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This week I had the pleasure of visiting the 7
th

 grade at the Abraham Joshua Heschel School. As 

part of their unit on pluralism, the school invites a rabbi from each major denomination to speak 

to the class. And of course when we opened it up for some discussion, they just threw me 

softballs. Questions like:  

 

• What do you think of Reconstructionist Judaism? 

• Why did the Holocaust happen? 

• And shouldn’t the Torah be egalitarian? 

 

Naturally in the 22 minutes I had allotted to me I formulated compelling answers to all of their 

questions. And I must have said something convincing. How else could we explain the 

exceptionally high number of Heschel 7
th

 graders davening with us this morning…?  

 

The teachers actually asked me in advance to share with them something I like about Orthodoxy 

– which I found to be a fascinating thought exercise. And if not this instant, I invite you to spend 

a moment considering how you might have answered.  

 

And I’d like to explore with you one of the answers that occurred to me through the lens of our 

parsha. 

 

Why is it that the Torah refers to us as בני ישראל? Why are we not the בני אברהם? Why are we not 

the people of Moshe or the nation of David? Why Yaakov? 

 

And fundamentally, I think the answer has to do with tension. To be a Jew is to struggle between 

competing worlds and competing identities. To be a Jew is to be in a state of constant striving. 

 

And this of course is Yaakov. 

  

• He dreams of a ladder with feet planted firmly in the ground and a head that reaches the 

heavens. 

• He’s called Yisrael אלוקים ועם אנשים ותוכל כי שרית עם  – because he wrestles with angels 

and men.  

• He toggles back and forth between the land of divine promise and the land of material 

opportunity.  

• And though perhaps less obviously, he captures the tension, too, between past and future.  

 

After Yaakov’s struggle with the angel, we know that he emerges with a new name. What’s 

clear, too, is that he also has a new identity and really a whole new way of being in the world. 

His modus operandi is forever transformed.  
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Up until our parsha, Yaakov has always relied on his silver tongue to navigate complex 

circumstances. And when the situation finally becomes untenable, he simply runs away.   

 

Such was his relationship with Esav; and such was his relationship with Lavan. 

 

Now for first time, Yaakov finally decides to confront his adversary and engage in a real 

relationship. He stands toe to toe with the vengeful brother who was once bent on fratricide and 

they’re able to finally embrace.  

 

But even more, Parshat Vayishlach takes us on a tour of every problem or challenge that Yaakov 

has ever faced. And what I want to argue that Yaakov revisits each episode of his life story and 

makes some kind of change that redeems the past. And it starts from the very beginning: 

• Yaakov had swindled Esav out of the birthright. Now when they’re reunited, Yaakov 

bows seven times and repeatedly refers to himself as the servant and to Esav as the 

master. To the extent that subservience is a function of birth order, Yaakov says to his 

older brother, “I bow to you.” 

• Yaakov had stolen Esav’s bracha. Now he sends him a gift. Except he doesn’t he call it a 

gift. He says: קח נא את ברכתי. If our father’s bracha was meant to confer the blessing of 

bounty, I hereby cede a portion of my abundance to you.  

• When he fled the house of Lavan, Yaakov had made the mistake of allowing the 

members of his household to retain to their idols. Rachel had taken her father’s teraphim. 

Now Yaakov purges his camp: הסירו את אלוהי הנכר בתוככם – no trace of paganism is 

permitted to remain. 

• Whereas his fathers had built altars, Yaakov had only built a monument in the place 

where he had experienced divine revelation. Now he returns to that hallowed ground and 

replaces his makeshift מצבה with a proper ויקרא למקום אל בית אל .מזבח.  

• And of course: his decision to abandon his father’s house and leave the land of Canaan 

has haunted him for decades. Now he finally comes home.  

 

All the circles are closed; all the gaps are filled.  

 

Yaakov is always thinking about his past because he’s always worried about the future.  

 

And this is one of the great ideals of Modern Orthodoxy. 

 

We’re rooted in our past. We care deeply about Jewish history and Jewish memory. Our 

Mesorah grounds us and animates us. When it comes to halacha and finding our way in the 

world, precedent is given pride of place. We recognize that what’s happened in our past – both 

individually and collectively – plays an outsize role in the decisions we make about our Jewish 

lives. 

 

And yet at the same time, we have one eye trained on the future. How can we return to the past 

and transform it? How can we contribute our personal talents to the Jewish story and in ways 

uniquely suited to us and our moment, elevate all that’s come before.  
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Part of what I love about being a Modern Orthodox Jew is the opportunity to grapple with these 

tensions – to strive to master the core curriculum of our past so that we can faithfully live our 

values in the present and preserve them for our future.  

 

As 2016 starts to roll into 2017, we’re starting to think about and plan The Jewish Center’s 

centennial. In 1917, this institution was founded with these very values in mind. Steeped in 

tradition, this was going to be a Center for those who wished to preserve and protect the 

unbroken chain of our Mesorah at a time when traditional Jews were assimilating at staggering 

rates.  

 

And at the same time, it would stand for the promise and possibility of integrating the very best 

of Western Civilization into a vibrant and sophisticated Jewish life. It was the shul with the pool; 

the decorous sanctuary that played host to a strictly Orthodox liturgy; the platform for an 

ongoing conversation between classical Jewish learning and contemporary western thought. We 

were religious Zionists in the epoch of the Balfour declaration. And as the devoted students of 

Avraham, Yitzchak and Yaakov, we were דיםגומלי חס  that played a role in supporting those in 

distress both within the traditional community and far beyond it.  

 

A hundred years later, the world has changed, but our values have not. New challenges and 

opportunities have arisen and, like our forebears, we must rise to meet them. Whether you 

celebrated your bar mitzvah 50 years ago or whether you became a member last week, we invite 

you to join us in the process of envisioning the next 100 years: A century in the life of this 

storied institution that, with your help, will be filled with the vibrant Jewish life that would make 

our grandparents proud and our grandchildren even prouder.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


