Testing the Essence
Pavrashas Toldos
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i Isaac had become old, and his eyes dimmed from seeing, that

1 Aﬂg it came lo pass, w;eﬁ csiaa e e st 3

I am.”2 And he said, “See, now, | have aged; I know not the day of my death. > Now sharpen,
“ if you please, your gear — your sword and your bow — and go out to the ﬁe{d and hunt game
l for me. 4 Then make me delicacies such as I love and bring it to me and [ will eat, so that my

. soul may bless you before [ die.” , - : _
" 5 Now Rebecca was listening as Isaac spoke to Esau his son; and Esau went to the field to

hunt game to bring. ¢ But Rebecca had said to Jacob her son, saying, “Behold ] hea.rcl your father
speaking to your brother Esau saying, 7 ‘Bring me'some game and make me delicacies to eat,
and I will bless you in the presence of HASHEM before my death.’ ® So now, my son, heed my

uoice to_that which | command you. ° Go now to the flock and fetch me from there tuj:o
A Ackseollr S Chiasd -d. a7-mke- ';

It seems also, as will be seen below, thatdsaac planned to

.. This chapter is one of the most cru\cial and mvstifyinq in
" the Torah — crucial because the dgiszlon about which son

was to receive the Patriarchal blessings would determine
which would be God's Chosen People, so that the eternal des-
tinies of Jacob and Esau and their offspring were in the bal-
ance. And mystifying because it is hard to fathom'how the

Tighteouslsaac could be so adamant in choosing Esau and

rt to such a blatant deception to se-.

cure the ble ssings for Jacob. The commentators offer.

interpretations; our commentary will draw upon seve
- those themes. . :

“

.‘ bestow two sets of blessings, one for E'.sau"am::l onefor Jacs)l::,

i .eachset suited to.the needs and nature of its intended recipi-

l\“ent. He also felt, according to some, that the two brothers

' “should both be parts of God’s nation: Jacob with the higher

calling of Torah scholarship and spiritual-ascendancy, and - )

Esau with material success that he would use to support and
. __assist I P
. m[;.hed, just-as the tribe of Zebulun undertook to engage in

Jacob. Had Esau been worthy, this could have hap-

commerce to support the Torah scholarship of Issachar, and

I

27 So he drew close and kissed him; he smelled the fragrance of his gannerits and blessed him:

; he said, “See, the fragrance of my son is like the fragrance of a field which HASI-{E@ had blessed
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There is another difficulty. In one midrash we are told
that the word begadav [his garments] is to be read as boge-
dav [his traitors). The midrash explains that Yitzhak saw in
a prophetic vision that from thiis person standing before
him there would descend resha’sm who would be traitors
o God and to the Jewish people, and when he saw the fi-
nal outcome, he blessed him. Two such traitors are men-
tioned, Yosef Meshitta and Yakum of Tzereidot, who, on
two separate occasions in a time of persecution of the Jew-
ish people, joined the enemies of Israel, but by hearing a
few words which went; straight to their hearts, each made
full repentance and gave up their lives in the process.}
Why should this have inducgd Yitzhak to give the bless-
ing?

& On the other hand, in a comment on the words “He
smelled the odor of his garments and said: ‘See! The ador

of my son is like the odor of a field blessed by God,”™ the .
midrash tells us that when Ya‘akov entered, the odor of Gan -

‘Eden entered with him, whereupon Yitzhak blessed him.s -

From this it would seem that it was not a vision of evildo-

ers but a vision of the highest purity that moved Yitzhak
to.give his blessi ) =

We must, of course, realize that a blessing, which is. in ef-

fect, like a prayer for someone else, can never affect the

other petson’s essential act of bebira, as we have explained -

in “The Discourse on Free Will.”® Education, upbringing,
and genetic endowment, as well as the heavenly aid
‘which may come by way of a blessing, can affect only the
outward aspects of our lives. As we put it in that dis-
course, all these can affect only the position of a person’s
bebira-point. They can never affect the essential, inward

act of bebira itself. A blessing, too, can affect only these ex-
ternal factors.

