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HaKadosh Baruch Hu: בית אל  בשלום   “ושבתי 
 “,that he should return ”unblemished ,אבי”
without any adverse effects from his 
surroundings in the house of Lavan. 

The Beis HaLevi writes (Parashas 
Shemos) that this is indeed the deeper 
meaning of the mitzvah of bris milah. 
The very first mitzvah that Hashem 
commanded Avraham Avinu for all his 
descendants was to create an אות, a sign 
on our bodies, that will distinguish us from 
all others we may come into contact with. 
The purpose of this sign is to curb the 
ability for us to intermingle with the goyim 
that surround us. This mitzvah is of such 
importance that it needed to be part and 
parcel of the original consecration of the 
nation of Klal Yisrael. 

When the people of Shechem 
requested to enter a pact with the children 
of Yaakov to live together as a single 
society, bnei Yaakov replied with the 
stipulation that they commit to do bris 
milah on themselves. This would seem 
strange. What benefit do the children of 
Yaakov stand to gain from others doing 
the mitzvah of bris milah? However, 
given the concept explained above, the 
understanding that the entire essence of 

When Yaakov Avinu returns from 
Lavan’s house to face an inevitable 
confrontation with Eisav, he sends him a 
message: ”עם לבן גרתי ואחרתי עד עתה“. Rashi 
quotes Chazal’s interpretation of these 
words: עם לבן גרתי – ותרי”ג מצוות שמרתי ולא“ 
הרעים” ממעשיו   What was Yaakov .למדתי 
Avinu hinting to Eisav through these 
words? And more specifically, why was 
it imperative to stress: ולא למדתי ממעשיו 
 and I did not learn from his evil — הרעים
ways”?

Throughout the storyline of the Avos, 
we find multiple mentions of this concern 
regarding adverse influences from one’s 
surroundings as well as praise of those 
who overcome these influences. 

In the beginning of Parashas Toldos, 
the pasuk reviews the familial background 
of Rivkah Imeinu: בקחתו את רבקה בת בתואל“ 
וכו’” הארמי  לבן   and Rashi comments ,אחות 
there that the Torah’s intent is to extoll the 
greatness of Rivkah. She grew up as the 
daughter of Besuel, the sister of Lavan, 
and in the land of Aram, surrounded 
completely by wickedness, and she still 
managed to stay pure. 

When Yaakov Avinu left the home 
of his parents, he said a special tefillah to 

bris milah is to serve as a barrier to inhibit 
the ability to mix with others, it stands to 
reason that the only way to bypass this, 
and live as one with others, would be for 
them to also practice bris milah. 

We can now understand as well why 
the Torah emphasizes time and again, 
in the building of the foundations of Klal 
Yisrael, that the Avos and Imahos excelled 
in this quality. They were able to live 
their lives in total separation from those 
who surrounded them, and they built 
barriers around themselves so as not to be 
influenced by their ways. 

The Beis HaLevi points out that 
throughout our history, the harshest 
periods of persecution always came at 
the heels of an attempt to weaken the 
boundaries between Klal Yisrael and their 
neighbors. This was the case in Mitzrayim, 
and this pattern has continued until 
today. It is well-known that such were the 
conditions in Spain in the period preceding 
the expulsion, and in Europe before the 
Holocaust. The Beis HaLevi explains that 
this is not a form of punishment but a 
necessity for our own survival as the Am 
Hashem. 

However, should we choose to 

Chicago Community Kollel dedicates this issue of Encounters to the memory of

Mrs. Gale Rothner a"h



stand on our own, hold steadfastly to 
our obligations, and fortify ourselves in 
protection from the winds of influences 
from without, there would be no need 
for any enmity and hostility on the part 
of the goyim. On the contrary, they would 
desire to live peacefully together with us. 
There would be no threat to our integrity 
as a nation, because we will have dutifully 
protected ourselves from the effects of their 
ill influences. 

With this point in mind, the Beis HaLevi 
explains the pasuk in Yechezkel (16:6): ואעבור“ 
חיי” בדמיך  לך  ואומר  בדמיך  מתבוססת  ואראך   עליך 
The simple meaning of these words refers 
to the fact that Klal Yisrael was in a very 
unattractive state at the time, ”wallowing 
in blood,“ and the Mitzriyim regarded 
them with contempt and disdain. The Navi 
continues חיי”   stressing that it is ,”בדמייך 
specifically their very negative reputation 
among the Mitzriyim that will serve as 
their insurance to survive as a nation. If not 
for that poor image, they would become 
completely lost very quickly. 

