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The Torah tells us that after Yitzchak and Rivkah had 
been married for a while and had been unable to 
have children, they each davened to Hashem, asking 

to be blessed with children (Bereishis 25:21). Despite the 
fact that the beginning of this Posuk (ibid) implies that both 
of them davened to Hashem, as pointed out by Rashi (ibid, 
s.v. l’nochach), the end of the Posuk (ibid) indicates only that 
Hashem responded to his prayers, meaning the prayers of 
Yitzckak. The Gemara in Yevamos (64a), quoted as well by 
Rashi in his commentary on the Torah (ibid, s.v. vayai’aser 
lo), wonders why the Torah does not say that Hashem 
responded to their prayers, and explains that the prayers of 
a Tzaddik who is the child of a Tzaddik are more powerful 
than those of a Tzaddik who is the child of a wicked person. 
Hashem thus accepted primarily the prayers of Yitzchak, 
since he was a Tzaddik who was the child of a Tzaddik, 
while Rivkah, though a Tzadekkes herself, was not the 
child of a Tzaddik. It would thus appear that one’s Yichus, 
that is, ones’s family background, can play some role in the 
effectiveness of one’s Tefillos..

The Rosh (shu”t haRosh klal 4 siman 22) quotes an 
authority who objected, possibly based on the above, to the 
appointment of Chazzonim who came from undistinguished 
families because it is a bizuy mitzvah, a degradation of the 
mitzvah, to have someone represent the community as the 
Sheliach Tzibbur if he does not come from a distinguished 
family. The Rosh himself (ibid), however, disagrees with 
this reasoning and states that one’s Yichus should not have 
any bearing on his eligibility to be a Chazzan. He says that 
if a person comes from a distinguished family but is himself 
wicked, his Yichus is not worth anything to Hashem. On the 
other hand, if he comes from an undistinguished or even 
a non-observant family, but is himself a good person, he 

should, in the name of Kiruv Rechokim, be encouraged to 
be the Chazzan and thereby be brought closer to Hashem. 
As a side point, the Rosh (ibid) does object to the practice 
of selecting a Chazzan only because people enjoy hearing 
his beautiful voice, ignoring the fact that he may be a wicked 
person; he concludes that Hashem has no interest in (only) 
a beautiful voice. The Rosh (ibid) clearly believes that the 
person serving as a Chazzan must himself be a righteous 
person, even though he need not come from a great family.

The Tur (Orach Chaim siman 53) quotes this Teshuvah 
from his father the Rosh (ibid) that one’s family background 
is not important in terms of his qualifications as a Chazzan, 
but the difficulty is that this position appears to go against 
the aforementioned Gemara in Yevamos (ibid) which 
states that the prayers of a Tzaddik from a righteous family 
are more powerful than those of a Tzaddik from a wicked 
family. The Maharshal (shu”t Maharshal siman 20) raises 
precisely this question against the view of the Rosh (ibid), 
and he suggests that perhaps the statement of the Gemara 
(ibid) refers only to when a person is praying for himself 
and his own needs. In such a case, the prayers of a Tzaddik 
from a family of Tzaddikim are indeed more powerful 
than those of a Tzaddik from a wicked family, because the 
merits of the former’s righteous ancestors (z’chus Avos) are 
taken into account and benefit him, while the latter has no 
such merits to assist him. But as for serving as a Sheliach 
Tzibbur, if one is recognized as a pious person himself, the 
fact that he comes from a wicked or nonobservant family 
is inconsequential. In fact, the Maharshal (ibid) adds, it is 
considered significant and especially meritorious in the eyes 
of Hashem that this person has abandoned the ways of his 
family and returned to the proper path. In view of that point, 
it may even be preferable to have such a person represent 

The Yichus of the Shaliach Tzibbur
Rabbi Michael Taubes
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the community as the Sheliach Tzibbur. This notion may 
be based in part on the opinion in the Gemara in Berachos 
(34b) that Ba’alei Teshuvah, from a certain perspective, are 
on a higher level than people who were always righteous.

