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Weekly Internet Parsha Sheet 

 

Rabbi Wein’s Weekly Blog 

ONE-HUNDRED YEARS OF COMMUNIST RULE 

 

1917 was a year of momentous events for the world and for the Jewish 

people. It was the year when the Balfour Declaration was issued by 

Great Britain and the year of America’s entry into World War I. It was 

also the year that the Bolsheviks came to power in Russia and created 

the first Communist government and society in the world. 

  

Communism was messianic vision incarnate. It was the ultimate 

utopian dream realized. It promised prosperity for all, the abolition of 

war and bigotry, and the end of the exploitation of the working class, 

and a society where no one would own anything privately but 

everyone would own everything collectively. 

  

Its “bible” consisted of the works of Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels 

with an overlay of commentary and dicta by Lenin.  A small group of 

hardened violent revolutionaries hijacked a country of over one-

hundred million and immediately began killing those who it suspected 

of not being true believers in the Communist dream. 

  

Lenin famously said:  “One cannot make a successful revolution 

without a firing squad,” and he was a man of his word. The violence 

used in enforcing Communist rule created a civil war that lasted for 

years and consumed hundreds of thousands of lives. But the 

Communists eventually prevailed and the Soviet Union, as Russia was 

now to be called, became the workers’ paradise and the wave of the 

future for humankind generally. 

  

Communism was never intended to be limited to Russia alone but 

rather it was an international movement that promised to remove all 

nationalistic territorial borders and all religious differences since there 

would only be enforced atheism in the Communist new world. 

  

The toll of human lives over the past century in countries under 

Communist rule has been horrendous. Between Lenin, Stalin, 

Chairman Mao, Pol Pat, Fidel Castro, etc. it easily surpasses one-

hundred million. In spite of this tremendous cost, the longed for 

paradise never quite arrived. The main Communist states, Russia and 

China, have long since abandoned the nonsense of Marxian economic 

theory in order to survive. All states that clung to Marxist theology 

have failed and failed miserably. 

  

Communism became and to a great extent still remains the engine of 

anti-Israel and anti-Semitism on the world, especially in academia and 

other befuddled islands of Leftist belief. What makes this so ironic 

and troublesome is the fact that a great many Jews in past generations 

believed in Marxist theory and marched militantly under the red 

banner. 

  

Many Jews were seduced by the messianic aspect of Communism and 

its pronounced aim of ending bigotry amongst human societies. But 

reality intervened and reengineering human nature proved to be much 

more difficult than the Communist theoreticians ever imagined. So, 

more terror had to be invoked to reach the unreachable goal of 

utopianism. The system collapsed in a welter of poverty, inefficiency 

and state sponsored murder. A century later we are able to look back 

and wonder how a world could have gone so mad for so long and 

ignored the realities and followed the false prophets. 

  

History is a brutal teacher. It does not support false doctrines and 

eventually exposes all of the weaknesses that are part of any and all 

human propositions. But history is too late to restore the lives and 

fortunes of those ruined by Communism over the past century. The 

professors in the Western world’s universities who continue to spew 

the Communist line of thought do a great disservice to their mostly 

naïve students. 

  

The history of Communism as it really existed over the past century 

should be enough to make any rational thinking person understand its 

failure and falsehood.  Instead it is often presented as a truth whose 

time will yet come and its utopian dream is simply waiting around the 

corner of human experience to be realized. This is especially 

important regarding the Jewish left that has become increasingly and 

belligerently anti-Israel and anti- Jewish traditional values and life 

style. 

  

Marx is not Moses and fads and changing mores do not place one on 

the path of eternity. In an age of rampant paganism and hedonism the 

prophet Yirmiyahu told the Jewish people to look back at their path in 

life and see where that path led to. After a century of Communist rule 

and unparalleled human destruction, an honest and hard look 

backwards at the history of Communism over the past century is 

certainly in order. There are over one hundred-million lives and souls 

that demand at least this from us. 

Shabbat shalom 

Berel Wein 

 

 

Rabbi Wein’s Weekly Blog 

TOLDOT 

 

Our father Avraham was, according to the Mishna in Avot, tested ten 

times and overcame all of them. It is interesting that most of the 

commentators that describe and enumerate these ten tests do not 

identify Avraham as being the son of Terach as one of these tests. One 

can easily think that this perhaps would have been one of the major 

tests in his lifetime. But the Torah takes into account a fact of human 

nature that, in one way or another, every generation strives to be 

different than the one that precedes it. Sometimes this is for good and 

sometimes not. 

  

Avraham differed from Terach in a good way. Eisav differed from 

Yitzchak in a negative fashion.   The greater challenge seems to be to 

emulate and builds upon the positive attributes and accomplishments 

of one’s forbearers. The challenge to Yitzchak is to emulate his father 

Avraham, to spread the idea of monotheism in a pagan and violent 

world, to dig once again all of the wells that his father had dug, from 

which the life giving waters of Torah would again flow. 

  

It is easier to rebel and discard than to continue and replenish. The 

world is always unenthusiastic about revisiting old wells even if they 

have been proven to be bountiful and eternal. The prophet Yirmiyahu 

complained about new wells that do not really contain water and 

abandoning old wells that are yet bountiful and blessed with water. 

This would be the great test for Yitzchak and later for his own son 

Yaakov, in transmitting the legacy of Avraham and creating the 

Jewish people. 

  

The challenge of continuity in the generations and their relationship 

one to another has been the internal challenge in Jewish life 

throughout the ages of our history. We have always longed to be 

fresh, new and different than our ancestors.  Any new idea or ideal in 

world civilization always had Jewish adherents, even when it was 

obvious that it was against their own self-interest to advocate that new 

fad or ideal. 

  

And, we have paid very dearly for those monumental errors of 

judgment and policy. Jewish history is littered with the wreckage 

created by these empty wells. And the non-Jewish world is complicit 

in this debacle. Avimelech, the king of the Philistines repeats the 

grievous moral error made with the wife of Avraham, and then with 

the wife of Yitzchak. 

  

When it comes to the Jewish people the attitude of much of society is 

not to learn from the past. One would think that by now the world 

would have absorbed the lessons of self-destruction that anti-Semitism 

brought and continues to bring to its proponents. But, alas, such is not 

the case. 
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For centuries on end, the Philistines and others would continually 

make new peace treaties with the Jews only to revive fresh hatred and 

violence as a “new” tactic in their enmity towards the Jewish people. 

We have our challenges but so does the non-Jewish world.  Ours is to 

retain continuity, theirs is to discard it. 

Shabbat shalom 

Rabbi Berel Wein 

 

 

Why Isaac? Why Jacob? 

Toldot 5778  - Rabbi Jonathan Sacks 

    

Why Isaac, not Ishmael? Why Jacob, not Esau? These are among the 

most searing questions in the whole of Judaism. 

 

It is impossible to read Genesis 21, with its description of how Hagar 

and her son were cast out into the wilderness, how their water ran out, 

how Hagar placed Ishmael under a bush and sat at a distance so she 

would not see him die, without feeling intensely for both of them, 

mother and child. They are both crying. The Torah tells us that God 

heard Ishmael’s tears and sent an angel to comfort Hagar, show her a 

well of water, and assure her that God would make her son “a great 

nation” (Gen. 21:18) – the very promise he gave Abraham himself at 

the start of his mission (Gen. 12:2). 

 

Likewise in the case of Esau. The emotional climax of the parsha 

occurs in chapter 27, at the point when Jacob leaves Isaac’s presence, 

having deceived him into thinking that he was Esau. Then Esau enters, 

and slowly both father and son realise what has happened. This is 

what we read: 

 

 

Then Isaac trembled with a very great trembling, and said, “Who then 

was it who hunted game and brought it to me and I ate it before you 

came and I blessed him?—and he will be blessed.” When Esau heard 

his father’s words, he cried an intensely loud and bitter cry, and said 

to his father, “Bless me, me too, my father!” (Gen. 27:33-34) 

 

These are among the most powerful descriptions of emotion in the 

whole of the Torah, and they are precisely the opposite of what we 

would expect. We would expect the Torah to enlist our sympathies for 

the chosen: Isaac and Jacob. Instead it almost forces us to empathise 

with the unchosen: Hagar, Ishmael and Esau. We feel their pain and 

sense of loss. 

 

So, why Isaac and not Ishmael? Why Jacob and not Esau? To this 

there are two types of answer. The first is given by midrash. On this 

reading Isaac and Jacob were righteous. Ishmael and Esau were not. 

 

Ishmael worshipped idols.[1] He violated married women.[2]. He tried 

to kill Isaac with his bow and arrow while making it look as if it were 

an accident.[3] Esau was attracted, even in the womb, to idolatrous 

shrines.[4] He trapped not only animals but also his father Isaac by 

pretending to be pious when he was not.[5] God cut short Abraham’s 

life by five years so that he would not live to see his grandson violate 

a betrothed woman, commit murder, deny God, deny the resurrection 

of the dead, and despise the birthright.[6] Such is the way of midrash. 

It helps us see Isaac and Jacob as perfectly good, Ishmael and Esau as 

dangerously bad. That is an important part of our tradition. 

 

But it is not the way of the written Torah itself, at least insofar as we 

seek what Rashbam called omek peshuto shel mikra, the “deep plain 

sense of Scripture.”[7] The Torah does not portray Ishmael and Esau 

as wicked. The worst it has to say about Ishmael is that Sarah saw him 

metzachek (Gen. 21:9), a word with many meanings, most of them not 

negative. Literally, it means, “he was laughing.” But Abraham and 

Sarah also laughed.[8] So did Isaac.[9] Indeed Isaac’s name, chosen 

by God himself[10], means, “He will laugh.” There is nothing in the 

word itself that implies improper conduct.[11] 

 

In the case of Esau, the most pointed verse is the one in which he 

agrees to part with his birthright in return for a bowl of soup (Gen. 

25:34). In a staccato series of five consecutive verbs, the Torah says 

that he “ate, drank, rose, went and despised” his birthright. Yet this 

tells us that he was impetuous, not that he was evil. 

 

If we seek the “deep plain sense,” we must rely on the explicit 

testimony of the Torah itself – and what it tells us is fascinating. An 

angel told Hagar before Ishmael was born that he would be “a wild 

donkey of a man, his hand against everyone, and everyone’s hand 

against him” (Gen. 16:12). He became an expert archer (Gen. 21:20). 

Esau, red-haired, physically mature at a young age, was “a skilful 

hunter, a man of the field” (Gen. 25:27). Ishmael and Esau were at 

home in nature. They were strong, adroit, unafraid of the wild. In any 

other culture they might have emerged as heroes. 

 

And that is the point. We will only understand the Torah if we recall 

that every other religion in the ancient world worshipped nature. That 

is where they found God, or more precisely, the gods: in the sun, the 

moon, the stars, the storm, the rain that fed the earth and the earth that 

gave forth food. 

 

Even in the twenty-first century, people for whom science has taken 

the place of religion still worship nature. For them we are physical 

beings. For them there is no such thing as a soul, merely electrical 

impulses in the brain. For them there is no real freedom: we are what 

we are because of genetic and epigenetic causes over which we have 

no real control. Freewill, they say, is an illusion. Human life, they 

believe, is not sacred, nor are we different in kind from other animals. 

Nature is all there is. Such was the view of Lucretius in ancient Rome 

and Epicurus in pre-Christian Greece, and it is the view of scientific 

atheists today. 

 

The faith of Abraham and his descendants is different. God, we 

believe, is beyond nature, because He created nature. And because He 

made us in His image, there is something in us that is beyond nature 

also. We are free. We are creative. We can conceive of possibilities 

that have not yet existed, and act so as to make them real. We can 

adapt to our environment, but we can also adapt our environment to 

us. Like every other animal we have desires, but unlike any other 

animal we are capable of standing outside our desires and choosing 

which to satisfy and which not. We can distinguish between what is 

and what ought to be. We can ask the question “Why?” 

 

After the Flood God was reconciled to human nature and vowed never 

again to destroy the world (Gen. 8-9). Yet He wanted humanity to 

know that there is something beyond nature. That is why He chose 

Abraham and his descendants as His “witnesses”.[12] 

 

Not by accident were Abraham-and-Sarah, Isaac-and-Rebekah, and 

Jacob-and-Rachel, unable to have children by natural means. Nor was 

it mere happenstance that God promised the holy land to a landless 

people. He chose Moses, the man who said, “I am not a man of 

words,” to be the bearer of His word. When Moses spoke God’s 

words, people knew they were not his own. 

 

God promised two things to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob: children and a 

land. Throughout history, most people at most times have taken 

children and a land for granted. They are part of nature. They 

constitute the two most basic natural drives: the Darwinian imperative 

and the territorial imperative. All animals have children, and many 

have their own territory that they mark and defend. 

 

Jews – one of the world’s smallest people – have rarely been able to 

take children for granted. Abraham’s first recorded words to God 

were: “O Lord God, what can you give me seeing that I go childless?” 

and even today we ask, Will we have Jewish grandchildren? Nor have 

they been able to take their land for granted. They were often 

surrounded by enemies larger and more powerful than themselves. For 

many centuries they suffered exile. Even today they find the State of 

Israel’s very right to be called into question in a way that applies to no 

other sovereign people. As David Ben-Gurion said, “In Israel, to be a 

realist you have to believe in miracles.” 
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Isaac and Jacob were not men of nature: the field, the hunt, the 

gladiatorial game of predator-and-prey. They were not Ishmael and 

Esau, people who could survive by their own strength and skill. They 

were men who needed God’s spirit to survive. Israel is the people who 

in themselves testify to something beyond themselves. 

 

Jews have consistently shown that you can make a contribution to 

humanity out of all proportion to your numbers, and that a small 

nation can outlive every empire that sought its destruction. They have 

shown that a nation is strong when it cares for the weak, and rich 

when it cares for the poor. Jews are the people through whom God has 

shown that the human spirit can rise above nature, testifying that there 

is something real that transcends nature. 

