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Did Yaakov Go Back—for “Nothing”? 

R. Yaakov Bieler 

Parashat VaYishlach 5774 

 

 A curious phrase introduces the evocative biblical description of Yaakov’s struggle with a 

“man” prior to confronting his brother Eisav: 

 

Beraishit 32:25 

And Yaakov was left alone; and there wrestled a man with him until the 

breaking of the day.  

 

Being alone at night1 in the middle of nowhere2 is far from a safe situation.3 Therefore this 

phrase begs the question as to why Yaakov placed himself in such a vulnerable position. 

Previously it had been stated that Yaakov saw to it that his family and possessions (probably 

                                                           
1
 In addition to 32:25 stating that the struggle continued until morning, the previous verses establish that 

all of the actions leading up to the attack began during the night: 

Ibid. 22-3 

So the present passed over before him; and he himself lodged that night in the camp. And he 

rose up that night, and took his two wives, and his two handmaids, and his eleven children, and 

passed over the ford of the Yabbok.   
2
 The sending of messengers to Eisav and the ultimate confrontation between the two brothers is a 

continuation of the flight of Yaakov and his family from Lavan, first described in Ibid. 31:21 : 

So he (Yaakov) fled with all that he had; and he rose up, and passed over the River, and set his 

face toward the mountain of Gilead.  

It is reasonable to assume that Yaakov led his family into the wilderness in order to escape, rather than 

towards some inhabited area. Therefore the subsequent sequence must also have taken place in locations 

devoid of settlements and people. 
3
 Yaakov’s being attacked becomes the first source cited in support of  the principle of not travelling alone 

at night: 

Chullin 91b 

“And there wrestled a man with him until the breaking of the day.” Said R. Yitzchak: Hence [it is 
learnt] that a scholar should not go out alone at night. R. Abba b. Kahana said, [You can derive it] 

from the verse, (Ruth 3:2) “Behold he winnoweth barley tonight in the threshing floor.” (And 

therefore Ruth will be able to approach Boaz undetected. This implies that in general, an 
individual is susceptible to not only innocent approach, but also malicious attack at night.)   R. 
Abbahu said, [You can derive it] from the verse: (Beraishit 22:3) “And Avraham rose early in the 
morning, and saddled his ass.” (The fact that despite Avraham’s diligence to carry out God’s 
Commandments immediately, he waited until morning when it first was safe to travel, in order to 
set out on his journey.)  The Rabbis say, [You can derive it] from the verse: (Ibid. 37:14) “Go now, 
see whether it is well with thy brethren, and well with the flock. (The implication of the word 
“see” is to go at a time when seeing is possible, i.e., during the day.) Rav says, [You can derive it] 
from the verse: (Ibid. 32:32) “And the sun rose upon him.” (Yaakov did not continue on his 
journey until daytime.)  
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particularly the speckled and spotted sheep and goats that he had managed to acquire while 

working for Lavan)4 would cross the Yabok to reach the other side of the river: 

 

Ibid. 23-4 

And he rose up that night, and took his two wives, and his two handmaids, and 

his eleven children, and passed over the ford of the Yabbok. And he took them, 

and sent them over the stream, and sent over that which he had.5   

 

The text suggests that he could have very well have either travelled or at least remained with 

them once the transfer was completed, but for some reason Yaakov  separated himself from his 

family and animals at the end of the process, and thus was exposed to attack.  

 

 The diversity of opinions proffered in order to explain what underlay Yaakov’s curious 

action is a case study in Rabbinic creativity and the application of social and religious principles  

to the biblical accounts found in Beraishit. 

 

 Some sources and commentaries view Yaakov’s actions as exemplary in terms of 

demonstrating proper concern for removing all that one possesses before moving on to a new 

location: 

 

Pesikta Zutrata, Beraishit, Parashat VaYishlach 32:256 

After he had transferred all that belonged to him, he returned to make sure that 

he had not forgotten anything. This teaches “Derech Eretz” (the way one ought 

to live), that if one travels carrying one’s belongings, before departing from a 

particular place, search the place of your encampment, lest you forgot 

something.  

