\CHARACTER DEVELOPMENT, INNER STRENGTH,
OVERCOMING PROBLEMS
TOLDOS 1981
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

In the Torah portion, Toldos, we learn about the importance of developing character. Yaacov and Esau grew up in the same home. They were twins, but one was able to face his problems and overcome them and one was not. From a quick look, Esau would seem to be the one who would be able to handle his problems and not Jacob. Jacob was a simple man, a man of the tents. Esau was a flashy man filled with bravado. When Rivkah was pregnant with them, the Torah says she went to inquire because she felt a great struggle within her. She was told that two nations were in her and that the elder would serve the younger. Actually, the word for elder here can mean the master, the one who has mastered a body of knowledge or skill. In fact, the word Rav is the same word for rabbi. Just mastering a bunch of knowledge is not sufficient. The master will serve the Tza’ir, which can also mean the one who is able to endure pain.
Unfortunately, in our day in America, we stress knowledge and skill over character and so many of our young people are being literally smashed. Many of them have advanced degrees. They are excellent musicians. They have developed all sorts of skills, but they cannot handle life. Esau was such a man. The rabbis tell us that we have to understand what happened on the day that Jacob purchased the birthright from Esau. After all, was Yaacov a cook that he should be cooking lentils? What’s all this about, this red soup? The rabbis tell us the key to understanding this passage is the word Kayom. Jacob was making lentils on this day because this was the day that Abraham died. Lentils are served, as are eggs, to mourners to signify the fact that sorrow comes to all of us. It rolls to each of us. Esau could not take it. The rabbis say he even went out and killed a man that day. He just could not take life’s pain and in a spirit of defiance said, “If I suffer, everybody suffers.”
Esau never developed character. Jacob’s mother was able to give character to him, because of her interest in him, because she knew about the world (she was raised in a house which saw many ups and downs). Esau stayed mostly with his father who was a dreamer and almost apart from the world, and though he gave knowledge, he did not instill character in Jacob.
Today in Israel people leave not because they are not prosperous. Israel today is more prosperous than I have ever seen it. The traffic jams are horrendous. On the main highway between Tel Aviv and Haifa, we can see eight lanes of cars. Food is plentiful but many people cannot take the strain. For those who have little or no character, the strain of modern life is too hard for them. In Israel, you serve in the army until you are in your sixties. Every year for 30 or 45 days, you are in the army. In Israel, you are competing with three million other Jews. Not everybody can be a lawyer or a doctor. In America, we worship professionalism. We want all our children to be lawyers or doctors or accountants. We also have basically secular values ‑ nice car, nice house. We also believe that all we have to give our children are facts. We do not have to instill character. Because of this, many of our children become smashed by life.
In Israel, you have to have character just to survive. You cannot have a country of just lawyers and doctors. You must have inner strength and a feeling of mission. The material things alone are not going to satisfy you. If you do not have character, you will not last in Israel. Let us hope and pray that all our children will have character so that they will be able to have the inner resources to allow them to have a good life where they live.

BALANCING REASON AND PASSION
TOLDOS 1982
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

In the Torah portion, Toldos, we learn how Jacob, at the urging of his mother, Rivkah, camouflages himself as his brother, Esau, in order to receive his father’s blessing. His father, Yitzchak, has him approach and feels his hands. Yitzchak then says, “The voice is voice of Jacob and the hands are the hands of Esau.” Why didn’t Yitzchak become suspicious right then and there? After all, he recognized the voice and the voice was not the voice of Esau. What’s more, although he was blind and unworldly, he must have known something about his son, Esau ‑ what he was doing and how he was carrying on. Why didn’t he, then and there, stop giving the blessing to whomever he was giving it? He was satisfied, though, that if the voice was the voice of Jacob and the hands were the hands of Esau he really wanted that. If the voice had been that of Esau and the hands would have been those of Jacob, he would not have liked it.