The Bach, however, in his commentary on the Tur 
(Orach chaim, ibid, s.v. vizeh lishono), quotes a view 
expressed by the Maharshal in his Sefer Yam Shel 
Shlomo on Chulin (perek 1 siman 48) that while it 
may be , from a Kiruv Rechokim perspective, good 
to encourage someone who is returning to observant 
Judaism from a nonobservant family to be the Chazzan, 
if there are two people whose levels of personal piety and 
observance are equal, it is preferable to designate as the 
Chazzan the one who comes from a more distinguished 
family. He then adds that it is proper to be scrupulous 
about this, because the prayers of a Tzaddik from a 
righteous family are greater than those of a Tzaddik from 
a less worth family. The Perishah, in his commentary on 
the Tur (ibid, os 7), quotes this view as well. The Magen 
Avraham (Orach Chaim, ibid, seif katan 8) likewise 
writes simply that one should make the effort to find a 
Sheliach Tzibbur who comes from a righteous family for 
this same reason.

The Taz (ibid, seif katan 3), however, disagrees, 
referring back to the aforementioned Teshuvah of the 
Rosh (ibid), and pointing out that he implies that it is 
always preferable to select as the Chazzan the individual 
from the less pious family in order to bring that person 
closer to Hashem. He also writes that this person’s 
Tefillos will be more readily accepted by Hashem than 
those of the person from the more righteous family. 
The Levushei Serad (ibid), commenting on this view of 
the Taz (ibid), explains this latter point by saying that 
Hashem will see that the Tzibbur asked this person to 
be their Chazzan as a means of drawing him closer to 
Hashem, whereas the righteous person from a righteous 
family did not have the same need to be drawn closer 
to Hashem; Hashem will thus more readily accept the 
prayers of this person on behalf of the Tzibbur. The 
Shulchan Aruch HaRav (Orach chaim, ibid, seif 7) 

suggests that the Tefillos of a Tzaddik from a wicked 
family may be better than those of the person from 
a righteous family precisely because the former has 
no z’chus Avos, meritorious family background; as a 
result, his prayers may be more pure and of a more 
humble spirit because he knows he must rely exclusively 
on Hashem accepting his prayers. He adds, though, 
that each situation depends on particular, individual 
circumstances. The Mishnah Berurah (ibid, seif katan 
13), writes, however, that it is preferable to have a 
Chazzan who is righteous and is from a righteous family 
for the reason cited above, and he quotes that when 
the Rosh in his Teshuvah (ibid) wrote that the Yichus 
of the Chazzan is unimportant, he meant to allow for a 
Chazzan from an undistinguished family, but not for one 
who comes from a wicked family. The former should be 
encouraged to serve as a Chazzan to bring him closer to 
Hashem, the latter, perhaps, should not.

It is interesting to note that when discussing the 
qualifications needed for one to serve as a Sheliach 
Tzibbur in general, the Shulchan Aruch (Orach Chaim, 
ibid, seifim 4-6) says nothing about the person’s family 
background. Elsewhere, however, when discussing 
the qualifications relating to serving as a Chazzan on 
a public fast day, which is a time of great communal 
need, the Shulchan Aruch (ibid, siman 579 seif 1) does 
mention that the person’s family members ought to be 
free of sin as well, as implied by the Gemara in Taanis 
(16a). The Magen Avraham (ibid, siman 53 seif katan 6) 
writes that everything here must be determined based 
on the needs and circumstances of the particular case. 
The Kaf HaChaim (ibid, os 41) quotes the different 
opinions on this entire issue, and as for the question 
of who takes precedence as the Chazzan, one from a 
distinguished family or one from an undistinguished 
family, concerning which the Maharshal (ibid) expressed 
conflicting views, as cited above, he too explains that 
it all depends upon the feelings and knowledge of the 
community which this Chazzan will be representing.
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The Sacred Sandwich
Rabbi Elly Krimsky

What has three mothers and four fathers? Yup, the 
Jewish people! I asked this question to my kids 
this week. This morning at breakfast I attempted 

to explain to my kids that two people with valid yet differing 
points of view can argue without there being a hero and a 
villain. To illustrate, I asked them who was greater: Avraham 
or Yaakov. My son, whose given first name is Yaakov, argued 
for his namesake. My daughter argued for Avraham. I silently 
and passively shepped nachas! They understood that both 
were right.

When it comes to Yitzchak and Rivka, they often do not 
get the same credit as the other 5 patriarchs and matriarchs. 
The others have more visible accomplishments and longer 
narratives in the Torah. But don’t make a mistake: Yitzchak 
and Rivka contribute much. I”ve written much about this in 
the past, using parshas Toldos as an opportunity to boost the 
accomplishments of Yitzchak and his holy wife.

