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know these stories pretty well by now. But 
it is crucially important that we read the 
stories as if they are in real time, as if we 
don’t know the end. Rivka knows that her 2 
sons are 2 nations. That’s all she knows. But 
what does that mean? Does it mean as we 
say colloquially: Tel Aviv and Jerusalem are 
2 countries. Well, they aren’t really; but they 
are like 2 countries. Is that what 2 nations 
means? She doesn’t really have 2 nations 
in her womb, rather 2 very different types, 
but both are Jewish. And so, both Esav and 
Yaakov will be part of the Jewish people, 
just that they’ll be very different sorts. Or 
does it mean 2 nations literally? One of her 
sons will be in the Jewish people and one 
out. And if she had to choose one to be in, 
well, she loves Yaakov – for she sees in him 
the heir of Yitzchak. He will be in. Esav out. 

And Yaakov, the son she loves – well, she 
must have told him this secret too. Yaakov, 
with this information surmises: If I am in 
and Esav out, then I have a problem. Because 
Esav is the first born. So, Yaakov remedies 
that; he buys the birthright from Esav. Work-
ing to ensure the Divine plan materializes.

 2ND ALIYA (26:7-12)
Yitzchak and Rivka are in 

Gerar. He says she is his sister. 
Avimelech realizes she is his wife and chal-
lenges Yitzchak. Avimelech instructs all not 
to touch her. Yitzchak plants that year and 
the crop yield is 100-fold (meah shearim).

Yitzchak’s following in Avraham’s foot-
steps dominates the parsha. Yitzchak 

PARSHAT TOLDOT
This is the parsha of Yitzchak and Rivka’s 

life. Rivka has twins, Esav and Yaakov. Yaa-
kov buys the birthright from Esav. Yitzchak 
goes to Gerar in a famine, is told not to leave 
the Land, digs the wells Avraham dug and 
renews the pact with Avimelech. Yitzchak 
is elderly, plans to give the blessing to Esav 
but is deceived by Yaakov. Esav wants to kill 
Yaakov. Yaakov travels to Padan Aram so as 
not to marry a woman from Canaan.

 1ST ALIYA (25:19-26:6)
Yitzchak is 40 when he marries 

Rivka. He prays for her, as she is 
barren. She is troubled by her pregnancy, 
is told she has 2 nations in her womb and 
bears them when Yitzchak is 60. Yitzchak 
loves Esav, Rivka loves Yaakov. Yaakov buys 
the birthright from Esav for a pot of lentil 
soup. Yitzchak journeys to Gerar in a fam-
ine. G-d tells him not to go to Egypt but to 
dwell in the Land, as it is promised to him. 

This is the parsha of succession. Yitzchak 
has now taken Avraham’s place, Rivka has 
taken Sara’s. And already, the next genera-
tion is born. But Rivka is told that she has 2 
nations in her womb. This revelation to her 
is crucial in understanding the later story of 
Yaakov stealing the blessing meant for Esav. 

When we read the stories in the Torah 
we are at a distinct disadvantage. Because 
we know how the story turns out. After 
all, we read the Torah every year and we 
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and our next step will be to plant a fruit 
tree. I never thought of myself as being the 
agricultural type, but the feeling of settling 
and planting a portion of Eretz Yisrael, has 
been truly euphoric. Iy”H, when we plant 
our tree, and eat the fruits that will grow 
one day, I think we will be able to truly 
appreciate that unique Kedusha found in 
the fruit of Eretz Yisrael!

To conclude, when you buy your Tu B'shvat 
fruit this year, don’t search for those dried 
apricots and banana chips imported from 
Turkey. Rather, head over to the fresh 
produce and buy yourself some nice juicy 
Kedusha-filled Jaffa oranges and thank 
Hashem for bringing you to this land in 
order to be able to לאכול מפריה ולשבע מטובה, 
imbibing that Kedusha in every bite that 
you take!! 

married a woman who traveled to the Land 
of Israel from Padan Aram, just like Sara 
had. She is barren, as Sara was. He goes to 
Gerar in a famine, like Avraham did. He 
says she is his sister, as Avraham had.

But with crucial differences. Yitzchak 
plants crops in a famine. And gets a 100-fold 
yield. Avraham never did that. He is told 
not to leave the Land of Israel; Avraham left 
when he went to Egypt in a famine. And 
Yitzchak gets a double instruction not to 
leave the Land: Dwell in the Land (sh’chon 
b’aretz), Live in the Land (gur b’aretz), some-
thing Avraham was never instructed. 

Again, we have to put ourselves in real 
time. Yitzchak scratches his head – why 
am I not to leave the Land? And what does 
it mean to get a double command – dwell 
and live in the Land?

Yitzchak follows in Avraham’s footsteps 
with one twist. He is taking active steps 
to build the infrastructure of a state. He 
assumes he is to dwell in the Land because 
the promise of the Jewish people settling 
this Land is coming true in his time. Well, 
to build a state you need to begin planting 
– shepherds are not state builders. Farmers 
are. He plants. And what would you think 
if you planted in a famine and got a 100-
fold yield? G-d is with me. My state build-
ing is being rewarded from above. Time to 
take more steps to build the state.

 3RD ALIYA (26:13-22)
Yitzchak prospers greatly, with 

many flock. He digs the wells 
Avraham dug but were filled in by the Phi-
listines. Avimelech tells him to move away. 
He digs more wells of Avraham. Finally, 
when he digs wells that are not contested, 
he declares that he has been fruitful.
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All the wells end well. That’s 5 well dig-
gings. On the one hand, he is following 
in Avraham’s footsteps by redigging his 
wells. But, unlike Avraham, he is digging 
the wells for agriculture. The shepherd is 
transitioning to agriculture; for state build-
ing demands agriculture. These wells are 
for the wellbeing of the impending Jewish 
state. And the people of Gerar are onto him 
– they smell an adversary, intent on taking 
their land. Hence, they oppose his wells.

