
Vayishlah Sermon 
 
Shabbat Shalom 

We reach in our Torah reading today the very climax of the story of the life of Jacob. We have 
seen him fighting with his brother for many chapters now. He outwits his stronger, brutish 
brother twice, for a birthright and a blessing. Jacob tricks his father and has to leave home to 
avoid Esau’s anger. 
 
We also see the wily Jacob outwitted by the older and cleverer Uncle Lavan who tricks Jacob 
into marrying Leah rather than the agreed upon Rachel. When Jacob protests the switch, Lavan 
digs the “knife” deeper declaring “We don’t put the younger before the older like your family 
does”. Jacob gets the message. He will be working for Lavan a long, long time. It is only when he 
is the married father of 11 boys and a girl does Jacob finally find a way to escape Lavan’s 
deceptions and their rivalry ends with a non-aggression pact that forces Jacob to finally go 
home. 
 
But there is one last fear that must be overcome. Jacob must face the wrath of Esau. Esau is 
informed of Jacob’s return and runs to meet his long time rival, with a force of 400 armed men. 
Jacob is rightly terrified. He can’t go back because of his agreement with Lavan, and to go 
forward seems to be the path to death and destruction. Alone in the night Jacob wrestles with 
his conscience. He is in this difficult position because he put himself there. It was his selfish and 
greedy actions that have created this horrible situation in which he finds himself. He eventually 
realizes that he has to face his future, he has to face his brother and Jacob has to face whatever 
may happen. 
 
To his and our surprise, Esau arrives and is not only forgiving, but actually weeps to see his long 
lost brother again. They kiss and all is forgiven. Esau meets his sisters-in-law; he meets his 
nephews and his niece. The brothers exchange gifts and all seems to be right with the world. 
Who would have thought that big, bad Esau would be so forgiving in the end? 
 
But when we look back on our story, we see some hidden evidence about the origins of this 
great forgiveness. We think of Esau as all brawn and no brains, a man who is strong but not 
very smart. We think of Jacob as a scheming homebody, clever but not very strong. That is the 
picture we get of the two boys growing up. But the story of their lives paints a different picture. 
Yes Esau is angry when Jacob steals his blessing but the first thing Esau does is cry. He does not 
tear up the tent, he does not go on a rampage, he cries to his father in his pain and anguish. We 
really feel sorry for him.  
 
Jacob goes to Haran and the first thing he does is to roll a stone off the mouth of a well to water 
the flocks that Rachel is tending. The text tells us that it took many male and manly shepherds 
to move that stone but Jacob does it singlehandedly; he is stronger than we think. He wrestles 
with a stranger/angel and he is strong enough to win the battle. He is clearly stronger than we 
think. Esau cries when the two brothers reconcile; clearly Esau is not as tough as we think.  



 
The reality is that these two men are indeed brothers. They have opposed each other for so 
long that they don’t see the similarities between them. Esau is strong, sensitive and clever. 
Jacob is clever, sensitive and strong.  They are made from the same DNA and are more alike 
than they are different. In the end, they finally see themselves in their rival and this is the basis 
for their reconciliation.  
 
In the wake of Ferguson and Staten Island, there is a very important lesson for this country and 
for all of our communities. I am not qualified to judge the suspects in these cases nor can I 
decide what proper police procedure should be in difficult situations. These decisions were 
made by lawyers, grand juries and law enforcement professionals. I am just a Rabbi in 
Birmingham, far from both cities and the many other cities that struggle with these kinds of 
issues.  
 
But there is a theological response to the distrust and anger that fills the streets of these two 
cities and in the news organizations that report on these situations. In these cities and in many 
other cities there is a great disconnect between white and black communities. 40 years of civil 
rights programs and laws has not bridged the differences between them. We see evidence of 
this in all the statistics. Black families face harassment every day. Their sons make up almost 
half of our nations prison population, a number way out of line with their percentage of our 
society. They are victims of a “stop and frisk” policy way out of proportion to their numbers. 
Have you ever asked your friends of color if they have been harassed by police or white 
business owners who have assumed that they were up to no good? We make assumptions that 
our friends go home to the same kinds of communities we go home to, but their reality is very 
different.  
 
The fact is, Black or White, we are brothers; we are made of the same DNA. The black 
community consists of strong, smart and clever men and women. There are also some who are 
criminals who flaunt the law. The white community also has strong, smart and clever men and 
women, and there are also criminals who flaunt the law. Law abiding citizens must all be 
protected and criminals must all face their punishment. There must be one law for every 
citizen. The riots and protests of the past weeks tell us that we have a long way to go to achieve 
this kind of parity.  
 
We Jews should clearly understand what it means to be picked out in society for inequality and 
injustice. Bigotry rained death and destruction on Jewish communities for centuries. Now, just 
as we think that we have gained some acceptance in the world, we see anti-Semitism again 
rearing its head in Europe and in some communities in the United States. As residents of 
Birmingham, we should also clearly understand what it means when a segment of the 
population is picked out for brutal police actions. A walk through Kelly Ingram Park tells the 
story of how hard we worked to create a city where all citizens can feel at ease, a city that other 
communities have so far failed to emulate.  
 



I won’t enter into an argument about whether violence should be met with violence. Clearly the 
answer is no, violence only breeds more violence. The only way to heal the broken cities in our 
nation is to enter into a dialogue. There must be interfaith and interracial dialogue. We need 
black civic leaders who will ride along with white law enforcement officers to see the dangers 
the police are subjected to every day and to help these men and women on the front lines of 
crime prevention, understand how to deal fairly with everyone they meet. There must be 
community policing where the officers can get to know the people on the street, so they are 
not all strangers and suspects, but friends who need the protection they have to offer. White 
officers should visit the black community often and create real ties to the people living there 
just as black officers should visit white communities and create real ties to the people living 
there. And let us not forget that the same applies to the Hispanic and Asian communities as 
well. We in Alabama must be the first to remember that immigrants are an important part of 
our civic life and we must treat new residents with the same respect we show our multi-
generational families.  
 
We are all brothers. We share the same advantages and disadvantages, we share the same 
hopes and dreams, and we share the same goals for our children. One group is not better than 
another, we are, underneath it all, human beings, created by One God. We must learn, like 
Jacob and Esau, to forgive and to live together. This will not be the solution to all our problems, 
Jacob will have a life that is still filled with trials and tribulations. But the brothers will learn to 
live together, and the Biblical stage will be set for an even greater redemption, one that will 
change the course of Western Civilization. So too, when we learn to see all people as our 
brothers and sisters, we will have set the stage for a new age of humanity, one that we only 
dream about today but one that we can surely make as a reality for our tomorrow.  
 
May God help us to learn the lesson of the story of Jacob and Esau and may we learn to live 
together as family so we can, together, reach for the stars, as we say … 

 

Amen and Shabbat Shalom 


