Dear Chavraya,
In a world in which violence is so ubiquitous, one of the most radically hopeful
things we can do is to be a wellspring of nonviolence from which ripples flow
out into the spheres of our lives and into the great world beyond. Against a
backdrop of violence, whether it is the violence of war, of poverty, of greed, of
hurting the earth and people in so many ways, the way that each of us lives our
own lives is the way of response that is most in our control. On Rosh Hashannah
I spoke about “a Torah of nonviolence” as a way of reading Torah to see more
clearly her paths of peace. On the surface of Torah there is often violence and
strife, as in life. Sometimes on the surface itself, shimmering as a crystal fount,
and sometimes beneath the surface, there is a river of peace that runs through
Torah into whose flow we enter by engaging and wrestling with what Rabbi
Abraham Joshua Heschel calls the “harsh passages.”
In this week’s Torah portion, Parashat Vayeshev, we encounter family violence
and strife. Through the extreme dynamics of the text the Torah opens a window
into the more ordinary dynamics that give rise to inadvertent strife. Unlike
portions of Torah in which we encounter violence among peoples and nations,
here we encounter violence that is closer to home. Jealousy, anger,
misunderstanding, hurt are all inevitable realities of life lived with people.
Tragically, strife is too often spawned by a lack of awareness of how one’s
actions will affect others.
The first word of the Torah portion, from which its name comes, sets the stage.
Vayeshev, meaning “and he dwelled,” referring to Ya’akov, in another verbal
form becomes va’y’yashev, meaning “and he made peace.” We can simply dwell,
or, aware of our actions and their consequences, we can dwell more deeply,
making peace in the place where we dwell. Showing favoritism to Yosef, Ya’akov
sowed seeds of jealousy and discord between Yosef and his brothers. Simmering
over time, unholy sparks of jealousy were fanned into flames of hatred and
violence. Thrown into a pit and reported to his father as dead, Yosef is eventually
sold into slavery and comes down into Egypt in chains.
In a fascinating commentary to the Torah in a volume called Chochmat
HaMatzpun/The Wisdom of Conscience, we are guided to look honestly at the lives
of our ancestors and to learn from negative example as well as positive. Of the
brothers’ behavior we are told, “it is a matter both ancient and new.” It is about
our world, as well as theirs. Condemning their deed as “horrible, such a sin, such
cruelty,” the writer then condemns Ya’akov for fostering such insensitivity in his
sons through the favoritism of one. Helping us to see “the Torah of nonviolence,”
the commentator bids us look beneath the surface and see Torah as a guide for
living in the world beyond the text: A Torah of truth that does not whitewash the
deeds of the great and beloved ones…, the Torah of life teaches us that we are to learn
from our holy ancestors – even from their perversions and shortcomings. Engaging
Torah as a guide for life lived with people, may we learn to make peace in all of
the places where we dwell.
Shabbat shalom,
Rabbi Victor

