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Face It!
On Apology and Forgiveness
Many people (particularly men) often find themselves in a state of confusion and bewilderment
when other people (particularly their wives) recall incidents or offenses from times immemorial.
“I can’t believe that you still bring this up,” a husband might say, “I thought we put it to rest long
ago.”
“I didn’t put it to rest, you did” would be the answer. The perplexed husband tries to reconstruct
events. His wife was upset because ___________ , then they didn’t speak for a _________ , he
then bought her ___________ , and took her to ____________ , and since then everything was
going smooth. Is he missing something here? (besides the blanks, of course.)
Yes. What is missing is an apology. He might not fully understand it, but he never apologized.
True, he indicated that he was sorry, and acted in a way that showed his concern for his wife and
his desire that their relationships will be restored to normality, but he never verbalized the words:
“I am sorry for…” His wife preferred not to continue fighting at the time or perhaps accepted his
actions as a semi-apology, but deep inside her a grudge remained, a feeling that the indirect
message “I am sorry” could be interpreted in several ways. Is he genuinely sorry for being a
jerk? Maybe he is sorry that I am so sensitive and that I take everything to heart and that other
people would think that this whole thing is ridiculous and just because he loves me (or so he
claims) he apologizes to make me feel good. Or maybe he feels uncomfortable with the current
state of affairs and wants to put it behind him for totally selfish reasons.
The scenario described here involves a husband and wife, but such situations play out daily
between siblings, friends, co-workers, and even governments. The biblical saga of the struggle
between Yaakov and Esav provides another angle to the concept of incomplete or indirect
apology, that of a person who goes through the process of apology and forgiveness internally,
positioning himself as both the offender and the offended. After he emerges from the process
innocent or not guilty, he proceeds to appease the person he offended, without feeling the need to
issue a genuine apology.
The Torah highlights the problematic nature of Yaakov’s “apology” by using the key word פָּ נִ ים,
which in Hebrew means face. It also means “ahead of” or “in front of”, both originally in the
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sense of being in front of one’s face or an extension of one’s personality. The word is also
closely related to the word פְּ נִ ים, meaning inside. Here is an excerpt of the story of Yaakov’s
encounter with Esav, with the keywords in bold print:
 ִ ִּֽכי־אָּ ַ֞ ַמר ֲאכַפְּ ָּ ֣רה פָ ָָ֗ניו בַ ִמנְּ חָּ ה֙ הַ ה ֶ ֣לכֶת לְ פָ ָָ֔ני וְּ אַ ח ֲֵרי־כֵן֙ אֶ ְּר ֶ ֣אה... וַ ֹ֤יאמֶ ר אֶ ל־עֲבָּ דָּ יו֙ עִ בְּ ֣רּו לְ פָ ָ֔ני...וַיִ ְּש ַַ֨לח ַיע ֲֹ֤קב מַ לְּ אָּ כִ ים֙ לְ פָ ָָ֔ניו
יתי
ִ י־ר ִ ֹ֤א
ָּ יאל ִ ִּֽכ
ָ֑ ִ וַיִ קְּ ָּ ָ֧רא ַיע ֲ֛קב ֵ ָּׂ֥שם הַ מָּ ַ֖קֹום פְ נ... וַתַ ע ֲָּׂ֥בר הַ ִמ ְּנ ָּחַ֖ה עַל־פָ נָ ָ֑יו וְּ ֛הּוא לָּ ָּׂ֥ן בַ ַ ִּֽליְּ לָּה־הַ ַ֖הּוא ַ ִּֽבמַ ח ֲֶנִּֽה.פָ ָָ֔ניו אּולַ ַ֖י יִ ָּ ָּׂ֥שא ָפ ָנָֽי
֙ ו ַ֣יאמֶ ר ַיע ֲֹ֗קב אַ ל־נָּא...נּואל וְּ ָּׂ֥הּוא צ ֵ ַ֖ל ַע עַל־יְּ ֵר ִּֽכֹו
ָ֑ ְ ו ִ ִַּֽיז ַ ְִּּֽרח־ל֣ ֹו הַ שֶֶּׁ֔ מֶ ש כַאֲ ֶ ָּׂ֥שר ָּע ַבַ֖ר אֶ ת־פ.אֱֹלהִ ים֙ פָ ִנִ֣ים אֶ ל־ ָפ ָ֔ ִנים ו ִַתנ ֵָּצַ֖ל נַפְּ ִ ִּֽשי
אֱֹלהים ו ִַת ְּר ֵ ִּֽצנִ י
ַ֖ ִ יתי פָ ֶָ֗ניָך כִ ְּר ֛את פְ נֵ֥י
ִ ֹ֤אתי חֵ ן֙ בְּ ֵעי ֶֶּׁ֔ניָך וְּ לָּקַ חְּ ָּ ָּׂ֥ת ִמנְּ חָּ ִ ַ֖תי ִמי ִ ִָּ֑די ִ ֣כי עַל־ ֵַ֞כן ָּר ִ ֣א
ִ ִאם־ ַָּ֨נא מָּ ָּצ
Yaakov sent messengers ahead [of his face]… he told his servants, pass ahead [of my face]… he
thought “I will appease him [lit. wipe his face clean] with the offering sent ahead [of my face],
and then I will see his face, [this way] he might forgive me” [ יִ ָּ ָּׂ֥שא פָ ָנָֽי- lit. will raise my face – the
person who apologizes is usually bent down, and upon forgiveness is allowed to raise his head].