Yitzchak knew that something was missing in Jacob. He was a Yoshev Oholeem, a man who sat in the tent. He did not go out. He did not seem to have any ambition or passion. He wanted his son to be a man who had the ideals of Jacob but the ambition and drive of an Esau. In fact, our rabbis teach us that King David looked much like Esau. He was ruddy-faced, red-haired, a man of the field, a warrior, a man of passion, yet he did good because he had the proper ideals. In the beginning of this Torah portion, we learn how Rivkah could not get pregnant, how finally after 20 years she did, and then had a very difficult pregnancy. It said that “the children struggled together within her and she said, ‘if this is so, why am I?”‘ She went to inquire at the Yeshiva of Shem and Aver what was happening to her. They told her that two nations were in her belly. Later on when she gave birth, it says, “And behold, there were twins in her tummy.” Why should it have said “and behold”? After all, wasn’t she told she was going to have twins? What was the surprise? Actually, if we look carefully at the text, we will see that Rivkah was always feeling insecure. The question that she asked at the Yeshiva of Shem and Aver was, “Why me? Why have I been chosen? Why didn’t Yitzchak marry somebody else, Eliezer’s daughter? I came from a home of idolaters. My family was not committed to the deeds of kindness. Why should I have been chosen?” The answer really is that she was chosen because there was this constant struggle within her. She had to constantly struggle to believe in G‑d and to do Chesed, to do deeds of kindness. Two nations were always struggling within her. She had the necessary force to overcome. They say that when she was pregnant and would pass a schoolhouse, Jacob struggled to come out, but when she passed a house of idolatry, Esau struggled to get out. Esau was a symbol of passion, of ambition. Jacob was a symbol of learning.
Judaism does not want to produce desiccated individuals, people who are all dried up, people who cannot do things in this world, people who have become so dependent and so passive that they cannot accomplish anything. That’s why the Medrash said that G‑d created four good things: the Torah, envy, the Yetzer Hora, and mercy. We can, of course, all understand about the Torah and mercy, but the rabbis said that envy, the natural competition between people is good if it does not get out of control. Competition between scholars produces learning. Competition between businessmen produces wealth. The same thing with the Yetzer Hora, the evil inclination or passion. In fact, when G‑d created the world it said “and it was very good.” The rabbis explain that “good” refers to the good inclination and that °very good” refers to the evil inclination or passion. Passion must be wed to our activities if we are to accomplish anything. Without passion no one would have ambition, no one would get married, nothing would get done. Yitzchak was afraid that Jacob was a man without ambition, without drive, without passion. He wanted him to have the proper ideals, but he wanted him to have the hands of Esau.
In life, the whole secret is to balance reason and passion, not to squelch passion. This is, of course, what the West and especially German culture tried to do. It did not work. It is like a boiler engine which is plugged. It ends up in an explosion. The same thing happened in Germany when Nazism was born. The secret in life is to balance reason and passion, to balance ambition with care and concern. Where do we learn how to do this? We say that we learn this in the family. That’s why the family is so important. We must learn how to balance love and envy, ambition and concern, etc. When we learn how to balance learning and reason with passion and ambition then we will be able to live productive and good lives. If not, we end up either abusive or completely dependent and passive. This, of course, happens to many people who are raised in orphanages. They become completely passive, completely dependent. This reminds me of a story about a woman who called up the army base and asked to speak to the sergeant. It was right before Thanksgiving and she said she would like to invite three soldiers over for Thanksgiving as she always did. She said, “But, please make sure none of them is Jewish.” The sergeant said, “Yes, ma’am” and hung up. The next day there was a knock on the door. There were three soldiers there; one black, one Chinese, and one Filipino. She said, “It must be a mistake. Are you sure your sergeant didn’t make a mistake?” One of the soldiers said, “Ma’am, Sergeant Max Shapiro never makes a mistake.” That’s a combination of reason and passion.

TRUTH IN POLITICS, SINCERITY, AND OTHER FANTASIES
TOLDOS 1983
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

In the Torah portion, Toldos, we learn about the problem of human communication. We really learn all about the art of politics. When people say, “Oh, he is just a politician, or everything is just politics” what do they mean? They mean that a person’s words are not sincere, that a person says whatever his audience wants him to say. We Jews know that especially about politicians. Before elected, they are all so pro-Israel that even Menachem Begin could not out do them. However, after they are elected it is a different story. I remember how Carter made such very pro-Israel speeches before he was elected; immediately after the election, he appointed Brezinski, a person with an anti-Israel bias. I remember, too, how before being elected, Reagan said that one of the first things he would do would be to move the Israeli Embassy to Jerusalem. He quickly forgot all about that promise.