 

That is a life-changing idea. We are as great as our ideals. If we truly 

believe in something beyond ourselves, we will achieve beyond 

ourselves. 

Shabbat shalom, 

  

  

Rabbi Shlomo Riskin's Weekly Parsha Column 

Parshat Toldot (Genesis 25:19-28:9)  

 

Efrat, Israel — “Now Isaac loved Esau, because the hunt was in his 

mouth, while Rebecca loved Jacob” [Gen. 25:28]. 

 

The watershed moment in Jacob’s life—the repercussions of which 

surface in every subsequent generation of Jewish history—is the act 

deceiving his father, Isaac, in order to wrest the blessings of 

geopolitical family leadership apparently intended for Esau. What led 

the otherwise wholehearted Jacob, the studious dweller of tents, to 

conspire in this act of trickery, posing as his twin brother in disguise? 

 

We cannot really understand the drama of our Torah reading, Toldot, 

without considering the emptiness in Jacob’s heart, the aching angst 

with which only a child who feels unloved and rejected by a parent 

can truly identify. 

 

From the very first verses in in the reading, the stage is set for the 

sibling rivalry between Jacob and Esau. It is important to take careful 

note of how the Torah testifies that Isaac loved Esau “because the 

hunt (or entrapment) was in his mouth”. 

 

Based on the Torah’s phrasing, our Sages note that Isaac did not know 

that Esau’s entrapment skills extended to interpersonal manipulation. 

Esau knew how to deceive Isaac with his words, misleading the 

patriarch to assume incorrectly that his son was scrupulous in his 

observance of the commandments [Midrash Tanchuma, Toldot 8]. 

 

In contrast, although Isaac undoubtedly had feelings for his other son 

Jacob, the Torah is deafeningly silent on the matter. Every child 

yearns for—and deserves—unconditional love from his or her parents. 

After all, a child does not ask to be born into the world. The most 

potent armor he or she can receive as protection against the forces of 

both environment and society is protective, unconditional love from 

concerned, committed parents. 

 

Jacob especially yearned for the warm embrace of his father. 

Tragically, he did not receive it. As a result, he felt unloved and 

rejected, by his father, who explicitly loved Esau. Understandably, 

Jacob craved this love, even if but for a brief period. 

 

But how could he receive it? By supplying Isaac’s requested venison 

meat [ibid., 27:3-4] and expressing the words, “I am Esau your 

firstborn,” perhaps Isaac would love him just as Isaac loved Esau of 

the venison; just as he loved Esau of the mellifluous verbal 

entrapment. 

 

Feeling Isaac’s love and blessing was a crucial necessity in Jacob’s 

development, even if it entailed deceiving his father to achieve it. 

 

Permit me to conclude with a fascinating anecdote about a beloved 

family friend, a survivor of the Holocaust, a beautiful and intelligent 

woman blessed with a strong sterling character, a stunningly frank but 

generous disposition, and a rare ability to express herself in prose and 

poetry. 

 

During one of our many conversations in which she would reminisce 

about her childhood, she revealed that, paradoxically, one of the 

happiest recollections of her life was the day in which she was 

forcibly removed from her family and taken by the Nazis to an 

extermination camp. 

 

Responding to our shocked expressions, she described a family 

situation in which her older sister was the favored, “frum” (religious) 

daughter and she was the rejected, rebellious one. If there was one pat 

of butter and one pat of margarine, her sister would get the butter and 

she would get the margarine. 

 

What was even more difficult for her to bear was her mother’s 

complaint whenever she was angered by her younger daughter’s 

conduct: “You probably aren’t my biological daughter! Your sister 

was born at home, whereas you were born in a ‘clinic.’ The doctors 

probably exchanged my real daughter with you.” 

 

Obviously, this was not a usual refrain spoken by the mother, but was 

only engendered by our friend’s occasional rebellion. But as the 

Yiddish proverb goes “A slap departs; a word still smarts” (A patsch 

dergeht; A vort bashteht). 

 

The Nazis came to her hometown of Bendine and rounded up the 

children. Only she and her parents were at home. Her father tried to 

steady his trembling hands by writing a kvittel (petition) to the Gerer 

Rebbe; her mother threw herself at the feet of the Nazi beasts, begging 

them to take her and spare the life of her precious child. 

 

But our friend said she felt absolutely no fear, even when they loaded 

her onto the cattle car; she could feel only joy, joy in the knowledge 

that her mother truly loved her after all, joy in the confirmation that 

she was indeed her parent’s own and beloved daughter, joy in the 

discovery that she was at last accepted and not rejected. It was such a 

moment for which the young Jacob desperately yearned. 

Shabbat Shalom 

 

 

Do I say Yaaleh Veyavo, Retzei or both? 

By Rabbi Yirmiyohu Kaganoff 

 

Since Rosh Chodesh falls on motza’ei Shabbos, I thought it 

appropriate to discuss: 

 

Question #1: Is it Shabbos versus Rosh Chodesh? 

“When Rosh Chodesh begins on motza’ei Shabbos, do I say Yaaleh 

Veyavo in bensching at seudah shelishis?” 

 

Question #2: Why is this night of Chanukah different from all other 

nights? 

“Chanukah begins this motza’ei Shabbos. If I finish seudah shelishis 

after nightfall, do I include Al Hanissim in bensching?” 

 

Introduction 

When we recite birchas hamazon on Shabbos, Yom Tov, Chol 

Hamoed, Rosh Chodesh, Chanukah and Purim, we include special 

prayers to commemorate the holiday: on Shabbos, a passage 

beginning with the word Retzei; on Yom Tov, Chol Hamoed and 

Rosh Chodesh, the opening words are Yaaleh Veyavo; and on 

Chanukah and Purim, Al Hanissim.  

 

In a different article, I discussed whether one recites these additions 

when one’s meal was divided between a holiday and a weekday – i.e., 

one ate part of his meal on the holiday and part before or after; or 

when the change of date transpired between the eating of the meal and 

the bensching. Does one recite the special addition to commemorate 



 4 

the holiday when this happens, or does one omit it? We discovered 

that there are several opinions as to what to do. These are the earliest 

opinions that I found: 

 

1. When one bensches 

The Rosh rules that one recites the version of birchas hamazon 

appropriate to when one bensches, regardless as to when one ate the 

meal. In his opinion, one who finished seudah shelishis after nightfall 

does not recite Retzei. Similarly, one whose Purim seudah ends after 

Purim does not recite Al Hanissim. The Rosh also holds that someone 

who completed a meal before Rosh Chodesh and bensches after it is 

dark should recite Yaaleh Veyavo. 

 

2. The beginning of the meal 

The Maharam, as understood by the Bach and the Aruch Hashulchan, 

maintains that the text of the bensching is established according to 

what was correct when the meal began. Therefore, one who finished 

seudah shelishis after nightfall recites Retzei, since his meal began on 

Shabbos. (There is an exception – if he did something to declare that 

Shabbos is over, such as reciting havdalah, davening maariv, or even 

simply answering borchu, he does not recite Retzei any more, as it is 

therefore inconsistent to mention Shabbos in bensching.) 

 

3. All of the above 

The Maharam, as understood by the Taz, contends that one adds the 

special prayer if either the meal began on the holiday or one is 

bensching on the holiday. Thus, one who finished seudah shelishis 

after nightfall recites Retzei, and someone who completed a meal 

before Rosh Chodesh and bensches after it is dark should recite 

Yaaleh Veyavo. 

 

The halachic conclusion 

The halachic consensus regarding someone who began his meal on 

Shabbos or Purim and continued it into the night is that one recites 

Retzei or Al Hanissim, following the position of the Maharam and not 

the Rosh. 

 

Conflicting prayers 

The topic of our current article adds a new aspect to this question – 

what to do when Rosh Chodesh or Chanukah begins on motza’ei 

Shabbos, and seudah shelishis started on Shabbos and was completed 

on Rosh Chodesh or on Chanukah. According to the Rosh, one should 

recite Yaaleh Veyavo or Al Hanissim, whether or not one ate on Rosh 

Chodesh or on Chanukah. However, the consensus of halachic opinion 

is that the Maharam’s opinion is accepted, in this topic, over that of 

the Rosh. According to those who understand that the Maharam ruled 

that one should always recite the text of birchas hamazon appropriate 

to the beginning of the meal, one should recite Retzei. Yet, many 

authorities follow the second interpretation of the Maharam 

mentioned above, that one adds the special prayer if either the meal 

began on the holiday or one is bensching on the holiday. What 

complicates our question is that there may be a requirement to recite 

both Retzei and either Yaaleh Veyavo or Al Hanissim, yet mentioning 

both in the same bensching might be contradictory in this instance, 

since the holiday begins after Shabbos ends. As we will soon see, 

whether or not this is a problem is, itself, debated by the authorities. 

 

The earliest authority that I found who discusses this predicament is 

the Bach (end of Orach Chayim, 188). Regarding what to recite when 

seudah shelishis continues into Rosh Chodesh, he concludes that one 

should say Retzei and not Yaaleh Veyavo, because the beginning of a 

meal determines the exact text of its birchas hamazon. As I mentioned 

above, this is precisely the way the Bach understands the Maharam’s 

position – that the proper bensching is always determined by the 

beginning of the meal. Since the halacha follows the Maharam’s 

position, the Bach comfortably rules according to his understanding of 

the Maharam, that one recites Retzei and not Yaaleh Veyavo. 

 

The Magen Avraham (188:18; 419:1) analyzes the issue differently 

from the way the Bach does. First, he considers the possibility that 

one can recite both Retzei and Yaaleh Veyavo. This is based on his 

understanding of the Maharam’s position that ending a meal on Rosh 

Chodesh or a different festival is reason to recite the holiday 

additions, even if the meal started on a weekday. However, the Magen 

Avraham concludes that one cannot recite both Retzei and Yaaleh 

Veyavo in this instance, because this is an inherent contradiction: If it 

is already Rosh Chodesh, it is no longer Shabbos, and if it is still 

Shabbos, it is not yet Rosh Chodesh. Since this is now a conundrum, 

the Magen Avraham concludes that one should follow the Rosh’s 

opinion, that one recites whatever is appropriate to be said at this 

moment, which means to recite only Yaaleh Veyavo. Magen Avraham 

contends that this practice is followed only when one ate bread on 

Rosh Chodesh. If he did not eat bread on Rosh Chodesh, then he 

should say only Retzei, following the Maharam’s opinion that the 

special prayers are determined by the beginning of the meal. 

 

Chanukah on motza’ei Shabbos 

The Magen Avraham also rules that there is a difference in halachah 

between Rosh Chodesh and Chanukah. When Chanukah begins on 

motza’ei Shabbos and seudah shelishis extended into the beginning of 

Chanukah, he rules that one should recite only Retzei and not Al 

Hanissim, even if he ate bread on Chanukah. 

 

Why is Chanukah different from all other nights? 

The Magen Avraham explains that, whereas when reciting Yaaleh 

Veyavo on a weekday Rosh Chodesh bensching is required, reciting 

Al Hanissim in bensching of a weekday Chanukah is technically not 

required, but optional. Therefore, when his meal began on Shabbos 

(which was as yet not Chanukah) and he is, therefore, required to 

recite Retzei, even if he continued the meal into Chanukah and ate 

bread then, the optional addition of Al Hanissim does not cancel the 

requirement to recite Retzei. 

 

More opinions 

Thus far, we have seen two opinions concerning what to do for the 

bensching of a seudah shelishis that extended into Rosh Chodesh that 

begins on motza’ei Shabbos:  

(1) The Bach, that one should recite Retzei and not Yaaleh Veyavo.  

(2) The Magen Avraham, that if he ate bread on motza’ei Shabbos he 

should recite Yaaleh Veyavo, but otherwise he should recite Retzei.  

 

A third position is that, once it is Rosh Chodesh, one should recite 

Yaaleh Veyavo and not Retzei (Maharash of Lublin, quoted by Shelah 

and Taz 188:7). The Maharash maintains that since at the time he 

bensches it is Rosh Chodesh, the requirement to recite Yaaleh Veyavo 

is primary and preempts the requirement to recite Retzei, which he 

considers to be secondary, since it is no longer Shabbos. 

 

Why not both? 

The Taz (188:7) disagrees with all the above-mentioned positions, 

challenging the assumption that one cannot recite both Retzei and 

Yaaleh Veyavo. He concludes that since Yaaleh Veyavo is recited 

after Retzei there is no contradiction, since Rosh Chodesh begins after 

Shabbos ends. Therefore, one who ate on Shabbos and is bensching on 

Rosh Chodesh should recite both additions. 

 

To sum up, someone whose meal began on Shabbos and is bensching 

on Rosh Chodesh, should: 

 

recite Yaaleh Veyavo, according to both the opinion of the Rosh and 

that of the Maharash,. 

 

recite Retzei, according to the opinion shared by the Bach and the 

Aruch Hashulchan. 

 

recite both Retzei and Yaaleh Veyavo, according to the conclusion of 

the Taz,. 

 

According to the ruling of the Magen Avraham, if he ate bread after 

Rosh Chodesh arrived, he should recite Yaaleh Veyavo. If he did not, 

he should recite Retzei. 

 

Rabbi, what should I do? 
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The Mishnah Berurah (188:33), when recording what to do, implies 

that one should follow the position of the Magen Avraham. He then 

mentions the Taz as an alternative approach – that one should say both 

Retzei and Yaaleh Veyavo. This is consistent with the Mishnah 

Berurah’s general approach of following the Magen Avraham, except 

when the latter’s position is opposed by most later authorities. 

 

The Aruch Hashulchan, on the other hand, concludes neither as the 

Magen Avraham nor the Taz, but that what one recites is always 

determined by the beginning of the meal. Therefore, in this situation, 

he rules to recite Retzei and omit Yaaleh Veyavo, regardless of 

whether one ate on Rosh Chodesh. 

