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1. Shabbat Shalom 

  

2. We usually associate God “testing” the patriarchs with Abraham who, tradition says, endured 

ten tests of his faith. But Jacob also is “tested” by God to indicate the faith that Jacob is carrying. 

Having been exiled from home, leaving with just the shirt on his back, having to sleep in the 

field, Jacob perseveres and is rewarded with a  dream that shows how he is really never alone; 

that angels accompany him even in Jacob’s exile and then God declares that the divine presence 

will never leave his side.  

 

3. Jacob is tested by his Uncle/Father-in-law Lavan who makes and breaks several agreements with 

Jacob to serve Lavan’s advantage. And yet, in spite of Lavan burdening Jacob with a defective 

wife (whom Lavan might have never married off due to her poor vision) and with sheep and 

goats that are less desirable, Jacob once again perseveres and is blessed with a large family, 

large flocks of sheep and goats as well as great wealth. Lavan saves all the good parts of his 

household and gives them to his sons. To his daughters and their children he gives almost 

nothing and yet we see that Jacob is able to grow his portion to such a great extent that the 

sons of Lavan are actually jealous of all that Jacob has. 

 

4. Jacob will also be tested through his brother Esau. Having defrauded his brother and then 

running away, Jacob now has to confront a stronger, well-armed Esau. Jacob has too large a 

retinue to run and does not have the resources to stand and fight. Jacob must rely on appealing 



to his brother’s good nature to survive. Once again his faith is put in the right place and Esau is 

forgiving and gracious.  

 

5. But Jacob’s biggest test is not from an external threat. The most difficult test is the one that 

comes from inside. Left alone on the banks of a river, his family having already crossed to the 

other side, Jacob is alone and there wrestles with “a man”. It is hard to tell exactly who this 

“man” is. Some say it is Esau’s protecting angel who comes to defeat the brother. Some say it is 

some kind of a demon, who wants to keep Jacob from the inheritance of the land that was 

promised him by Isaac, his father. But some say that the “man” is really Jacob himself, wrestling 

with his former life, needing to make the transition from Jacob the con artist to Israel the 

rightful man of God he was destined to be.  

 

6. Prior to Jacob’s wandering, the Torah says that Jacob was a man who dwelled in tents. The 

Rabbis teach that this was when Jacob studied Torah. In the tents of his “yeshiva”, Jacob learned 

the lessons of how one can live a godly life. Jacob learned the rules and commandments that 

lead a person to be righteous and good. But Jacob did not seem to be able to translate these 

lessons into the real world. Only as a result of his journey to and from Paddan-Aram does he 

really confront the consequences of his former life.  What good was his learning on the inside if 

he could not translate it into actions on the outside? Only after his internal struggle can he 

emerge once again whole, the same on the outside as he was on the inside.  

 

7. The past years have given each of us reasons to struggle, like Jacob, between who we are on the 

inside and who we are on the outside. We can live our lives studying the role of Torah in our 

lives and we can pray, and thus open our hearts to God. But can we extend our learning and our 



worship to fulfill acts of Hesed, acts of kindness in the world around us. In our own times we are 

challenged like never before to translate our beliefs into actions.  

 

8. Earthquakes in Haiti, Tsunamis in Indonesia and Japan, massive tornados in Oklahoma and 

Tuscaloosa, and now an extraordinary hurricane in the Philippine Islands; we are facing 

unprecedented natural disasters that call us to extend our resources to help those in dire need. 

We have seen devastation on a scale that is almost beyond comprehension that exposes our 

own all too human tendency to procrastination. We know that such destruction is possible and 

yet we don’t properly prepare nor do we make any attempt to prevent a tragedy from unfolding 

in the face of the whims of nature. We build sub-standard homes in the path of fire, wind and 

water. We don’t bother to store up supplies for a future time of need and we don’t give much 

thought to disaster planning. We just make things up as we go along and hope for the best.  

 

9. What can we do? We live in a small city in a small state far away from the path of destruction. 

The Philippines are far away and there seems to be little that we can do. We can read about the 

destruction but perhaps it seems all we can do is sigh and turn the page.  Is that really all we can 

do? Is there no other way we can extend our hearts to those who are suffering so completely? 