 4TH ALIYA (26:23-29)
Yitzchak goes to Be’er Sheva, 

as Avraham did. G-d tells him 
not to fear, as He told Avraham not to fear. 
Avimelech makes a pact with him, as he did 
with Avraham. These are Avraham stories, 
repeated now with Yitzchak. Except Avimel-
ech is afraid that Yitzchak will harm him. He 
senses that Yizchak is preparing for a state, 
something Avraham did not do. And this 
state will be at Avimelech’s expense.

 5TH ALIYA (26:30–27:27)
Esav marries at 40 taking 

Canaanite wives, to the conster-
nation of Yitzchak and Rivka. Yitzchak is 
elderly. He instructs Esav to bring freshly 
caught venison after which he will bless 
him. Rivka interferes and instructs Yaakov 
to imitate Esav. Yitzchak is suspicious but 
Yaakov’s disguise is convincing.

This story of deception raises many 
questions. What was Yitzchak thinking in 
choosing to bless Esav? And what was Rivka 
thinking in this foiling of Yitzchak’s intent?

Again, we know the outcome. But let’s 
put ourselves in Yitzchak’s place. He is pre-
paring for the impending state building. He 
planted. He dug wells for water. He is look-
ing to the future. State building requires 

not only economic growth. It requires a 
military and thoughtful leadership.

Yitzchak figures both his sons are going 
to lead the next generation of the Jewish 
people. There is no reason to think other-
wise; they are twins, both born of the same 
mother. And they are complementary 
leaders. Yaakov is the thoughtful leader. But 
military power is not his thing. It is Esav’s. A 
great pair. Just like Avimelech has Phicol, his 
general, Yaakov will have Esav as his general. 

Yitzchak does not intend to bless just one 
son, but both. He intends to bless Esav in 
worldly matters, Esav’s strength. To com-
plement Yaakov, not replace him.

Rivka sees it all differently. Because she 
got that message when she was pregnant – 
2 nations, not one. And if the Jewish people 
is going to be one of these 2 of my children, 
it isn’t going to be Esav.

6TH ALIYA (27:28-28:4)
Yitzchak gives the blessing to 

Yaakov. Esav arrives soon after. 
When the deception is discovered, Esav is 
incensed, intent on killing Yaakov. Rivka 
urges Yitzchak to send Yaakov to Padan 
Aram to find a wife – and save his life.

The blessing, intended for Esav, is for 
agricultural blessing from the heavens. 
And power. In Yitzchak’s mind, the Jewish 
people will require economic success as 
well as military prowess. And that is the 
blessing to Esav – a perfect partner to Yaa-
kov, the thoughtful leader.

However, Yaakov receives the blessing 
instead. Rivka follows in Sara’s footsteps: Sara 
banished Yishmael and G-d told Avraham to 
listen to her. Rivka, in her way, banishes Esav. 
And Yitzchak knows that in the end she is cor-
rect; that only one of their children will inherit 
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more about patient self-control than phys-
ical might. It is found in the Talmudic trac-
tate Kiddushin 40a, where the tale is told 
about a certain Rabbi Zadok, who resists 
the attempts of a particularly powerful 
noblewoman to lead him astray. He exerts 
moral strength, and to him the Talmud ap-
plies the following biblical verse: "Bless the 
Lord, O His angels, mighty creatures who 
do His bidding, ever obedient to His bid-
ding. Bless the Lord, all His hosts, His ser-
vants who do His will." (Psalms 103:20-21)

Isaac's way recognizes the necessity for 
great patience and forbearance. If we 
adopt Isaac's way, we must be prepared 
for a lengthy process before our challeng-
es are resolved. In the words of Rabbi 
Abraham Isaac Kook, words which have 
been memorialized in a popular song, "An 
eternal people does not fear the long and 
arduous path."

Patience is necessary for those who fol-
low Isaac's way. But a wise woman taught 
us that patience is but another name for 
hope. That woman was Jane Austen, who 
put these words into the mouth of one of 
the characters in her great novel, Sense and 
Sensibility: "Know your own happiness. 
You want nothing but patience—or give it a 
more fascinating name: call it hope." 
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the covenant, the other won’t.
7TH ALIYA (28:5-9)

Esav sees that the Canaanite 
women he took are frowned upon. 

He marries Yishmael’s daughter.
Esav marries at 40, like Yitzchak. He takes 

a daughter of Yishmael, in other words, his 
cousin, as Yitzchak married Rivka, his niece. 
But it’s not just the walk – it’s also the talk. 
While trying to walk the walk, he is simply 
not getting that he needs to talk the talk as 
well. As such, he will not be the next genera-
tion of the Jewish people.

MALACHI 1:1 - 2:7
The relationship between the parsha and 

this week’s haftorah relates to the tremen-
dous love Hashem harbors for the children 
of Yaakov, and the retribution He will ulti-
mately visit upon the children of Esav. The 
enemies of the nation of Israel will be pun-
ished for persecuting their blood brothers. 

We find a strong directive offered to the 
kohanim. Namely, that they return to the 
original covenant that Hashem had made 
with their ancestor, Aharon the High Priest. 
“True teaching was in his mouth, and injus-
tice was not found on his lips. In peace and 
equity he went with Me, and he brought 
back many from iniquity.”

The greatness of the people of Israel is 
revealed when we as a nation live nobly and 
fulfill our unique role as servants to Hashem.  
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