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Vayeitzei

י  יָת ּלִ ה ִהוא ֵלָאה ַוּיֹאֶמר ֶאל ָלָבן ַמה ּזֹאת ָעׂשִ  ַוְיִהי ַבּבֶֹקר ְוִהּנֵ
יָתִני:  ה ִרּמִ ְך ְוָלּמָ י ִעּמָ ֲהלֹא ְבָרֵחל ָעַבְדּתִ

It came to pass in the morning, and behold, she was Leah. 
Yaacov said to Lavan, “What is this that you have done to me? 

Did I not work with you for Rachel? Why did you trick me?” 
(Bereishis 29:25)

Rashi quotes the Gemara in Megillah 13b which describes the events 
that unfolded as Lavan deceived Yaacov by switching Leah in place of 
Rachel as he had previously promised. Rashi states: 

ויהי בבקר והנה היא לאה: אבל בלילה לא היתה לאה? לפי שמסר יעקב לרחל סימנים, 
אותן  לה  ומסרה  עמדה  אחותי,  תכלם  עכשיו  אמרה  לאה  לו  שמכניסין  רחל  וכשראתה 

סימנים. 

And it came to pass in the morning, and behold she was Leah — But at 
night, she was not Leah?! Rather, Yaacov had given signs to Rachel, but 
when she saw that they were bringing in Leah (instead), Rachel said, “My 
sister will now be put to shame’’ [for she will not know the signs], and so she 
transmitted those signs to Leah.

Yaacov and Rachel had already anticipated Lavan’s deceptive scheme 
to give him Leah instead of Rachel. Yaacov therefore preempted this 
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possibility by giving Rachel signs by which she could identify herself to 
him. When Rachel realized that Leah would be humiliated by this plan, 
she decided to forego her original plan with Yaacov and reveal the signs, 
sparing her sister the shame.

If we study the sequence of events, we find that Rachel was overcome 
with emotion and concern for her sister’s impending shame. Why, then, 
did she plan with Yaacov from the start to use the signs to identify her-
self? If they both suspected Lavan would give Leah instead of Rachel, 
was it not clear that Leah stood to be embarrassed by not having the 
signs? What was Rachel’s original plan, and what happened in the in-
terim to make her change her mind? 

Seeing Is Believing
Perhaps the answer lies in a deeper insight into human emotions, 

particularly that of empathy. As the popular saying goes, “seeing is 
believing.” Hearing about someone else’s difficult situation makes an 
impression, but not always a powerful one. Actually seeing the pain 
of others brings it to life and makes it tangible. Rashi uses the word 
 when Rachel saw Leah being brought in, the devastating pain ,וכשראתה
and embarrassment that Leah was about to experience became very 
real to her. Disregarding her previous plans with Yaacov, she thereupon 
gave Leah the signs, so that she wouldn’t suffer pain and humiliation.

This is an important lesson regarding sharing in someone else’s 
pain and suffering. Many of us find it difficult to daven or empathize 
for someone ill, a Jew in prison, or even for a family in the midst of a 
crisis; we struggle to connect to the abstract and intangible. Perhaps it 
would help to close our eyes and use our imagination to visualize the 
actual hospital room with a heart monitor and IV drip connected to the 
patient and the worried family awaiting news from the doctor on the 
patient’s test results, or a prison cell with three bare concrete walls and 
a rusty steel gate, bed, and urinal, while the prisoner sits alone. 

Maybe picture the image of a child crying under his blanket knowing 
that his parents don’t get along and are on the brink of divorce, or of a 
girl whose father lost his job and her parents worry about paying their 
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monthly bills. Actually imagining an individual with a disability crying 
and hoping to walk again, or a mother in Israel afraid of her child not 
coming home from school because of a terror attack, could do the trick. 
Visualize the scene of a couple so distraught because efforts to have a 
child they wish for so badly have failed them again, or of a lonely young 
man or woman hoping to find their shidduch and build a family. Perhaps 
these mental exercises can trigger our hearts to truly feel for another 
and make our tefillos more meaningful and significant. We may even 
shed a tear as we imagine ourselves experiencing their pain. 

Allowing Another’s Pain to Penetrate Your Heart
This episode of Rachel giving the signs to Leah teaches us that in or-

der to really feel and share in another’s pain, it is required of us to con-
nect to their experience in a manner that allows their pain to penetrate 
our hearts. This is perhaps what led Rachel to abandon her original plan 

with Yaacov after witnessing her sister Leah 
being chosen and the dramatic consequence 
that was about to follow.

The pasuk tells of Moshe Rabbeinu’s initial 
encounter with B’nei Yisrael and observing 
their suffering.

ה ִאיׁש ִעְבִרי  ְרא ִאיׁש ִמְצִרי ַמּכֶ ִסְבלָֹתם ַוּיַ ְרא ּבְ ֵצא ֶאל ֶאָחיו ַוּיַ ה ַוּיֵ ל מׁשֶ ְגּדַ ִמים ָהֵהם ַוּיִ ּיָ ַוְיִהי ּבַ
ֵמֶאָחיו: 

It happened in those days, Moshe grew and went out to his brothers and 
saw their suffering; he saw an Egyptian man striking a Hebrew man of his 
brethren. (Shemos 12:1)

Rashi explains:

וירא בסבלתם: נתן עיניו ולבו להיות מיצר עליהם.

And looked at their burdens — He directed his eyes and his heart to be 
distressed over them. 

