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27 1 When Yitzchak was old and his
eyes were too dim for seeing, he
called Esav, his elder son, and said
to him, My son! and he answered
him, Here I am.
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These two verses are a highly significant introduction to the narra-
tive that now follows.

CHAPTER 27

1 We follow the example of our Sages, as we have mentioned (above,
12:10), and do not consider it our duty to be apologists for our great
ancestors, just as God’s Word itself never refrains from revealing their
errors and shortcomings. When Rivkah directs Ya’akov to deceive his
father, Scripture states candidly: äîøîá êéçà àá (below, v. 35).

R. Chanina (Bereshis Rabbah 67:4) comments on the events of this
chapter as follows: àìà ,éäåòî éðá ïåøúååúé àåä ïøúåå ä"á÷äù øîåà àåäù éî ìë
'àðù äøéáä ïùåùá åì òøôð ïëéäå åùòì á÷òé ÷éòæä úçà ä÷òæ ,äéìéã éáâå äéçåø êéøàî
äøîå äìåãâ ä÷òæ ÷òæéå. Whoever maintains that the Holy One, blessed be
He, is lax with his pious ones, that pious people are entitled to take
liberties from time to time, deserves to have his innards torn out. God
is long-suffering, but ultimately collects His due. Ya’akov caused Esav
to break into a cry but once (Bereshis 27:34), and where was he punished
for it? In Shushan the capital, as it says: “And he cried with a loud and
bitter cry” (Esther 4:1).

The Tanchuma (ed. Buber, Toldos 24) states: úçà åùò ãéøåä úåòîã 'â
úåòîãá åî÷ùúå äòîã íçì íúìéëàä àéäå åðéò êåúá ä÷ìúñð úçàå åìàîùî úçàå åðéîéî
ùéìù. “Esav shed three tears: one from his right eye, one from his left
eye, and one he held back. The last one, the bitterest of them all, has
salted the bread of our exile with tears and has made us taste the tears
in threefold measure.”

Nevertheless, if a calm, dispassionate study leads us to a conclusion
that dispels much of the distress that this event engenders, we will not
suppress that conclusion just so as not to appear as apologists. There
still will remain much that cannot be justified, especially when measured
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by the standards of a nation whose name of honor is ïåøåùé, a nation
commanded to achieve all its aims only by “straightforward” (øùé)
means and to avoid all crookedness, no matter what the objective.

When we attempt to understand the actions of the three main actors
in this event, we find Ya’akov’s behavior to be clear and transparent.
From the very outset his mother appeals to him to obey her unques-
tioningly (v. 8). She does not expect him to act for the sake of his own
personal interest. She knows that as an íú ùéà he will revolt against
doing such a thing. She therefore silences all objection by exercising her
maternal authority and appealing to his duty to obey her. She assumes
full responsibility for any injustice or negative consequences. All he
needs to do is obey her. Whatever Ya’akov did, he did only out of
obedience to his mother, and the only blame that can be assigned to
him is that he should have known that the moral law sets limits even
to filial obedience: one must not practice deceit, even if it is one’s own
mother who commands him to do so.

What, however, was Rivkah’s intention? Even the worst anti-Semite
and defamer of the Bible will look for reason or, if you will, shrewdness,
in her actions. Indeed, the shrewder he would like to make Rivkah
appear, the less will he attribute to her imbecility or childish foolishness.
And yet — if all she intended to do was to direct, by guile, the father’s
blessing onto the head of her beloved son Ya’akov, what success could
she possibly have expected from this stratagem? Regardless of the benefit
she might have ascribed to the father’s blessing, the result would inev-
itably have been the very opposite of what she expected.

If the father’s blessing calls down God’s blessing upon the head of
the one who is being blessed, how could Rivkah have believed — even
if she could deceive the blind and aged father — that she could deceive
God with this masquerade? How could she have believed that the bles-
sing of Avraham, which God had made conditional on the practice of
èôùîå ä÷ãö, could be obtained from God by way of trickery and decep-
tion?

Or if she had in mind some concrete advantage resulting from the
paternal blessing, e.g., priority in inheritance, would not such a grant,
won by deception, be a úåòè ç÷î, null and void? After all, the deceit
would inevitably be discovered. Rivkah must have known full well that,
even if she succeeded in carrying out the masquerade, upon Esav’s re-
turn everything would be exposed.
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Moreover, how clumsy was this whole masquerade! Who but the
most naive person could have been taken in by goatskins wrapped
around the neck and hands?

