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There is a constant tension in the actions of the Avos throughout sefer Bereishis in terms 

of bitachon (trust in Hashem) and hishtadlus (human efforts). In our own lives this presents a 

constant struggle. We know fundamentally that everything comes from Hashem and we reiterate 

this to ourselves every day with our requests in our daily prayers. The classic work Chovos 

Halevavos
1
, by R’ Bechaya ibn Pekuda, he lists off many reasons why it would be advantageous 

to trust in Hashem as opposed to oneself or another benefactor. Clearly, Hashem’s Omnipotence 

and Omniscience make for an easy argument to rely on Him.  

However, we also know that we are not supposed to sit back and trust that Hashem will 

take care of our needs. There is a requirement for us to work by the sweat of our brow both in the 

physical and spiritual realms. One Rosh Yeshiva expressed the idea of human effort as 

comparable to buying a ticket for a train. The ticket does not cause the train to come but we can’t 

access the train without the ticket in hand. The same is true of human effort. Although the results 

are from Hashem and are not really a function of the effort we put in, we will not have access to 

the benefits without putting in the required effort. As we tour through a number of events in sefer 

Bereishis we will find this concept expressed well in their actions. 

In Parshas Vayechi (48:22) Yaakov tells his son Yosef that he has recovered schem with 

his sword and his bow  The Gemara (Bava Basra 123a) tells us that Yaakov was . בחרבי ובקשתי

really referring to his prayers
2
, not really his weapons. Meaning, that the “weapons” to which 

Yaakov refers are really his beseeching of Hashem and his trust in Hashem’s intervention. The 

Rashbam
3
 clarifies that the word schem here is not a reference to the well known city. Rather, it 

means a portion and refers to the rights of the firstborn (the Bechorah) which he got from Eisav. 

This approach to reading the pasuk is astounding when we consider the amount of hard work and 

steps that Yaakov needed to go through to obtain the bechorah from Eisav. Yaakov had to buy 

the bechorah from Eisav at the right moment and then needed to go through that much more to 

get the blessings which came with it. The vast majority of Parshas Toldos is preoccupied with 

the lengthy narrative of these events; How can Yaakov say he just davened for it?! The answer is 

precisely this balance. Yaakov realized that it isn’t the hishtadlus he put in which caused the 

success, it was Hashem’s intervention. He knows that in the end the trust in Hashem is the key. 

However, this does not stop him from putting in a great deal of human effort, as he knows he 

must. 

                                                           
1
 Sha’ar HaBitachon 

2
 See Targum Unkelos on this pasuk who takes this approach 

3
 Rashi (in one explanation) and also the Targum have this understanding as well 



 

The Seforno (Bereishis 30:22) sees the same trend in the stories of the Imahos and their 

difficulty bearing children. Here Rachel is finally given the son she so desperately desires. The 

pasuk tells us that Hashem “remembered” Rachel and also “heard her” ויזכר אלקים את רחל

םוישמע אליה אלקי . There are clearly two separate things which are occurring here. The Seforno 

understands that Hashem recalls Rachel’s actions of giving her maid to Yaakov in order to begin 

building her family in the only way she could and also Hashem heard her prayers. It was both of 

these acts together which resulted in Rachel having children. This is a theme starting from Sarah, 

where we find prayer coupled with human effort in the realm of building a Jewish family.  

There is also a pair of teshuvos from Rav Moshe Feinstein which display a similar need 

for balance. R’ Moshe (Igrot Moshe Orach Chaim 2:111) was asked about buying life insurance. 

Does this show a lack of faith in Hashem to be relying on others in case emergency strikes or 

does this represent a proper level of human effort? Rav Moshe answers that one should purchase 

insurance
4
 as this displays a necessary amount of foresight and human effort as well as faith

5
. On 

the other hand Rav Moshe (Igrot Moshe Yoreh Deah 1:90) was also asked about creating an 

arrangement during dating which more closely seemed to mimic the setup of marriage in order to 

be more certain that the person was the most suitable mate. Here Rav Moshe suggests that this 

type of human effort does demonstrate a lacking in ones trust in Hashem. Rav Moshe ends his 

teshuva by quoting that which Hashem tells Avrohom, that he should walk with Hashem and be 

complete
6
.  

The balance seems to be illustrated by the example of the train ticket. We do have faith in 

Hashem when buying the insurance since we know that ultimately Hashem is in complete control 

but we still must do the work which gives us access to these supports. However, when our 

planning is so extreme that it reveals a lack of faith that Hashem is in ultimate control that is 

when we are out of step with the lessons of the Avos. When we are anchored in a solid bitachon, 

we will choose an appropriate level of histadlus. 

 

 

                                                           
4
 For more on this topic, see Rav Jachter’s article http://koltorah.org/ravj/15-

35_Torah_Perspectives_on_Insurance.htm 
5
 צ סימן א חלק דעה יורה משה אגרות ת"שו 

 שומרת שהיא טובה ושמועתה ובמשפחתה במראיה חן שמוצאת והאשה הרבה להתחכם אין כי לעשות כדאי זה אין למעשה

 ההבחנ אין כי יועיל שלא וגם מתחלה אותה לבחון צריך ואין השמים מן לו המזומנת שהיא בתקוה אותה ולישא לסמוך יש דת

 כתיב' ה עם תהיה ותמים כלום זו
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 צ סימן א חלק דעה יורה משה אגרות ת"שו 
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 הבחנה אין כי יועיל שלא וגם מתחלה אותה לבחון צריך ואין השמים מן לו המזומנת שהיא בתקוה אותה ולישא לסמוך יש דת
 כתיב' ה עם תהיה ותמים כלום זו
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