 

Since there are many conflicting positions as to which additions to 

recite when Rosh Chodesh begins on motza’ei Shabbos, many people 

avoid eating bread after nightfall. They eat all the bread that they 

intend to eat towards the beginning of the meal, and upon completing 

the seudah, recite bensching including Retzei and omitting Yaaleh 

Veyavo. This approach follows the majority of halachic authorities 

(Bach, Magen Avraham, Aruch Hashulchan, Mishnah Berurah 

[according to his primary approach]), although it runs counter to the 

opinions of the Maharash and the Taz. Those who want to avoid any 

question recite birchas hamazon before the arrival of Rosh Chodesh. 

 

Conclusion 

In our daily lives, our hearts should be full with thanks to Hashem for 

all He does for us. Birchas hamazon provides a regular opportunity to 

elicit deep feelings of gratitude for what Hashem has done in the past 

and does in the present. All the more so should we should 

acknowledge Hashem’s help on special holidays. 

 

 

Rav Shlomo Aviner  

Arthur Marcus ztz"l - The Man of Great Chesed 

  

Few people in Eretz Yisrael heard of Arthur Marcus, Avraham Zev 

ben Moshe Yitzchak ztz"l, despite his great merits.  The reason was 

not only the fact that he lived in America, but on account of his 

humility and modesty.  

Forty years ago, this man established the Central Fund of Israel, which 

allowed transferring donations to Israel, and to receive a tax-

exemption, which is essential for donors there.  Everything was 

obviously performed in full accordance with the law.  The donor 

transfers the donation to the fund, and the money is passed along to a 

non-profit organization in Israel. 

In this way, he transferred close to 20 million dollars a year to 300 

non-profit organizations. 

He did all of this on his free time, together with his wife, who was 

with him in this holy work.  He worked tens of hours each week, 

without receiving a penny for himself, and even paid for the expenses 

from his own money.  At the beginning, he did not even have an 

office, but rather did everything from his home.  Much later, he did 

have an office, which was his private office at work. 

He did not distinguish between people, but rather transferred donation 

to any cause which had an idealistic purpose: humanitarian aid, 

educational institutions, communal projects, Shuls, Yeshivot, projects 

to build Eretz Yisrael, medical and security projects.  And he did not 

distinguish between different parts of our Land.  In his eyes, the 

Shomron and Tel Aviv and the Negev were all the same.    

This reminds us of the three great wealthy men who displayed self-

sacrifice for Israel during a time of distress: Nadimon Ben Gurion, 

Ben Kalba Savu'a and Ben Tzitzit Ha-Keshet.  Arthur Marcus ztz"l 

however was not wealthy himself, but nonetheless succeeded in 

transferring hundreds of millions of dollars.  Regarding such things 

we say: "The act is greater than the one who performs it".  And this 

was all done in simple and modest ways. 

We owe a great debt of gratitude to this great man, and all of those 

who faithfully busy themselves with the needs of the community, may 

Hashem grant them a reward, both them and their families, and may 

they lay in their resting places in peace, with all of the Tzadikim.   

 

 

The Rogochover and More 

Marc B. Shapiro 

 

In a recent Jewish Review of Books (Summer 2017), I published a 

translation of an interview R. Joseph Rozin, the Rogochover, gave to 

the New York Yiddish paper, Der morgen zhurnal. You can see the 

original interview here. The fact that the Rogochover agreed to the 

interview is itself significant. As is to be expected, the content of the 

interview is also of great interest. 

 

In the preface to the interview, I mentioned that the Rogochover 

famously studied Torah on Tisha be-Av and when he was an avel, 

both of which are in violation of accepted halakhah. When he was 

once asked why, while sitting shiva, he learnt Torah, he is reported to 

have replied:[1] 

 

 אני אבל ,זה עון על אף יענישוני עונותי שאר על עונש וכשאקבל ,זו היא עבירה ,ודאי

עליה להלקות התורה היא יתוכדא ,זה חטא על העונש את וברצון באהבה אקבל  

 

R. Yissachar Tamar cites an eye-witness who reported that the 

Rogochover said basically the same thing in explaining why he learnt 

on Tisha be-Av, and noted how wonderful it will be to be punished for 

studying Torah.[2] 

 

התורה עסק על צליפות לקבל נעים ומה  

 

The Hazon Ish was told that the Rogochover learnt Torah when he 

was in mourning and that he made another antinomian-like comment 

in justification of his behavior, namely, that he wants to be in the 

gehinom of those who learn Torah. The Hazon Ish replied that “this 

gehinom is the same gehinom for the other sins.”[3] 

 

The various comments quoted in the name of the Rogochover show 

his great need for studying Torah, a need that simply did not allow 

him to put aside his Torah study, even when halakhah required it. Yet 

the antinomian implication of the Rogochover’s comments was too 

much to be ignored. R. Gavriel Zinner’s reaction after quoting the 

Rogochover is how many felt.[4] 

 

 גזרו ה"ואפ בתורה חשקה כ"ג שנפשם 'הגמ מחכמי גדול לנו מי הלא ,להבין זכיתי ולא

 נוח לעשות שלא מ"ע הלומד ל"שאחז ועוד ,התורה בלימוד אסורים אבל ובזמן ב"שבת

נברא שלא לו . 

 

It is thus to be expected that some authors deny that the Rogochover 

could have really said any of what I have quoted. And if he did say it, 

they feel that it must have been merely a joke or a comment not meant 

to be taken seriously, or that he did not want people to know the real 

reason he studied Torah while in avelut (namely, the Yerushalmi 

which will soon be mentioned).[5] R. Abraham Weinfeld goes so far 

as to say, with reference to one of the comments I have quoted that “It 

is forbidden to hear these words, and Heaven forbid to suspect that 

Rabban shel Yisrael [the Rogochover] would say this.”[6]  

 

Those who refuse to accept that the Rogochover meant what he said 

are forced to find a halakhic justification for his behavior, and indeed, 

when it comes to an avel studying Torah (and this would also apply to 

Tisha be-Av, the halakhot of which are not as stringent as those of 

personal mourning), there is a passage in the Yerushalmi, Moed Katan 

3:5, that permits Torah study for one who has a great need.[7]  (This 

heter is not recorded in the Shulhan Arukh, but this would not have 

concerned the Rogochover.[8]) Yet it is important to remember that as 

far as we know the Rogochover never cited this passage in the 

Yerushalmi as justification for his studying Torah when he was sitting 

shiva.[9] 

 

Now for something disappointing and even a bit shocking: Here are 

the two pages from R. Shlomo Yosef Zevin, Ishim ve-Shitot 

(Jerusalem, 2007), pp. 75-76, where you can see one of 

the“controversial” quotations (which as R. Zevin notes is taken from 

an article in Ha-Hed). 
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R. Menahem Kasher quoted the entire two pages from Ishim ve-Shitot 

in his Mefaneah Tzefunot (Jerusalem, 1976), pp. 1-2 in the note. 

 

Look at the end of the first paragraph of the note on p. 2. The 

"problematic" quotation of the Rogochover, saying that he will 

happily be punished for his sin in studying Torah, as the Torah is 

worth it, has been deleted. Instead, the Rogochover is portrayed as 

explaining his behavior as due to the passage in the Yerushalmi. 

While all the other authors who discuss this matter and want to 

“defend” the Rogochover claim that his real reason for studying Torah 

was based on the Yerushalmi, in R. Kasher’s work this defense is not 

needed as now we have the Rogochover himself giving this 

explanation! 

Yet the Rogochover never said this. R. Zevin’s text has been altered 

and a spurious comment put in the mouth of the Rogochover, By 

looking carefully at the text you can see that originally R. Zevin was 

quoted correctly. Notice how there is a space between the first and 

second paragraphs and how the false addition is a different size than 

the rest of the words. What appears to have happened is that the 

original continuation of the paragraph was whited out and the 

fraudulent words were substituted in its place. Yet this was done after 

everything was typeset so the evidence of the altering remains. 

 

Look also at the third paragraph where it says 

 

שם ,ההד  

 

However, this makes no sense as R. Zevin’s reference to Ha-Hed has 

been deleted. I do not see how anyone other than R. Kasher could 

have been responsible for this particular "editing."  

 

As mentioned, many were troubled by the Rogochover’s antinomian-

like comment.[10] Yet he is not the only one to speak like this. R. 

Joseph Hayyim (the Ben Ish Hai) in his Benayahu refers to an 

unnamed gaon who also learnt Torah when he was in avelut. When 

asked about this he did not refer to the Yerushalmi but answered in an 

antinomian fashion just like the Rogochover: “I know that I am 

violating the words of the Sages, and I know that on the day of 

judgment I will certainly be punished for this, but he [!] is prepared 

and willing to suffer and receive this punishment whatever it will be, 

because he is not able to withstand the pain of avoiding the study of 

Torah which is as difficult for him as death.”[11] Benayahu appeared 

in 1905. I do not think it is possible that at such an early date R. 

Joseph Hayyim could have heard a story about the Rogochover, so he 

must have had another great rabbi in mind. 

 

The Lubavitcher Rebbe told a similar story.[12] When he was a youth, 

he had a teacher from Lithuania who lived in his home. He once found 

this teacher learning on Tisha be-Av. Young Menachem Mendel 

asked the teacher how is it that he was learning Torah on that day. The 

teacher replied: “When I come to the World to Come, I will be 

punished for one reason or another. I will be happy if I know that the 

reason I am being punished is because I learnt on Tisha be-Av.”[13] 

 

The following subversive story with R. Israel of Ruzhin is also of 

interest, as it too shows a violation of accepted halakhah regarding 

Torah study on Tisha be-Av. It appears in R. Mordechai Hayyim of 

Slonim, Ma’amar Mordechai, vol. 2, p. 206. 

 

 באב תשעה צום וביום ,המרפא במעינות המצרים בין בימי פעם שהה מרוזין ק"הרה

 בליל סיום ויעשה ,משניות מסכתא שילמוד לוויתו מבני לאחד אמר ,היום חצות אחר

 שמואל רבי :ק"בלשו ואמר בשר ויאכלו שם אשר הקהל זה על ויסמכו ,התענית מוצאי

 שמואל רבי ועל ,גמרא מסכת סיום כמו חשוב משניות מסכתא שסיום ,אמר ינקערקאמ

 בתשעה ללמוד האיסור ועל .הפוסקים מגדולי אחד על כמו לסמוך יכולין קאמינקער

פלייש עסן אידן לאזן און ,מיר אויף איך נעם דאס ,חצות אחר באב  . . . 

Returning to the interview with the Rogochover, he cites Maimonides 

who says that the word “Germany” is derived from the Hebrew word 

gerem, meaning “bone.” 

 

Mishnah Negaim 2:1, in a passage that tells us how things used to be, 

says that Jews are neither black nor white, but in the middle (meaning, 

a Middle Eastern look). At the beginning of the Mishnah it speaks of a 

white spot that appears on a white man and on a black man. The word 

the Mishnah uses for “white man” is גרמני (German), and for “black 

man” it uses כושי. Germania was the Roman term for the area we call 

Germany, so it makes sense that the Mishnah, in describing a white 

man, would use that term.[14] 

 

Apparently, Maimonides did not know the word גרמני. Thus, in his 

commentary to Negaim 2:1 he offers the explanation mentioned by 

the Rogochover, that גרמני is related to the word for bone. (In the 

interview, the Rogochover says that Maimonides refers to the Hebrew 

word גרם, but I wonder if this was a mistake on the interviewer’s part, 

as the word used by Maimonides is the Aramaic גרמא). Here is R. 

Kafih’s translation: 

 

גרמא שמו אשר העצם אל מיוחס ביותר הלבן םש גרמני  

 

Leaving aside the matter of the correct historical etymology, I wonder 

if Maimonides saw a problem with his explanation, namely, that for 

“black man” the Mishnah uses an ethnic identification, so one would 

expect it to also use such an identification in describing a white man. 

Furthermore, why would the Mishnah use an Aramaic word instead of 

the Hebrew עצם? 

 

R. Elijah Benamozegh wonders how Maimonides did not realize what 

 is referring to:[15] גרמני

 

 ל"חז שדברי רואה אינה כאלו מעלה של עין ועשה כן שכתב ם"בהרמ חכמת על והפלא

ארמי 'בל עצם לגרמא ענין ומה ,זולת לא ,אומה שם שגרמני ומגידים מעידים ? 

 

R. Meir Mazuz asks, “How could Maimonides not have thought of 

this?” namely, that גרמני means German.[16] He explains that 

Maimonides was an Arabic speaker, and the way he knew Germany 

was by the term “Alemannia.” As such, when he saw the word גרמני in 

the Mishnah, since he did not know the term “Germany” he was 

forced to come up with a different explanation tying גרמני to 

“white.”[17] 

 

What R. Mazuz did not know is that this explanation is not original to 

Maimonides and must reflect an earlier tradition.[18] I say this 

because R. Hillel ben Elyakim of Greece, who lived in the twelfth 

century (that is, contemporaneously with Maimonides) independently 

mentions this explanation. In his commentary to Torat Kohanim, ed. 

S. Kolodetzky, vol. 1, p. 190, he writes: 

 

 גרמני מוכר כושי וכאן כושי מוכר גרמני מקום בכל 'כדגרסי לבן הוי גרמני ומנלן

לבן הוי ועצם גרמא מתרגמינן דעצם לבן דהיינו . 

 

R. Hillel cites Bereshit Rabbah 86:3 which states: “Everywhere a 

white man (גרמני) sells a black man (כושי), while here a black man is 

selling a white man.” He also says גרמא מתרגמינן דעצם . If you look at 

Onkelos and Targum Ps. Jonathan to Genesis 2:23 this is exactly what 

you find. 

