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YAAKOV ISH TAM IS LAVAN'S EQUAL IN TRICKERY
by Rabbi Yissocher Frand

These divrei Torah were adapted from the hashkafa portion of Rabbi Yissocher Frand's Commuter
Chavrusah Tapes on the weekly portion: #1053 - The Younger Brother Who Says "I'm Getting
Married First." Good Shabbos!

The Gemara [Bava Basra 123a] says that when Yaakov asked Rochel to marry him, she responded in
the affirmative, but she warned that her father was a swindler and that he would not allow Yaakov to
marry her before her older sister Leah was first married.  According to the Gemara, Yaakov's
response was "I am his brother (i.e., his equal) when it comes to trickery!"  This is how the Gemara
interprets the pasuk "And Yaakov told Rochel that he was her father's brother" (ki achi aviha hu)
[Bereishis 29:12].  At face value, the pasuk is difficult because Lavan was actually Yaakov's uncle, not
his brother.  The Gemara thus interprets that Yaakov meant, "I can take him on as an equal when it
comes to practicing trickery.

An obvious question needs to be asked here.  In last week's parsha we learned: "And Yaakov was a
simple man (ish tam) who dwelt in tents." [Bereishis 25:27]  Rashi interprets the words "ish tam" as
follows:  "Someone who is not 'sharp' to engage in deceit is called 'tam.'"  In other words, a person
unwise in the ways of trickery, conniving, and of making "fast deals" is called a 'tam.'

What happened between last week's parsha when the Torah referred to Yaakov as an 'ish tam' and
this week's parsha when Yaakov suddenly became Lavan's "brother in trickery?"

By way of introduction to answer this question, consider the following: When we speak about
someone who is a 'mensch,' we use the expression "This person is a Baal Midos."  The term Baal
normally means a person is a master (e.g., baal ha'sadeh [master of the field]; baal ha'bayis [master
of the house]).  The terminology Baal Midos can thus mean that such a person is the master over his
midos [character traits].  With some people, their character traits control them.  A Baal Midos is just
the opposite – he controls himself; he rules over his character traits.  Such a person can employ
different – even opposite -- character traits when differing situations call for the use of differing
midos.

Having introduced this principle, we can now cite the following incident:

A Jew came to the Rebbe, Reb Bunim.  His problem was that he was too generous.  How can anyone
be "too generous?"  The answer is that whenever anyone came to him with a charity request, he
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literally gave them the shirt off his back.  This person did not have a life.  He did not have money, a
shirt, or shoes.  Every time someone came to him with a sob story he gave them whatever he had.

The Rebbe Reb Bunim related to him in the name of the Chozeh m'Lublin the very question we
asked before: In Parshas Toldos, Yaakov is referred to as "ish tam, yoshev ohalim" [a simple man who
dwelt in tents] and in Parshas Vayetzei Yaakov claims he is the equal to Rochel's father when it
comes to trickery.  The Chozeh m'Lublin answered this question.  It does not say in Parshas Toldos
that "Yaakov tam" [Yaakov was simple] it says he was an "ISH tam" – he was a MAN who had control
over his midos [character traits] and control over his Temimus [manifestation of simplicity].  Yaakov’s
default manifestation was perhaps the character trait of simplicity, but he was not a simple man.  He
was an ISH tam!  He was in charge and by default he acted as a tam; but he was nobody's fool and if
necessary could act with shrewdness, and even trickery.

That is what the Rebbe Reb Bunim told this Jew: You cannot always give away the shirt off your
back.  All that says about you is that you are not in control of your dispensation of charity.  It is very
noble and nice to act this way.  It is better to be overly generous than to be overly stingy.  However,
someone who is not able to take care of himself and is not able to control his giving is not in charge. 
At the end of the day, we need to be in charge of ourselves.

This person had a great affliction – he was a Rachaman [merciful by nature].  However, just like the
Gemara says that when someone is a Rachaman towards cruel people (having compassion when it
is inappropriate) it leads to very negative results, so too here.  To some extent, this was the error of
Shaul HaMelech (who listened to the people and disregarded the words of Shmuel HaNavi).  Shaul
should have been more assertive.  He should have said "No.  I do not care what the people say."  He
was very humble, but sometimes too much humility is also not good.

This can help us resolve a contradiction of the Mishna in Pirkei Avos: In the second chapter of Pirkei
Avos [2:5] we learn "The Bayshan [one embarrassed to ask questions] cannot learn."  A person cannot
be timid in class, but must have the courage to raise his hand and tell the teacher "I do not
understand.  What does this mean?"  On the other hand, in the fifth chapter of Avos [5:20] we learn "A
brazen person goes to Gehinnom and a person who is easily shamed (boshes panim) goes to Gan
Eden."  Do these two Mishnaic statements not conflict with one another?  Furthermore, is not that the
attribute of being a "bayshan" one of the three praiseworthy midos which uniquely define the Jewish
people (Rachmanim, Bayshanim, and Gomlei Chasadim – Merciful, Bashful, and Purveyors of
Kindness [Yevamos 79a])?

