
Sisterhood Shabbat 

November 13, 2015 

D’var Torah--Ruth Garner 

 

This week’s Torah portion is Toldot, from Genesis 25:19-28:9. Isaac & 

Rebekah take 20 years to conceive. Rebekah’s pregnancy is not an easy one 

and when she asks God why, God tells her, “Two nations are in your 

womb, and two peoples shall diverge from your belly.”  She is 

pregnant with twins.   

Esau is born first, red and hairy and Jacob comes out next holding onto 

his brother’s heel. They are twins but not identical.  The text goes on, with 

God telling Rebekah: “One nation will struggle against the other: the 

elder shall serve the younger.” To this, our greatest commentator 

RASHI, responds: “They will never be equal: when one rises, the other will 

fall, and vice versa.” 

Last week I was at the URJ Biennial in Orlando, wondering and 

worrying about what I was going to write for this D’var Torah. As I was sitting 

in a meeting room waiting for our congregation to receive its Exemplar 

Congregation Award for Disability Inclusion, it came to me. I was thinking 

about how proud I was of my congregation, of Cantor Spilker and my friends, 

Allyson Perling and Sheri Frisque, all of whom worked so hard to earn Mount 

Zion this award. I was thinking about this parshah and some of the reasons 

Mount Zion appealed to me.  

When we moved here eight years ago, and I heard about and then saw 

the KULAM program, I was so impressed. I also had a little place in my heart 

go “ahhh.” It struck a very personal chord with me. 

 



You may be wondering why? My children do not have any disabilities, 

nor do I or Jon. To answer that I will tell you about my brother Aaron. Aaron 

is 6 years older than me. Aaron and I had a typical sibling relationship 

growing up; we played and fought, he taught me how to tie my shoe laces and 

I used to follow Aaron and his friends around on their bikes.  

Aaron is mentally and emotionally impaired. Being the sister to a 

special needs child has its challenges. I can tell you there are a lot more times 

I was embarrassed of Aaron and his behavior than I ever was of my parents as 

I was growing up. It became obvious to me, at much too early an age that I 

would be responsible for Aaron after my parents died. 

As we received the Disability Inclusion award at Biennial and I thought 

about Jacob and Esau the strains of their sibling relationship resonated with 

me. In my teens and early adulthood, I would have agreed with Rashi that 

Aaron and I would never be equal; as he rose I would fall. I suspect many 

siblings of special needs children understand what I mean.   

And then I thought about the blessing Isaac finally bestows upon Esau: 

By your sword you shall live and you shall serve your brother; But 

when you grow restive, you shall break his yoke from your neck.”  

I have to admit that the knowledge that I would have to “serve my 

brother” after my parents died felt like a yoke on my neck. It is a heavy burden 

and not one that a sibling necessarily wants. One I resented when I was 

younger. It is sometimes hard to accept the path we are meant to walk, but if 

we are lucky, life will steer us back if we stray. 

My parents have done an amazing job with Aaron, he has surpassed any 

of the early doctors predictions. He is high functioning, could hold a job if it 

wasn’t for the emotional issues. He has lived at group homes for about the last 

25 years and he has seen the worst and the best of those. He reads at about a 



5th grade level, thanks to food magazines. He graduated high school and is 

fairly happy. Aaron’s long and short term memory can be spotty, which can be 

a blessing at times. He is a foodie at heart and loves to walk outside. 

Today, I would disagree with Rashi:  When Aaron rises, he raises me.   

When he falls, I fall. I have learned to appreciate Aaron’s love of food and 

learn to accept the love he has to offer. The lessons of resilience and love and 

acceptance I have learned from Aaron are beyond measure.  

At the end of the story of Jacob and Esau, after many years of 

estrangement, anger, and fear, the two brothers embrace. The yoke is 

replaced by a kiss, and the siblings again are bound by love.  I also no longer 

have a “yoke” around my neck because I have embraced the responsibility of 

taking care of Aaron after my parents as what it should be, an act of love. 

As a community, we can be proud of our award, the work we have done, 

and the love it represents. We are an example of what is possible for inclusion 

and accessibility, however we are not done. There is always more work to be 

done. But as long as we remember to be welcoming and loving to all who 

enter our doors, it will be not a burden, but a blessing. 

 

Shabbat Shalom 