What could she possibly have hoped to achieve with this masquer-
ade? The answer is: the masquerade itself! Her objective was precisely to
put on an act! Only if the inevitable discovery of the truth had been part
of Rivkah’s calculations does everything become clear and make sense.
Only thus can we understand Rivkah’s point of view. Although her ac-
tions cannot be completely justified, they can, under the circumstances,
be excused.

We have read, as an introduction to these events, how Esav struck
a double blow at his great Abrahamite mission by marrying two Hittite
women. This should have opened Yitzchak’s eyes to his eldest son’s utter
unworthiness for the task. Yet we see Yitzchak calling his eldest son, in
order to bless him; that is, to appoint him as the future leader and
guide of the House of Avraham. What a “hunter with his mouth” Esav
must have been, and how adept at disguising himself, if — despite his
way of life, which was so antithetical to the way of Avraham — he
succeeded in deceiving his father and stealing his heart!

The word “àð” — éúð÷æ àð äðä (v. 2) — implies that Yitzchak had
long ago intended to bestow the blessing on Esav, but had been dis-
suaded from doing so. Rivkah, apparently, had been stalling for time,
telling her husband: “Wait a while; there’s still plenty of time; you are
not old yet” and so forth, hoping that, in the meantime, she would
manage to bring about his disillusionment. But she had not succeeded.

What, then, was she to do now? What could have been her intention?
Only this: to demonstrate to Yitzchak how easily he could be deceived! If
even Ya’akov, an íú ùéà, could pose before him as a ãéö øåáéâ, how much
easier could Esav pose before him as an íú ùéà! Rivkah sought to dis-
illusion Yitzchak through an act of deception, and in this she succeeded.
As soon as he realized that he had been tricked, he was seized with
terror. As the Sages put it, “he saw Gehenna open up before him”
(Tanchuma, Toldos 11). He saw how all his life he had been deceived.
Immediately, his eyes were opened; he quickly recovered and, deliber-
ately, of his own volition, added: äéäé êåøá íâ! (v. 33).

éåì ïá òùåäé 'ø, too, seems to have understood this episode in this
way, as he says: øáãä úà äúùò åùòî øéúé á÷òé úà úáäåà ä÷áø äúéäù äîî àì
àáñ àåääì éòèéå ìåòéé àì äøîà àìà äæä; “Rivkah did not do this because she
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2 He said, Lo! now, I am, after all,
old; I do not know the day of my
death.

áézrãé àG ézð÷æ àð-äpä øîàiåÇ�ÊÆÄÅÈ�ÈÇ�ÀÄ‡ÈÇ�ÀÄ
:éúBî íBé‡ÄÍ

loved Ya’akov more than she loved Esav. She did it so that Esav should no
longer be able to deceive his aged father” (Bereshis Rabbah 65:3).

The actions of Yitzchak, too, become clearer, when we examine the
nature of the blessing he wished to confer upon Esav. Esav himself had
never expected that Yitzchak would confer upon him the whole blessing.
He immediately asks his father: äëøá éì úìöà àìä, “Have you not reserved
a blessing for me?” (v. 36). That is to say, had you given me the blessing,
you surely would have reserved a blessing for Ya’akov; that blessing —
give to me! Yitzchak readily admits this, but in revealing to him the
content of the blessing given to Ya’akov, he shows Esav that this was
the only blessing appropriate for Esav. The blessing that was reserved
for Ya’akov was totally inappropriate for Esav.

Yitzchak’s two sons represented two different elements in his home.
Esav represented material power; Ya’akov represented spiritual power.
Yitzchak knew very well that both of these tendencies would be needed,
if his future nation was to grow and prosper. He, too, apparently
knew of the prophecy that the materially stronger one would ultimately
serve the materially weaker one: øéòö ãáòé áøå (above, 25:23). But
Yitzchak thought that Esav and Ya’akov would fulfill the mission of
Avraham in partnership and brotherly harmony, with the one com-
plementing the other. He therefore intended to give Esav a blessing
of material content, and reserved a spiritual blessing for Ya’akov. This
blessing that was reserved for Ya’akov was meaningless to Esav, who
by nature had no understanding of the spiritual aspect of the House
of Avraham.

Rivkah, however, remembered from the home of Lavan the misfor-
tune entailed by such a division. She knew from personal experience
that only in a home pervaded by the spirit of Avraham, and only in the
hands of one guided by this spirit, would material things bring blessing
and true happiness. She was right. She realized that materialism devoid
of spirit is actually a curse, and that Yitzchak’s blessing could not be
divided; it could be placed only upon the head of one of the sons.