The resolution to this contradiction is as follows:  A "Bayshan" (as referenced in Chapter 2 of Pirkei
Avos) is a person who is defined by his bashfulness.  He cannot escape it.  Boshes Panim (as
referenced in Chapter 5 of Pirkei Avos) means the shame shows up on his face, but that is only one
aspect of his personality.  This one aspect does not control the person -- it does not totally
encompass him.  If someone’s attribute of busha so controls him that he cannot even ask a question,



Torah.org

The Judaism Site

Yaakov Ish Tam is Lavan's Equal In Trickery

https://torah.org/torah-portion/ravfrand-5779-vayeitzei/

Page: 3

it is not a good attribute to have, because he is not in charge of himself.  He is not a "Baal Midos."  On
the other hand, "Boshes Panim" – when only the face reflects embarrassment, can be positive.

With this preface, we can appreciate a beautiful interpretation of a pasuk in Megilas Esther. 
Mordechai tells Esther, "If you keep silent at this time, salvation will rise up for the Jews from another
place, but you and your father's house will be destroyed." [Esther 4:14].  Mordechai is saying "Listen,
this is your moment in history, Esther.  You will either seize the moment and save the Jews, or
everything is going to be lost."  Why, however, was it necessary to emphasize "If you keep silent at
this time"?  The answer is that the Medrash says that Esther came from a long lineage of people who
kept silent.  She descended from Rochel, Binyomin, and Shaul – each of whom manifested the
attribute of silence during key moments of their lives.  Rochel kept quiet and did not ruin her father's
scheme to switch her sister at the wedding.  Binyomin was quiet and didn't tell his father that Yosef
was sold by his brothers.  Shaul kept quiet.  Normally, this is a good attribute and Esther inherited
that character trait.  Mordechai therefore had to emphasize to her…"Fine, you have a wonderful
character trait – that of staying silent.  But now is not the time for this.  If you stay silent now, calamity
will befall your entire father's household!"  "B'Es haZos" -- At this moment, you have to put the
attribute of silence away.

Finally, Chazal say that in the Choshen Mishpat, where there was a stone for each of the Shevatim
[Tribes], the stone of the Tribe of Binyomin was "Yashfay."  Chazal say that this is an allusion (remez)
to the words "Yesh Peh" [there is a mouth].  This means that Binyomin had a mouth, but he kept
quiet.  When did he keep quiet?  He was sworn not to tell his father that the brothers sold Yosef and
that Yosef might still be alive.

The Chidushei HaRim asks based on this allusion, the stone of Binyomin should not be "Yesh Peh"
[there is a mouth], but rather it should be "Ayn Peh" [there is not a mouth].  He answers beautifully. 
"Yesh Peh" – he did have a mouth – he was very capable of speaking.  But he chose not to.  He found
himself in a situation in which it was necessary to stay silent, and he was able to overcome his
natural tendency to speak and instead, not utilize his mouth.  This was his praiseworthy
characteristic.  Yesh Peh – but when the situation demands silence, I am silent.

On the other hand, Esther also came from a lineage of silent people.  It was very natural for her to
remain silent "Esther did not reveal her background" [Esther 2:10].  However now, if you will be silent
b'Es haZos – that will be very problematic.  Now is not the time to keep quiet. Now is the time to go
to Achashverosh and to rescue the Jewish people.

The true Baal Midos is not controlled by his Midos, but rather he is in charge of them – he knows
where and when to use each of his personality traits appropriately.

Transcribed by David Twersky; Jerusalem DavidATwersky@gmail.com
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Technical Assistance by Dovid Hoffman; Baltimore, MD dhoffman@torah.org

 

This week's write-up is adapted from the hashkafa portion of Rabbi Yissochar Frand's Commuter
Chavrusah Series on the weekly Torah portion. A listing of the halachic portions for Parshas Vayetzei
is provided below:

# 032 - The Obligation to Give Ma'aser
# 074 - Honoring Parents Who Are Not Observant
# 123 - Tefilla B'tzibur: Is It Mandatory?
# 170 - Marrying Off a Younger Child First
# 216 - Maariv
# 260 - "Ein Mearvin Simcha B'Simcha"
# 306 - Making a Neder During Times of Trouble
# 350 - Must Women Daven?
# 394 - Accepting Tzedaka from Women
# 438 - The Mitzvah of Mesameach Chasan V'Kallah
# 482 - Davening to a Malach
# 526 - A Million Dollars to Tzadaka If ..
# 570 – Tuition and Maaser Money
# 614 – The Tefilah of Baruch Hashem L’Olam Omein V’Omein
# 658 - Lashon Aramis – Aramaic
# 702 - The Marriage that Was Not a Joke
# 746 - The Amazing Power of Saying Tehillim
# 790 - May Women Always Attend Shul?
# 834 - Gemara Torah Vs Kibud Av
# 878 - The Baal Teshuva and the Family TV
# 922 - Too Much Tzedakah?
# 965 - The Proper Time for Maariv
#1009 - Sheva Brachos Questions
#1053 - The Younger Brother Who Says "I'm Getting Married First"
#1096 – Davening With A Minyan – Obligation Or Just A Good Idea?
#1139 – Can The Younger Brother Marry Before His Older Sister?
#1182 – Chasan Going To Work During Sheva Brochos / Leaving Chasunah Early
#1226 – Why Was Rochel Punished for Stealing Her Father's Idols?
#1270 - "It's Just Too Hard": Is That an Excuse Not to Fulfill a Mitzvah?

A complete catalogue can be ordered from the Yad Yechiel Institute, PO Box 511, Owings Mills MD
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21117-0511. Call (410) 358-0416 or e-mail tapes@yadyechiel.org or visit http://www.yadyechiel.org/
for further information.