 

When I found what R. Hillel wrote, I was quite excited, as I thought I 

had discovered something that no one else had taken notice of. Yet I 

later found that Jacob Nahum Epstein had already called attention to 

this in his notes to the commentary attributed to R. Hai Gaon to Seder 

Toharot (Berlin, 1921), p. 94 n. 32. He assumes that R. Hillel predates 

Maimonides: 

 

עצם ,"גרמא" מן הוציאוהו אחריו מ"ור 'ב ג"קי דף ספרא 'בפי יון מארץ ה"ר ! 

 

Returning to the Rogochover, everyone knows that the he put 

Maimonides above all other authorities. However, R. Zevin, Ishim ve-

Shitot (Jerusalem, 2007), p. 125, calls attention to an example where 

in a practical halakhic matter the Rogochover rejected Maimonides’ 

view. See She’elot u-Teshuvot Tzafnat Paneah, vol. 1, no. 34:[19] 

 

 רגליו תחת אני עפר כן ל"ס לא ם"הרמב הגדול רבנו וגם ל"ז הראשונים דרבותינו ואף

לדינא ש"כמ העיקר אך  
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The Rogochover’s sharp tongue is well known. For an example of 

how the Rogochover could even speak disrespectfully about the 

Tosafists, see Rav Tzair, Pirkei Hayyim (New York, 1954), p. 

163.[20] Rav Tzair recalls how as a yeshiva student he went to meet 

the Rogochover where, we can only say, he was “blown away.” He 

writes: 

 

 מלמלתי !אמור ,קושיא לך יש ?באת למה בחור ואתה :לי ואמר אלי פנה כך אחר

 בדיני ,מציעא בבא מסכת של בתוספות ,זוכר שאני כפי ,שהיתה הקושיא את בבהלה

 מה ידעו לא התוספות ?בתוספות ,הא .כדרכו בבהלה לי השיב זה על .ומציאה הפקר

 ,הללו הדיבורים את לשמוע ,כמובן ,נבהלתי .("געפלוידערט האט תוספות") ;סחים הם

 שלא תוספות וכמה כמה לך אראה אני ?נבהל אתה מה ,לי אמר .מפי נעתקו ומלים

 בעל והכל ,ס"הש מכל תוספות דברי של תלים תלי להביא והתחיל ,הגמרא את הבינו

 שראה עד ,בירושלמי ובבלי בשני אחד דבר ועירבב ,המתחיל ודיבור הדף פי על ,פה

הענינים המשך את להבין וחדלתי כגלגל עלי היה שראשי . 

 

Rav Tzair, ibid., p. 164, also mentions the Rogochover’s negative 

comment about R. Isaac Elhanan Spektor: 

 

 זאת מבקש מי !סוף אין עד ומדפיס וכותב ומדפיס וכותב בקובנה לו יושב הזקן הנה

 יושב ,הוראה-בעל שהוא עליו ששמעתי ,זקנך הנה ?בעולם חסרים ספרים כלום ?ממנו

 ימינם בין יודעים אינם ספרים הכותבים הרבנים כל .שצריך מה הכל זה .שאלות ופוסק

 .לשמאלם

 

Zvi Hirsch Masliansky, Maslianky’s Zikhroynes (New York, 1924), p. 

107, who has a very negative view of the Rogochover, also records 

how he denigrated R. Isaac Elhanan as well as R. Samuel Mohilever 

and the Hibbat Zion movement. He further mentions that the 

Rogochover disparaged his own rebbe, R. Joseph Baer Soloveitchik: 

 

 עזות ווילדער זיין איהם אין ענטוויקעלט זיך האט ,זכרון גוואלדיגען זיין מיט צוזאמען

בער יוסף רבי 'רבי גרויסען זיין מיט צוזאמען גאונים אלע זיין מבטל צו חוצפה און . 

 

See also R. Nathan Kamenetsky, Making of a Godol, pp. 743, 747, for 

other times that the Rogochover insulted R. Joseph Baer Soloveitchik. 

(On p. 744 Kamenetsky writes that the Rogochover received 

semikhah from R. Soloveitchik.) 

 

Masliansky’s Hebrew autobiography is not an exact translation of the 

original Yiddish. (The English version is a translation from the 

Hebrew.) The Hebrew edition does not contain the passage just 

quoted. It also does not contain Masliansky’s concluding negative 

comment, p. 108: 

 

 פערשיעדענע צופלָאנטערט און צומישט הָאט און ,צוהיצט און צושריען זיך הָאט ער

 האב איך .הויז משוגעים א פון פאציענט א ווי אויסגעוויזען מיר הָאט ער און ,ענינים

 דָאס ָאט" :געדעקט און פערטרויערטער א ארויס בין איך ;גענעטפערט ניט נָאר אים

ישראל ָאלקפ מיין ,גאונים דיינע זיינען !" 

 

Kamenetsky, Making of a Godol, p. 747 n. b, mentions the Hebrew 

edition's deletion of these "revolting lines of the original text." We 

have a number of descriptions of the Rogochover from people who 

met him, and while all portray him as unusual, none have the negative 

spin of Masliansky. Perhaps it was the Rogochover’s anti-Zionism 

that turned Masliansky against him.   

R. Moshe Maimon called my attention to She’elot u-Teshuvot Tzafnat 

Paneah ha-Hadashot (Modi’in Ilit, 2012), vol. 2, p. 391 (unpaginated), 

where we see that in newly published material the Rogochover 

referred to the Vilna Gaon as “Rabbenu ha-Gra.” This is significant 

because in the interview I published the Rogochover was hardly 

complimentary to the Vilna Gaon.[21] 

She’elot u-Teshuvot Tzafnat Paneah ha-Hadashot is quite an 

interesting publication and includes the Rogochover’s notes to some 

poems of R. Judah Halevi. It is not that the Rogochover had any great 

interest in Halevi’s poetry. However, the Rogochover was one of 

those people whose mind was such that he had something to say about 

everything he read. 

I encourage anyone interested in the Rogochover to watch this 

wonderful video by Louis Jacobs. The Rogochover was one of Jacobs’ 

heroes, and somewhere he mentions that the Rogochover was one of 

the people he would have loved to have met. 

Regarding Bialik’s visit with the Rogochover that I mentioned in the 

Jewish Review of Books article, Maimon called my attention to this 

article by Noah Zevuluni [22]. For more on the meeting of Bialik and 

the Rogochover, see Doar ha-Yom, Jan. 10, 1932, p. 2, and Davar, 

April 17, 1935, p. 16 (where it mistakenly states that Bialik said that 

you could make ten Einsteins out of one Rogochover. He actually said 

that you could make two Einsteins out of one Rogochover.). The last 

two sources were brought to my attention by R. Shimon Szimonowitz. 

Yossi Newfeld called my attention to the following two works 

focused on the Rogochover: Regarding the Rogochover and the 

Lubavitcher Rebbe, there is an MA dissertation by Yisrael Ori Meitlis, 

“‘Ha-Lamdanut ha-Filosofit’ shel Rabbi Yosef Rozin bi-Derashotav 

shel Rabbi Menahem Mendel Schneersohn (ha-Rebbe mi-Lubavitch),” 

(Bar-Ilan University, 2013). There is also the volume Ha-Tzafnat 

Paneah be-Mishnat ha-Rebbe (Brooklyn, 2003). In a previous post I 

called attention to R. Dovber Schwartz's wonderful book The 

Rogatchover Gaon. 

It is often said that the Rebbe received semichah from the 

Rogochover, yet there is no documentary evidence of this. The origin 

of this notion might be the Rebbe’s mother, who stated as such. See 

the comprehensive and beautifully produced new book on the Rebbe 

by R. Boruch Oberlander and R. Elkanah Shmotkin, Early Years. 

In my article I mentioned the Rogochover’s unique perspective on the 

halakhic status of civil marriage. Those interested in this topic should 

consult R. Menahem Mendel Tenenbaum, Nisuim Ezrahiyim be-

Mishnato shel Ha-Rogochovi z”l (n.p., 1988). This book contains an 

analysis of six responsa of the Rogochover on the topic. 

One final point I would like to make about the Rogochover relates to 

his view of secular studies. He was one of those who responded to R. 

Shimon Schwab’s query about the halakhic validity of the German 

Torah im Derekh Eretz approach.[23] You can find his letter in Ha-

Ma’yan[24] 16 (Nisan 5736), pp. 1ff. Among the significant points he 

makes is that, following Maimonides, a father must teach his son 

“wisdom.” He derives this from Maimonides’ ruling in Mishneh 

Torah, Hilkhot Rotzeah 5:5: 

 במה .ידו על גולה בשגגה בנו את שהרג האב וכן גולה בשגגה אביו את שהרג הבן

 צריך שאינו אחרת אומנות מלמדו שהיה או לימוד בשעת שלא בשהרגו אמורים דברים

פטור ומת אומנות או חכמה או תורה ללמדו כדי בנו את ייסר אם אבל .לה . 

He adds, however, that instruction in “secular” subjects is not 

something that the community should be involved in, with the 

exception of medicine, astronomy, and the skills which allow one to 

take proper measurements, since all these matters have halakhic 

relevance. In other words, according to the Rogochover, while Jewish 

schools should teach these subjects, no other secular subjects 

(“wisdom”) should be taught by the schools, but the father should 

arrange private instruction for his son. 

 אסורים ודאי ציבור אבל לבנו ללמוד אב וצריך מותר חכמה דגם ל"ס ם"דהרמב רואים

 [!] וגמטרא [לעבור ל"צ] לעבובר [!] דשיך [!] ותקפות רפואה מן חוץ חכמות בשאר

דין בגדר כ"ג דזה למדידה השייך . 

He then refers to the Mekhilta, parashat Bo (ch. 18), which cites R. 

Judah ha-Nasi as saying that a father must teach his son המדינה ישוב . 

The Rogochover does not explain what yishuv ha-medinah means, 

just as he earlier does not explain what is meant by “wisdom,” but 

these terms obviously include the secular studies that are necessary to 

function properly in society. 

The publication of this letter of the Rogochover was regarded as quite 

significant. Yet as far as I know, no one has pointed out that the main 

point of the letter had already appeared in print. In 1937 R. Judah Ari 

Wohlgemuth published Yesodot Hinukh ha-Dat le-Dor. On p. 250 he 

included the following comment of the Rogochover, found in the 

margin of Rogochover's copy of the Mishneh Torah, Hilkhot Rotzeah 

5:5. 

ללמדו האב חייב כן גם חכמות שאר ל"דר לי נראה  

Excursus 1 

For another example of Maimonides offering a speculative etymology 

for a word he did not know, see his commentary to Yadayim 4:6 

regarding the word המירם. In his commentary to Sanhedrin 10:1, 

Maimonides explains the term אפיקורוס as coming from an Aramaic 

word. This is surprising as Maimonides knew of the Greek 

philosopher Epicurus and refers to him in Guide I:73, II:13, 32, III:17. 

(Even if Maimonides had not heard of Epicurus when he wrote his 

commentary on the Mishnah, we know that he revised this work 



 8 

throughout his life and yet he never altered his explanation of 

 .אפיקורוס .See Arukh Shalem, ed. Kohut (Vienna, 1878), s. v (.אפיקורוס

See also R. Yitzhak Sheilat, Hakdamot ha-Rambam (Jerusalem, 1992) 

p. 185, who believes that Maimonides knew the real origin of the 

word but was only following the Talmud’s “midrashic” derivation of 

the term from the Aramaic word אפקירותא  (see Sanhedrin 100a). See 

also R. Hayyim Yehoshua Kasowski, Otzar Leshon ha-Mishnah, s.v. 

 :אפיקורוס

 וצדוקי למין נרדף לכנוי בו השתמשו בארמית פקר הפעל אל הזה השם דמיון פ"וע

 ובייתוסי

R. Simeon ben Zemah Duran, Magen Avot (Livorno, 1785), 1:2 (p. 

4b), and the section of this work on Avot 2:14, also called Magen 

Avot (Leipzig, 1855), and R. Joseph Albo, Sefer ha-Ikarim I:10, point 

to Epicurus as the origin of the term אפיקורוס. 

In his commentary to Kelim 30:2 and Parah 1:3, Maimonides explains 

two Greek words with Hebrew etymologies. I see no reason to accept 

R. Kafih’s opinion, expressed in his notes ad loc., that in these cases 

Maimonides knew that the words were Greek and was simply offering 

a “remez.” In fact, in his commentary to Kelim 30:2 he writes 

explicitly: 

מורכבת מלה לדעתי והוא    

 

If he was simply offering a “remez” he would not have written, “In 

my opinion,” followed by the etymology. At other times, however, it 

is possible that Maimonides knew that the words were Greek and he 

did not intend to offer a scientific etymology. This is the approach of 

Dror Fixler, who applies it even to the case from Kelim 30:2 just 

mentioned.[25] 

R. Kafih is, of course, correct that the talmudic sages would at times 

offer a Hebrew etymology for a word that they knew was not Hebrew. 

The example he offers is Megillah 6a: “Why is it called Tiberias? 

Because it is situated in the very center of the land of Israel.” The 

Sages obviously knew that the city was named after a Roman 

emperor, and the Hebrew etymology can only be regarded as a form 

of midrash. Apart from modern scholarly sources that discuss the 

phenomenon of “judaizing” non-Hebrew words, see R. Jacob Emden, 

Lehem Nikudim, Avot 2:14: 

וארמיים עברייים ופעלים שמות יוניות ממלות לגזור ל"ז החכמים מנהג הוא וכן . 

R. Emden’s comment was precipitated by the word אפיקורוס which 

appears in Avot 2:14. R. Emden also mentions the word סנהדרין. See 

also R. Samuel Moses Rubenstein, Torat ha-Kabbalah (Warsaw, 

1912), pp. 29ff. Some of R. Rubenstein’s examples are themselves 

speculative. For instance, he claims that the words דינאי בן  in Kelim 

5:1 are a “judaization” of the word “Bedouin.”  

