Parashat Toldot

Genesis 25:19 – 28:9

“On Blindness”

In this week’s parasha the biblical legacy of barren women continues: Yitzchak’s wife Rivkah, like her mother-in-law Sarah before and her daughter in-law Rachel after, cannot initially conceive.  Yitchak prays on his wife’s behalf, and G-d enables Rebecca to become pregnant.  

The traditional explanation for this run of infertility is that “The Holy One Who is Blessed desires the prayers of the righteous”, but here Rabbi Jospeh B. Soloveitchik zt”l’s emphasis on consequences rather than causes may be appropriate.  Without speculating as to why G-d so afflicted our foremothers, we can note that the resulting children are “miracle children” and as a result likely experience intensely emotional parenting, but  also that their parents are not likely ever to forget that offspring are gifts from G-d rather than deserved.

Rivkah’s pregnancy is difficult.  “The children clashed within her” (25:22)  Rivkah asks Divine counsel, and an oracle informs her that she is carrying twins, who will develop into rival nations.  Who will triumph in the rivalry?  The oracle, with typical oracular ambiguity, ends by saying “v’rav ya’avod tzair”, which means either “and the elder shall serve the younger”, or else “and the younger shall serve the elder”.  The former reading is more likely, however, and Radak therefore concludes that the younger will domninate more often; history does not yet bear out his reading, but, Francis Fukuyama aside, history has not ended.

  The Torah itself says nothing at this point about the twins’ respective natures.  Rashi, however, cites a midrash that has Rivkah’s pregnancy pains result from Yaakov’s kicking each time she passed a yeshivah, and Esav’s kicking each time she passed an idolatrous temple.  Rabbinic tradition generally reads Esav as much more evil than the text of Torah demonstrates.

Esav is born hairy, and Yaakov is born holding Esav’s heel (ekev´= heel).  Esav develops into a ma of the fields who knows hunting (yodeia tsayid; rabbinically, who knows how to entice others to their doom), whereas Yaakov is a straightforward man who dwells in tents (rabbinically, in houses of study).  

Yitzchak loves Eisav, whereas Rivkah loves Yaakov.  Yitzchak’s given motivation for loving Eisav is “tsayid b’fiv”, meaning either “because he fed him from the hunt” or else “for he seduced him with his mouth”.  Rivkah’s motive for preferring Yaakov is not given. 

One day, Esav returnd exhausted from the field, and finds Yaakov cooking lentil soup.  Esav ask for a bowl, and Yaakov asks for his birthright in excahnge.  Esav then melodramatically forgoes his birthright, exclaiming (25:32) “Look, I am going to die, so of what use to me is a birthright?”  While Yaakov’s ethics here seem at best murky, the text accuses Esav of despising his birthright.  In 27:36, however,  Esav expresses residual bitterness over his loss of the birthright.

This episode is a precursor to the dramatic scene, later in the parasha, in which Yaakov dresses like Esav at his mother’s request and apparently deceives his father into giving him the Divine blessing Yitzchak had intended for Esav.  Esav then declares in rage (27:41) “The days of mourning for my father will draw near - then I will kill my brother Yaakov.”  

 Rebecca learns of her eldest son’s threat, and commands Yaakov to flee for his life to his uncle, Lavan’s home.  Rebecca then tells Yitchak that Yaakov cannot marry any of the local women, the daughters of Chet.  And so Yitchak, too, instructs Yaakov to go to his uncle, Lavan’s home.  

Esav witnesses this scene, as narrated in verses 28:6-9.  The grammatical structure in these verses is somewhat perplexing and it provokes us to examine the nature of Esav’s character.  

Genesis 28:6-9 reads:

Esav saw that Yitchak blessed Yaakov and sent him to Paddam Aram to take a wife from there.  While blessing him, he commanded him, saying: ‘Do not take a wife from among the women of Canaan.’/ Yaakov obeyed his father and mother and went to Paddan Aram./Esav saw that Yitchak his father thought poorly of the women of Canaan (literally, that the women of Canaan were bad in his father Yitchak’s eyes.)/ Esav went to Yishmael and took Machalat, daughter of Yishmael son of Avraham, sister of Nevayot, as his wife in addition to his wives.
Particular focus should be given to these verses because they are the coda of the story of Yaakov’s successful efforts to obtain the primary blessing/birthright from Yitchak.  We are told here that Esav only now, belatedly realizes that his Hittite (Canaanite) wives are not liked by his parents – though we, the readers, have known this since 26:35.  (“And they [Esav’s wives] were a provocation of the spirit to Yitchak and Rebecca”).  Our topic this week is the extent and substance of Esav’s realization, and the depth and appropriateness of his reaction to it.