People like to give us good reasons instead of the real reason. When people get into a dispute, they try to camouflage their true motives by citing all sorts of reasons which may be true, but not the whole truth and did not really motivate them. For example, invading Grenada may have been a very good thing, but we really did not do it to save the American lives there. That is a very good reason, but we did it to rid this hemisphere of a base for Soviet infiltration. The question then could be asked, “Well, should we not perhaps make sure that our words always be sincere and always say exactly what we mean?” However, there is a problem with this, too.
The Talmud tells us a story about a rabbi who came to a village in which its people always told the truth. He married a local woman and moved to the village. Everything went fine until one day someone died. No one ever died in the village. They then came to the rabbi and asked him if he told a lie that day. He said no but a neighbor called up asking for his wife. His wife had been in the bathroom so he told the woman his wife was fixing her hair and would be with her in a minute. Obviously, we do not want to be too graphic about certain things.
The rabbis tell us, too, that at a wedding we are supposed to tell all the brides they are beautiful. Not everyone is beautiful but on that day they are radiant. We do recognize different levels of beauty. You are not telling a lie when you tell the girl she is beautiful because on that day she is. However, she also would not win a Miss America Contest.
Doctors, too, make a terrible mistake when they tell their patients too much. They give them another disease called panic, which Norman Cousins writes about. Sometimes, you have to patch up the truth to spare a patient. In the old days, people used to die of consumption. In 1900, they stopped because the doctors changed the name: In those days if you told a person they had consumption, he would die right away. If you told him he had tuberculosis, he would fight to live.
In this week’s Torah portion, we learn how Jacob stole the blessing from his brother, Esau. Of course, you can play with the language and claim that Jacob said, °I am, Esau is your firstborn”, but the truth of the matter is he lied. Should he have lied? Should he not have lied? We note with interest, though, that after Esau came to his father after Jacob had taken the blessing Yitzchak said to Esau, “and blessed he will be.” Why should Yitzchak have confirmed the blessing of Jacob after he found out that Jacob achieved it by trickery? Perhaps the answer is that in the beginning, Yitzchak preferred Esau because he considered Jacob naive. Jacob was a simpleton who did not know how to distinguish what was important and what was not. After seeing how Jacob took the blessing, he realized that perhaps Jacob was not naive and would merit it.
The same lesson is driven home when the rabbis say at the beginning of the Torah portion that Rivkah prayed in one corner for a child and Yitzchak prayed in another corner for a child. The prayer of Yitzchak was heard but not the prayer of Rivkah. Why should this be so? The rabbis say that in many respects Rivkah was greater than Yitzchak. Rivkah was raised in a home of idolatry and selfishness yet she came out of it believing in G‑d and always acting in kindness and selflessness. The rabbis say it is because Yitzchak prayed that he should have a son who would be like his father, Abraham, while Rebecca prayed that she should not have a son like her father, Bethuel, who was a trickster. Everyone sometimes must give a good reason instead of the real reason; otherwise, we would many times be led to do cruel things. Even at the end of this Torah portion, we learn how Yitzchak was told that Jacob had to go to Mesopotamia to get a wife. This, of course, was true, but not the whole truth. Jacob had to go because Esau had threatened to kill him, especially after his father died. It would have been too cruel to have told Yitzchak about this terrible turn of events. I think it is important that we all realize that particularly at this time of the year when politics abound, national politics, shul politics, local politics, if we would always put forward very good reasons, they may not be the real reasons. We should be tolerant of this inclination and understand it and know that is the way we human beings have to get along; but when people bring out great moral points, be sure to look and see what interests they are also protecting. 

This possibility reminds me of the story about a man who was looking for a secretary. A beautiful girl applies who could type wonderfully and made a very good impression. She wanted $200 a week. All the man’s partners wanted to hire her. He said, “No, let’s wait and see.” The next day an even more stunning woman applied. She could type, take dictation, and run the office. She wanted $225 a week. The partners really pushed for him to hire her. He said, “No, let’s wait.” The day a dumpy woman came in who could hardly type, couldn’t take dictation, and who wanted $300 a week. The man said, “You’re hired.” The partners were aghast and said, “Why did you hire her?” He answered, “Can’t you recognize loyalty and devotion when you see it? Can’t you see her sterling qualities, her experienced ways? What’s more, she is my wife’s sister and needs a job.” In life, there is no real solution to the problem of politics, in being sincere, in saying what you mean. Sometimes even for the sake of the person with whom you are discussing an issue, you have to tell only part of the truth but not all of it.
IN THE IMAGE OF ABRAHAM
TOLDOS 1989
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

The Torah portion, Toldos, begins by telling us, “And these are the generations of Yitzchak, the son of Abraham; Abraham begot Yitzchak.” This sentence does not seem to make any sense. The generations of Isaac were not Abraham. The generations of Isaac were Yaacov and Esau. Why does it say that “these are the generations of Isaac, and Abraham begot Isaac”?

The reason for this, the rabbis say, is that when you looked at Isaac you knew who his father was. You could see the face of Abraham. The rabbis say that to still all the critics who claimed that Sarah could not possibly have gotten pregnant from Abraham, G‑d made Isaac’s face exactly the same as Abraham’s. But more than this reason, you also beheld Abraham in the character of Isaac. Isaac admired the same values as his father, and he tried to implement them throughout his life. The deeds of Isaac were very similar to those of Abraham. He lived a similar lifestyle. You knew that which was important to Abraham was also important to Isaac: anyplace where Isaac would go you would find that the poor would be taken care of; there would be free loans; proper burial societies would be there; a synagogue would be there; and he would support all those institutions that a traditional Jew in our time would support. Isaac was the prototype of the Jew who follows in Abraham’s footsteps. No matter in what country he lives or in what city he lives, you would find him doing similar things that Abraham would do. You would find him davening in a shul, helping UJA, helping Jews overseas, supporting Jewish education. All those good deeds in which he would engage would be the similar type of good deeds in which Abraham would engage.
What has allowed Jewish history to continue is our never having forsaken our basic Jewish values. If we Jews are to continue, we must always produce progeny who are in the image of Abraham. If we do so, we will continue to exist for 4000 more years.