 

R. Rubenstein notes a number of examples of post-talmudic 

authorities not realizing the real origin of a word and offering a 

Hebrew etymology. One of these appears in R. Ovadiah Bertinoro’s 

commentary to Sotah 9:11, where R. Bertinoro writes as follows 

regarding the Greek word “Sanhedrin.” 

בדין יםפנ הדרת ששונאים סנהדרין ונקראים  

 Yet I wonder, is R. Rubenstein correct (.are interchangeable ס and ש)

that R. Bertinoro is offering an actual Hebrew etymology for the word 

“Sanhedrin”? The passage just quoted might be no more than a 

“midrashic” etymology, which R. Bertinoro would acknowledge is not 

the real origin of the word. Jacob Reifman refers to R. Bertinoro's 

etymology as a מאד רחוק דרש . See Reifman, Sanhedrin (Berditchev, 

1888), p. 3. He then adds: 

עצמו ע"הר יליד אך הוא ואולי ,לקח מאין עתה אדע ולא  

Reifman was unaware that this etymology is also recorded by R. 

Jacob Moelin, so it could not have been original to R. Bertinoro. See 

Sefer Maharil, ed. Spitzer (Jerusalem, 1989), p. 611. 

Even if we conclude that the etymology mentioned by R. Moelin and 

R. Bertinoro was simply “midrashic,” there is no reason to assume 

that they knew that the word סנהדרין was Greek, knowledge of which 

was not common among Jews of their time and place. See R. Avigdor 

Tzarfati, Perushim u-Fesakim le-Rabbenu Avigdor ha-Tzarfati 

(Jerusalem, 1996), p. 233, who does not know the word’s Greek origin 

and writes: 

דורונות שונאין שהיו 'פי דרין סני לשון סנהדרין שמעתי ואני  

In this case, it does seem that R. Avigdor is offering what he thinks is 

the actual etymology of the word. R. Yom Tov Lippman Heller, 

Tosafot Yom Tov, beginning of Sanhedrin, writes that סנהדרין is an 

Aramaic word, so he too did not know its Greek origin. 

Returning to R. Bertinoro, in his commentary to Avot 2:14 he offers 

an unscientific etymology of the word אפיקורוס, but he must have 

known who Epicurus was, so I assume that this is a “midrashic” 

etymology.  

 משים נמי אי .הפקר היא כאילו ומחשיבה התורה את שמבזה הפקר לשון :לאפיקורוס

 או התורה את שמבזה על רעה עליו תבוא שמא לחוש נפשו על חס ואינו כהפקר עצמו

 .לומדיה

To turn to a different question, are there any examples in the Talmud 

where an etymology is not simply “midrashic” but intended to be 

taken seriously, and yet we know that it is mistaken? The Mishnah in 

Ketubot 15b mentions a “hinuma.” On 17b the Talmud asks what a 

hinuma is, and quotes R. Johanan who says: “A veil under which the 

bride [sometimes] slumbers (דמנמנה).” As Rashi explains, R. Johanan 

is making a connection between the word הינומא and מנמנה which itself 

is related to the word תנומה (slumber).[26] 

 

תנומה שם על הינומא נקרא ולכך מגולין עיניה שאין מתוך בתוכו שמנמנמת ופעמים  

 

The Arukh, s.v. הנמא, cites R. Hananel who states that hinuma is a 

Greek word. It is possible to understand R. Hananel as meaning that 

R. Johanan’s explanation was no more than a “midrashic” etymology. 

(This is on the assumption that he understood the passage as Rashi 

did.) However, this passage in R. Hananel also assumed a life of its 

own, as some saw it as providing support for the assumption that the 

Sages were not always correct in their etymologies. This matter has 

recently been discussed by Hanan Gafni in his fine book, “Peshutah 

shel Mishnah,” pp. 184ff., so there is no need for me to repeat what he 

has written. 

Excursus 2 

R. Raphael Mordechai Barishansky was shocked to read what the 

Rogochover said about the Vilna Gaon, as I think we all are. He 

responded strongly in an article in Der morgen zhurnal which was 

later reprinted in his Osef Mikhtavim Mehutavim (New York, 1952), 

pp. 167-169. Even though his words are strong, R. Barishansky shows 

great respect for the Rogochover.  

 

This is not the case with R. Abraham Aaron Yudelevitz whose attack 

on the Rogochover is quite sharp. It needs to be said, however, that 

this came after the Rogochover referred to R. Yudelevitz – who was 

himself an outstanding scholar – in a very negative way. In printing 

the Rogochover’s letter, R. Yudelevitz tells us that he cut out some of 

Rogochover's harshest words, but we still get the picture. The 

Rogochover was responding to R. Yudelevitz’s novel view that 

halitzah can be done with an agent, and the Rogochover referred to R. 

Yudelevitz as a ומורה סורר בן . See R. Yudelevitz, Av be-Hokhmah 

(New York, 1927), p. 82. [27] 

Here is some of what R. Yudelevitz said in response, ibid., pp. 83,85-

86. The language is very sharp (and also refers to how the Rogochover 

rejected something the Vilna Gaon wrote): 

 האשפתות בשער עיגולים ומוכרת בשוק היושבת בוזי בת כהאשה בזלזולים פיו פער

ולגאותו לשטותו קץ אין כי כפרתו ואולתו . 

 הוא שבא עד כי חושב הוא כי ,ע"להשו ולא ם"להרמב לא ,לזה חושש אינו הוא אבל

 התורה התחילה וממנו מאומה תורה הבינו לא כי כלל תורה ישראלל היתה לא לעולם

 אבל גאון עוד הוא כי יתכן כמותו אומר שאינו מי דכל לומר לו היה וראוי תסיים ובו

 בגאותו הוא לכן כתיב תשפילנו אדם גאות אבל ,כמוהו בדור ויחיד עצום גאון עוד אינו

 והאיש גאונות ולא לבור גוניםה פשוטים דברים רק אמר כי עצמו את משפיל שחקים

 הוא ורק ממרא זקן גדר בו שייך ולא בור מתלמיד פחות הוא כמוהו אומר שאינו

 מונחת שלנו התורה כל כי ובאמת ו"ח ממרא זקן להיות יכול בורות דברי שאומר

 הבנה וכח הזכרון כח כי) זה מהכיל קטנה הבנתו כח אבל הנפלא זכרונו בכח במוחו

 ע"מ ומקיים ומשוגע מבולבל הוא ולכן ,(כידוע לזה זה נגדיים תכחו שני הם באדם

 גם מבטל הוא חסידותיה ובגודל לצדיק כראוי ודקדוקיה פרטיה בכל משוגע והיית

 עיין ,עינים מלאה תורתו כי הדרך על בעינים יושב והוא ל"זצ מווילנא א"הגר דברי

עינים סמיות רק עינים מאירת ברה אינה אבל ,עיין . 

Regarding the Vilna Gaon, I know of only one other figure in the 

twentieth century who expressed a somewhat critical view of him and 

that is R. Nahum Ben-Horim. Here is his picture. 

    

I found the picture on this website, which is an ongoing translation of 

the important eight volume Leksikon fun der nayer yidisher literatur, 

which contains over 7000 names. The translator is Professor Joshua 
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Fogel who, you might be surprised to learn, is not a Yiddishist. He is a 

professor of Chinese and Japanese history at York University in 

Toronto. In addition to his numerous publications in Chinese and 

Japanese Studies (almost fifty books written, translated, or edited), he 

has also published four volumes on the Talmud. See here. I think 

readers will find the introduction to his book on Tractate Avodah 

Zarah particularly interesting. See here. Fogel is just one of the many 

people whose lives have been enriched by the ArtScroll translation of 

the Talmud. 

Ben-Horim, the author of Hakhmei ha-Talmud (Jerusalem, 1922) on 

R. Yohanan ben Zakai (among other books), was a very minor figure, 

but it is interesting nonetheless to see what he had to say. The 

following is a letter that I found here in the Chaim Bloch papers at the 

Leo Baeck Institute, AR7155-7156, p. 950. 

   

 

As you can see, he writes as follows about the Vilna Gaon. 

 באף תמימים צדיקים רדף כי והראיה דמהימנותא מאורחא רחוק היה בעצמו והוא

 מעיילי היה לא הוא אולם בידיעות וגאון חריף שכל בעל היה א"הגר .אותם והחרים

רבים והטעה וטעה ולפנים לפני בר בלא . 

When he writes that the Gaon was not ולפנים לפני בר בלא מעיילי , this is a 

disparaging remark which comes from Sanhedrin 97b and means that 

the Gaon was not among those “who enter [the heavenly court] 

without restriction.” 

It is also shocking to see Ben-Horim write: 

 בין םרבי היו וכאלה גאוה ובעל טפש להיות לו אסור הרבה או מעט ללמוד שיודע מי

 .הראשונים

Returning to R. Yudelevitz, here is a picture of him that I previously 

posted. 

  

He is on the right and R. Gavriel Zev Margulies is on the left. The 

picture is from 1926 and was taken outside the White House. R. 

Yudelevitz and R. Margulies were part of a delegation that met with 

President Calvin Coolidge. For a detailed discussion of R. Yudelevitz 

and the halitzah controversy, see R. Yoel Hirsch's Yiddish article here. 

For another informative article by Hirsch on R. Yudelevitz, see here. 

Everyone assumes that the idea of halitzah with an agent originated 

with R. Yudelevitz. However, R. Isaac Raphael Ashkenazi, the rav of 

Ancona, refers to this notion in a responsum from 1884.[28] He 

mentions that the rabbi of Modena (whose name is not mentioned) 

suggested doing halitzah with an agent. R. Ashkenazi strongly rejects 

this suggestion: 

מבין כל בנקל יבין כאשר המצוה ולשורש הכתובים לפשט מתנגד זה דבר כי  

Regarding halitzah, you can see an actual ceremony here and here, 

with R. Aryeh Ralbag presiding. 

* * * * * * 

1. It has been a while since I had a quiz, so here goes. In the current 

post I mentioned the prohibition of Torah study on Tisha be-Av. This 

is an example where the halakhah of Tisha be-Av is stricter than that 

of Yom Kippur. Many authorities rule that there is also something else 

that is forbidden on Tisha be-Av but permitted on Yom Kippur. 

Answers should be sent to me. 

2. In my last post I raised the question as to why Middot and Kinnim 

are the only Mishnaic tractates included in Daf Yomi. Menachem 

Kagan, himself a Daf Yomi magid shiur, wrote to me that only these 

tractates of the Mishnah are included in the Vilna Shas as if they are 

talmudic tractates, by which I mean that they continue the page 

numbers of other talmudic tractates. We do not know why these 

mishnaic tractates were included in the Vilna Shas in this fashion, but 

this is certainly the reason why they were included in Daf Yomi. As to 

why only Shekalim from the Jerusalem Talmud is included in Daf 

Yomi, Kagan correctly notes that by including Shekalim the entire 

order of Moed is complete. 

3. Betzalel Shandelman sent me the title page of a vocalized edition of 

the Mishnah Berurah. As you can see, R. Moses Rivkes’ name is 

vocalized as Ravkash. Shandelman also sent me the title page of the 

Oz ve-Hadar edition of the Mishnah Berurah and it does the same 

thing. I have never seen this vocalization before and it is incorrect. His 

name was Rivkes, which is from the word Rivkah, supposedly the 

name of his mother. Similarly, R. Joel Sirkes was called this, as his 

mother’s name was Sarah. R. Moses Isserles was called this as his 

father’s name was Israel. The pattern is clear: Rivkes, Sirkes, 

Isserles.[29] In each case the final letter is a sin, not a shin. 

 

  

4. Readers have sometimes asked for a list of places where I will be 

speaking. It happens that there are a number of places in the next 

couple of months. 

December 1-2, 2017, Shaarey Zedek, Valley Village, CA. 

December 15-16, 2017, Ohel Leah, Hong Kong 

 

December 29-30, 2017, Shaare Shalom and Kingsway Jewish Center, 

Brooklyn. On Saturday night, Dec. 30, 7:30pm at Kingsway Jewish 

Center I will be speaking on "Are We Really One? Orthodox 

Separatism from Germany until Today." 

January 5-6, 2018, Young Israel of Holliswood, Queens 

January 19-20, 2018, Skylake Synagogue, North Miami Beach. 

I will also be at Majestic Retreats’ wonderful Passover program in 

Fort Lauderdale. 

________________________________________ 
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See also R. Mazuz, Mi-Gedolei Yisrael, vol. 3, p. 55. 
[17] See Excursus 1. 

[18] Kohut, Arukh ha-Shalem, s.v. גרמן, also did not know this, as he writes: 

 
להלמו וקשה ,עצם גרם מלשון גוזרו ם"הרמב ! 

 

[19] There are two “volume 1” of the Tzafnat Paneah. The one I refer to is the 
volume published by Mrs. Rachel Citron, the Rogochover’s daughter. 

[20] See Yair Borochov, Ha-Rogochovi (n.p., n.d.), p. 179, for a report that the 

Rogochover suggested that the head pains he suffered from were punishment 
for perhaps having treated rishonim and aharonim without the proper respect. 

There is something very strange in this book on p. 176, which is cited מפי 

 Borochov states that the Rogochover’s opinion .(see sources on p. 419) השמועה
was that Muslims are worshipers of avodah zarah, as they worship the moon! 

This is so absurd that it is difficult to believe that the Rogochover could have 
said it. Borochov then states: 

 

 האיסלם בארצות התגורר שהוא כיוון ,זרה עבודה עובדי שהם פסק לא ם"הרמב :המשיך והגאון
נפש ופיקוח סכנה בגדר היה כזה ופסק . 

 

It is simply impossible to believe that the Rogochover could have said 
something so outlandish. 