                                                           
4
 Berashit 30:43 

And the man increased exceedingly, and had large flocks, and maid-servants and men-servants, and 

camels and asses.  
5
 This biblical scenario has always reminded me of the set of logic problems whereby an individual is faced 

with the dilemma of transferring various animals and food stuffs across a river whereby he must be sure 
that they all remain alive/in existence. E.g.,   

A person has one tiger, one sheep and a bundle of grass. He wants to cross a river but there is 
only one boat and it can't sustain the weight of more than two articles at time. Also, he has to 
make sure that the tiger doesn't eat the sheep and the sheep doesn't eat the grass. How will he 
get to the other side of the river with all three intact? 
Answer: 
Take the sheep across, then the bundle of grass. Take the sheep back across and then take the 
tiger across. Then take the sheep back across and they are all unharmed. 
 http://www.trickyriddles.com/riddle/1577-River  

6
 Midrash Sechel Tov, Buber edition, on Beraishit 32:25, and R. S.R. Hirsch at the beginning of his 

commentary on the verse, state a similar idea. 

http://www.trickyriddles.com/riddle/1577-River
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Sephorno on Ibid. 32:25 

He was the last of everyone to leave the encampment, in order to guide all of 

his people that they should make sure to travel with all that belonged to them, 

and nothing should be left in the camp.  

 

But if in fact, there were “Pikuach Nefesh” (danger to life and limb) issues involved in 

Yaakov’s travelling alone at night, was this the proper moment to make such a point?  Isn’t there 

a time and place for everything,7 and couldn’t the lesson regarding cleaning up after oneself 

have been taught in a safer context?  

 

RaShI cites the Talmud’s interpretation that Yaakov became isolated not simply to check 

on whether anything had been left, but rather to retrieve certain objects that he knew had not 

yet been gathered up: 

 

 RaShI on Ibid. 32:25 

 And Yaakov was left alone—He forgot small vessels and went back for them. 

 Chulin 91a 

“And Yaakov was left alone.” Said R. Eleazar: He remained behind for the sake of 
some small vessels...  
 
Tora Temima speculates regarding how the phrase in question “VaYevater Yaakov 

Levado” could be understood by R. Eleazar to refer to “small vessels”: 
 
Tora Temima on Beraishit 32:25, #9 

The basis for the Derasha is not clear… And an explanation can be added, that 

the language “LeVado” (alone) implies without his possessions (i.e. not only was 

he devoid of human company, but he had none of his significant possessions 

with him either), as it is written, (Ibid. 24) “…And sent over that which he had.” 

So why in the end did he remain (alone)? Per force, (it must be concluded) that 

he remained (i.e., returned to the other side of the river) for something 

insignificant that he had not as yet transferred (to the other side of the Yabok; 

i.e., he was “alone” in the sense of not being together with anything of 

                                                           
7
 The beginning of the third chapter of Kohelet states such an approach quite cogently: 

To everything there is a season, and a time to every purpose under the heaven: A time to be 

born, and a time to die; a time to plant, and a time to pluck up that which is planted; A time to 

kill, and a time to heal; a time to break down, and a time to build up; A time to weep, and a time 

to laugh; a time to mourn, and a time to dance; A time to cast away stones, and a time to gather 

stones together; a time to embrace, and a time to refrain from embracing; A time to seek, and a 

time to lose; a time to keep, and a time to cast away; A time to rend, and a time to sew; a time to 

keep silence, and a time to speak; A time to love, and a time to hate; a time for war, and a time 

for peace.   
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significance; yet apparently some of his possessions were present—the sort of 

things that others would consider completely insignificant). And it is possible 

that he (R. Eleazar) relied on the (word-play [!!!]) interpretation whereby 

“Levado”—(Lamed-Veit-Daled-Vav) is viewed as if it were written “LeKado” 

(Lamed-Vet-Chaf-Vav) (for his Kad/vessel), exchanging the letters “Bet-Chaf-

Lamed-Mem”,8 as is known, and as in the case of “BeAmram” being equated 

with “KeAmram” and other cases. 

 

But it would appear, that at least from RaShI’s version of R. Elezar’s comment (the 

continuation of the Amora’s insight regarding this phrase will be discussed below), the problem 

of why retrieving some small vessels justifies risking one’s personal welfare, remains a powerful 

objection to the interpretation. 