RESPONDING APPROPRIATELY TO PAIN AND TRAGEDY
TOLDOS 1993
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

Why was Yaacov singled out to seek the blessing of Esau? The answer is probably found when we read the elder should serve the younger, meaning that many times the mightier should serve the one who can bear pain. Esau looked to be the mightier person; he was not because he did not know how to respond to situations. Esau’s father was passive and did not teach him how to respond. Therefore, when death came, Esau did not know how to respond to it. That is what the rabbis say happened on the day that Esau came home hungry and tired ‑ Yaacov said he would give him some lentil if Esau would sell his birthright. Abraham died on this day and Esau could not handle death. That is why the rabbis say Esau killed somebody that day because he just could not handle death himself, the death of his grandfather. Esau did not know how to respond appropriately because his passive father neglected teaching him how to handle tragedy and pain. Yaacov knew how to respond because his mother encouraged him to learn and showed him how to respond in certain situations. In addition, he learned that he was able to respond.

Many times in our day, we have violent people who respond in inappropriate ways because they have never been taught how to respond. Either their parents have neglected them or have confused them and abused them by not teaching them how to respond, and by giving them conflicting signals. For example, a child becomes very filled with anger and violence if a parent puts down contradictory rules. If a parent says you cannot reach across the table for things and at the same time tells the child if you are the closest then you have to get the food. Well, if you do one you are going to violate the other rule and you are going to be punished no matter what. Children are very upset that no matter what they do they are going to be punished.
I remember I had a teacher like that; no matter what you said, he would pounce on you and make fun of it. If you gave one answer, he would pounce on it. If you gave the opposite answer, he would also pounce on you. That makes people very, very angry and very frustrated and consequently this makes people very vicious because they are trapped: no way can they win. Unfortunately, many times in society we give these answers to our children. We either neglect them or do not teach them how to respond in appropriate and socially acceptable ways. Otherwise, we give them rules and regulations to which they cannot possibly conform. Therefore, they have no recourse except to feel this terrible anger. This terrible anger causes them to take out their anger on other people. That is why usually children who have been abused usually abuse their own children or abuse other people’s children, but this is not the way to behave.
We cannot pounce on people no matter what they do or do not do, and punish them because this, of course, is a sign of wickedness. It is exactly what Hedron did to the Jewish people. The story is told that a Jew came past the king but did not say anything, and the king said, “How dare you pass me without offering me a greeting? Off with his head.” Then the next Jew, seeing this, came before the king and offered him a greeting. The king said, “Why are you offering me a greeting without being asked to? Off with his head.” So no matter, you are damned if you do and damned if you don’t. That is a terrible thing and this claustrophobic frustration is what causes people to respond in a violent way. We cannot neglect children. We have to teach them clear rules of behavior so they know how to respond in appropriate ways, that they should be rewarded for responding in appropriate ways and punished for not responding in appropriate ways. If there is no way that they can respond without punishment, they will be filled with anger and violence and wreak havoc among our youth. That is what is happening today. Let us all pray that we will know how to teach our children how to respond properly so the Mashiach will come quickly in our day. Amen.

YAACOV, ESAU, VALIDATING SELF-WORTH,
AND CREATIVE EXPRESSION
TOLDOS 1993
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

In the Torah portion, Toldos, we learn about the rivalry of Yaacov and Esau. We learn how their mother, Rivkah, was very concerned when she was pregnant because she experienced a terrible pulling and twisting and turning within. She explained her feelings to a prophet who revealed, “Two nations are in thy womb and two people should be separated from thee and the one people shall be strong and the elder shall serve the younger.” Two children were born and we all know that Esau was a man who was only interested in superficial things. It was said of him when he was born, “All of him was like a hairy mantle, and that is why they called his name Esau.” Hair, of course, is an external characteristic. It does not touch the inner man. Afterwards his brother came out, “And the hand was holding the heel of Esau and they called his name Yaacov.” Yaacov in Hebrew also means consistency.