8 As we know, Yitzhak’s main midda was gevura—strict.
judgment. From the point of view of strict judgment (7i1d-
dat ha-din), external aids should be given only to the er-
_son who needs them, that is, the person who has not yet
reached inwardness, but whose service of God is still. to a
considerable extent, on the external level]. (See above in
the essay entitled “Avraham’s Service: The Bestowal of
Hessed,” in which we discussed why Noah needed heav-
enly aid and Avraham did not.) A person whose service

has reached the level of complete inwardness does not

need such external aids and, according to the viewpaint of

strictjustice, should do wi ; ;

oy




9

Yitzhak was aware beyond all possible doubt that his
son Ya‘akov was a tsaddik of complete inwardness. Such a
tsaddik should be able to win on the basis of justice alone,
by the force of his own unaided bebira, without external
aids which are in the nature of mercy and charity. !f dep-
 rivation 'of such aids makes his path very hard in this

world, what of it? Let him suffer pain, exile, and persecu-

tion. All these will serve as challenges, to draw. out of him

 the fullest merits of inwardness. According to this view-

pomt only the most “outward” person should receive
blessmgs These enable him to continue on his path so
that he may eventually do complete teshuva and reach the
level of complete “inwardness”.

lo
Yitzhak knew that ‘Esav was very different from Ya‘akov.

He knew that ‘Esav_was an “outward” person. He be-

" lieved, however, that ‘Esay, like Yltzhak himself, was en-
gaged in a continual battle with the lower, external aspects

of his character. What he did not know was that ‘Esav

had, of his own free will, virtually extinguished the spark

of good in his heart.

This explains why Yitzhak wanted to bless his son
‘Esav, and not Ya‘akov. He loved ‘Esav, that is, he lavished
upon him attention and affection in order to help him win
the battle which Yitzhak thought he was waging against
his baser nature. In his idealized vision, he saw in ‘Esav a

¥ duplicate of his struggles with gevura which he personally
" had undergone years earlier. As the Zohar puts it: “Like

 loves like.”

B However, the odor of ‘Esav’s garments also had an-
. other interpretation, as we saw above. The odor Yitzhak
smelled was that of Gan ‘Eden. He said: “See! The odor of
my son is like the odor of the field which God has blessed,”
whereupon he proceeded to give the blessing. The odor of
Gan ‘Eden—which represents a level of complete inward-
ness in which the yetzer ba-ra' hardly exists —came to him
as a complete surprise, even a shock. To whom did he say

“Seel’? He sand it to his own heart "W This was a chaL*

- lenge to his pgrsonal v1ewmmt which we have stated
above and was a hint that blessings should be directed

not onjy to the person struggling with his outer shell but
also to the tsaddik who is above the struggle. The bessed of
God recognizes that there is no person in the world who
can do without bessed. This is what is meant by our Rab-
bis’ statement that God wanted the blessing to be given
according to His views (that is, according to the quality of
bessed), and not according to Yitzhak’s views (that is the at-
tribute of gevura).

N

Ablessm hke ra er involves

eat spiritual struggle on
. The blessing of Yitzhak our Father,

which was to have wmns_dmmghmmhc_gmcra-'

' tions, could not come to pass without tremendous acts of
. spiritual_service. It had to involve a test—possibly the
 greatest test of Yitzhak’s life.

When* Ya'akov came into his father’s presence and

Yitzhak heard his voice and felt his hands, which were
covered by the goatskins, Yitzhak uttered the famous
words: “The voice is the voice of Ya'akov and the hands

. ,are the hands of ‘Esav.” The hands represent the external

~ actions of a person, while the voice represents a person’s

inner essence. This served only to confirm Yitzhak’s be-
lief that ‘Esav was essentially an inwardly-oriented per-

*_son who was struggling to insure that his inward truth
- would gain ascendancy over his outward actions. It also

|

reinforced his conviction that the blessing most approprn-
ately belonged to ‘Esav—to help him in his ongoing
struggle. Thus the Torah says: “He did not recognize
him... and he blessed him.”

A2 This view was even furtlier reinforced by the vision of

- the two traitors [as cited above from the Midrash] who -
l were led by the “spark of inner truth” to abandon their

' evil ways and die honorably as true Jews. This, too, repre-
" sented to Yitzhak the final triumph of good over evil in

the struggle he believed was going on in ‘Esav’s soul.

- Whereupon.the Torah again says “And he blessed him.”"*

This means he wished to bless him, since this seemed to
confirm his view that a blessing should be given only to a
person engaged in this struggle, and not to the “inner”

. tsaddik whose struggle already lay behmd him.

H This was perhaps the greatest test in Yitzhak’s life. He
could not understand the logic of the hint (the odor)
i which was given to him, but he nevertheless succeeded in

- subduing his own gevura and accepting that the inward

person—the Gan ‘Eden person—also needs blessing. This
is why Yitzhak, after experiencing inner turmoil upon re-

(alizing that he had given the beracha to Ya'gkov, immedi-
ately pronounced the words: “He, too, shall be blessed.”!?
Now everything fell into place in his mind and he whole-
heartedly accepted God’s decision. Thus he passed his
greatest test.