Most associate the parshah with the building tension 
between Yitzchak and Rivka’s two sons: Eisav and Yaakov. 
It becomes background material – “B Roll” of the more 
extensive subsequent story. The beginning of the parshah 
features the famous birth of the glaringly dissimilar twins 
and the showdown with the lentils and the birthright. This 
foreshadows the end of the parshah, where Yaakov, at the 
urging of his clairvoyant mother, acts as Eisav before his 
blind father and receives the blessing of the firstborn, which 
greatly angers Eisav, who swears to kill Yaakov over this 
act of chicanery. The middle of the parsha finds Yitzchak 
reaffirming the same covenants his father made with the 
people of Gerar, finding great agricultural success, and re-
digging wells that the jealous citizens of Gerar filled with 
earth.

Upon further investigation, one will find that the story 
of the sale of the birthright consumes 16 verses (Bereshis 
25:19-34). The story of Yaakov’s taking of the blessing from 
his father takes up 45 verses. The section about Yitzchak 
and the wells uses 33 Biblical verses. But the sages expended 
about 4 aliyos towards this story (the end of the first Aliyah 
and the first part of the fifth Aliyah). The seventh Aliyah 
describes Yaakov’s journey to his uncle’s home to find a wife 
and Eisav’s rendezvous with his half uncle Yishmael in order 
to marry into his family.

This one portion about Yitzchak Avinu, this master 
of transition, features his leadership stint almost split 
between Yitzchak the father of two sons, and the leader of a 
Monotheistic clan dealing with unsavory neighbors.

When reviewing the Torah portion, I have always looked 
forward to the bookends, and went through the middle 
verses more as a chore. This year, I counter-intuitively 
focused a bit more on the middle section. In a nutshell, 
we find Yitzchak remaining in the Land of Israel as he is 
commanded (Bereshis 26:2-3), albeit in a southern area on 
the shore of the Mediterranean ruled by the king Avimelech, 
the same monarchy that gave problems to his parents. 
He re-experiences the same concern for his life thereby 
asking his wife to announce herself as his sister. Same story, 
different characters. After the King becomes angry that 
Yitzchak lied, he declares no one in his kingdom may touch 
Rivka. Yitzchak becomes an agricultural wizard. As a result, 
the local Philistines, in bouts of jealousy stuff up the wells 
dug by Avraham’s retinue. King Avimelech asks Yitzchak to 
leave due to his success. He moves to a nearby area, since 
the famine in Canaan still plagued the land. Yitzchak re-
dug the same wells his father had dug there and even gave 
them the identical names. Yitzchak found another well and 
it produced a great bounty of water. The shepherds of Gerar 
claimed it to be theirs and Yitzchak named it. The same 
situation repeated itself twice more, but on the last digging of 
the well, the Gerar shepherds did not claim it. Yitzchak then 
returned to Be’er Sheva. Avimelech journeyed to meet him 
there and offer a covenant of peace. Yitzchak made a great 
feast to commemorate the occasion. Yitzchak’s shepherds 
informed him that they found yet another well. Yitzchak 
named the city Be’er Sheva, meaning the well of swearing, 
referring to the covenant between Yitzchak and his progeny 
and the Philistines. The Torah then switches narratives to the 
famous story of Yaakov obtaining the blessings.

Peeking back to parshas Vayera (Bereshis 21:22-34), we 
find a fairly similar story ending with Be’er Sheva. The Torah 
immediately goes into the Akeida narrative.

I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again. I once heard Rabbi 
Yitzchok Dinovitzer, associate regional director of Atlantic 
Seaboard NCSY give one of the best definition of a Jew I’ve 
ever heard. Standing at an NCSY havdallah, he assumed a 
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pose to make his point. He stood still and lifted his right 
hand to a 45 degree angle from his body, facing up. At the 
same time, he took his left hand and thrust it forward albeit 
downward, in a 45 degree angle as well. Standing in that 
position he noted that a Jew holds the hand of the generation 
before it (depicted with the outstretched hand upward like 
a child holding a parent’s hand) and with equal vigor, holds 
the hand of the subsequent generation, depicted as the adult 
holding the child’s hand. The image is unforgettable. Some 
call it the sandwich generation. That is what Yitzchak taught 
us. Hold on tight with both hands. After Avraham’s episode 
with Be’er Sheva he was tested with the Akeidah. Yitzchak’s 
Akeidah, which follows the Be’er Sheva episode, is the trial of 
the blessings.

