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

Essay 5. A prayer against uninterrupted hardship
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There is a Midrash Rabbah on the verse, “These he put in the charge of his servants,
drove by drove, and he told his servants, ‘Go on ahead, and keep a distance between droves.” »!

What is [the meaning of] “keep a distance”? Jacob said before the Holy
One, Blessed be He: “Master of the universe, if troubles will befall my
descendants, do not bring them one after another, but rather, create distance
for them between their troubles.”

- Gen. Rabbah 75:13
Investigation is required what the meaning of this prayer is, and what could have led one to
think that the Holy One, Blessed be He, would bring all the troubles upon them at once, so
that Jacob would need to pray about this.
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And it seems that this depends on the dispute between Rashi and Tosafot in Kiddushin,
chapter one, where the Gemara states:

Does anyone who performs one mitzvah in addition to his [other] merits
have goodness bestowed upon him [in this world]?

[The Gemara] raises a contradiction [from a Baraita]: Anyone whose
merits are greater than his sins is punished with suffering [in order to cleanse

’ English translation: Copyright © 2024 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays at https://zstorah.com
' Gen. 32:17.




his sins in this world and enable him to merit full reward for his mitzvot in the
World-to-Come]. [Due to this punishment,] he appears [to observers] like one who
burned the entire Torah without leaving even one letter remaining of it.

[Conversely,] anyone whose sins are greater than his merits has
goodness bestowed upon him [in this world], and he appears like one who has
fulfilled the entire Torah without it lacking even one letter.

Abaye said: [When] the Mishnah [said that he is rewarded, it means] that
he has a good day and a bad day. [I.e., he is rewarded for the mitzvot he performs,
but he sometimes has bad days which cleanse him of his sins. The Baraita is
referring to those bad days.]

- Kiddushin 39b
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Rashi explains “a good day and a bad day”: One who performs one additional
mitzvah, which increases his merits beyond his sins, they prepare a good day for him in this
world, meaning he is punished for his sins in this world. This is the preparation of a good day
for him in the World-to-Come.

Anyone whose sins outweigh their merits, as stated by the Mishnah, he is treated
poorly, meaning that a bad day is prepared for him. He is rewarded for his mitzvot here in
this world, so that he is prepared for a bad day in the World-to-Come.

7 DRy9PY AT 071V 3R W2 i) 2y it 2 PTAYT PRNINR NIORIA WD AT WIR Y Wpn ninpinm
,A92 77103 92 77 198 niT oPa inIR2T ,80°2727 2 1Y w3 w2 o B PTaY PRIniyn A vnivony
P78 U 12 29 PaR ,AP12 17iRg 9 ovp 190K AT oib inikY 21w oi* 19 02wy 0onye? 1A rRinivy n 1)

2oy 73103 Y

Tosafot challenge this explanation. Tosafot explain: The Mishnah, which states that
they treat him with both a good day and a bad day, refers to both of them happening in this
world. Sometimes, when a person’s merits exceed his sins, he is treated with a bad day, and
this is in accordance with the statement in the Baraita, that on that day, it is as if they have
burned the entire Torah.

Similarly, when a person’s sins exceed their merits, sometimes he experiences a good
day, and on that day, it is as if he has fulfilled the entire Torah.

But the majority of a righteous person’s days are spent in goodness, and the majority
of a wicked person’s days are spent suffering.
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According to the explanation of Rashi, of blessed memory, the sinner who is destined
to inherit the World-to-Come, because his mitzvot outnumber his sins, is treated with severity
in this world, and it is as if he has burned the entire Torah, in order to prepare for him a
good day in the World-to-Come. But if he is destined for Gehinnom, because his sins
outnumber his mitzvot, they treat him well in this world.

But according to Tosafot, even the sinner who is destined to inherit Gan Eden, because
his mitzvot outnumber his sins, is treated well in this world, but they also treat him with
severity on some days. Similarly, one who is destined for Gehinnom is treated with severity
in this world, but on some days, they treat him well.
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And Jacob prayed before the Holy One, Blessed be He: “If troubles are to come upon
my children, do not bring them one after another,” as if to say, to give them constant hardship
in this world, according to the interpretation of Rashi, may he rest in peace. This is because
they are destined to inherit the World-to-Come, as “all of Israel has a share in the World-to-
Come.”? Rather, let it be according to the explanation of Tosafot, “relieve them from their
troubles,” meaning give them both a good day and a bad day in this world, rather than
uninterrupted hardship.
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Still, it requires explanation why Jacob specifically prayed this way at this moment
and time. It can be said that it is explained in Midrash Rabbah (Gen. 73:11) on the verse, “And
the man became exceedingly prosperous,”’ that this teaches that a breach was made for him
that was a microcosm of the World-to-Come. I.e., Jacob was so blessed with wealth that it was
like a peek into the World-to-Come.

Jacob said: At first, when I saw that the Holy One, Blessed be He, was giving me
abundant good, I thought it was because I was a completely righteous man. It is said in
Berachot (7a), “The righteous have it good,” this is referring to a completely righteous person.

2 Sanhedrin 7a.
3 Gen. 30:43.
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However, Jacob thought to himself, now that I see that this trouble has come upon me
from Esau, and I am forced to lose and diminish my possessions, I hear from this that I must
have some sin. Perhaps it is because I did not properly honor my father and mother all these
years,* or because I delayed my vow to bring an offering upon returning to the Land of Israel,’
as is stated in Midrash Tanhuma (parashat Vayishlach, siman 8). If it were as Rashi explains, I
would not have been deserving of all that goodness.