[21] See Excursus 2. 

[22] Regarding the Rogochover's harsh comments about other great Torah 
scholars, and how he referred to these scholars,  Zevuluni writes: 

הקודמים בדורות ואף בדורו התורה מגדולי רבים כלפי החריפות התבטאויותיו    
 

  

Weekly  Insights  

Parshas Toldos  -  Cheshvan 5778 

Based on the Torah of   Rosh HaYeshiva HaRav Yochanan Zweig  
 

This week's Insights is dedicated in loving memory of Jack Fefer, Yaakov Ben 
Yisroel Yitzchak . "May his Neshama have an Aliya!" 

    

Conwoman? 

And Yitzchak was forty years old when he took Rifkah for a wife, the 

daughter of Besuel the Aramean of Padan-Aram, the sister to Lavan 

the Aramean (25:20). 

Rashi (ad loc) wonders why the Torah reiterates that Rifkah was the 

daughter of Besuel the Aramean and the sister of Lavan the Aramean. 

After all, last week's parsha clearly identifies Rifkah's lineage and 

from where she comes. Why should the Torah choose to repeat it at 

the beginning of this parsha? 

Rashi answers that the Torah is teaching us that even though Rifkah 

grew up with a wicked father and brother, and came from a place of 

wicked people, she didn't learn from their evil ways. Yet this 

explanation requires further clarification. In last week's parsha we see 

that Rifkah was a kind and generous person, as well as one of great 

modesty. Furthermore, Hashem clearly answered Eliezer's prayer for 

help and guidance by unmistakably indicating that He intended Rifkah 

to be Yitzchak's wife. But why is it necessary to once again highlight 

the difference between Rifkah and her wicked relatives from a wicked 

place? 

Finally, it is odd that the Torah repeats by both Besuel and Lavan that 

they were Aramean. Why is there a special emphasis on their 

Aramean nationality? 

The Babylonian Talmud is written in Aramaic, the language of Aram, 

while the Jerusalem Talmud is written in Hebrew, the language 

spoken in Eretz Yisroel. Yet the Talmud that is written in a foreign 

language is the one which enjoys a much wider popularity; it is 

studied far more than the Jerusalem Talmud and comprises the bulk of 

the curriculum in Yeshivos all over the world. The Babylonian 

Talmud is also the foundation and source of all halacha. Why is it that 

the Babylonian Talmud became more widely accepted than the 

Jerusalem Talmud, which is written in our native tongue? 

The Aramean people were known for being conmen (which is exactly 

what Yaakov is worried about when making a deal with his wicked 

uncle Lavan in next week's parsha, and Lavan actually does try to 

trick him). What is the talent that makes a conman successful? He is 

able to delve into the reality of his "mark." In other words, a 

successful conman is able to see how his target will look at a situation; 

he then tailors the con to the other person's perspective and desires. 

The Aramean language is one of understanding another's perspective. 

As an example, the word chessed in Hebrew means kindness, yet 

Rashi tells us (Vayikra 20:17) that in Aramaic it means shame. How 

can the same word mean both kindness and shame? It's all a matter of 

perspective: the giver feels that he is doing a kindness, but the 

recipient feels shame at having to accept charity. The Arameans focus 

on the other individual's perspective - hence in Aramaic chessed 

means shame. 

The Babylonian Talmud is the most widely accepted authority for this 

very reason. When we have an argument in law, we want each opinion 

to be sensitive to the other's perspective before we decide on the 

proper approach. Only in understanding the other sides' perspective 

can we properly distill our own perspective. This is deeply rooted in 

the very essence of the Aramean culture. 

The reason that Rifkah's lineage is repeated in this week's parsha is 

because it becomes very relevant to the story line. After all, it was her 

idea that Yaakov enter into Yitzchak's reality and, through a subtle 

subterfuge, receive the brachos that were intended for her wicked son 

Eisav. Rifkah too, being from Aram, had the quality of insight into 

another's perspective, but she used it to make sure that her righteous 

son prevailed over her wicked son.  
 

In tribute to the tenth Yahrzeit of Binyamin (Barry) Ross OBM, and as 
continuing Zechus for R' Binyomin Yitzchak Ben Meir Z'L, the Ross family is 

sponsoring a free class every week for the entire year. 

  

True Kibud Av 

And Yaakov went near to Yitzchak his father; and he felt him, and 

said, the voice is Yaakov's voice, but the hands are the hands of Esav 

(27:23).  

Rashi (ad loc) directly addresses the source of Yitzchak's confusion; 

even though he felt that Yaakov's arms were indeed hairy like Eisav's 

arms (as part of the disguise worn by Yaakov), his voice was 

dissimilar to Eisav. Rashi goes on to explain that Yaakov had 

addressed his father with a very respectful statement: "Please get up 

and sit to eat the food that I have prepared..." (27:19). Eisav, on the 

other hand, would speak in a combative tone "Get up father!"  

The implication is that Eisav's tone was harsh and perhaps even 

disrespectful, while Yaakov's was more gentle and accommodating. 

However, we find in the Midrash (Bereishis Rabbah 65) that Raban 

Shimon Ben Gamliel stated: "All of my days I served my father, and I 

didn't accomplish even 1/100th of the degree to which Eisav honored 

his father. When Eisav served his father he served him (wearing) royal 

garments." Even the great and pious Raban Shimon Ben Gamliel's 

kibud av did not compare with that of Eisav's. 

Similarly, it is brought down from the Zohar that there was no one in 

the world who honored his father like Eisav did, and that zechus 

protected Eisav in this world. Thus, it is difficult to imagine that the 

very paradigm of kibud av would err in such a basic area as 

communicating respectfully with his father. What can Rashi possibly 

mean?  

Certainly, Yaakov addressed his father very respectfully, as we see 

from the pesukim. But Eisav actually superseded his brother's efforts. 

Rashi, in next week's parsha (see 28:13), says that Hashem associated 

His name with Yitzchak, even though Hashem does not usually 

associate His name with the living (for they might sin). But in the case 

of Yitzchak, he was considered as if he was dead because he was 

blind and homebound, and therefore no longer had an evil inclination. 

The implication in this week's parsha is also that Yitzchak was frail 

and bedridden, as we see that both Yaakov and Eisav have to tell him 

to get up and go over to eat.  

While Yaakov treated his father with great deference, he was also 

catering to his father's self-image of being old and frail. Yaakov's 

kibud av was all about being deferential and respectful. On the other 
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hand, Eisav was treating his father like a lazy teenager; he wasn't 

letting his father perceive himself as an old and sickly person. Eisav 

didn't accept the notion that Yitzchak is old and frail, and didn't let 

Yitzchak accept it either.  

This is similar to people who hire personal trainers; they aren't hiring 

somebody who will gently ask them to "please do another pushup." 

Quite the opposite, they are literally paying someone to yell at them 

and push them past their malaise and perceived physical limits. But it 

is a very fine line. A personal trainer cannot be derisive or abusive, he 

must convey that he believes his client is far more capable than the 

client himself believes and push him in that direction. At the end of 

the day, one comes to understand that the personal trainer is making 

him suffer for his own good.  

This was Eisav's approach, and obviously it is a much more difficult 

way of dealing with his father, for it requires constant pressure and 

refusing to let Yitzchak deteriorate to the point of actually physically 

requiring to become bedridden. In fact, Yitzchak goes on to live 

another sixty plus years. Achieving this with anyone is quite an 

accomplishment; doing this with one's own father is a seemingly 

impossible task. Eisav managed to do this, which is why he is known 

as the quintessential example of kibud av.   

   

Did You Know... 

The last possuk in this week's parsha, "Esav went to Yishmael and 

took Machalas...as a wife" is, quite remarkably, the source for a well 

known teaching from Chazal. Rashi (Gen. 36:3) cites this possuk as 

the source for the maxim that on the day of their wedding a bride and 

groom are forgiven of their sins. This is why the name of one of 

Esav's wives is originally given as "Machalas" while later she was 

called Basemath (Machalas is related to the word mechilah, 

forgiveness).   
 Talmudic College of Florida, Rohr Talmudic University Campus, 4000 Alton 

Road, Miami Beach, FL 33140  
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Insights 

Waiting for G-dot 

“These are the generations of Yitzchak ben Avraham; Avraham 

gave birth to Yitzchak.” (25:19) 

Rabbi Shimshon Raphael Hirsch remarks that the universal sign if you 

want someone to be quiet, if you want them to listen, is to raise your 

finger to your lips and say "Shh!" The sound of air flowing over lips is 

the universal sign to be still. The English word "hush" is connected 

with this sound. The same sound appears in the name of the month we 

are in — Cheshvan. The root of the word Cheshvan is chash, which in 

Hebrew means quiet. 

The very name of the month commands us to be still, to be quiet and 

reflect. 

If you look at the prayers of Rosh Hashana, the overwhelming theme 

is that exile of the G-d’s majesty. It’s true that we also speak about 

teshuva and mending our ways — but time and time again we pray for 

the day when the whole world will recognize that the G-d of Yisrael is 

the “The King”. 

All of the anti-Semitism of the world, whether the BDS of the cultured 

glitteratus knocking another brick from the wall of Jewish security, or 

the bloodied kitchen knife of a fanatic slaughtering a family in their 

Shabbat peace, or a truck driven down a cycling path mowing down 

the young and innocent — all of this, at its root, is a denial of the G-d 

of Israel. 

The reflection of the month of Cheshvan requires us to think: After 

praying so hard over the great High Holy Days, how much do our 

lives reflect that yearning for the coming of Mashiach and the re-

establishment of the Kingdom of G-d? 

For surely it is at hand. 

The last verse of last week’s Torah portion says, “These were the 

years of Yishmael’s life… over all his brothers he dwelled.” This 

week’s portion begins, “These are the generations of Yitzchak ben 

Avraham; Avraham gave birth to Yitzchak.” 

When Yishmael ceases to dwell over all his brothers, when the petro-

dollars have dried up, then the sun of Mashiach ben David, the scion 

of Avraham, will rise. 

May it be speedily in our days! 

Source: Based on the Ba’al HaTurim 
© 2017 Ohr Somayach International   
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Rabbi Herschel Schachter 

The Chazir is Not Kosher 

 

The Torah tells us that a kosher animal is one which has split hooves 

and chews its cud; pigs have split hooves, but because they do not 

chew their cud, are not kosher. The Rabbis of the Medrash tell a 

parable of a pig stretching out a leap in order to display its split 

hooves, and attempt to fool everyone into believing that it is kosher. 

Esav, Yaakov's twin, claimed to follow the same tradition as Yaakov. 

When Yaakov left to Padan Aram to marry a girl from the family , 

Esav followed suit and also married a girl "from the family," but did 

not divorce his non-Jewish wives. This act of marrying a "girl from 

the family" was solely in order appear as though he was following in 

the footstep of Jewish tradition. 

The so called "Judeo-Christian" tradition is merely a facade. Despite 

the fact that the two brothers were twins, and had a lot in common 

biologically, they had very little in common in terms of lifestyle. 

There is an often-quoted medrash which states, "Why is the pig called 

a 'chazir'? Because some day in the future God will give it back 

("lehachziro") to the Jewish people." The Rishonim ask how this can 

be. The Rambam postulates, as one of the thirteen principles of our 

faith, that the laws of the Torah will never change. Can it be that some 

day it will be permissible for us to eat Pork? 

Some of the Rishonim explained that "the return of the pig does not 

refer to eating pork, but rather to the restoration of the Jewish 

government in place of the Christian one." The "pig" is the faker who 

makes believe that he is kosher by showing his split hooves, just as 

Christians claim that theirs is a twin-religion with ours, and just as 

Esav was a twin brother of Yaakov. 

The prophet Malachi points out in the haftorah that the fact that they 

were twins has nothing other than biological significance: "I love 

Yaakov, while I have rejected Esav, and I disdain him." Throughout 

the generations the Jewish people have adopted a dual position vis-a-

vis the Christians and mankind. Namely, the position of Avraham 

Avinu (in the beginning of Chayei Sara): we exist as both strangers 

and citizens with respect to the rest of mankind. Regarding fighting 

crime, terror, disease, poverty, improving the economy, and delving 

into the science of nature, we are equal partners, and all work 

together. But, with respect to the purpose of our lives, and lifestyle - 

the Jewish people feel "as strangers", and share nothing in common 

with anyone else. We are "the nation that lives alone" (parshas Balak), 

and will always remain so. The Jews live alone, die alone, and are 

buried alone. When Ruth converted and joined the Jewish people, she 

said to her mother-in-law Naomi, "Where you go I will go; where you 

stay, I will stay; the way you will die, I will die; and there too will I be 

buried." 

After living for many years in peace and harmony in Eretz Canaan, 

after the passing of Sara, Avraham Avinu insists on buying her a 

separate burial plot. The Jew lives differently, dies differently, and is 

even buried differently to emphasize this point. We share biological 

similarities with others, and work together with others on many 

different projects for the purpose of improving man's position here; 

but we do not share their weltanschauung. "Asher bochar banu mikol 

haamim." 

Copyright © 2001 by The TorahWeb Foundation.   
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What Mystery Pervades a Well! 

Rabbi Dr. Tzvi Hersh Weinreb  

   

One of the great benefits of visiting communities where I once lived 

and taught is the opportunity to meet people who were my students 
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long ago. I enjoy reconnecting with them and am occasionally amazed 

by how much they remember of my lectures and sermons. 

I recently returned to one of my former communities. I was 

approached by a participant in a short course that I gave over twenty 

years ago. It was an introductory course to the Bible. My former 

student asked if I would meet with him individually, and we arranged 

a time to do so. 

After a few moments of catching up on each other’s careers and 

families, he told me that he frequently reminisced about my course, 

especially during the time of year when the weekly portions are to be 

found in the book of Genesis. 