But this year I noticed something else. Yitchak was not 
merely somewhat passive in his repeating the actions of his 
father. He did not merely hold the hand of his father. He 
equally held his son’s hand. Rabbi Dovid Zvi Hoffman points 
out something remarkable. He classified different “megillos” 
(scrolls) within the Book of Bereshis. Each Megillah was 
named for the leader of that generation from the death of 
the prior leader until their own demise. As such, Megillas 
Yitzchak begins with the first verse of Toldos (Bereshis 
25:19) and ends with his death (Ibid 35:29) despite that 
being in the middle of Parshas Vayishlach, where Yaakov is 
protagonist and the titular head of the Children of Israel. 
Commenting on Rabbi Hoffman’s insight, the Daas Mikrah 
Chumash adds:

“העולה מן הדברים, שרבה של ‘מגילת יצחק’ עוסק במעשי יעקב 
ובמה שארע לו שאז יצא\ברח במצוות הוריו פדנה ארם ועד לשובו 

ממנה ובואו ‘אל יצחק אביו ממרא קרית ארבע, הוא חברון, הוא חברון 
אשר גר שם אברהם ויצחק’ )בראשית ל”ה:כ”ז(, ורק משישב ב’ארץ 

מגורי אביו, בארץ כנען’ )שם ל”ז:א(, ועמד ברשות עצמו, כתבה התורה: 
‘אלה תולדות יעקב’ )שם פסוק ב(.”

“What results from all the above is that the majority of 
‘Megillas Yitzchak’ pertains to the activities of Yaakov and 
what happened to him when he left/escaped with his parents’ 
blessing to Padam Aram, until his return to ‘Yitzchak his father 

in Mamreh Kiryas Arbah, that is Hebron, the same Hebron that 
was the home of Avraham and Yitzchak’ (Bereshis 35:27). Only 
then did Yitzchak pass away and Yaakov stood on his own, as 
the Torah relates right afterwards, ‘These are the generations of 
Yaakov (Ibid. 37:1).”

Rabbi Hoffman continues by noting that Yitzchak is 
not even visible or “on stage” during most of his period of 
leadership. His impact was behind the stage, so to speak. 
Yitzchak’s demise came when Yaakov returned home, when 
he was ready to assume the sacred mantle of leadership. Rav 
Hoffman concludes:

“יצחק, עומד בין שניהם )אברהם ויעקב( באמצע. את האמונה 
הצרופה באלקים קבל מאת אביו. כל תפקידו איננו לקיים אמונה זו 

ולבצרה. וברי שתפקיד זה מאפשר התנהגות סבילה ביותר...”
“Yitzchak stands between Avraham and Yaakov, in the 

middle. The pure faith he received from his father. His entire task 
was to establish this level of faith and to fortify it. It is certain 
that this task brought about more passive behavior on his part.”

Yitzchak’s Torah biography provides important facts. 
He was endowed with tremendous talents for planting 
and producing almost miraculous yields. It’s ironic that 
the Jerusalem neighborhood Meah She’arim, named for 
Yitzchak’s 100 fold bounty (see Bereshis 26:12), is among 
the poorest in Israel. The rest of our knowledge of Yitzchak 
revolves around water, the liquid of life. Miriam would later 
be identified with water; she was the mother of the nascent 
Jewish nation. Her ancestor Yitzchak was the ultimate 
patriarch of the nation as well. His life revolved around 
transmitting to the third generation. If the second generation 
– the sandwich – does not pass along the values from the 
first, the movement dies an untimely death.

We have so much to learn from Yitzchak. His devotion 
was equally split between his ancestors and descendants. 
He stood there with one hand up and one hand down. 
While others were destroying water supplies – i.e. life itself 
– Yitzchak was undeterred to provide hydration, i.e. life. 
Despite the monotony and redundancy, he never ceased 
digging wells, providing the sources for life.
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We can safely say that the sin of idolatry occupies 
a unique position among the pantheon of sins. 
There are countless verses in the Torah dedicated 

to warning us about idolatry. Our forefather, Avraham, 
rejected the world of idolatry outright and embraced the true 
idea of God. There is no idea more contradictory to belief 
in God then idolatry. In this week’s haftorah portion, the 
prophet Malachi points out a different aspect of idolatry that 
may actually engender a small amount of sympathy for the 
offenders.