The first striking feature of this sequence is the repetition of the phrase, “Esav saw.”  This repetition raises several questions: are these two separate instances of “Esav seeing”?  If so, why is there a narrative interjection in what Esav “sees” where we are told that “Yaakov obeyed his father and mother and went to Paddan Aram”?  If these verses are one continuous instance, however, and not two separate ones, then what is the purpose of repeating the phrase “Esav saw.”  Deciding what significance, if any, this repetition has is dependent not only on the scope of the first “seeing”, but also on the true meaning and implication of what, exactly, “Esav saw.”  


Rashi,
 Radak
, Ramban
, and Ibn Caspi
 all claim that 28:7 (which describes Yaakov’s departure to Paddan Aram) is part of Esav’s seeing and not a narrative interjection.  This belief is presumably based on it 28:7) otherwise being redundant with 28:5, which reads: “And Yitchak sent Yaakov forth, and he went to(ward) Paddan Aram.”  If Yaakov already departed in 28:5, then it would be somewhat perplexing to have him physically departing again, here in 28:7.  The force of this argument, however, is somewhat vitiated by 28:10, which reads: “Yaakov left B’er Sheva and went to(ward) Charan.”  I haven’t found anyone who disagrees with it, however.  


Ibn Caspi, claims, as a result, that the repetition of “Esav saw” is meaningless, and is a feature of the biblical narrative that occurs only because the description of the previous “seeing” was extended.  He claims that Ibn Janach
 has a list of similar occurrences.  While I am usually fond of Ibn Caspi’s matter-of-fact approach to pshat, in this case I am more fond of my teacher Dr. Moshe Bernstein’s approach.  Dr. Bernstein contends that these repetitions are generally meaningful.  His examples all involved repetitions of the phrase “he said”, in which the second “saying” happens because of an unexpected reaction or lack of reaction to the first “saying.”  I suggest that in this case the repetition of the phrase “Esav saw” means that Esav saw various facts and then realized what each implied about his father’s view of his wives.  In other words, “seeing” here really means “realizing”.  


I think my contention is buttressed by the order of the “seeings.”  If this is all one realization, then why does “that his father thought poorly of the women of Canaan” follow Yaakov’s departure (in 28:7), rather than directly following Yitchak’s command not to marry a Canaanitess (in 28:6)?  From here, it would seem that Esav realizes something else after Yaakov leaves that he didn’t get before.  Chizkuni
 argues, however, that this shows that Esav’s subsequent marriage to Machalat was not in fact motivated by the realization that the women of Canaan were evil.  This is supported by the fact that Esav fails to divorce his previous wives, but instead attempts to copycat Yaakov and thus remain eligible for the blessings if something (deliberately or accidentally) should happen to Yaakov. 


This may be supported by the contention that Esav never actually realizes that the women of Canaan are evil, but only that Yitchak considers them such.  We can read this in two ways, however.  Either it highlights Esav’s obtuseness, or maybe, this simply emphasizes the value he placed on filial obedience – he listened to Yitchak even though he didn’t agree. 


Here it is appropriate to note Bekhor Shor’s
 puzzling comment that Esav didn’t realize that Yaakov was fleeing from him, but viewed Yaakov’s departure as solely motivated by a desire to fulfill Yichak’s instructions.  But this merely serves to emphasize an anomaly used by Ramban to criticize Esav – Yitchak does not merely indicate his dislike of the daughters of Canaan, but he specifically instructs Yaakov to marry a daughter of Lavan.  Why, then, doesn’t Esav marry Lavan’s eldest daughter, Leah (as midrashim believe was intended, to Leah’s displeasure, thus causing her tearful eyes)?  Absent Bekor Shor, we would have said that Esav understood that Lavan was chosen not for the superiority of his daughters but rather as a safer haven from Esav. 

My suggestion is that the verse “Yaakov obeyed his father and mother and went to Paddan Aram,” is not part of Esav’s “seeing,” but rather is a narrative interjection designed to contrast Esav and Yaakov.  We need this middle verse not to show what Esav realizes, but in fact to highlight what he fails to realize.  The point of contrast is that Yaakov obeys both his parents, whereas Esav cares only about his father’s opinions.  Esav is oblivious, as he is throughout, to the extent to which his father’s actions reflect his mother’s opinions.  This blindness costs him the blessings/birthright, and of course makes it impossible for him to choose a proper wife.  

In this light, there may be an ironic contrast between Esav’s blindness, described as “and Esav saw,” and Yitchak’s actual blindness.  In this light, note especially how in 27:27, just prior to blessing Yaakov, Yitchak exclaims, “See the aroma of my son, like the aroma of a field that G-d has blessed.”  
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