Therefore, it must be that You are acting toward me according to Tosafot’s
interpretation, that sometimes You give both a good day and a bad day in this world, for I
have great wealth, but sometimes I suffer.

Certainly, at times You act according to Rashi’s explanation, because both views are
the words of the living G-d. l.e., whenever there is a dispute between Torah scholars, both
opinions can be valid. Thus, Jacob felt that G-d was treating him according to the opinion of
Tosafot, but he was concerned lest G-d treat his descendants according to the opinion of Tosafot.
He prayed that G-d would treat his descendants the same as him, according to Tosafot.
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One should not ask, “Is there favoritism here?” in asking why G-d treats some people
according to Rashi’s view and others according to the view of Tosafot, for it is written, “The
Rock, His work is perfect, for all His ways are justice.”® Therefore, we must say that when a
person has many transgressions but nonetheless, his merits outweigh his sins, You act with
him according to Rashi’s explanation, since he has many transgressions.

But when someone is completely righteous and has only two or three transgressions,
a very small number, then You act with him according to Tosafot’s explanation, as You did
with me.

From now on, I pray that You always act this way with Your children, even if they
have many transgressions. For although Rashi’s explanation is also true, this prayer of mine
will help tear up the decree and transform the judgment into mercy for the entire Jewish
people.

4 See Rashi on Gen. 37:34.
3 See Gen. 28:20-22.
% Deut. 32:4.
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However, Jacob did not pray for the individual, but for the Nation as a whole. But the
Sages said on the verse, “And I will show favor to whom I show favor,”’ this means even if one
is not deserving, and regarding the continuation of that verse, “And I will have mercy upon
whom I will have mercy,” this means even though one is not worthy.?

Here, it may still seem that there is favoritism in this matter. How can there be justice
if G-d is giving leniency to someone who is unworthy? According to our explanation, this is
understandable: if a person has many sins but his merits outweigh them, as mentioned
earlier, the rule is to treat him according to Rashi’s interpretation, whereby he would receive
uninterrupted suffering in this world. However, if he prays and entreats, then “I will show
favor” even though he is not deserving. I.¢., he will have good days and bad days, as per Tosafot.
Because of this, G-d said, “and I will show favor” [*nim] [ve ‘chanoti], which is the language of
“And I pleaded [1100R)] [va etchanan].” l.e., the similarity of the terms indicates that G-d will
extend favor to one who pleads with Him through prayer.

But someone who has only a few sins, which are a very small number, even without
prayer, I have mercy on him and treat him according to the interpretation of Tosafot. This
explains the apparent repetition of “I will show favor” and “I will have mercy,” the first term
alludes to prayer, and means that one with many sins will receive favor only if he prays, while the
second term means that one with very few sins will receive favor even without prayer.
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We can also understand what is stated at the end of tractate Berachot: Rabbi Avin
haLevi said, “What is the meaning of what is written, ‘The L-rd will answer you on the day
of trouble; the name of the G-d of Jacob will set you [securely] on high’ (Ps. 20:2)? [Why] the
G-d of Jacob, and not the G-d of Abraham and Isaac. From here, [we learn that] one who
owns a beam should approach [carrying] the thick portion of the beam.” I.e., when two people
carry a beam, the owner should carry the heavy end.’

Rashi explains: Jacob endured the hardships of raising children and many prayers.
Therefore, “the name of the G-d of Jacob will set you [securely] on high,” for Jacob is called
the “owner of the beam,” and it is through him that the merit of Israel is sustained.

7 Ex. 33:19.
8 Berachot 7a.
9 Berachot 64a.
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According to our explanation, “the name of the G-d of Jacob will protect you” makes
sense, because Jacob prayed that it should be according to the explanation of Tosafot that “if
troubles will befall my descendants, do not bring them one after another, but rather, create
distance for them between their troubles.”

Therefore, it says, “The L-rd will answer you on the day of trouble,” and “the G-d of
Jacob” will protect you. To make it clear that this is a benefit, it says “He will set you
[securely] on high,” that he will elevate you to greatness.

However, Abraham and Isaac did not pray for this. On the contrary, when given a
choice between his descendants being punished in Gehinnom or in exile, Abraham chose
punishment by the kingdoms and decrees of exile.

Isaac requested suffering in this world, as is evident from the Midrash Gen. Rabbah
65:9 on the verse, “When Isaac was old and his eyes were too dim to see . ..”'° He did not pray
for relief during suffering and troubles.

It is also said in the Midrash Gen. Rabbah 67:7 on the verse, “Yet by your sword you
shall live, and you shall serve your brother; but when you grow restive, you shall break his yoke
from your neck” (Gen. 27:40): Rabbi Yosi ben Chalafta said, this means, if you see your brother
casting off the yoke of the Torah, and you have the power to dominate him, you should impose
upon him a decree of persecution. This is what is meant by the verse, “Surely, You are our
Father, though Abraham regard us not, and Israel recognize us not.”!! But where is Isaac in this
verse? Regarding one who says, “Impose upon [Jacob] a decree of persecution,” should he be
mentioned with the other patriarchs? I.e., because Isaac accepted suffering, rather than praying
for relief, he is not mentioned.

Thus, Abraham and Isaac sought suffering so that the Jewish people would be spared from
Gehennom, following the opinion of Rashi. In contrast, Jacob followed the opinion of Tosafot, and
prayed for a break between intervals of suffering.
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10 Gen. 27:1.
11 Tsaiah 63:16.