The first chapter of Malachi consists of the familiar 
theme of admonition and pleas directed against the Jewish 
people. Midway through the chapter, Malachi turns to the 
desecration of the Temple through perversion of sacrifices 
brought by the kohanim (1:7-9):

“You offer on My altar defiled food, yet you say, “How have 
we defiled You?” By your saying, “God’s table is contemptible.  
When you offer a blind [animal] for a sacrifice, is there nothing 
wrong? And when you offer a lame or a sick one, is there nothing 
wrong? Were you to offer it to your governor, would he accept 
you or would he favor you? says the Lord of Hosts. And now, 
will you pray before the Lord that He be gracious to us? This has 
come from your hand. Will He favor any of you? says the Lord of 
Hosts”

The harshest words are reserved for the following verse 
(ibid 10):

“O that there were even one among you that would close the 
doors [of the Temple] and that you would not kindle fire on My 
altar in vain! I have no desire in you, says the Lord of Hosts. 
Neither will I accept an offering from your hand.”

Yet God then offers a stunning contrast (ibid 11-12):
“For, from the rising of the sun until its setting, My Name is 

great among the nations, and everywhere offerings are burnt 
and offered up to My Name; yea, a pure oblation, for My Name 
is great among the nations, says the Lord of Hosts.  But you are 
profaning it by your saying, “The Lord’s table is defiled”; and its 
expression is ‘Its food is contemptible’.”

Why is there a mention here of God’s name “being great 
among the nations”?

Rashi cites a Talmudic passage explaining this verse. 
Idolaters may worship their idols, but they ultimately believe 
that there is a Deity behind it all. Redak pushes this point 

even further. He writes that even though the nations of the 
world worship the legions in the heavens (a reference to 
the sun, stars and other celestial bodies), they have some 
recognition of the idea of God. They worship intermediaries 
instead of a direct worship of God. He continues, elaborating 
about the condemnation hurled against the Jewish people 
(through the acts of the kohanim) by God. Had God 
commanded the nations of the world to follow Him, instead 
of the Jewish people, they would be offering sacrifices in a 
proper manner. The Jewish people, though, have chosen to 
sully the Temple with their practices.

This entire narrative is quite astonishing. The Torah 
considers idolatry to be the most heinous of all sins, 
evidenced in the great number of verses dedicated to this 
topic. Idolatry is the personification of that which is false, 
the direct contradiction to the idea of God. Yet, as clearly 
demonstrated by the Talmud, Rashi and Redak (and many 
others), we are supposed to view idolaters in a sympathetic 
light. The idolater should be understood as having a true 
idea of God somewhere in his thought process. Is this a valid 
assessment? How do we understand this apparent about 
face concerning the sin of idolatry? There is also the strange 
concept Redak writes about how if the other nations were 
commanded with the Torah, they would bring sacrifices 
properly. Yet, as we know from many sources, God “offered” 
the Torah to other nations, and they explicitly rejected it. 
What are we to make from this apparent contradiction?

It is fair to say, as mentioned above, that the worst of all 
sins is that of idolatry. On a philosophical level, the moment 
a person ascribes power to something other than God, he 
is committed to a road of perverting truth. Any idolater 
then partakes of this falsehood when he chooses to worship 
a star, a tree or a rock. The prophet may be speaking of 
something different here within idolatry, an insight into the 
psychological mindset of the idolater. One of the foremost 
challenges in Judaism, and one could argue for mankind as 
a whole, is the belief in a God who is intrinsically removed 
from us in every way possible. He is the necessary existence, 
nonphysical, no way accessible through empirical reasoning. 
Man is instructed to place his security and belief in God, 
but there is no physical manifestation of Him to speak 
of. God makes it clear we must abandon any notion of an 

Malachi & Idolatry Redux
Rabbi Dr. Darrell Ginsberg
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intermediary when it comes to worshipping Him. Man, 
though, struggles mightily with this demand. The security a 
physical intermediary supplies comforts him, even though 
it is completely false. Eviscerating the ideology of idolatry 
is not very challenging. The prophet is suggesting that the 
idolater himself knows this to be true, deep inside. He is 
not seeking to eliminate the idea of God completely; rather, 
he is unable to be content with worshipping God in the 
correct manner. This exact insecurity has been on display 
throughout our history, and is as evident today as it was from 
the start.