The difference between Yaacov and Esau was how they validated their self-worth. To Esau the only way he could validate his self-worth was by external things, things outside him. He had to have his self-worth validated by his peers, by people around him. He needed to have the respect of people around him, the opinions of others. Without that respect, he felt he had no self-worth That is why he struck up company with a group of ruffians. He had no inner strength to say that his self-worth was because he tried to do the right thing, that he had self-worth just because he was created by G‑d. This was different from Yaacov. Yaacov was a man who we learn later on sat in the tents. He was an Eesh Tam, a man who validated his self-worth because he felt he had to do the right thing.
This is very similar today where we find so many young people who want to join gangs and become members of gangs because they have no feeling of self-worth. Their self-worth only comes when they are able to get respect from their peers. Unless they can get that respect, they feel they are worthless and useless. That is, too, why they join gangs because the gang has a goal to preserve the turf, or a nefarious goal to sell drugs, or engage in violence. By being a member of this gang, this young person gets respect and that respect validates his self-worth. That inevitably leads to great tragedy.
We Jewish people do not believe that self-worth comes from being validated by the respect given to us by others. We believe that our self-worth comes from within ourselves and that is comes from studying and knowing who we are and what we are. This is a very big problem for creative people. Creative people know many times that their self-worth comes from within themselves but society forces them to adhere to its views. It forces them to feel that they must not deviate in the slightest from the opinions of others. Of course, we find that in the secular world, e.g., Galileo was forced to recant because he differed from the church at that time. Copernicus refused to recant and was punished severely.
This was really the story of the Jewish people. We Jewish people have always believed that we have a right to be different and that our own self-worth is not validated by what the majority think. The majority have no right to impose their views upon us. That is what we believe here in America, too. America is really not a true democracy. Democracy means that the majority rules in everything. If that is true, then this democracy would quickly be destroyed, as were the democracies in Greece. We have a limited democracy, which means that in certain things the majority does not rule. The majority cannot tell me that I cannot practice my religion but must practice the religion of the majority. The majority cannot tell me that I cannot have certain views and cannot express them. I can express any views that I feel are right and just even though the majority may disapprove of them. My self-worth does not come from being part of a majority.
On the other hand, we are not supposed to tweak the majority. We are not supposed to just tweak authority because it exists. Yaacov never did that. That is why we say he was an Eesh Tom. He did not just defy authority for the sake of defying authority. Many creative people do. Many people, especially adolescents, try to test how far they can push authority. If authority says yes, they will say no.
They are not really expressing a deep opinion. You cannot ask a person to express an opinion and look at problems from the angle you want if they really do not believe in them.
The rabbis maintain Yitzchak wanted to give the blessing to Esau because he felt that Yaacov was too unworldly. Yitzchak, himself, was an unworldly man. He was a man who really did not care at all for the opinions of others. He completely inner directed. He was a mystic. In fact, he never fought. When confronted by people who did not like what he was doing, he just moved on. He did not fight. When the Philistines kicked him out of Philistia, he left and dug wells. They followed him and stopped up his wells but he did not protest. He just dug another. His first well was called Esek because it contented him. Then he dug another well and Philistines came after him again; it was called hatred because the people hated him so much that they were willing to destroy their own land by plugging up the wells. Finally, the third well he dug was called Rechovod, which is why the modern Israeli city is called Rechovod: They saw what they were doing was self-destructive. They, therefore, gave him room to live with them. However, Yitzchak knew that not everybody could be a mystic. He thought that perhaps Yaacov was like him, a man who would be able to express his creativity, who would be able to give his great knowledge to the world because he had no connection with it.
We all, when we deal with the world, must not just be so driven by our own inner sense of self‑worth that we do not make any allowances for the world at all. Otherwise, the world will not accept our creativity. They will not even let us put it forward. Therefore, there has to be a balance. In Judaism we never say either/or; we say both. We should be inner directed. We should not look to validate our self‑worth like Esau did with the people outside us. On the other hand, we must have some contact with the people outside us so that we can use our creativity. They can benefit from it if they will at least listen to what we say even if they do not accept it at the beginning. Therefore, many times when we are confronted with situations, we should not claim that what we put forward is our creative contribution to the world. On the other hand, we can say it in such a way as to make it acceptable. We can maintain our viewpoint in such a way as to make it acceptable to the people around us. If we have to disagree, we can disagree without being disagreeable. We can put forward our ideas in such a way that we are not tweaking authority all the time but are being positive in our contributions to the world. Nobody has a right to ask us to stifle our ideas and creativity, but they can ask that we present it in a gentlemanly way, in a way that does not harm other people and overly excite them.
This, obviously, is something that our teenagers especially need to learn: that we can be creative without necessarily harming the interests of others; that we can use our creativity in a positive way. We are not supposed to stifle it but channel it in a certain way so as not to upset the sensibilities of others. Yitzchak thought that Yaacov was a man who could stay within himself. He had lots of creativity but could not relate to the world. Therefore, he thought that maybe if he would give Esau the blessing, Esau would develop some inner strength himself and, accordingly, avoid being so outer directed. Of course, it did not turn out that way because Esau was a person who always tried to validate his self-worth from outside of himself. He would do things just to please people even though he did not believe in them himself, and even though sometimes they caused him to do violent, immoral acts.
I am reminded of the story they tell about a man who was passing through South Dakota. He noticed a big sign saying, “Blood Needed Urgently”, so he stopped at the local blood bank. The person lying on the cot next to him looked like a Native American. He asked, “Do you live at the Sioux reservation up the road?” The man said, “I do.” Are you full-blooded Sioux?” The Native American replied, “Well, not right now. I’m down half a pint.” This, of course, is important for us all to realize. We are not supposed to stifle our creativity. We should, if we are to contribute to the world and do great things for the world, be able to express our creativity, and be down half a pint, that it is palatable to others and acceptable to others. Otherwise, we will not have any place or any room in which to do so. Let us all hope that we will continue to express our creativity in a positive way so it will influence the world to be better and better that the Mashiach will come quickly in our day. Amen.
RESPONSE AND THE GROWTH AND FLOWERING OF JUDAISM
TOLDOS 1994
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

