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With All My Might: Responsibility and Righteousness
Parashat Vayetze 2026/5787 | Rabbi Noam Kornsgold*

A. Jacob the Righteous Worker

1. Genesis 31:6-7
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(6) As you know, | have served your father with
all my might; (7) but your father has cheated
me, changing my wages time and again. God,
however, would not let him do me harm.
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2. Babylonian Talmud, Ta‘anit 23b
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“Why is it that when we greeted you, Master,
you did not greet us with a pleasant
expression?” [Abba Hilkiyya] said to them, I
was a day laborer, and | said to myself: | must
not neglect my work.”
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3. Mishneh Torah, Hilkhot Sekhirut 13:7
[R. Moses b. Maimon (Rambam), 12th
century, Spain/Egypt]
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Just as an employer is warned not to rob a
poor laborer of his wages or withhold them, so
too is the poor laborer warned not to rob his
employer of his labor by idling a little here and
a little there, thereby spending the entire day
deceitfully. Rather, he is obligated to be
scrupulous with his time, for the Sages were so
particular about this matter that they ruled that
a laborer should not recite the fourth blessing
of Birkat ha-Mazon [which is a rabbinic
obligation]. Likewise, he is obligated to work
with all his strength, for Jacob the righteous
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*Rabbi Noam Kornsgold is the Director of Continuing Rabbinic Education at the Rabbinical Assembly
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[ha-tzaddik] said, “ have served your father
with all my might” (Genesis 31:6). Therefore,
Jacob received a reward for this even in this
world, as it is said, “And the man prospered
exceedingly” (Genesis 30:43).

Discussion Questions:

e Does Jacob's treatment by Laban change how we understand his declaration that he
worked “with all his might” (source #1)? Should an employee's obligations depend on

whether the employer treats them fairly?

e Based on the Talmud (source #2) and the Mishneh Torah (source #3), under what
circumstances would one not interrupt one’s work? Which types of actions would or would
not override the requirement to fully commit to one’s work?

e Does the story of Abba Hilkiyya (source #2) describe an ideal to which all workers should
aspire, or an extraordinary standard that goes beyond what might reasonably be
expected? How do later sources understand this exemplar?

e What is odd about the epithet attached to Jacob’s name in the Mishneh Torah? What

epithet is typically associated with Jacob?

e Why might the Rambam have opted to utilize a different epithet when describing Jacob

from the conventional one?

e Although the Rambam quotes Genesis 30:43 as a prooftext, how does Jacob (source #1)
already demonstrate the reward principle at play?

B. The Meaning of Tzaddik

4. ha-Maspik le-‘Ovdei ha-Shem, p. 13 [R.
Abraham b. ha-Rambam [12th-13th
centuries, Eqypt]
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Thus, if a person knows what he is obligated to
do and does it, he walks upon the straight path
that the Lord, may He be exalted, has set
before us to follow. One who conducts himself
according to these principles in fulfilling the
commandments is called righteous [fzaddik],
blameless [ tam], upright [yashar], and one
who turns away from evil [sar me-ra?, or, in
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the language of the Sages, proper [kasher]. Yet .27 NN
the most fitting of all these designations is
righteous [tzaddlk], which is derived from the
word justice [tzedek], meaning uprightness and
the fulfillment of obligations. For the
performance of the positive commandments is
a duty that we owe to Him, may He be exalted,
just as a servant is obligated to fulfill the
commands of his master.

Discussion Questions:

e According to R. Abraham b. ha-Rambam (source #4), what qualities does the tzaddik
possess? How does R. Abraham’s definition shed light on his father’s usage of that same
word to describe Jacob (source #3)?'

e According to R. Abraham b. ha-Rambam, is righteousness defined by what a person does or
by the intentions and values motivating those actions? Can someone fulfill all their
obligations without being a righteous person?

e Does R. Abraham's definition of righteousness suggest that ordinary professional
responsibilities can possess the same religious significance as explicitly ritual
commandments?

e |[f righteousness consists of fulfilling one's obligations, how should we understand situations
in which two legitimate obligations conflict?

C. The Limits (?) of Professional Responsibility

5. Toledot Yitzhak, Genesis 32:4 [R. Isaac 7:25 NPWRI2,PR8 NN L5
Karo, 15th-16th centuries, Spain/Turkey]
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' Although R. Abraham b. ha-Rambam is not specifically referring to Jacob, it is notable that elsewhere, in Genesis 25:27, he is
referred to as tam. The Maharal, in Tiferet Yisrael 11, explicitly connected Jacob with the word yashar. | have not identified
classical sources associating Jacob and sar me-ra’ or kasher.
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appropriate for him to seek forgiveness after a
year or two, rather than delaying for twenty
years. He therefore explained the reason for
this delay by saying, “l sojourned with Laban.”
Therefore, “I delayed in inquiring after your
welfare because one who is a hired laborer
ought not to go elsewhere, but rather must
remain continually engaged in his
employment.” And it is not even appropriate for
him to write a letter, as in the incident involving
Abba Hilkiyya, when the Sages greeted him
and he did not return their greeting because he
was a day laborer and did not wish to interrupt
his work, as related in tractate Ta‘anit.
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6. Haggahot Maimuniyyot, Hilkhot
Sekhirut 13:6 [R. Meir ha-Kohen, 13th
century, Germany]
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And so it is written in Aviasaf [R. Eliezer b. Joel
ha-Levi (Ra’avyah), 12th-13th centuries,
Germany] that a teacher is forbidden to remain
awake at night beyond his usual bedtime,
because the following day he will be too
sluggish to teach. Likewise, he should not
restrict his food and drink, if he is responsible
for providing his own sustenance, because he
will be unable to exert himself in teaching, as
stated there. Similarly, he must not indulge
excessively in food and drink. Anyone who
deviates from these requirements is at a
disadvantage [in any resulting dispute], and we
may remove him from his position. Thus
concludes the quotation from Aviasaf.
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Discussion Questions:

Having seen Toledot Yitzhak (source #5), would you need to modify your answer about the
types of actions that one might need to ignore in service of not interrupting one’s work? In
other words, does Toledot Yitzhak seem to raise the threshold of impermissible activities
while working?

This specific passage from the Mishneh Torah (source #3) is the final halakhah of Hilkhot
Sekhirut (the Laws of Hiring). What message did the Rambam try to convey by concluding
his treatment of this area of halakhah in this manner?

According to Ra’avyah (source #6), how encompassing is the concern that one not
compromise one’s work?

Ra’avyah extends a teacher's professional responsibilities into their personal life. Where
should we draw the line between an employer's legitimate expectations and an employee's
personal autonomy?

If we were to apply the principles of these sources to contemporary professional life, would
they lead us toward a healthy ethic of responsibility or an unhealthy expectation of
constant availability?

Is the ideal of Jacob the righteous someone who gives everything to his work, or someone
who understands how to fulfill his obligations faithfully and responsibly?