5 The truth is that the blessmg was given not o_Ly to
Ya'akov, but also to all his descendants throughout the
generations. Among his descendants there would cer-
tainly be those in whom the inner spark was fighting to
assert itself, as with the two traitors we mentioned earlier.
Here the blessing operated in accordance with Yitzhak’s
origingl intention. But principally, the blessing took effect

“in accordance with the viewpoint of Hashem.” This
means that even the greatest tsaddik needs to be blessed
contmually with heavenly aid regarding his service. No
one, not even the holy Avot, can do without bessed.
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42 When Rebecca was told of the words of her older son Esau, she sent and summoned Jacob
her younger son and said to him, “Behold, your brother Esau is consolmg himself regarding you

' to kill you. 3 So now, my son, heed my voice and arise; flee to mu brother Laban, to Charan,

)

)

| Abraham." ® So Isaac sent away ‘Jacob and he went toward Paddan-aram, to Laban the son
of Bethuel the Aramean, brother of Rebecca, mother of Jacob and Esau, — h

¢ When Esau saw that Isaac had blessed Jacob and sent him off to Paddan-aram to take
himself a wife from there, as he blessed him he commanded him, saying, “You shall not take
a wife from among the daughters of Canaan"; 7 and that Jacob obeyed his father and mother -
and went to Paddan-aram; ® then Esau perceived that the daughters of Canaan were evil in the

.

oo

eyes of Isaac, his father. ® So Esau went to Ishmael and ook Mahalath, the dau
ighter of Ishmael
son of Abraham, sister of Nebatoth in addition to his wives, as a-wife for hlmself o

~
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We may suggest that the sequence of events is crucial. Eisav felt
cheated and, in response, decided to marry a new wife. He thought
that changing his wife would improve his bad fortune!

It is understood that if events do not go exactly as planned in one’s
life, then the appropriate action is to contemplate one’s persbnality
and embark on a course of self-improvement. Perhaps onehas Hothee
living up to one’s responsibilities, and God is dealing witt one accord-
ingly. Self-improvement is the key to an improved lot in life.év-

All of this, however, was beyond Eisav’s comprehension. He was
thoroughly wicked and could notimagine that anything he could possi-

33
. This catastrophic character defect — the inability to even cuu-
sider that one has flaws — was inherent in Eisav's name. The name Ei-

sav has the same letters (and basic meaning) as the word asu (made; .- :

completed). This indicates that Fisav was a man who felt no need for

§§:lf—i1np;oyement whatsoever — he was perfect, complete in every -

‘way. Indeed, the gematriah of Eisav is 376, which is the same as that of
shalom (peace; wholeness). Eisav was entirely at peace with himself.
He did notfand, could not feel the discord that every normal human ex-
periences — the realization that one is not perfect and must improve.

bly have done himself could have caused his misfortune. He thus looked
outside himself to rectify the situation. To him, the problem was com-
pletely external — and the obvious place to look was at his wives. He thus
found a new wife immediately after the incident of the berachos.

3Y4

We can demonstrate that this character description of Eisav was pre-

cisely the opposite of that of Yaakov. Yaakov’s name means “heel,”!
and the name of a person always describes his essence. Yaakov imag-

ined himself as a “heel” — a lowly person, someone who could

achieve much more for himself. He was a climber, always prepared to .

engage in self-improvement and self-criticism. Chazal tell us:

Anyone who refers to Avraham as Avram [his original name] has
transgressed a positive command, but anyone who fefers to Yisrael
as Yaakov [God gave Yaakov the additional name of Yisrael?] has not

transgressed, as the Torah itself calls him by this name later on.
(Berachos 13a)

36

There is a great message i

the difference between Yaakov’s existence an
herent downfall was his refusal — his inabili

: : — <tvie
when life didn’t work out for him he should examine his own lifestyle _
and Yaakov, our role model, realized that this N

and make improvemerits.

P TT T 0 -
_ability to scrutinize one’s actions an

25
While the name Yaakov means “heel,” the name Yisrael derives its
meaning from “striving with God and men and revailing.” It is a
name which indicates that Yaakov had achieved very great success in,
all of his endeavors. My holy father explained the above Chazal to
mean that even after Yaakoy became Yisrael, he still saw himself as a
“heel”: he was still prepared to realize that continuous self-assessnent
and development was the only way to a meanin fu] existence. While

in God’s eyes and the eyes of those around him Yaakov was now Yis- "

rael, in his own eyes he remained firmly Yaakov.

n this for all of us. We must take to heart _" '

d that of Eisav. Eisav's in-
— to appreciate that

37

d change accordingly is the key to ._

\Bd_r@ibj“‘ . 2s .

27 The lads grew up and Esau became one who knows hunting, a man of the field; but

‘mouth; but Rebecca loved Jacob.

Jacob was a wholesome man, abiding in tents. % Isaac loved Esau for game was in his
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