But it does not end here. God indicates through the 
prophet that the nations of the world would excel with 
the commandments where the Jews have failed. How is 
this possible? The focus of the admonitions in the chapter 
concern the perversion of worship at the Temple. As 
mentioned above, in the normal routine of life, man faces 
a challenge in trying to understand God. His “excuse” lies 
in the very fact of the metaphysical nature of God. The 
Jewish people cannot make the same claim of psychological 
insecurity. With the existence of the Temple, there was a 
daily routine of wonders and miracles. As we understand 
from the Torah and our Sages, the Divine Presence was a 
constant at the Temple. It was the one place where the clear 
evidence of God was on display in this world. With this 
clear demonstration of God’s presence, the Jewish people 

somehow rejected Him. This offense is inexcusable. The 
contrast alluded to above could be the very issue here. It 
is not that the nations of the world would be superior in 
their adherence to the commandments. The people of the 
world struggle with their insecurities and turn to physical 
manifestations rather than God. If they had the avenue the 
Jews had, God is suggesting that very avenue would be the 
solution to their problem. The fact they we turned away from 
the experience the Temple offered us, the manifestation 
of God in a manner found nowhere else, is the source of 
condemning language found in the prophet.

Based on the above explanation, we are forced to evaluate 
idolatry in a different light. Nobody questions the fallacy of 
idolatry in the intellectual realm. There is only one power in 
the universe, that of God. Allocating independent powers to 
His created entities is absurd. Unfortunately, man is insecure 
by nature, and this is expressed in his search for God. Settling 
on an intermediary reflects this very insecurity, where man 
is able to set aside what is clearly unreasonable for the sake 
of removing the pain of his insecurity. The Jewish people, 
though, had a simple means of overcoming this insecurity, 
through the existence of the Temple. Their desecration of 
it naturally brought about a breach in our relationship with 
God. We must unite again under the banner of belief in the 
one true God, to place our security in Him, and to help bring 
about the rebuilding of the Temple.

Names and Destiny
Rabbi Jonathan Ziring

The first one emerged red (admoni), like a hairy mantle 
all over; so they named him Esav…” (Bereishit 
25:25)

“Once when Jacob was cooking a stew, Esau came in 
from the open, famished. And Esav said to Yaakov, ‘Give me 
some of that red stuff (haadom ha-adom) to gulp down, for 
I am famished’—which is why he was named Edom.” (Ibid., 
25:29-30) 

Readers of Tanach know that the nations that descended 
from Esav are referred to as Edom. Thus, when they read the 
Torah’s description of Esav’s red complexion, they assume 
that the name Edom stemmed from there. However, the 
Torah provides a striking literary irony – in fact, that name 
was derived from his gluttonous consumption of reddish 
lentils. What is the message of this irony?

The Talmud (Berachot 7b) claims that sh’ma garim: a 

name can foretell a person’s destiny. Elsewhere (Sotah 34b), 
the Talmud explains how the names of each of the biblical 
spies hinted at each one’s ignominious crime. However, 
a straightforward understanding of this concept would 
severely curtail the belief in free will – that it is the decisions 
people make that determine who they become.

The Torah here seems to offer an alternative to this 
determinist theory. Each person has qualities, capabilities, 
and character traits that will inevitably define him or her. 
However, a person can choose which path to take with those 
abilities. The Talmud notes this in a passage that seems to be 
playing with the above verses. “One who is born during the 
hour of Mars (ma’adim - red) will be a man who spills blood: 
a bloodletter, a shochet, a mohel, or a [murderous] thief.” 
(Shabbat 156a). The talmudic reference to people with “red 
quality” seems to purposely allude to the choice Esav could 
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The Exceptional Power of Prayer
Rabbi Ephraim Z. Buchwald

As this week’s parasha, parashat Toledot, opens, we find 
Isaac in the process of entreating G-d that his wife, 
Rebecca, should give birth to a child.

The Torah, in Genesis 25:21 states, ַוֶיְעַתר ִיְצָחק ַלהׁשם ְלֹנַכח 
 And Isaac ,ִאְׁשתֹו ִכי ֲעָקָרה ִהוא, ַוֵיָעֶתר לֹו הׁשם, ַוַתַהר ִרְבָקה ִאְׁשתֹו
entreated G-d, opposite his wife, because she was barren. The 
L-rd allowed Himself to be entreated by him, and his wife 
Rebecca conceived.