In the Torah portion, Toldos, we learn how Yitzchak decides to give the blessing to Esau and how Rivkah does not like this. She thinks that Yitzchak has make a terrible mistake and so she goes to Yaacov, her younger son, and arranges for him to appear as Esau before his father and to receive the blessing instead. The question the rabbis ask, why is it that Rivkah had to use this stratagem for Yaacov to receive the blessing? Why didn’t she just go to Yitzchak, tell him that Esau was a fine boy and was, after all, the fruit of her womb, and she loves him but he is not fit to receive the blessing? Why did she have to resort to a stratagem? Why didn’t she just communicate with her husband and tell him what the situation was? Why did she have to resort to this type of trickery?

The rabbis say that actually Yitzchak and Rivkah did not communicate well. Naftali Berlin says that from their very first encounter Rivkah was insecure. It says, “and Rivkah lifted up her eyes and saw Yitzchak and she fell from her camel and said to her servant, ‘Who is this man walking the field to greet us?’ And the servant said, ‘He is my master,’ and she took her scarf and she covered herself.” Now this was not just an act of modesty but Rivkah did not feel secure in Yitzchak’s presence.
The rabbis tell us, and I can confirm this from many years of marriage counseling, that men and women look for different things in marriage. Women look for security - physical security, financial security, mental security, spiritual security. Men look to be made to feel important. This does not mean that women have to kowtow to men. In fact, it is usually the opposite case. A man usually feels that he is important when he can help his woman learn things. In fact, the image of the dumb blonde portrayed by Judy Holliday is not far from the truth in many cases because the man feels his wife needs him and he gets a great sense of importance that he is able to help her and show her things and do things for her, etc. In the marriage between Yitzchak and Rivkah, this was not the case. Rivkah did not feel secure in Yitzchak’s presence. She at first felt unworthy. She felt that perhaps her background was such that it was not in consonance with Yitzchak’s holy calling. Besides which, Yitzchak was a very passive man. When he was challenged, he just gave in. He did not fight back. This happened with the Philistines when they closed and stopped up his wells. He did not fight back like his father would have. He just accepted it and moved on. This was true in many other areas as well. Yitzchak was a mystical, spiritual man. When Yitzchak decided to give the blessing to Esau, in looking carefully, we will notice that the blessing that he gave Yaacov when he thought Yaacov was Esau was not the spiritual blessing of Abraham at all, that Rivkah had misunderstood. Yitzchak was not going to give the blessing of Abraham to Esau. He was going to give him purely a physical blessing and this is what the blessing says, “So G‑d give thee of the dew of the heaven and of the fat place of the earth and plenty of corn and wine. Let people serve thee and nations bow down to thee. Be lord over thy brethren and let thy mother’s sons bow down to thee. Cursed be everyone that curses thee and blessed be everyone that blesses thee.”
In fact, later on, Esau complains that his father does not have a blessing for him upon learning that Yaacov has taken the blessing meant for him. After Esau cries, his father relents and gives Esau a blessing, but again it is a physical blessing: “Behold of the fat places of the earth shall be thy dwelling and of the dew of the heaven from above, and by the sword shall thou live and thou shall serve thou brother and it shall come to pass when thou shall break lose that thou shall shake his yoke from off thy neck.” This was the physical blessing that was given. When Yaacov went to Mesopotamia ostensibly to find a wife, Yitzchak gave him the blessing of Abraham. The portion reveals at that particular time, “And may G‑d Almighty bless thee and make thee fruitful and multiply thee in the congregation of nations and give thee the blessing of Abraham to thee and to thy seed with thee that thou may inherit the land of our sojournings which G‑d gave unto Abraham.” So we see that really a tragic mistake was being made here, that Yitzchak really never intended to give the blessing of Abraham to Esau, but Rivkah did not know this.
We also learn here that Yitzchak was really not so blind to Esau’s faults, realizing Esau was a man who had strayed from the path, but also recognizing too, that Esau was still his son. In fact, if we note in the Haggadah when we talk about the enemies of the Jews, the first was Laban who tried to destroy us and then Pharaoh who continued in his path. We, however, do not mention anything about Esau. Actually, Esau was a greater threat to Yaacov than Laban was, but Esau was actually a Jew, and his brother and Yitzchak wanted to bring Esau back into the fold. He thought he would be able to do this by giving him a blessing, that if he could show Esau that he appreciated him for what he was, he could win Esau back to the Jewish people. That is why he said, “Hunt for me a hunt.” After all, what does Yitzchak have to do with hunting? It is not a Jewish profession. Yitzchak was an otherworldly man. He did not care about hunting, but he tried to interest his son in Judaism by using this type of a stratagem. He failed in this endeavor because he started too late. In fact, the rabbis say that when Yitzchak first smelled Yaacov’s clothes, and Yaacov wore Esau’s clothes, he used a special word. It says here, “And he approached him and he kissed him and he smelled the smell of his clothes and he blessed them.” The rabbis say, why should it say he smelled of his clothes? The answer is that Bugadav in Hebrew means not just clothes but Bege can also mean a traitor. Traitors many times dress themselves in clothes and pretend that they are some people that they are not. They pretend they are loyal officers when really they are working for the enemy. Here the Medrash comments that Yitzchak knew he could probably win Esau back. The Medrash gives