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PARSHAH
OVERVIEW

Vayishlach

Jacob returns to the Holy
Land after a twenty-year stay
in Haran and sends angel-
emissaries to Esau in hopes of
a reconciliation. But his
messengers report that his
brother is on the warpath with
four hundred armed men.
Jacob prepares for war, prays,
and sends Esau a large gift
(consisting of hundreds of
head of livestock) to appease
him.

That night, Jacob ferries his
family and possessions across
the Jabok River; he, however,
remains behind and
encounters the angel that
embodies the spirit of Esau,
with whom he wrestles until
daybreak.

Jacob suffers a dislocated hip
but vanquishes the supernal
creature, who bestows on him
the name Israel, which means
“he who prevails over the
Divine.”

Jacob and Esau meet,
embrace, and kiss, but part
ways. Jacob purchases a plot
of land near Shechem, whose
crown prince—also called
Shechem—abducts and rapes
Jacob’s daughter Dinah.
Dinah’s brothers Simeon and
Levi avenge the deed by killing
all male inhabitants of the city
after rendering them
vulnerable by convincing them
to circumcise themselves.
Jacob journeys on. Rachel dies
while giving birth to her
second son, Benjamin,

and is buried in a roadside
grave near Bethlehem.

Reuben loses the birthright
because he interferes with his
father’s marital life. Jacob
arrives in Hebron to his father,
Isaac, who later dies at age
180. (Rebecca has passed
away before Jacob’s arrival.)

Our parshah concludes with a
detailed account of Esau’s
wives, children, and
grandchildren; the family
histories of the people of Se’ir,
among whom Esau settled;
and a list of the eight kings
who ruled Edom, the land of
Esau’s and Se’ir’s
descendants.




Is this age a
significant
milestone in our
maturity curve?
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And it came to pass on the third day,
when [the inhabitants of Shechem] were
all in pain, that Simeon and Levi—two of
Jacob’s sons, brothers of Dinah—each
man took up his sword. They came upon
the city with confidence and slew every
man.




-I-EX-I- -IB 23IMIN8 TR AP NIITIN 1INRN And they said, “Will our sister be made
into a harlot?”

IBID., 34:31




How old do you think SAimon and Levi were
at this point?
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In all the Torah, we find no instance in
which someone younger than thirteen is
called a man. However, we do find that
the Torah describes a thirteen-year-old as
a man, as the passage states, “And
Simeon and Levi—two of Jacob’s sons . ..
each man took up his sword” (Genesis
34:25).

We have it by tradition that Simeon and
Levi were thirteen years old at that point.
One who wants to calculate it may
calculate it [and will conclude that they
were, indeed, thirteen].




The process of
maturation is a
long journey—it
takes

several years for it
to complete and
be visible on the
surface, but the
journey begins at
this age.
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THE REBBE, RABBI
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The commandments become obligatory at
the age of thirteen because that is when
we reach maturity in terms of
understanding and empathy.




When the Torah speaks
of maturity in this
context, it is talking
about our ability to
empathize. The Torah
isn’t looking for
intellectual

prowess, but for
emotional
intelligence—the ability
to relate to things
outside of oneself.
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To empathize is to really know. One can have a
concrete understanding of something and still be
unable to experience it emotionally. For example,
wise children can understand something well, but
they can’t experience it emotionally . . . despite
being intellectually sharp and smart. ... This is
because children lack the ability to really know,
namely, to develop emotional intimacy and feel
the subject on a personal, emotional level.

The same applies to worldly affairs such as
wealth or power. Children might be bright and
smart, they might understand wealth and power,
but they aren’t emotionally attached to it. They
don’t have the same relationship with money that
adults do.

The same is true of the other side of the coin.
Children might understand the problems
associated with lowliness and poverty, but they
aren’t distressed by such problems. They don’t
feel them as adults do.
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THE REBBE, RABBI
MENACHEM MENDEL
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Children lack the ability to perceive and
feel how precious and valuable a mitzvah
is, and how much we lose when we fail to
observe the Divine commandments.




To be obligated to do a
mitzvah, we need to be
able to feel its gravity
and

importance. We need
to learn how to feel
and be moved by
something outside of
us. For that, we need
to develop empathy.




Today’s leading
psychologists assert
that children become
capable of abstract
thought and empathy
as they enter their
teens. In other words,
this ancient Torah
teaching is echoed by
modern psychology.
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The notion that a shift in a child’s development occurs around the age of
twelve fits with popular models of developmental psychology. One notable
example is the work of Jean Piaget, who mapped out four stages of a child’s
cognitive development. He called the final stage, beginning around age eleven,
the “formal operational” stage. While children in earlier years mostly used
inductive reasoning (drawing general conclusions from personal experiences
and specific facts), at this age they become capable of deductive reasoning
(drawing specific conclusions from abstract concepts using logic). While
children tend to think very concretely and specifically in earlier stages, at

around age twelve they become capable of abstract thought and begin to
consider possible outcomes and consequences of actions.




TEXT 5B

JEWISH COURSE OF
WHY, IBID.

A parallel to Piaget’s work in the field of cognitive development is Lawrence
Kohlberg’s work on moral development. Kohlberg found that until
adolescence, children are motivated primarily by self-interest. They behave
well because they are rewarded and avoid misbehaving to avoid punishment.
As children enter adolescence, they become more concerned about
maintaining relationships and take other people’s perspectives and intentions
into account when making decisions. They also begin to conform to social
standards of behavior and understand right from wrong.
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Throughout childhood and into adolescence, the cortical areas of the brain
continue to thicken as neural connections proliferate. In the frontal cortex,
gray matter volumes peak at approximately 11 years of age in girls and 12
years of age in boys, reflecting dendritic overproduction. Subsequently, rarely
used connections are selectively pruned[,] making the brain more efficient by
allowing it to change structurally in response to the demands of the
environment. . . .

