Vayishlach


The story seems to come out of nowhere; it appears in the Torah without any introduction.  The Torah states that when Yaakov was returning and about to encounter Esav, he first sent ahead his family.  Then the Torah in ch. 32: 25, states, va-yivater Yaakov levado, va-yeavek ish imo, Jacob remained alone, and a stranger wrestled with him."  The stranger was not able to overcome him, and so as a result he wounded his thigh--because of this incident, the Torah tells us that we Jews don't eat the Gid Ha-Nasheh.


This incident raises a number of troubling questions.  Who is this man and why is he suddenly appearing?  And why as a result of this one fight, at some obscure point in history, do we not eat the Gid Ha-Nasheh?


Many of our commentators deal with these questions by interpreting this passage with a symbolic meaning.  Ramban explains that this struggle represents the persecution and struggles that Jews face in every generation…and that's why we don't eat the Gid Ha-Nasheh, the sciatic nerve, as a way of remembering the terrible persecutions the Jews have faced.


The Zohar offers an alternative explanation.  When Yaakov left his parents home, he went down to Lavan's home and wrestled with the evil temptations of the world.  Now, however, he was returning to the spiritual realm symbolized by the land of Israel.  However, before he could return to that spiritual high, Yaakov had to wrestle with the evil within himself.  Yaakov remained alone, in an existential fashion.  In order to reach an even higher spiritual realm, he first had to wrestle with the evil temptations of the world, here symbolized by a person who represents the ultimate evil, the Satan himself.


This explains why we don't eat the Gid Ha-Nasheh.  The Sciatic nerve runs through the entire hindquarters of an animal.  When we are about to partake of an animal, of the materialism of the world, we must first make a reminder to ourselves that even though we struggle with the materialism of the world, our ultimate goal is to reach a higher spiritual realm. 