There are many subtle nuances embedded in this particular 
verse and many lessons that can be derived upon closer 
inspection.

The commentators note Scripture’s strange description of 
Isaac entreating G-d, ”l’noh’chach,” ְלֹנַכח, opposite his wife, 
rather than on behalf of his wife. The Rashbam maintains that it 
actually means, on behalf of his wife.

The Meshech Chochmah  notes that Isaac was certain that 
he would have children since, long ago, when the Al-mighty 
promised Abraham that he should name his new child Isaac 
(Genesis 17:19) G-d added: “and I [G-d] will fulfill My 
covenant with him…for his offspring after him.” Therefore, Isaac 

was not concerned about not having children, but rather by the 
possibility that another woman other than Rebecca might bear 
his children. He therefore prayed, “L-rd Almighty, may all the 
children that You give me be from the womb of this righteous 
woman.”

The Sforno similarly notes that even though Isaac was 
promised children who would inherit him, Isaac entreated G-d, 
that his children be born from the exceptional woman who is 
before him.

The Talmud, in Yevamot 64a, claims that not only was 
Rebecca barren but that Isaac, too, was sterile. They derive this 
from the fact that the verse states that Isaac prayed “opposite” 
his wife, rather than for his wife, indicating that they were both 
unable to bear children. Why then does the verse conclude, 
“G-d allowed Himself to be entreated by him,” rather than say 
that G-d responded to them both? From this we learn (see 
Rashi Genesis 25:21) that the prayers of a righteous person 
[Rebecca], the descendant of a non-righteous person [Laban], 
cannot be compared to the prayers of a righteous person [Isaac], 
the descendant of a righteous person [Abraham].

have made. He could have chosen to be known as Edom 
for no reason other than that he had a ruddy complexion. 
Alternatively, he could have channeled his “redness” into 
productive pursuits. Instead, he chose to be known for his 
gluttony, and, per the midrashic depictions of him, for his 
violence, idolatry, and promiscuity as well.

In a further ironic twist, the same sort of choice awaits 
Yaakov. As our parshah opens, the Torah indicates that he 
was named Yaakov because he was born clinging to his elder 
brother’s heel, akev Esav. Yet, after persuading Esav to sell 
his birthright, and subsequently deceptively stealing the 
blessings that Yitzchak reserved for Esav, Esav cries: “Was he 
named Yaakov that he might trick me (va-ya-kveini) these 
two times? First he took away my birthright and now he has 
taken away my blessing!” (Ibid., 27:35)

Esav claims that Yaakov too has made a choice. Will he 
be known for his innocuous grasping of Esav’s foot, or for 
his life of deception? Esav claims that Yaakov has chosen 
the latter. And there are indications that Esav was correct. 
Many midrashim and commentaries, though far from all, 
see Lavan’s multiple deceptive crimes against Yaakov, as well 

as the lies Yaakov’s sons told him to hide their kidnapping 
and selling of Yosef, as punishments for Yaakov’s decept ion 
against Esav. Other midrashim (Bereishit Rabbah 67) even 
claim that Haman’s near successful genocide of the Jewish 
people was punishment for the pain Yaakov had caused Esav!

Yet, Yaakov emerges morally victorious. Even if he was not 
guilt-free in his handling of the stealing of the blessings, he 
will be renamed. The negative connotations of Yaakov will 
fall away when Yaakov’s nameless combatant tells him, “Your 
name shall no longer be Yaakov, but Yisrael, for you have 
striven with beings divine and human, and have prevailed.” 
(Ibid., 32:29) Yaakov is given the opportunity to shed one 
identity and adopt another.

Together, a compelling message emerges. At some level, 
all people have predilections that could be good, or bad. 
However, as Albus Dumbledore told Harry Potter, “It is 
our choices, Harry, that show what we truly are, far more 
than our abilities.” And even when we have made the wrong 
choices in life, we are often granted opportunities to chart 
new courses. It is our responsibility to take them.
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In response to the question as to why the Patriarchs and 
Matriarchs were so often barren, the Talmud further states that, 
“G-d desires the prayers of the righteous and longs for their 
petitions.” And just as the prayers of the righteous are compared 
to an “eh’tehr,” ֶעֶתר, a pitchfork or a shovel that churns the 
wheat from one place to another, so do the prayers of the 
righteous turn G-d’s attributes from anger to compassion.