several illustrations of Jewish people who were traitors to the Jewish cause but who at the last moment came back to the Jewish people. A story is told about a nephew of a great rabbi who was sent by the Romans to kill this rabbi on Shabbos. When he came to his uncle, he changed his mind and did not kill his uncle; instead, the Romans killed the nephew. We learn another illustration in the Maccabees’ time when the Assyrian Greeks had one of their collaborators agree to loot the Temple but they had to leave the menorah for the Assyrian Greeks. Instead, this collaborator took the menorah and hid it and he, too, paid for this action with his life. This was given as an illustration how if smell not the clothes but smell Jews who are a little far away from Judaism ‑ of course, the Medrash gives extreme examples ‑ that you could perhaps bring them back. Yitzchak, however, forgot something: He had to learn how to communicate with his wife and with his children.
That’s why it says after Esau came and he said, “I am your son, your firstborn, Esau, and Yitzchak trembled a great trembling very much.” The rabbis ask, what do you mean ‘trembled a great trembling very much?’ Yitzchak understood by this trembling that he had failed miserably, that he, who was a holy man, had failed to communicate to his wife and children properly and, therefore, was responsible for this terrible situation of pitting one brother against another. Yitzchak was, of all the patriarchs, the holiest. He had only one wife. He never left the land of Israel. He was the symbol of worship of G‑d. Abraham was the symbol of doing deeds of kindness. Yaacov was the symbol of applying Torah to human situations, but Yitzchak was a pure man of faith. He was a man who was constantly in the service of G‑d and devoted to the service of G‑d, but he failed to communicate with his wife and children. Even Yaacov could not go to him and tell him, though at his mother’s request, that his father perhaps should not give Esau the blessing. Yitzchak could not communicate with Esau. If he would have communicated with Esau, most probably Esau would not have gone all astray and done things that he should not have done. Therefore, Yitzchak trembled a great tremble. He was a spiritual human being but he was too enclosed in himself.
My wife and I are very happy to have been able to serve this congregation for 18 years. We feel very privileged because this congregation has vindicated and supported our conception of what it means to be a religious leader, a Jewish religious leader in America now of the last half of the 20th century. What we need in America is to reach out to our people, to try to reach them through any means that we can to bring them the Jewish message, to never push anybody away. Everybody should feel comfortable in our synagogue. Even Yitzchak in his effort to bring Esau back blessed him with physical blessings hoping that he would cause him to come closer to Jewish life.
Unfortunately, many times people who are materially blessed are thought to be all-knowing and therefore should be the role models for other people around them. That is, of course, what happened to many Jews who came to America and found that the rich Jews were not very spiritual, were not really dedicated to the ideals of the Jewish people totally. Therefore, they tried to emulate rich people because rich people are always right, according to their view. They deserted many of the Jewish spiritual treasures. Of course, we now know, and the Federation is very much concerned, that Jews are dropping their spirituality, their unique Jewish practices. They are assimilating at a huge rate and intermarrying. The Jewish family is not what it used to be and the Jewish home is not what it used to be, and the Federation is trying all sorts of projects like reclaiming the Shabbos, etc., that the Jews maintain themselves, maintain even their material base. To do so, they have to have a spiritual base to undergird it. Yitzchak understood this and tried to bring Esau back by using these means. This congregation, too, has been open to everyone. It has tried to create a warm and loving atmosphere in which children are welcome, everybody is welcome, and where Jews who may on the borderline are welcome and made to feel at home and comfortable. We have been able to unify the congregation and hope we will be able to unify it even more in the coming years. We have been able through the help of this congregation to create an atmosphere where everybody feels at home. That, of course, I think is the greatest important thing to do in American Jewry today. To keep our people we should be able to communicate. We should be able to feel that we are reaching out to everyone, even those ‑ there are many ‑ who will become Jewish and who were probably born with Jewish neshomas; they should be made to feel at home here, too. They have contributed so greatly to our congregation. That’s why my wife and I feel so proud and grateful that we have been able to serve this congregation for 18 years. We have had great communication with the members, sometimes very heated communication, but at least we have had communication. We have people who have been able to see the beauty of Judaism. Sometimes we have to bring them in through cultural, educational, psychological, and social programs, but when people come to our congregation, they see the beauty of the tradition and want to emulate it and be part of it. That’s what makes our congregation the great congregation that it is, and for that, my wife and I thank you. Let us all hope and pray that our congregation will continue to be a loving, warm, open place. We are not trying to create a yeshiva atmosphere, an atmosphere which is only very, very spiritual in which people like Yitzchak can belong. That has its place, too, but that is not the place for congregations in America today. We are trying to create a synagogue open to everyone, for everyone no matter what their level of observance, so they feel welcome and at home. We can all grow together so that our Yiddishkeit will deepen every day and in so doing we will help bring the Mashiach. May he come soon in our day. Amen.