Surely, Moshe had heard about the burden of B’nei Yisrael. 
However, what actually resulted in him taking action was seeing the 

To really feel and share 
in another’s pain, it is 
required of us to connect 
to their experience.
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distress his brothers were suffering and his wish to experience first-
hand what they were living through. Seeing is a powerful tool and 
allows us to connect and feel another person’s struggle in a real and 
almost tangible way.

The pasuk in Koheles says:

ן ֶאל ִלּבֹו: ל ָהָאָדם ְוַהַחי ִיֵתּ ר הּוא סֹוף ָכּ ֲאֶשׁ ה ַבּ ֶתּ ית ִמְשׁ ֶכת ֶאל ֵבּ ית ֵאֶבל ִמֶלּ טֹוב ָלֶלֶכת ֶאל ֵבּ

It is better to go to a house of mourning than to go to a house of feasting, for 
that is the end of all men, and the living will take it to his heart. (Koheles 7:2)

Going to the home of a mourner brings to mind the day of death and 
has the ability to make a lasting impression on us. Unfortunately, just 
hearing of someone’s passing is something to which we have become 
largely immune, and may not be sufficient to truly affect us. However, 
visiting the actual mourner and interacting with him or her will provide 
us the visual cue that leads to thinking about death and ultimately 
pierces the heart.

Rachel Experiences the Pain of Her Children
This may also explain Rashi in Parashas Vayechi. Yaacov had excused 

himself to Yosef for not burying Rachel as honorably as he himself had 
requested to be buried. Rashi says:

עלי  בלבך  שיש  וידעתי  לארץ,  להכניסה  לחם  לבית  אפילו  הולכתיה  ולא  שם:  ואקברה 
]תרעומת[, אבל דע לך שעל פי הדבור קברתיה שם שתהא לעזרה לבניה כשיגלה אותם 
רחמים,  עליהם  ומבקשת  ובוכה  קברה  על  רחל  יצאת  שם,  דרך  עוברים  והיו  נבוזראדן, 
שנאמר )ירמיה לא יד( קול ברמה נשמע רחל מבכה על בניה וגו', והקב"ה משיבה )ירמיה 

לא טו( יש שכר לפעולתך נאם ה' ושבו בנים לגבולם )מח:ז(:

And I buried her there — And I did not take her even to Beis Lechem to 
bring her into a populated area25 and I know that you hold it against me; 
but you should know that I buried her there by Divine command, so that she 
would be of assistance to her children. [How so?] When Nevuzaradan will 
exile them [B’nei Yisrael], and they pass by there, Rachel will emerge from her 
grave and weep and beg mercy for them, as it is said: “A voice is heard on high, 

25 See Sifsei Chachamim who explains Rashi in this manner.
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[lamentation, bitter weeping, Rachel is weeping for her children] … ‘There 
will be a reward for your work,’ says Hashem, … ‘and the children shall return 
to their own border.’” (Yirmiyahu 31:14–15)

Is it necessary for Rachel to wait until B’nei Yisrael pass her burial 
place before she stands and davens for them? Using the same thought 
as above, we can understand that Rachel davens when she sees and expe-
riences the pain of her children. When she sees them exiled into Galus 
this prompts her to cry and ask Hashem to have mercy on them.

Levi Selects Names for His Children
A beautiful idea from Rav Yeshaya HaLevi Horowitz, the Shelah 

HaKadosh, accentuates this idea of what it means to relate to another 
person’s suffering.

אלה ראשי בית אבותם בני ראובן וגו׳ ובני שמעון וגו' ואלה שמות בני לוי )שמות ו: יד( ק׳ 
למה אמר תיבת שמות אצל לוי יותר ממה שאמר בראובן ושמעון. הענין הוא כי שבט לוי 
לא היו בגלות ולוי ידע דבר זה ורצה להשתתף בצרת הצבור מה עשה קרא שמות לבניו 
ע״ש הגלות דהיינו שם גרשון ע״ש כי גרים הם בארץ לא להם ושם קהת על שם שיניהם 
קהות ושם מררי ע״ש שמררו את חייהם זה שאמר ואלה שמות בני לוי ומכאן ילמוד האדם 

להשתתף בצער הציבור אע״פ שאין הצרה מגעת לו וכו'. 

“These were the heads of their fathers’ houses: The sons of Reuven, etc., the 
sons of Shimon, etc., these are the names of the sons of Levi.” — The pasuk 
is difficult to understand. Why did the Torah choose to use the word “names” 
with Levi and not with Reuven, Shimon, and the other families? [The Shelah 
answers] that the children of all of the Twelve Tribes were enslaved except 
for the children of Levi. Levi felt that he and his family should participate in 
the communal suffering of their brethren. What did Levi do? He named his 
children in a way that would remind them of the galus. Gershon originated 
from the word “ger,” meaning “stranger,” for the Jews were strangers in a 
land not their own. Kehas originated from the word “dull,” for B’nei Yisrael’s 
teeth were dulled by their suffering. And the name Merari originated from 
“mar” which means “bitter,” for their lives were made bitter by the galus. 
And from this we should learn to participate in the communal suffering even 
though the actual suffering may not reach us. 

Levi understood that to truly empathize with his brothers, it was go-
ing to take more than simply knowing about their suffering. A constant 
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reminder and a way to connect was implemented so as not to become 
immune to B’nei Yisrael’s grief and misery.

The famous nineteenth century poet Walt Whitman wrote:
“I do not ask the wounded person how he feels; I myself become the 

wounded person.”