 

10.  We can’t afford to sit quietly in the face of this latest tragedy. The needs of others are so great 

that their cry can be heard even here in Birmingham. If we join our hearts and hands with those 

around the world, our small voice can be magnified many times over. We are not commissioned 

by God to complete the task of helping others, but we are expected to do all that we can.  

 

11. What can we do? First of all, we should make a meaningful contribution to the organizations 

that are doing the frontline work for those most affected by the hurricane. The American Red 

Cross, Jewish Federations of North America, and the American Jewish World Service have all 



opened up websites that make it easy to make a contribution to disaster aid. With 

communications down, roads washed away and delivery routes blocked by debris, trying to 

move supplies in and out of the country is extremely hard. Sending food, clothing and blankets, 

which are so critically needed, at this time is very difficult. It could take weeks or months to get 

these supplies where they will do the most good. Monetary contributions can travel the 

distances faster and can be used to purchase supplies close by, so that there is little loss of time 

in getting these supplies to those in need. Food, clothing and blankets could be better put to use 

here in Birmingham where we have our own issues of homelessness and food insecurity that 

calls to us daily.  

 

12. We must also support those who try to work ahead of these kinds of disasters. Prevention of 

destruction may be expensive but it is far cheaper than picking up the pieces of a catastrophe 

after it has happened. We must do all we can to improve our disaster planning both here at 

home and around the world. We need to do our part to make sure that those agencies that 

respond to disaster are prepared for whatever the next disaster would be. There is no part of 

the world that is immune from widespread destruction. Earthquake, fire, storms, avalanche and 

landslide plague almost every nation around the world. We need to make sure that we are 

prepared. Preventive actions can often save thousands of lives and can make the difference in 

preventing widespread destruction.  

 

13. For example, a major earthquake occurred a few years ago near Santiago, Chile. A strict building 

code and preparation by the government prevented much death and destruction. The 

leadership in Chile understood that it was only a matter of time until there would be a massive 

quake. When it came they were prepared and many lives were saved. We can speak out on 

behalf of disaster planning and do our part to make sure that our community is prepared for the 



next devastating storm that will come someday. Are we personally prepared for a tornado? Do 

we have our own plan for when the sirens go off?  

 

14. Finally, are we doing all we can to stop preventable tragedies? Not every disaster is an act of 

God. There is a story about the people of Chelm, the village of fools, who had a steep and 

dangerous road that led into their town. People would often slip and fall off the road and be 

injured in a fall down the mountain. The residents of Chelm met for a long time to discuss how 

they could solve the problem of people getting hurt. After many days and nights of discussion, 

they decided to build a hospital at the base of the cliff.  

 

15. While a hospital can certainly save lives, it is cheaper and more efficient to build a guard rail on 

the side of the road.  We need to support those who advocate prevention. We can put metal 

detectors at our schools but it would be simpler to support sensible gun control. We could 

provide soup kitchens for the hungry and homeless but it is easier and cheaper to support a 

reasonable minimum wage that would keep people in their homes. Micro loans to help the poor 

end the cycle of poverty go farther than just providing welfare for those who don’t have 

enough.  

 

16. Can we work to make our actions as important as our internal connection to God? Can we 

translate our being created in the image of God into we are ALL created in God’s image and be 

ready to lend a hand to those in need? Do our actions speak as loudly as our words? What will 

be the result of our own wrestling between our inner feelings and what we know we should do 

to bring Justice to the world and fairness to all our interactions? Today the call comes from the 

Philippines, people desperate for food, clean water and shelter from the weather. Are we 

prepared to do our part today and to be ready for what will come tomorrow?  



 

17. This is the final text of Jacob and it is the crucial question that the Torah is placing before us.  It 

is not just a Bible story, it is our story. This call to live our faith and act with Hesed is the test of 

our humanity. We must be as successful as Jacob was when he wrestled with his conscience. We 

must answer God’s call to end suffering and bring peace to all who are in need. 

 

May God protect us from all disasters and may we not need to rely on the help of others, but 

when others are in need, may we answer the call by opening our hands and our hearts. May our 

connection to God always cause us to act for the good as we say…. 

Amen and Shabbat Shalom 