 
Some commentators, relying on an additional word-play interpretation, assume that 

Yaakov’s determination to retrieve these vessels at great risk to himself was due to religious, 
prophetic  and even mystical considerations regarding not so much the vessels themselves, but 
rather what the vessels contained: 

 
Da’at Zekeinim MiBa’alei Tosafot 
…Another interpretation: (Levado) is associated with “Beit HaBad”,9 (an olive 
press) by which olive oil is extracted. And it is customary to preserve oil in small 
vessels.10 
 
Siftei Kohen11 
…Where did this vessel (which had been filled with oil) come from? When 
Yaakov placed stones beneath his head,12 and upon rising early the next 

                                                           
8
 Commentators preceding Tora Temima who mention the “LeVado/LeKado” approach include: Da’at 

Zekeinim MiBa’alei HaTosafot, Rabbeinu Bachaye, Hadar Zekeinim, R. Chaim Paltiel and Siftei Kohen. 
9
 In this instance, rather than substituting a “Chuf” for a “Vet”, it is just a matter of reading a “Vet” as a 

“Bet”, a change that is a function of Ktiv and Kri (the interface between how a word is spelled and how it 

can be read) rather than actually replacing one letter with another. 
10

 An iconic example of such a practice is recorded in the Talmudic source accounting for the festival of 

Chanuka: 

Shabbat 21b 

What is [the reason of] Chanuka? For our Rabbis taught: On the twenty-fifth of Kislev   

[commence] the days of Chanuka, which are eight on which a lamentation for the dead and 

fasting are forbidden.  For when the Greeks entered the Temple, they defiled all the oils therein, 

and when the Hasmonean dynasty prevailed against and defeated them, they made search and 

found only one cruse of oil which lay with the seal of the High Priest, but which contained 

sufficient for one day's lighting only; yet a miracle was wrought therein and they lit [the lamp] 

therewith for eight days. The following year these [days] were appointed a Festival with [the 

recital of] Hallel and thanksgiving.  
11

 Maskil LeDavid makes similar assumptions about the nature of the vessels and what they contained. 
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morning, found that they had become a single stone,13 and he took a vessel of 
oil and poured it on top of it (the stone), and the pitcher then miraculously 
refilled itself (?), Yaakov realized at that point that he was prepared to receive a 
blessing,14 and he said, “This (the vessel containing the holy oil) should not be 
left here.” And it is the oil with which the Tabernacle was anointed and all of its 
vessels, and the altar, and Aharon and his sons, and the kings, and it is still 
intact, as the Rabbis say:  

Horiyot 11b  
Said R. Yehuda to him: Did, then, only one miracle happen with 
the anointing oil? Surely, it was originally only twelve logs and 
with it was anointed the Tabernacle and its furniture, Aharon 
and his sons, throughout the seven days of consecration, and all 
of it still remained intact for the time to come, as it is said, 

                                                                                                                                                                             
12

 Beraishit 28:11  

And he lighted upon the place, and tarried there all night, because the sun was set; and he took the 

stones of the place, and put it under his head, and lay down in that place to sleep.  
13

 Ibid. 18 

And Yaakov rose up early in the morning, and took the stone that he had put under his head, and set it up 

for a pillar, and poured oil upon the top of it.  
14

 A reference to the blessing that HaShem bestowed upon him in the dream that he had just had, 

 Beraishit 28:13-5 

And, behold, the LORD Stood beside him, and Said: 'I am the LORD, the God of Avraham thy 

father, and the God of Yitzchak. The land whereon thou liest, to thee will I Give it, and to thy 

seed. And thy seed shall be as the dust of the earth, and thou shalt spread abroad to the west, 

and to the east, and to the north, and to the south. And in thee and in thy seed shall all the 

families of the earth be blessed. And, behold, I Am with thee, and will Keep thee whithersoever 

thou goest, and will Bring thee back into this land; for I will not Leave thee, until I have Done that 

which I have Spoken to thee of.'   

as well as  the future blessings that he receives first from an angel,  

 Ibid. 32:27-30 

And he said: 'Let me go, for the day breaketh.' And he said: 'I will not let thee go, except thou 

bless me.' And he said unto him: 'What is thy name?' And he said: 'Yaakov.' And he said: 'Thy 

name shall be called no more Yaakov, but Yisrael; for thou hast striven with God and with men, 

and hast prevailed.' And Yaakov asked him, and said: 'Tell me, I pray thee, thy name.' And he 

said: 'Wherefore is it that thou dost ask after my name?' And he blessed him there.   

and then from God Himself: 

Ibid. 35:9-12 

And God Appeared unto Yaakov again, when he came from Paddan-aram, and Blessed him. And 

God Said unto him: 'Thy name is Yaakov: thy name shall not be called any more Yaakov, but 

Yisrael shall be thy name'; and He Called his name Yisrael. And God Said unto him: 'I am God 

Almighty. Be fruitful and multiply; a nation and a company of nations shall be of thee, and kings 

shall come out of thy loins; and the land which I Gave unto Avraham and Yitzchak, to thee I will 

Give it, and to thy seed after thee will I Give the land.'   
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(Shemot 30:31) “This shall be a holy anointing oil unto Me 
throughout your generations.”  

