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Chayai Sara 5778-The Be’er Sheva Marathon 

 

In this week’s parsha the Torah tells us that Yishmael was 137 years old upon death. 

Rashi, citing a Gemara (Megillah 17a) asks, what could possibly be the relevance of this 

piece of information? He answers that with knowing his age we can prove that in the 

Torah’s narrative of the life of Yaakov Avinu (from the time he left his parents until his 

arrival at his Uncle Lavan’s house in Charan) there are 14 years unaccounted for [see the 

aforementioned Gemara (or Rashi to Beraishis, 28:9) how Yishmael’s age helps us make 

this calculation]. These are the 14 years that Yaakov learned in the Yeshiva of Aiver, 

learning with such diligence, that Chazal tells us he never slept in a bed during that whole 

time. The question begs itself, why indeed does the Torah use Yishmael as the sole conduit 

for us knowing about this shining chapter in Yaakov’s life? 

 Perhaps we can suggest the following: The Yiddishe nation has throughout history 

had several arch-enemies. Bavel, Greece, Aisav and of course Yishmael. The latter two are 

extremely powerful because they have the DNA of the Avos within them, Aisav being the 

son of Yitzchak & Rivka, and Yishmael the son of Avraham. What weapons do the Bnai 

Yisrael have at their disposal that allows us to triumph over them? Well, regarding Aisav 

Yitzchak said, “Hakol Kol Yaakov, Vehayadayim yedai Aisav”, - “The voice is to Yaakov, 

whereas the hands are to Aisav” (Beraishis, 27:22). Chazal (Beraishis Rabbah, 65:20) 

explain that this means that we can keep Aisav and his grubby hands off us if we are 

devoted to the “voice of Yaakov”, i.e. learning Torah and prayer. But what about 

Yishmael? What is the formula on how to neutralize Yishamel?  

 The answer is back in Parshas Lech Lecha. When Haggar ran away from her 

mistress Sara, an angel encouraged her to return and promised her she would have a son 

with Avraham. About that son he cryptically said, “Vehu yihyeh pereh Adam, yado bakol 

veyad kol bo” - “He will be a wild and free man, his hand will be in everything, and 

everyone’s hand will be in him” (Beraishis, 16:12). Pereh Adam encapsulates the spiritual 

journey of Yishmael, for we find at times he was righteous (see Rashi to Beraishis, 21:18 

and 25:9), and other times downright evil (see first Rashi to Megillah 17a). He could not 

remain on the straight and narrow, instead giving-in to his wild and free-spirited nature. 

Fealty to a religion demands discipline and subservience, and Yishmael was not willing to 

do either. Yes, he had his moments, but they were not sustained. 

 To neutralize Yishmael, a Pereh Adam whose presence in our history is permanent 

because he is a son of Avraham, one must be the opposite. Instead of short bursts of Avodas 

Hashem one must exhibit marathon-like efforts. Thus, comes along Yaakov, who throws 

himself into 14 years of intense Torah learning, eschewing sleep and other creature 

comforts along the way. It was those efforts that have paved a way, and given us guidance 

on how we must proceed in our own efforts to keep Yishmael at bay. Not just bursts of 



Torah and prayer that may work to fend of Aisav, rather sustained and disciplined, with 

willingness to sacrifice. 

 And just as Yaakov found that setting in a Yeshiva, we must recognize that our 

current day Yeshivos and Kollels are full of the antidote to Yishmael. Young men and 

seasoned veterans who spend their whole day in Avodas Hashem, trumping the Pereh 

Adams of the world. It is not by chance that the numerical value of the Hebrew word “Pereh 

Adam” is 326, whereas the value for the word “Yeshiva” is 327. Because it is the Yeshiva 

and its holy contents that takes the Pereh Adam and eclipses it, demanding it stays out of 

sight and out of history. 

Now we can understand why Yaakov’s 14-year marathon is known from Yishmael’s 

life and death. To teach us that what Yaakov did during those 14 years controlled (and 

controls) Yishmael, and will ultimately causes him to shuffle off this mortal coil. 

 Yishmael still lingers, however. He is a festering sore that refuses to heal. While 

other dominions are lost to the scrap-heap of history, he is (together with his son-in-law 

Aisav) still hanging around. This is because he is biologically connected to our Avos which 

allows him relevance in our lives. Yishmael knows this, and that is why he shoe-horns 

himself into the history of Avraham, with absurd revisionism of history. We, the scion of 

Yaakov, must double down, and prove that the world of eternity has no room for free-

spirited flakes. Yes, the Yishmael of today comes across more disciplined than us (hey, 

Ramadan can’t be easy), but their die was cast millennia back by their Zaidy Yishmael, a 

die of an unshackled bronco who just will not be tamed. 

 Let us revisit that passuk back in Lech Lecha. “Vehu yihyeh pereh Adam, yado bakol 

veyad kol bo”. Yishmael is the Pereh Adam. But why is he relevant? Because “Yado 

Bakol”- his hand is in bakol. In Bircas Hamazon we say “Bakol, mikol, kol” Chazal explain 

(see Bava Basra 17a) Bakol is a reference to Avraham, Mikol to Yitzchak, and kol to 

Yaakov (for the Torah uses each of those specific words in reference to that particular 

Patriarch). So, Avraham is Bakol. Thus, Yishmael is Yado Bakol- his hand is powerful till 

today because he has the DNA of Bakol-Avraham. The antidote is Yaakov. Veyad kol bo- 

The hand of kol-Yaakov is needed to neutralize him. Which specific part of Yaakov? The 

14 years in the Yeshiva of Aiver. Yad has the numerical value of 14. VeYad kol Bo- The 

14 years of kol-Yaakov is needed to chip away at Yishmael, chipping away until the Pereh 

Adam is tamed once and for all. 
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