Sedra Highlight

VAYEITZEI

For years, | have thought of Parashat
Vayeitzei as a down-to-earth, Torah-
grounded, pre-Business Studies 101
practical primer. Business includes
dealing with people's ambitions and
their often unconscionable ways of
maximizing their benefits and profits:
"Business is Business". Our sources
strongly imply another crucial dimen-
sion that do not form part of conven-
tional Business Studies courses:
G-d's role behind the scenes as
overall judge who is viewing what is
happening and will in due course
redress any injustices.

This week's parasha as well as the
previous week's include a series of
deals. The Torah tells us that Ya'akov
Avinu was a straightforward person:
as Rashi implies, his activities were at
the expense of no-one but himself.
Yet in his transactions, it was he who
seems to have momentarily taken
advantage of the exhausted Eisav as
the B'CHORA - the birthright -
transferred to him. It was he who
tricked his father Yitzchak into giving
him the B'RACHA - the blessing: as
Yitzchak himself told Eisav: "Your
brother came with deceit, and he
already took your blessing" (27:35).

Yet this week's parasha shows
Ya'akov not as the purveyor but as

the object of sharp practice, under

Lavan his wuncle and employer.
Perhaps an element of MIDA
K'NEGED MIDA, measure for

measure. We see how carefully he
phrased his own contract of employ-
ment. "l will work with you seven
years for Rachel, your younger
daughter" (29:18). As Rashi empha-
sizes, he chose his words carefully.
There was to be no substituting
another one of his daughters, and no
palming off another girl with the
same name. Yet Lavan avoided
actually signing the contract with a
"yes, | agree", using the flattery of
"better she goes to you than to
anyone else" (ibid 19). In any case,
after benefiting seven years loyal
service, he 'set aside' the agreement
by declaring it invalid as being in
breach of local custom. Which earned
Lavan another valuable product: an
additional seven years of no-doubt
highly profitable service.

Later on, business got still sharper
over the matter of severance pay. On
the face of it, Ya'akov Avinu made an
offer that Lavan couldn't refuse. "You
don't need to give me anything... | will
come back and tend your sheep and
give them the best care" (30:32). All
Lavan needed to do was to give him
ordinary sheep and goats and he,
Ya'akov, would take any of their
future births that would show the
abnormal characteristics of being
spotted, speckled, or striped. Any



such births if they would ever happen
would be freaks of nature as neither
of the parents would have such
features. So short of the highly
improbable, Lavan would get his
services for free and Ya'akov would
get nothing.

He wasn't to know that Ya'akov
would devise a method using peeled
wooden-post sticks that would
somehow induce the births with
those rare characteristics. That
would make him extremely wealthy,
though not at Lavan's expense. As he
would tell Rachel and Leah "I served
your father Lavan with all my
strength. Your father swindled me
and changed the conditions of my pay
ten times over, but G-d would not let
him harm me. If he said that the pay
would come from the spotted ones,
then all the animals would give birth
to spotted young; if he said that the
pay would come from the ringed
ones, then all the animals would give
birth to ringed ones" (31:6-8).
Consider: those young cost Lavan
nothing. Even though he repeatedly
changed the terms, G-d stepped in
Ya'akov's favour every time. Yet
Lavan himself was still effectively
getting an additional six years service
without having to pay a penny. For his
own sheep had been tended with best
care.

So we learn that ultimately G-d would
redress the balance, though in

completely unexpected ways. Eisav
may have lost the birthright and the
key blessing, but his father assured
him that there would still be plenty of
good things going for him, and that if
Ya'akov's descendants would prove
unworthy of the B'RACHA Eisav's
offspring would step into the breach.
Thus if Ya'akov used chicanery to
obtain both L'SHEIM SHAMAYIM as
he had no other way, his possession
of both would have to remain
L'SHEIM SHAMAYIM and nothing
less, including in due course the 613
mitzvot and much besides. If Ya'akov
had to use deception to obtain what
he believed he should, part of his
character training as one of the Avot
would be to know what it is like to
have been taken advantage of and -
as he did - turn it to his advantage in
fathering those who would become
the 12 Tribes of Israel. And if Lavan
had treated him unfairly over his
daughter in getting another seven
years of free service, he could turn
that experience into a process that
with G-d's cooperation would set him
up materially with wealth for the rest
of his life.

In a deeper sense then, our parasha is
a business primer. It carries the
message that one has to be honest
with the Almighty in one's deals,
according to the standards He
expects in the particular situation
one is in. And at the same time, to
make full use of the opportunities one



is given in the faith that G-d is
watching, taking note, and will in due
course act justly and accordingly,
even in ways that cannot be con-
ceived and are totally unexpected.