The offering went ahead [of his face], and he slept in the camp that night… [after he struggled
with an anonymous attacker and persevered] Yaakov called the place Face of God, for [he said]
“I have seen God face to face and my soul was saved. The sun rose for him when he passed the
Face of God, limping… Yaakov said [to Esav]: “please do not [turn down my offering] for I
have seen your face as seeing the face of God and you forgave me…” [lit. wanted me].
The thirteen occurrences of the word  פָּ נִ יםtell us that Yaakov dreaded the encounter not because
of the physical thereat to his life, but rather because it was the first time, after running away and
hiding for many years, that he is going to confront his past actions, face to face. His offerings are
sent as an extension of his personality, of his face, and he wants to tell Esav that he is sorry. He
seems to admit that what he did was not right, but at night he is embroiled in a subconscious
battle between his own two faces, one representing him and the other his brother, Esav. The
battle was a vision and not a reality, and Yaakov was not fighting the guardian angel of Esav but
his own representation of his brother. The dreamtime struggle reveals his inner fears and tells us
that he constantly doubted his actions.
At a certain point, when the struggle is so intense that it causes Yaakov real physical pain,
Yaakov has an epiphany. His years of exile and suffering has expiated for his sin, and so he
emerges victorious from the conflict and his brother must forgive him. In his dream, he gives
himself an approval for the blessing he took from his brother and he renames himself Israel.
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The possibility that it was Yaakov, and not God, who chose to change his name is supported by
the fact that his old name, Yaakov, is still used throughout the bible, appearing 245 more times.
That is despite the statement of the attacker: “your name shall be Yaakov no more.” In addition,
seeing the struggle and the approval of the blessing an internal one, refutes the argument that
God Himself approved of Yaakov’s actions.
On the following day, Yaakov faces the real Esav. He is servile and polite, even obsequious, but
he never apologizes. He tells Esav: “Please accept my offering, for I have seen your face as the
face of God, and you have accepted me.” He is not asking for acceptance. He is making a
statement: “It is a done deal. I have already seen you in my dream and solved the matter. All you
need to do is take my offering as a token of good will.”
Esav presses no more. When his offer to escort Yaakov is rejected, he returns home, only to pack
up and leave, years later, because of competition with the flocks of Yaakov. His nation
eventually becomes a bitter enemy of Israel, and we cannot help but ask whether a genuine
apology could have written an alternative ending to this story.
Shabbat Shalom
Rabbi Haim Ovadia
Questions for discussion:
If you wish to use this Dvar Torah to develop a discussion around the Shabbat Table, here are
some guiding questions, not all of which are answered in the article:
1. What is the keyword in the story of the encounter?
2. Who else in the Bible had a name-change?
3. What is the difference between other name-change sand that of Yaakov?
4. Is Esav an aggressor? How else can we interpret his arrival with 400 men?
5. Have you ever done something wrong and have not properly apologized? (the answer to
that is usually negative)
6. Have you ever been offended and not offered genuine apology? (the answer here is
usually positive, which makes one wonder how all the offenders are sitting around other
tables, while all those who were offended are here with us.)
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