However, Chazal explain these words 
of ”חיי  to allude to the two mitzvos “בדמיך 
that Klal Yisrael performed at that time: the 
mitzvah of Korban Pesach, and the mitzvah 
of bris milah. Both of these mitzvos served 
the same deeper purpose of enabling 
them to disassociate themselves from the 
culture of Mitzrayim. The purpose of milah, 
as explained, is to make a physical sign of 
uniqueness on our bodies. The Korban 
Pesach also accomplished this purpose, for 
we know that the Mitzriyim worshipped 
sheep as deities. By taking a sheep and 
slaughtering it in front of their eyes, Klal 
Yisrael made the strongest statement 
possible, declaring that they wanted no part 
in their culture, and they had no interest in 
currying favor in their eyes. This separation 
is another way for Am Yisrael to survive in 
this world. Refusing to be swept up by the 
tide of the surrounding beliefs will be the 
key to eternal survival, without the need for 
any animosity on the part of the nations of 
the world. 

Perhaps this concept can explain the 
meaning of Yaakov’s message to Eisav. He 
was hinting to him that in truth, he had 
no power over him. For the only reason 
Hashem lets the nations persecute Klal 
Yisrael is in order to curb any attempt to 
intermingle. However, Yaakov took every 
precaution to distance himself from any 

influence from Lavan; therefore, Eisav will 
have no power to do him any harm. 

One of the praises Bilam had to say 
about Klal Yisrael was: ישכון לבדד  עם   “.הן 
יתחשב” לא   The Targum Yehonasan ובגוים 
explains this to mean that Klal Yisrael will 
be rewarded with Olam Haba, in the merit 
of keeping themselves separate from the 
other nations. Chazal tell us that Lavan and 
Bilam were the same person (Sanhedrin). 
It would seem very appropriate for Bilam 
to be the one to give this praise to Klal 
Yisrael. For who knew better than Lavan 
that Klal Yisrael possessed this quality?! He 
himself was the very one whose influence 
both Rivkah and Yaakov rebuffed and were 
highly praised for doing so. 

The Rambam (פ”ו דיעות   famously (ה’ 
writes that it is the nature of a person to 
be affected both in thought and in action 
by his surroundings. Therefore, a person 
must associate only with tzaddikim and 
chachamim in order to learn from their 
ways. If a person finds himself in a place 
of wickedness, he should move to a place 
with righteous people. If this is impossible, 
he must escape to the desert and live in a 
cave, in order not to be brought down by 

the ways of the people around him. 
We see from the words of the Rambam 

how tremendous the force of external 
influences is on a person, to the point 
that it is considered an impossibility to 
live together with bad people and not be 
affected by their ways. A person’s response 
to this must be so extreme, that when given 
no alternative, he must run away and live 
in the desert in order to retain his level of 
purity.

How then can we understand that 
Rivkah Imeinu and Yaakov Avinu lived 
so many years enveloped in iniquity yet 
managed to emerge unscathed? We must 
apply any insights on this accomplishment 
to our own lives. How can we protect 
ourselves from all the external influences 
that threaten us every step of our lives? 

R’ Shimshon Pincus zt”l offers a mashal 
to explain how Yaakov and Rivkah were 
unaffected by their environment. There 
once was a man whose occupation was 
tending to chickens in their coops. Day 
in and day out, he would spend hours 
feeding them and seeing to their needs. 
After many years, would we expect him to 
decide to walk into the chicken coop and 
start clucking together with the chickens? 
After all, we know that a person is impacted 
by the company he keeps — shouldn’t he 
be affected by all the time he spent in their 
presence?

The answer is that when it comes to 
dealing with animals, the obvious fact that 
a person is so different from animals that he 
stands on an entirely different plane makes 
the notion of his being influenced from 
their ways impossible. 

The same is true of human interactions. 
A person who realizes that his existence is 
an entirely different one than that of the 
person he is associating with, does not 
need to worry about being affected by him. 

A person who is an eved Hashem is living 
his life the way the Creator of life intended, 
while the non-eved Hashem is living only 
a shell of a true life. The eved Hashem lives 
life with the knowledge that his stay in this 
world is temporary, and his every moment 
focuses on the effects of his actions on his 
eternal life. The non-eved Hashem lives only 
the life of the here and now, no different 
than the fleeting existence of an animal.
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“Should we choose to stand 

on our own, hold steadfastly 

to our obligations, and 

fortify ourselves in 

protection from the winds 

of influences from without, 

there would be no need for 

any enmity and hostility on 

the part of the goyim.”