And it is the vessel of oil of the woman of Tzorphat15  and it is the cruse of oil of 
the wife of the prophet Ovadia.16 And when Yaakov saw prophetically that so 
many miracles were to be performed with it, he endangered himself and 
brought it across. 
 
Rabbeinu Bachaye suggests a very practical reason for Yaakov’s extending himself to 

retrieve these seemingly useless vessels: 
 

…And his intention was that the small children (in his party) not become 
endangered by travelling and not drinking (in effect going back to bring “baby 
bottles”). For this reason he put himself in danger by returning…17 
The Talmud, in the name of R. Eleazar (the source upon which RaShI, cited above, relies 

for his interpretation)18 attributes to Yaakov a moral, spiritual motivation for his risking all to 
retrieve the small vessels: 

                                                           
15

 I Melachim 17:14 

For thus Saith the LORD, the God of Israel: The jar of meal shall not be spent, neither shall the cruse of oil 

fail, until the day that the LORD Sendeth rain upon the land.'  
16

 II Melachim 4:1-5 

Now there cried a certain woman of the wives of the sons of the prophets unto Elisha, saying: 'Thy servant 

my husband is dead; and thou knowest that thy servant did fear the LORD; and the creditor is come to 

take unto him my two children to be bondmen.' And Elisha said unto her: 'What shall I do for thee? tell 

me; what hast thou in the house?' And she said: 'Thy handmaid hath not anything in the house, save a pot 

of oil.' Then he said: 'Go, borrow thee vessels abroad of all thy neighbors, even empty vessels; borrow not 

a few. And thou shalt go in, and shut the door upon thee and upon thy sons, and pour out into all those 

vessels; and thou shalt set aside that which is full.' So she went from him, and shut the door upon her and 

upon her sons; they brought the vessels to her, and she poured out.   

Alshich on II Melachim 4:1 

Behold, her husband was Ovadia the prophet, and he gave food to one hundred of HaShem’s 

Prophets , fifty in each cave as he told Eliyahu… 

 I Melachim 18, 4, 13 

For it was so, when Izevel cut off the prophets of the LORD, that Ovadia took a hundred 

prophets, and hid them fifty in a cave, and fed them with bread and water… 

Was it not told my lord what I did when Izevel slew the prophets of the LORD, how I hid 

a hundred men of the LORD'S prophets by fifty in a cave, and fed them with bread and 

water?   
17

 Consequently, Pikuach Nefesh is a factor—not the present danger of Yaakov but rather the imminent 

danger posed to the young children, if they could not be hydrated! 
18

 This is an illustration of why in light of RaShI’s being eclectic rather than original in his bible 

commentary, it is important to compare his comments with the original texts upon which he so often 

bases his interpretations. Not only was RaShI choosing a particular Rabbinic approach by which to explain 

a challenging text, he opted to cite that Rabbinic source in a unique manner, something that only comes 

to light upon careful comparison.  
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  Chullin 91a (continuation) 

Hence [it is learnt] that to the righteous their money is dearer than (safety 
considerations for) their body;  
And why is this? Because they do not stretch out their hands to (engage in) 
robbery (!!!). 
 

While there is a well-established principle of Ba’al Tashchit (do not destroy [needlessly anything 

that is part of Creation, all the more so if it has become part of your property),19  the cognitive 

leap that  associates wasting one’s resources, particularly that which is relatively insignificant in 

terms of value and purpose, with thievery, is not readily apparent.  One commentator attempts 

to offer insight into R. Eleazar’s remark: 

R. S.R. Hirsch 

Property that a righteous individual legally acquires, even if worth only a Peruta 

(a very small coin), it is holy in his eyes. He will not disparage it, and certainly 

will not destroy it for no purpose. He considers himself responsible to make the 

best use of it. While 1000 Zuzim in their own right are in his eyes equivalent to 

nothing more than a shoelace, even when there is a productive way to spend 

them, the value of a shoelace is equivalent to 1000 Zuzim at the moment where 

                                                           
19

 The biblical paradigm for Ba’al Tashchit is the prohibition against destroying fruit-bearing trees during 

the course of besieging a city: 

Devarim 20:19-20 

When thou shalt besiege a city a long time, in making war against it to take it, thou shalt not 

destroy the trees thereof by wielding an axe against them; for thou mayest eat of them, but thou 

shalt not cut them down; for is the tree of the field man, that it should be besieged of thee? Only 

the trees of which thou knowest that they are not trees for food, them thou mayest destroy and 

cut down, that thou mayest build bulwarks against the city that maketh war with thee, until it 

fall.   