CORRECT COMMUNICATION, PEACE, HARMONY,
BUT NO TRICKS/DECEIT
TOLDOS 1999
Rabbi Joseph Radinsky

The Torah portion, Toldos, begins by saying, “These are the offspring of Yitzchak, the son of Abraham, and Abraham gave birth to Yitzchak.” We then go and talk about how Yitzchak was 40 years old when he married Rivkah, the daughter of Betuel, the Aramian from Patamaron, the sister of Laban. Strange that the Torah here should mention that Abraham gave birth to Yitzchak right after it says that Yitzchak was the son of Abraham and, what’s more, we then learn about the genealogy of Rivkah. We had just learned about this, how Rivkah was the daughter of Betuel and the sister of Laban. Why should they have to repeat this genealogy again?
Perhaps we can understand as we read further on in the Torah, how Rivkah was unable to have children, so both she and Yitzchak pray to G‑d. Rivkah did become pregnant, but had a very difficult pregnancy. She went to see a seer to inquire from G‑d, “Why me?” The seer then told her, “There are two nations in your womb, that two people will be separated from within you, and the elder shall serve the younger.” Throughout Rivkah’s marriage, she felt inferior to her husband. We see that the very first thing she did upon seeing Yitzchak walk the field as she was coming from Mesopotamia on a camel caravan, was to take a veil and cover herself. She had difficulty communicating with her husband because she felt that her husband came from such an illustrious family. He was Yitzchak, the son of Abraham, and just by looking at Yitzchak’s face you could see Abraham’s face. Here Yitzchak was a tzadek, the son of a tzadek, and she, Rivkah, was the daughter of a cheat and deceiver and the sister of a cheat and deceiver, both of whom were idol worshippers. She never got over her sense of inferiority.
That could explain why she just did not confront Yitzchak and tell him, “Esau does not deserve the blessing. Give it to Yaacov,” but she could not do that. She could not feel that she was his equal. In fact, many rabbis comment that she did not even tell her husband what the seer of G‑d has told her about the two nations who were in her womb. Interestingly, too, that the words, “The elder shall serve the younger,” can also mean that the elder will serve the one who can bear pain. Esau also took after his mother in the fact that he could not communicate. When he wanted something, he just took it. He felt he was the mighty one. Rav can also mean the mighty one; if he wanted something and felt it was right, that was all there was to it. He did not brook any opposition. Esau was just going to take what he thought was his, no discussion. He could not understand how in life you had to compromise, sometimes to discuss, to communicate. He could not bear to be at all frustrated.
Yaacov, on the other hand, knew that many times you had to, as our colloquial expression says, swallow it. You had to give a little bit, compromise, communicate. His mother, Rivkah, would never do anything violent, but she was not beyond manipulation. That’s what she did in this case by having Yaacov pretend he was Esau.
We must learn to communicate and communicate effectively if we are to have peace in our homes and our institutions and in the world. We just cannot decide that a course of action is right, and, therefore, do it without consulting those around us. We cannot do this. We also cannot use tricks and deceit to get our way. We will destroy our families and institutions if we do that.
We can note with interest that on the sentence, “Two nations are in your womb,” Rashi comments that this refers to Antonius and Rabi. They were friends. He was the Roman Emperor, and Rabi was the head of the Jewish people around the year 200. Antonius once asked Rabi if he would be worthy of the world to come, and Rabi gave him the Jewish answer, which is, “The righteous of all the world inherit the world to come. You do not have to be a Jew to go to heaven.” Antonius then said, “But I remember reading in the Book of Ovadia that Esau will be destroyed, and, therefore, will have no portion in the world to come.” Rabi answered him by saying, “That only says the house of Esau. Only when Esau acts like Esau will he have no share in the world to come, but when Esau acts like Jacob and is interested in morality and is not just interested in taking what he wants when he wants it, then he, too, will share in the world to come.”
Rivkah was truly a righteous person, but she was influenced by her own feelings of inferiority and did not communicate as she should have. Esau became a wicked person because he did not want to communicate at all. He just wanted to take.
Let us all hope and pray that we will all learn how to communicate well so there will be no misunderstandings, even among righteous people. Most certainly, we must communicate in place of violence. Communication is the key to peace and harmony, to good families, good solid institutions, and to peace in the world.
I am reminded of the story they tell about a man who went to the doctor. After the examination, the doctor said, “I have good news and bad news. Which do you want first?” The man said, “The good news.” The doctor said, “They are going to name a disease after you.” That may be a form of communication, but it is not the best communication. Let us hope and pray that we will all communicate correctly so the Mashiach will come quickly in our day. Amen.
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