“You may remember,” he said, “that I had trouble accepting your 

claim that the stories of Genesis had sacred import. I felt strongly that 

the stories were no better than those to be found in children’s secular 

literature. I vividly recall that you tried to dissuade me from my 

opinion, but unsuccessfully.” 

I conceded that I remembered very well just how difficult it was for 

me to convince him of the significance of the stories of the Bible. I 

also wondered aloud about whether he had changed his mind over 

these many years. 

His answer took me aback. “I have since carefully studied every 

narrative in the book of Genesis, from the creation of the world to the 

death of Jacob. I have discovered incredible meaning in every story. 

But there is one story that continues to confound me. I find no 

religious significance in it at all.” 

I asked him which story that was. He responded, “It is the story of 

those darn wells. Why do we need to know about them, and what 

possible meaning to those wells have to us?” 

My former student was alluding to the brief narrative to be found in 

this week’s Torah portion, Parshat Toldot (Genesis 25:19-28:9); 

specifically, the passage which tells of Isaac’s encounter with 

Abimelech, King of the Philistines. Isaac emerges from that encounter 

with such great wealth that the Philistines envied him. 

Then we read: “The Philistines stopped up all the wells which his 

father’s servants had dug in the days of his father Abraham, filling 

them with earth… So Isaac departed from there… And Isaac dug 

anew the wells which had been dug in the days of his father 

Abraham… And he gave them the same names that his father had 

given them…” 

The story continues with an account of other wells dug by Isaac’s 

servants that are contested by the Philistines who claim the wells for 

themselves. Finally, “he moved from there. And dug yet another well, 

and they did not quarrel over it; so he called it Rehoboth…” (ibid. 

26:12-22). 

My former student looked at me with anticipation. “Rabbi,” he said, 

“we are now both quite a bit older and hopefully at least a little wiser. 

Can you tell me what all this fuss over a few wells is really about?” 

At that moment, I allowed myself a dose of self-congratulation. Here 

was a distinguished middle-aged man who remained motivated to 

study the weekly Torah portion despite only a minimal commitment to 

religious observance. He had continued to ponder questions that were 

initially stimulated by a course that I gave more than two decades ago. 

After thanking him for being such a faithful student, I asked him if he 

would agree to strike a bargain with me. I would share with him a 

teaching which sheds light on one piece of this narrative if he would 

agree to suggest an explanation of his own on some other aspect of it. 

He readily agreed. 

I told him that I found it difficult to understand why the Philistines 

would stop up Abraham’s wells and go so far as to fill them with earth 

so that they could never be used again. These were desert dwellers, 

and every drop of water was precious to them. Were they not harming 

themselves by stopping up the wells and filling them with earth? Was 

this spiteful act not detrimental to their self-interest? 

He agreed that this was a good question, and that he had long been 

asking it himself. 

I then asked him if I had ever mentioned the name Nechama 

Leibowitz in the course I gave so long ago. He did not think that I had. 

So I proceeded to tell him a bit about this great lady, whom I never 

was privileged to meet. I paraphrased her answer to our question: “I 

once believed that only in antiquity were people capable of being so 

hateful that they would act against their own self interests. But now in 

this technologically advanced nuclear age weapons of destruction are 

still unleashed against an enemy, despite the inevitable horrible 

consequences for those who launched these weapons. This tendency 

toward self-destruction is not a Philistine perversion. It is a universal 

human perversion.” 

The point made by this great teacher, who would insist on being called 

“simple Nechama,” evoked a knowing smile on the face of my former 

student. 

“Thank you for that insight,” he responded. “Let me share with you an 

idea that I had, struggling with the same text. We read that although 

Abraham’s wells were stopped up and filled with earth long ago—and 

presumably forgotten—nevertheless, Isaac did not give them his own 

name but, rather, “gave them the same names that his father had given 

them.” To me, this has real relevance. I know that, like me, you were 

trained as a psychologist. And you know that we psychologists come 

up with new theories that are not really new but merely rehash the 

insights of the founding fathers of psychology. But we don’t give 

them credit. We claim that our theories originate with us and fail to 

attribute them to Sigmund Freud or Carl Jung or William James. Isaac 

was careful to credit father Abraham, the original digger of those 

wells. We have a lesson about modesty to learn here.” 

This time, the knowing smile was on my face. 

After our meeting came to an end, I found myself pondering an 

entirely different question, one that teachers often ask themselves: 

“What is more gratifying to a teacher? To have a student remember a 

lesson taught long ago, or to discover that a student has learned to 

think for himself?” Thankfully, that recent visit to a former 

community of mine helped renew my acquaintance with an old 

student who remembered some of my lessons, but who also went on to 

think for himself. 

I continued to reflect upon this encounter for several days after 

leaving my old community. During those days, bits and pieces of a 

poem by Emily Dickinson floated up from the depths of my memory. 

This poem speaks of the mystery of wells, a mystery hinted at in the 

story of the wells of Abraham and Isaac. Here are the first and last 

stanzas of that poem: 

What mystery pervades a well! 

The water lives so far, 

Like neighbor from another world 

Residing in a jar. 

To pity those that know her not 

Is helped by the regret 

That those who know her, know her less 

The nearer her they get. 

I telephoned my old student and informed him that, in discussing the 

“mysteries of the wells,” we were on the “same page” as a great 

American poetess, who may or may not have been familiar with 

Parshat Toldot. 
© 2017 Orthodox Union  
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“Isaac’s Unconditional Love for Esau” 

Toledot 5778-2017 

Rabbi Ephraim Z. Buchwald 

 

In this week’s parasha, parashat Toledot, we read of the birth of Esau 

and Jacob. Isaac was 60 years old when his wife, Rebecca, gave birth 

to twin boys after a difficult labor. 

The Torah, in Genesis 25:27, highlights the different natures of the 

twins as they grew older:  ,יׁש ָשֶדה ד אִּ יׁש ֹיֵדַע ַציִּ י ֵעָשו אִּ ים, ַוְיהִּ ְגְדלּו ַהְנָערִּ ַויִּ

ים יׁש ָתם ֹיֵׁשב ֹאָהלִּ  The lads grew up and Esau became one who , ְוַיֲעֹקב אִּ

knows hunting, a man of the field; but Jacob was a wholesome man, 

abiding in tents. This verse is understood by the commentators to 

mean that Esau was a hunter, while Jacob was a scholar who lived in 

the tents and, presumably, studied Torah. 

In a particularly revealing verse concerning the relationships in Isaac’s 

home, the Torah, in Genesis 25:28 states,  ,יו ד ְבפִּ י ַציִּ ְצָחק ֶאת ֵעָשו כִּ ַוֶיֱאַהב יִּ

ְבָקה ֹאֶהֶבת ֶאת ַיֲעֹקב  ;And Isaac loved Esau for game was in his mouth , ְורִּ

but Rebecca loved Jacob. As we have noted previously (Toledot 5760-

1999), this verse reveals much about the relationship between the 

parents and their twin sons. It underscores that Isaac loved (past tense) 

Esau for utilitarian purposes–because Esau fed his father venison. 
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Rebecca, on the other hand, loves (a continuous present form of the 

verb) Jacob. No reason is given. She loves Jacob because he is Jacob, 

just a wonderful child. 

While it is always easier to focus on the good child, our commentators 

expend much effort trying to understand the challenging and difficult 

Esau. 

A fascinating Midrash found in Exodus Rabbah 1:1, states that while 

yet young, Esau abandoned the good path. However, because Isaac 

loved Esau so much, he spared the rod and refused to reprove the 

child. Instead of this gentle approach bringing Esau closer to his 

father, it distanced Esau, to the extent that Esau subtly desired his 

father’s death. When describing Esau’s hatred toward Jacob for 

stealing his blessing from Isaac, the Torah (Genesis 27:41) reveals 

that Esau thought to himself, “May the days of mourning for my 

father draw near, then I will kill my brother, Jacob.” 

While the unconditional love that Isaac showed Esau did not 

positively impact on his son, as Isaac had hoped, Isaac’s relationship 

with Jacob was quite different. According to tradition, Isaac would 

study Torah with Jacob in the house of study, and would reprove 

Jacob when necessary, fulfilling the dictum of Proverbs 13:24, “He 

who spares the rod hates his son, but he who loves his child brings 

him closer with discipline.” The commentators explain that wise 

parents do not overlook their children’s faults, but exercise 

disciplinary measures that would hopefully correct those faults. 

Some of the commentators are troubled by the fact that the “holy” 

Isaac loved his wicked son, Esau, simply because Esau fed him meat. 

Finding this interpretation difficult, the rabbis (Tanchuma 27:8) 

explain this to mean that Esau would “trap” his father with his words. 

Esau would deceive his father, Isaac, into thinking that he was 

righteous, by asking Isaac all sorts of sophisticated religious questions 

concerning the laws of tithing salt. 

The Talmud, in Tractate Sabbath 89b, records that in the future, the 

Al-mighty will confront all three patriarchs, and say to them, “Your 

children have sinned.” Both Abraham and Jacob will say to the Al-

mighty, “If that is the case, wipe them [the Children of Israel] off the 

face of the earth, for the sanctification of Your name!” On the other 

hand, when the Al-mighty criticized Isaac, telling him that his 

children had sinned against G-d, Isaac will say, “Sovereign of the 

Universe! Are they my children and not Your children? Do You not 

call them, ‘My sons’?” 

Isaac proceeds to argue with G-d that during the average life span of 

70 years, there is really very little accountable sinning. Isaac notes that 

until age 20 a person is not punished for misdeeds. Of the remaining 

50 years, 25 years of nights must be subtracted, for a sleeping person 

does not sin. Another twelve and a half years are allotted to prayer, 

eating and taking care of bodily needs. Thus, only twelve and a half 

years of sins remain. “You, G-d,” said Isaac, “Should be able to 

handle those twelve and a half years. If not, let’s share, half will be 

my responsibility and the other half Yours. If you say that they should 

all be upon me, please recall that I offered myself up before You as a 

sacrifice at the Akeida, and in that merit all the sins should be 

forgiven.” 

At that moment the people of Israel cried out, “You, Isaac, are our 

[true] father. You are our father.” Isaac protested, “No, G-d is our 

Father and our Redeemer, everlasting is His name.” 

A story is told that the great Rabbi Chaim of Chernovitz, had a son 

who left the religious fold. Reb Chaim, nevertheless, embraced his son 

and supported him with food and clothing, taking care of all his needs, 

and fulfilling all of his requests with love. 

Every morning, the rabbi would humbly open his prayers before the 

Creator of the World and cry: “Master of the World, look at what I am 

doing with my son. Although he fails to walk in the righteous path, 

nevertheless, I treat him generously and with loving-kindness, and I 

am but flesh and blood. You, our merciful Father, are a kind Deity, 

Who has infinite loving-kindness, should You not behave in a like 

manner toward Your children, Israel. Even though they may not fulfill 

Your wishes, nevertheless, You should have mercy on them, like a 

father on a son. Al-mighty G-d have mercy on us, and invoke Your 

Divine influence to fulfill all our needs. Should You not, Al-mighty 

G-d, learn from an insignificant person like me how to treat Your 

children?” 

The patriarch Abraham chased his son, Ishmael, from his home. 

Father Jacob was not faced with a prodigal child. Isaac alone showed 

unconditional love, so that in the end of days, he would be able to 

challenge the Al-mighty, and bring merit to all the Children of Israel. 

Many parents face the often maddening challenges of nurturing 

children. We must all learn from Isaac not to embarrass them, not to 

put them down, and surely not to send them away. As difficult as it 

may be, we must embrace them, support them, clothe them and care 

for them with abundant love. Hopefully, in this manner, they will 

return, and we, as parents, will derive great pleasure from them and 

their good and noble deeds. 

May you be blessed. 
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Two Approaches to a Redundancy  

Parshas Toldos begins, “And these are the offspring of Yitzchak son 

of Avraham — Avraham begot Yitzchak.” [Bereshis 25:19] Virtually 

all Chumash commentaries — including Rashi, the Ibn Ezra, and 

others — are quick to point out that the wording in this pasuk is 

superfluous.  Once the pasuk said that Yitzchak was the son of 

Avraham, saying Avraham begot Yitzchak is completely redundant! 

The Ibn Ezra suggests that the expression “Avraham holeed es 

Yitzchak” does not mean he gave birth to him.  Rather, holeed means 

he raised and trained Yitzchak (geedail v’reebah).  The Ibn Ezra cites 

other places where the verb holeed does not mean ‘gave birth to,’ but 

rather ‘raised and brought up,’ as in the pasuk “…even the sons of 

Machir son of Manasseh were raised (yooldu) on Yosef’s knees” 

[Bereshis 50:23]. 

Nevertheless, it remains somewhat strange that this is the only time in 

Chumash where the Torah finds it necessary to say that a father raised 

and trained his son. Of course we assume it, but nowhere else does the 

Torah explicitly mention such a fact. What, then, is going on here? 

The Sforno in Parshas Lech Lecha, on the pasuk “Then Avram said, 

‘See, You have not given me offspring, and see my steward inherits 

me'” [Bereshis 15:3] explains:  Avraham ‘complains’ to the Almighty 

that he has no children, and Eliezer, his servant, will inherit all that he 

owns. The Sforno elaborates that Avraham is stating a double 

‘complaint’:  First, “I have no son to succeed me — to take over my 

financial and spiritual estate.”  Second, “even though I might 

eventually have a son, by that time I will be very old.  I will not be 

capable of raising a young son. I will not be able to train him to follow 

in my footsteps.” 

The Sefas Emes in Parshas Lech Lecha comments on this theme as 

well. He notes that Avraham Avinu did not doubt that he would 

eventually have a son, as G-d promised him, but he was afraid that by 

the time this son would be born, he would be so old that he would not 

be able to give over to this son the essence of his life philosophy and 

life mission.  Every parent wants to give over to his offspring his 

values and belief system.  Parents spend almost a lifetime trying to 

give over to their children who they are, what they believe in, and 

what they feel their children should believe in — to carry on the 

traditions of the home. 