The Midrash Rabba in Nitzavim 88 speaks of the intense 
power of prayer before the Al-mighty. Citing the example of 
Cain who slew his brother, Abel, Rabbi Eliezer states that the 
power of prayer is so great that even when it does not achieve 
its full effect, it is at least partially effective. Even though Cain 
received a heavenly punishment (Genesis 4:12) of, ָנע ָוָנד ִתְהֶיה 
 ,that he would be a vagrant and a wanderer on earth ,ָבָאֶרץ
when Cain stood up before the Al-mighty and declared that 
his sin is too great for him to bear and said, “Al-mighty G-d, 
You were able to bear all the sins but mine You cannot?” Cain 
immediately found grace in G-d’s eyes. G-d cancelled half 
of the decree, and granted that Cain no longer be a vagrant, 
only a wanderer. Therefore, the Torah says (Genesis 4:16), 
 that Cain dwelled in the land of Nod, which ,ַוֵיֶׁשב ְבֶאֶרץ נֹוד

means movement. The reduced punishment for the murderer 
underscores the great power of prayer.

Rabbi Baruch Dov Povarsky, asks why the rabbis of the 
Midrash could not find a better example other than cite the 
power of Cain’s prayer. After all, in response to Isaac’s prayer, a 
child was born, demonstrating the great power of prayer that 
was answered in its entirety. Rabbi Povarsky explains that Cain 
was punished by G-d to be a vagrant and a wanderer because of 
his despicable act of murder, an act so vile, that it could not be 
nullified in its entirety.

On the other hand, the reason for Isaac and Rebecca’s 
barrenness was not because of any sin on their part, but because 
G-d desired the prayers of these righteous people. Therefore, 
the fulfillment of their prayers was something they truly 
deserved. The fulfillment of the wicked Cain’s prayers was not 
at all deserved. Nevertheless, the power of prayer of even the 
wicked Cain had the power to achieve partial forgiveness.

What a wonderful lesson to learn concerning the power of 
prayer. And the power of prayer when praying for one other 
than one’s self is even greater.

The best defense is a good offense” is a saying that is 
generally used in the context of military or sports 
strategy, yet also relates very well to Parashat 

Toledot. As Yitzchak prepares to give the special Berachah to 
his son, the Torah describes the dramatic exchange between 
him and Ya’akov. Ya’akov appears in front of Yitzchak, dressed 
in Eisav’s clothing and covered in hair to give off the feel 
of Eisav. As Ya’akov draws close to Yitzchak, Yitzchak feels 
Ya’akov and remarks, “HaKol Kol Ya’akov, VeHayadayim 
Yedei Eisav,” “The voice is the voice of Ya’akov, but the hands 
are the hands of Eisav” (BeReishit 27:22). Following this 
observation, Yitzchak then proceeds to give Ya’akov the 
blessing. This exchange is puzzling, though, because Yitzchak 
does not seem to have clarity regarding which son is in front 
of him. If he is unsure, why does he proceed to give the 
blessing anyway?

Rav Yoel Shurin, the Potlava Illui, answers the question by 
referring to the saying of Chazal that as long as the voice of 
Ya’akov is strong, the hands of Eisav cannot interfere. In this 
instance, where the voice of Ya’akov was strong, the hands of 

Eisav did not cause Yitzchak to hesitate. Although Yitzchak 
should have been confused, this confusion did not prevent him 
from blessing Ya’akov, since the voice was the voice of Ya’akov. 
This idea provides us with two powerful lessons to consider. 
Firstly, we are blessed with an amazing tool: the power of our 
voice. Whether that voice is used to learn Torah, engage in 
meaningful and passionate Tefillah, or be friendly and sensitive 
to people around us, our voice is our strength. Secondly, we 
often tend to look at others around us, whether because we are 
jealous of their talents or to compare ourselves to them. Instead 
of getting caught up in being too much like Eisav, Ya’akov 
allowed his voice to come through. This is because, ultimately, 
he did not need the hands of Eisav. As long as the voice was 
the voice of Ya’akov, the hands of Eisav became irrelevant. This 
ability to create our own destiny is the greatest gift we can have. 
The confidence to know that inside each of us, we possess the 
gift that is great enough to defeat any enemy is a reassuring and 
empowering thought. Like Ya’akov, we must have the self-
confidence to actualize this tool of our voice and use it to bring 
Berachah to our nation.

The Power of Speech
Rabbi Josh Kahn