Neural connections that survive the pruning process become more adept at

transmitting information through myelination. Myelin, a sheath of fatty cell
material wrapped around neuronal axons, acts as “insulation” for neural
connections. This allows nerve impulses to travel throughout the brain more
quickly and efficiently and facilitates increased integration of brain activity.




Why do we infer the age for the
beginning of religious worship from a bloody
and violent event?
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With respect to your query: How do we
know that we only become liable for our
transgressions at the age of thirteen, but
not before?

Know that this is a ruling that G-d gave to
Moses on Mount Sinai [and was passed
down orally through the generations]. For
G-d taught Moses a minimum measure for
every requirement in the Torah.
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These two opinions about [the starting
point of] our obligation to worship G-d
represent two entry points into Divine
worship.

According to the first opinion, worship
should begin from a standpoint of reason
and knowledge. The ability to serve G-d
this way depends directly on the state of
our intellectual and emotional maturity.
Thus, we become obligated to perform
mitzvot when we mature enough to intuit

the meaning of the mitzvot and to relate
to them emotionally. [According to this
opinion,] it follows that the portal to
Divine worship is reason and knowledge.

The second opinion is that a thirteen-
year-old accepts the yoke of mitzvot in
obedience to a Divine edict related to
Moses at Sinai. [According to this opinion,]
it follows that the portal to Divine worship
is discipline and obedience.
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Intellectual Jews today must set aside
their deductions and refuse to follow their
reason and knowledge. This is because
they are liable to stray, G-d forbid, by
following the prevailing culture of our time
and place, and conclude that we must
change our practice. With time, this can
cause them to stray completely from the
true path, G-d forbid. It might begin with a
minor adjustment, but it can lead slowly
and progressively to a bitter end, G-d
forbid.

We must, therefore, be fiercely
determined, even to the point of self-
sacrifice, not to stray even an iota, G-d
forbid, from the code of Jewish law. The
Torah is eternal to every era and epoch,
and so we must stand firm and never feel
shame before those who mock us.
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The primary and final state of the sacred
soul’s entry into the body is at the age of
thirteen for a boy and twelve for a girl.
This is why they become obligated in the
Torah’s commandments at that age.




The ability to
surrender to a
higher power
even when the
mind is filled
with doubts
cannot come
from the mind
itself. It must
come from a
point that
transcends the
mind.




TEXTTI

THE REBBE, RABBI
MENACHEM MENDEL
SCHNEERSON, LIKUTEIT
SICHOT 5, PP. 161-162
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The concern, “Will our sister be made into a harlot?”
was so distressing to Simeon and Levi that they
responded like strangers—like people who were not
the sons of Jacob. They were so consumed by
distress over the violation of their sister that their
only choice was, “each man took up his sword.”This
is precisely why we derive the age of bar and bat
mitzvah from this passage. It is a message for every
bar and bat mitzvah child, which includes all Jews at
the beginning stages of their spiritual progression.
The lesson is that when we “stray after our hearts
and eyes with lustful urges” (Numbers 15:39) and are
tempted to sin, we face the risk of being made into a
“harlot.” Just as harlotry drives a wedge between a
woman and her husband, so does sin form a barrier
between us and G-d. When we are confronted by
such temptations, we mustn’t tolerate any rational
justification or moderate response. Our only
response can be stubborn resistance to sin, even to
the point of self-sacrifice. Only after being inspired
to self-sacrifice do we have the luxury of serving G-d
in a fashion that follows our reasoning and the
measured pace of the Torah’s dictates. However, for
our reasoned service to G-d to endure, our very first
approach, even at the age of bar and bat mitzvah,
must be stubborn determination that transcends all
reason.




We must develop a
fierce loyalty to G-d
that transcends every
logical reason or
explanation. A bond
that is, simply
because it is. All
explanations come
later.
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Jewish children reach maturity at thirteen
years of age, unlike other nations where the
age of adulthood is twenty, twenty-one, etc.

The reason: The nations form their national
identity by first settling on a common land
rather than wandering about or shepherding,
then they appoint a king, and finally establish
a constitution and laws. The history of the
Jewish people is the opposite: As soon as
they left Egypt, while still in the desert, they
began to follow the Torah and its
commandments. . .. This was their
foundation and portal into nationhood.

This is why Jews don’t enter into adulthood
when they are twenty and strong enough to
defend the land; rather, by the age of
thirteen, when they are mature enough to
begin to understand the great privilege and
responsibility of being a Jew.




KEY POINTS

1.

The legal age of bar mitzvah—thirteen—is informed by the story in the Torah
of Shimon and Levi killing the entire city of Shechem.

. The Torah’s concept of “maturity,” as far as religious responsibility is

concerned, is not intellectual maturity, but emotional/spiritual maturity—the
ability to relate to things outside of oneself.

. Empathy is a hallmark of this maturity, and it begins at the onset of teenage

years, which accounts for the ages of bar/bat mitzvah.

. Modern science has uncovered physiological and neurological changes that

reflect this.

. Understanding and empathy, however, are not enough to be a Jewish adult.

First and foremost, it requires fierce loyalty that transcends understanding,
guaranteeing loyalty to G-d despite all odds.



KEY POINTS

6. The story of Simeon and Levi reflects this tenacity
and transcendence.

7. This concept of maturity flows from the Torah, as opposed to other

cultures that value other things (e.g., land ownership), which accounts
for the older ages of “maturity” in their cultures.






