ אֶלָּא בְּיַעֲקֹב, כְּמוֹ שֶׁפֵּרֵשׁ רַשִׁ"ייוֹת דְּהַיְ מִצְ 

כְּדֵי שֶׁלּאֹ יִכָּווּ בְּגַחַלְתּוֹ, וְלאֹ מוּכָח מֵהָכָא דְּמִשּׁוּם רַחְמָנוּת עָשָׂה    " לִפְנֵיהֶם"בְּחֵטְא וְכוּ', וּמִשּׁוּם הָכִי מִן הַדִּין הָיָה    נִתְקַלְקַלְתִּי
  . כֵן, וְלָכֵן הֵבִיא רְאָיָה מֵאַבְרָהָם

 
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.”11 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. 

 
10 Ex. 33:19. 
11 Rashi on Gen. 32:11. 
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ר לִפְנֵיהֶם, לְפִי שֶׁהָיוּ הֵם בַּסַּכָּנָה יוֹתֵר מִמֶּנּוּ, וְיָלֵיף לָהּ וֹלֵוִי סְבִירָא לֵיהּ דְּאַדְרַבָּא דַּוְקָא מִשּׁוּם רַחְמָנוּת עָשָׂה כֵן לַעֲבאָמְנָם  

וְהִכַּנִי אֵם עַל־בָּנִים", דְּמַהוּ "אֵם עַל־בָּנִים", פֶּן יָבוֹא עֵשָׂו    וַדַּאיאֶלָּא    מִדִּכְתִיב "פֶּן־יָבוֹא  מִתְיָירֵא  שְׁמַע מִינַּהּ שֶׁיַּעֲקֹב הָיָה 
בָּנִים יֵשׁ לָהּ לְרִבְקָה וּשְׁתֵּי בָּנוֹת יֵשׁ לוֹ לְלָבָןנֵ וְיַמִּית לֵאָה וּבָנֶיהָ, לְפִי שֶׁהָעוֹלָם הָיוּ אוֹמְרִים שְׁ  וְהַקְּטַנָּה    ,הַגְּדוֹלָה לַגָּדוֹל  ,י 

, ת"מֶּנֶת לְעֵשָׂו, אֶלָּא שֶׁלּאֹ נִתְרַצְּתָה בּוֹ שֶׁהָיְתָה בּוֹכָה תָּמִיד כְּמוֹ שֶׁאָמְרוּ זַ"ל עַל "וְעֵינֵי לֵאָה רַכּוֹוּוְאִם כֵן לֵאֶה הָיְתָה מְז  .לַקָּטָן
  וּבְוַדַּאי שֶׁעֵשָׂו הָיָה לוֹ כָּעַס עִמָּהּ.

 
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.”12 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,”13 and certainly Esau was angry with her for having rejected him.  

  
נוּ לֵאָה וּבָנֶיהָ, וַאֲפִלּוּ הָכִי "עָבַר לִפְנֵיהֶם" וְאָמַר מוּטָב דְּיִגַּע בִּי וְלָא בְהוֹן, יוְזֶהוּ "פֶּן־יָבוֹא וְהִכַּנִי" דַּוְקָא "אֵם עַל־בָּנִים" דְּהַיְ 

וְעוֹד שֶׁאוֹתוֹ שֶׁל אַבְרָהָם לאֹ הָיָה אֶלָּא לְהַצִּיל   שְׁמַע מִינַּהּ שֶׁמִּשּׁוּם רַחְמָנוּת עָשָׂה כֵן, וְגָדוֹל רַחְמָנוּת זֶה מֵאוֹתוֹ שֶׁל אַבְרָהָם,
נִמְצָא שֶׁכְּשֶׁאָמַר    .ונֶשׁ שֶׁנִּגְזַר עֲלֵיהֶם בְּבֵית דִּין שֶׁל מַעְלָה, וְאוֹתוֹ שֶׁל יַעֲקֹב הָיָה לְהַצִּיל אֶת בָּנָיו מֵרוֹגְזוֹ שֶׁל עֵשָׂ וֹאֶת סְדוֹם מֵהָע

ר' לֵוִי רְצוֹנוֹ לוֹמַר שֶׁהקב"ה מַצִּיל אֶת יְרֵאָיו אַף מִיָּד אוֹיְבֵיהֶם שֶׁהֵם בַּעֲלֵי   לְדַעַתהַכָּתוּב "כְּרַחֵם אָב" וְכוּ' "רִחַם ה' " וְכוּ'  
    דּוּשׁ גָּדוֹל.יבְּחִירָה, שֶׁהוּא חִ 

 
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.  

* * * 

 
12 Gen. 32:11. 
13 Gen. 29:17; Bava Batra 123a. 