Sefer Hachinuch 529 

…And the roots of this Commandment are known, that it is in order to teach our souls to love the 

good and the beneficial, and to cling to it. And in this way, goodness will cling to us, and we 

should distance ourselves from all things evil and destructive. And this is the way of the pious 

and people of consequence, they love peace and rejoice at the good that comes to people  and 

bring them closer to Tora. And they will not allow even a crumb of mustard (all the more 

something of greater significance) to be lost . And all losses and destruction causes them grief 

when they see them. And if they can save something from destruction, they will do so with every 

ounce of their strength. And this is not the case with respect to the evildoers, the brothers of the 

destroyers who rejoice in the destruction of the world, and they engage in destruction. In the 

way that a person behaves, so he will be treated, i.e., this is the manner in which he will interact 

with the world, as it is written, (Mishlei 17:5) “Whoso mocketh the poor blasphemeth his Maker; 

and he that is glad at calamity shall not be unpunished.” And the one who desires good and 

rejoices in it, his soul connects to that which is good in the world. This is known and public 

knowledge…  
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they are in danger of being discarded for no purpose or reason. An individual 

“who does not stretch out his hand to (engage in) robbery”, considers belonging 

to him only that which he has come by via righteous effort. This demonstrates 

how he sees Divine Intervention regarding all that he has come to possess, 

“from a thread to a shoelace”, all has come to him by the sweat of his brow in a 

righteous context, whereby he was blessed from Heaven, and its value can 

therefore never be determined. 

 

While R. Hirsch explains a religious theory of personal property based upon R. Eleazar’s 

insight, MaLBIM overlooks the Talmud’s interpretation that RaShI and so many other 

commentators saw fit to adopt, and instead understands “And Yaakov was left alone” more in 

keeping with something that Yaakov’s father Yitzchak is described as having done: 

 

MaLBIM 

…Yaakov prepared himself for prophecy, and he prepared himself to separate 

from his material dimension, so that his soul would remain alone, by itself with 

the spiritual ethereal light, indicated by the phrase “And Yaakov was left alone”. 

The essential name of Yaakov or Moshe does not refer to the material aspect of 

these individuals, because this is merely the outer trapping of Yaakov, because 

the essential name Yaakov refers to his inner essence, which is his soul and 

spirit, which constitute the true Yaakov. Therefore the soul of Yaakov was alone, 

separated from his persona and material aspect… 

 

Just as Yitzchak, after suffering the loss of his half-sibling, almost being sacrificed by his father, 

and enduring the death of his mother, went off by himself to commune in the fields of “Be’er 

Lachai Roi”20 (see my essay on Parashat Chayei Sara at 

http://images.shulcloud.com/376/uploads/Pubs/RabbiSpeeches/5774/Rabbi_Presentations/Cha

ye-Sara-5774-Holy-Places.pdf  quoting R. Binny Lau), Yaakov, confronting the existential danger 

posed to his family and himself by Eisav, also sought a setting in which he could arrange his 

thoughts and even connect with HaShem. Perhaps he wasn’t expecting to be set upon by an 

angel; but his victory over his spiritual adversary gave him the confidence to face up to his 

estranged brother. 

 

 Which interpretation appeals to you, and why do you think so 

 
   

                                                           
20

 Beraishit 24:62-3 

And Yitzchak came from the way of Be’er Lachai Roi; for he dwelt in the land of the South. And Yitzchak 

went out to meditate in the field at the eventide; and he lifted up his eyes, and saw, and, behold, there 

were camels coming.   

http://images.shulcloud.com/376/uploads/Pubs/RabbiSpeeches/5774/Rabbi_Presentations/Chaye-Sara-5774-Holy-Places.pdf
http://images.shulcloud.com/376/uploads/Pubs/RabbiSpeeches/5774/Rabbi_Presentations/Chaye-Sara-5774-Holy-Places.pdf
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