The Sefas Emes derives this idea from the wording of the previous 

pasuk.  Avraham laments, “What can You give me, being that I go 

childless, and the steward of my house is the Damascene Eliezer (hu 

Damesek Eliezer)” [Bereshis 15:2].  Chazal [Yoma 28b] derive from 

the description of Eliezer (that he was from Damascus) an additional 

lesson, based on a play on the Hebrew word damesek. They say this 

teaches that he was doleh u’mashkeh m’Toraso shel Rabbo l’acherim 

— he drew up (the water of) his master’s Torah and gave from it to 

others to drink.  Avraham assumed that Eliezer would be the only one 

left to transmit Avraham’s values to others after Avraham’s departure 

from the scene.  True, he was a loyal servant, “but he is not me; he is 

not my flesh and blood.” 

Avraham wanted his own child to give over the values that he 

nurtured and the worldview that he brought into existence, to the next 

generation. 

Therefore, the Ibn Ezra explains, the pasuk at the beginning of Toldos 

emphasizes that the Almighty kept His Word to Avraham.  Not only 
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did Avraham have a son (Eleh Toldos Yitzchak ben Avraham), but 

even more than that, Avraham holeed es Yitzchak — he was able to 

raise and train his son so that he could faithfully follow in his father’s 

footsteps.  That is why the Torah goes out of its way here, and only 

here, to tell us that — contrary to his own expectations — Avraham 

was able to raise and train his son Yitzchak to become not only his 

financial heir but his spiritual heir as well. 

Rashi (based on Bava Metziah 87a) has another approach to this 

question: The scoffers of the generation said that Sarah became 

pregnant from Avimelech (“Look, all these years she lived with 

Avraham and could not have a child; now after she briefly stayed in 

Avimelech’s palace, she suddenly became pregnant!”).  Therefore, to 

demonstrate this cynical rumor as patently false, Hashem gave 

Yitzchak the identical appearance of his father Avraham.  This is what 

the Torah is teaching by repeating the idea “Avraham begot Yitzchak” 

— it was clear to everybody that Avraham was the father of his son 

Yitzchak. 

There are a couple of problems with this interpretation of Rashi. First, 

why does it use the term “the scoffers of the generation” (leitzanei 

ha’dor).  “The scoffers” means the cynics — the people who always 

sit in the back of the shul making snide remarks.  Why are they called 

“leitzanim“, why are they not called “resha’im” [wicked people]? 

Rav Pam explained that they were called leitzanim rather than reshaim 

because nobody believed this accusation for a minute.  It was a 

patently false snide remark.  It was common knowledge that Sarah’s 

infertility was not due to Avraham (who already had a child from 

Hagar).  The problem was with Sarah. If she gave birth to a child now 

at age 90, it was clearly a miraculous event, fulfilling G-d’s promise 

to her and Avraham that the two of them would have a son together.  

No one treated the remark “Sarah became pregnant from Avimelech” 

seriously.  It was not a libelous remark of the wicked but a remark by 

scoffers who had no credibility. 

The question then becomes — if it was such a patently sick joke that 

no one in the world believed it, why did the Almighty need to 

counteract the cynical remark by creating the miracle that Yitzchak 

looked exactly like Avraham? 

Here we see a lesson in history. There is something called “revisionist 

history.”  This means that it is possible to live through a period of 

time, knowing full well the facts of an era — exactly as they 

happened.  Then, ten, twenty, forty, or sixty years later, people start 

saying “that’s not really the way it happened.”  Even though anyone 

who was there knows this “revisionism” is not true, people start 

creating a different perspective on history. 

Here is an example of this phenomenon: When I was born, Harry 

Truman was President of the United States.  However, the first 

president I remember, once I reached an age where such things meant 

something to me, was Dwight Eisenhower.  When I was growing up, 

everybody thought Eisenhower was a lightweight, especially in those 

days when we were all Democrats.  Eisenhower was a Republican.  

We thought he was an incompetent politician — he played golf all 

day, he did not take any initiatives, and the country was on autopilot.  

These are my childhood memories of Dwight Eisenhower. 

The truth of the matter is that, in retrospect, people did not give 

Eisenhower appropriate credit for his leadership. We must remember 

that he was the supreme commander of the Allied invasion of Europe, 

the greatest military undertaking in the history of the world.  A person 

cannot be an idiot, and still succeed as he did in that undertaking. 

When the Nazis were defeated and the Allied soldiers entered the 

concentration camps, Eisenhower made his staff take pictures and 

movies of what they found. In 1945, he said, “I want history to record 

this.  We must get all this on the record now — the film, the 

witnesses, everything — because somewhere down the road of 

history, some (obscenity) will get up and say that this never 

happened.” 

He said this in 1945. How can anyone be a “Holocaust denier”?  

There are still people walking around today with tattoos on their arms.  

This is history.  This happened.  Yet, there are people who get up 

today and say, “It did not happen.” This happens to such an extent that 

in the United Kingdom, there was a debate whether to include 

Holocaust studies in the school curriculum because “it offends the 

Muslim population who deny the existence of the Holocaust.”  How 

can one deny the Holocaust? 

That is why if there is a value to all these Holocaust museums. The 

value is that they permanently record these factual events. I am not by 

any means a fan of Stephen Spielberg, but he is doing a favor to the 

world. He has set up a project to record people’s stories “in order that 

your generations shall know…” (based on Vayikra 23:43). 

How can Holocaust denial occur? The answer is this phenomenon of 

revisionist history.  Even when confronted with incontrovertible 

evidence, such people try to minimize it by saying, “maybe it did 

happen, but maybe it was 6,000 people rather than 6,000,000 people 

who were killed.”  This is what can happen, and that is what this 

Rashi is telling us regarding the “scoffers of the generation.” 

Claiming that Avimelech was the father of Yitzchak is patently 

ridiculous, but facts can fade with time. A generation might pass, two 

generations might pass, and then somebody will say, “You know 

what, the Jews are not really the Jews — they are not really the 

descendants of Avraham.  They are this tribe that was fathered by a 

king of Gerar named Avimelech.  Therefore, Yitzchak is not 

legitimate, Yaakov is not legitimate, and the twelve tribes are not 

legitimate.  The whole nation is illegitimate. 

In fact, the Koran says that Avraham was about to sacrifice Yishmael, 

not Yitzchak. This is what they believe.  Rashi here says that the 

scoffers of the generation will one day say (even though they clearly 

knew to the contrary) that Sarah became pregnant from Avimelech.  

This is why the Almighty had to step in and clear the record for all 

time (by making Yitzchak look identical to Avraham). 

This Rashi is a testament to the unfortunate power of leitzanei hador 

— the scoffers of every generation — to twist the truth and to create 

“revisionist history.”  That is the reason for this significant 

redundancy in the opening pasuk of our parsha, in order to confirm for 

all time that indeed Avraham begot Yitzchak. 
Transcribed by David Twersky; Jerusalem DavidATwersky@gmail.com 

Technical Assistance by Dovid Hoffman; Baltimore, MD dhoffman@torah.org 
Rav Frand © 2017 by Torah.org.  
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Toldot: The Blessing of Multiplication 

 

Those who do not want to imitate anything, produce nothing. -

Salvador Dali  

 

Isaac starts to feel his age. He has lost his eyesight. He is uncertain as 

to when he will die. He wishes to bless his firstborn, Esau. He orders 

Esau to prepare a festive meal for him. As Esau hunts for game, 

Isaac’s wife Rebecca directs the younger twin, Jacob, to claim the 

blessing. Jacob disguises himself as his hairier brother, Esau, serves 

his father a sumptuous meal, and gets the coveted blessing from 

mislead blind Isaac. Shortly thereafter, Esau and his father discover 

the deception and thereafter Esau burns with a murderous hatred for 

his brother that would send Jacob into exile and influence the entire 

history of the Jewish people.  

Rabbeinu Bechaye on Genesis 27:4 wonders why it is that Isaac 

requests a festive meal in the first place? What is it about a sumptuous 

meal of delights that seems to be a prerequisite for giving and 

receiving a blessing? 

He answers that Isaac wanted to bless Esau with material prosperity, 

and therefore required some sample of material prosperity present to 

enact the blessing. Hence the need for the festive meal for this 

particular blessing. Rabbeinu Bechaye brings other examples as 

supportive evidence: 

During Temple times: 

On Sukot we brought water libations to ask for the blessing 

of rain. 

On Passover we brought the first grains to ask for the 

blessing of produce. 

On Shavuot we brought the two loaves to ask for the 

blessing of fruit. 

And in general: 

Whoever is careful to wear Tzitzit merits fine garments. 

Whoever is careful with the Mitzva of Mezuza merits a fine 

house. 
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Whoever is careful with Kiddush merits fine wines. 

Rabbeinu Bechaye points out that the real rewards for the 

performance of any Mitzva is actually in the next world, and what we 

receive in this world are merely the “fruits” of the performance of 

those particular Mitzvot. Nonetheless, there is a powerful connection 

between the objects we utilize in our service of God and the blessings 

that result. 

May our possessions be good, useful and beautiful and may we 

receive the blessing of their positive influence and development. 
Shabbat Shalom 

Dedication  -  To Yeshiva University. It was wonderful to spend Shabbat at my 
alma mater and see how the community has grown and developed since my 

student days. 
© 2017 The Times of Israel 

 

 

7חדשות ערוץ   

Of all our forefathers, who is the ideal role model? 

Chief Rabbi Ephraim Mirvis 

 

In this week’s D’var Torah the Chief Rabbi explains why Yitzchak is 

the embodiment of continuity and stability. 

 

‘The son of his father and the father of his son.’ 

Is this the best we can say about our patriarch Yitzchak? In Parashat 

Toldot we’re told about the life and times of Yitzchak. His father 

Avraham was such a towering figure, that the Hittites said of him: 

‘Nasi Elokim Atah Betocheinu – You’re a prince of God in our midst’ 

and his son Yaakov – his name Yisrael, continues to live on in our 

midst. 

But what can we say about Yitzchak himself? I believe that Yitzchak 

is probably the most suitable role model for our times. And why do I 

say that? You see, Avram became Avraham, Yaakov became Yisrael 

but Yitzchak was born Yitzchak and he died Yitzchak – no change of 

name whatsoever. Indeed, his name is in the future tense – Yitzchak – 

he will laugh, indicating that from him will flow a happy future. 

Yitzchak was married to the one and only Rivkah but Avraham had 

more than one wife as did Yaakov. Avraham was born in 

Mesopotamia, made Aliyah, left for Egypt in a time of famine and 

then came back to Eretz Canaan. Yaakov left the Holy Land for 

Mesopotamia and then in his later life went to Egypt where he died. 

Yitzchak, however, was born in the Holy Land and died in the Holy 

Land – he never set foot from there. 

In our tradition Yitzchak’s virtue is called gevurah – strength because 

he had the strength of character which enabled him to be a rock of 

stability and dependability. Yitzchak is the symbol of continuity, a 

strong link in an ongoing chain and this is reflected in our davening. 

According to tradition, Avraham started the custom of 

davening shacharit, Yaakov of davening maariv in the evening and 

Yitzchak introduced the idea of davening mincha in the afternoon.  

The mincha service is the link in this ongoing chain of commitment 

and spirituality which joins the morning with the evening and which 

provides that strong continuity. 

Therefore, when it comes to our aspirations and dreams for our 

children many of us as parents would love to have an Avraham or 

Yaakov but deep down, more than anything, we’d like to have a 

Yitzchak – children who please God, who will be the children of their 

parents and the parents of their children and who will guarantee our 

own line within the future of the Jewish people. 
© Arutz Sheva  

 

 

7חדשות ערוץ   

What factors determine personality? 

Rabbi Nachman Kahana 

 

The Parsha and Current Events. 

   

Rebecca suffered with her pregnancy and went to obtain advice at the 

yeshiva of Shem and Ever. There she was told that in her womb were 

twins who would become the forefathers of two nations who would 

change the course of history, and that the younger would surpass the 

older. 

Why did Rebecca go to the yeshiva of Shem and Ever, which 

according to some was situated in the northern city of Tzfat, while 

Rebecca was living in Hevron; she could have taken advice from the 

greatest spiritual figure of her generation, her husband Isaac? 

And altogether, how could Rebecca act to divert the blessings to Jacob 

against her husband’s wishes? 

I suggest that Rebecca could not in any way confide in her husband 

with this matter, as follows: 

Rebecca knew that she was carrying twins. The Midrash says that 

when she passed a yeshiva, one fetus would become aroused, and 

when she passed an idolatrous temple, the second fetus would become 

aroused. 

She knew that one of them constituted a bad seed from the moment of 

conception, so that nothing could change his basic nature. 

Isaac was not aware of the terrible suffering of his wife, who knew 

she was going to give birth to an evildoer who craved idolatry. 

Rebecca concluded that her innately evil son was her fault, as 

Bethuel's daughter and Laban's sister, and the righteous son could be 

credited to Abraham's son Isaac. 

When the twins grew up, Rebecca could not tell Isaac about Esau's 

evil deeds and just how far he had gone in his wickedness, lest Isaac 

blame her for having brought that evil soul from the house of Bethuel 

and Laban. Rebecca's regular practice was therefore to praise Esau 

before Isaac. 

Matters continued in that fashion until their bar mitzvah age. Jacob 

became a righteous man who sat in study, whereas Esau was a man of 

the field, a man of absolute licentiousness. 

Rebecca heard that Isaac was about to bless "righteous" Esau thanks 

to her own words of praise over the years, and she understood that she 

had to correct the warped situation that she, herself had created by 

hiding the truth from her husband. 

Rebecca succeeded in hiding her great secret until Yitzhak understood 

by himself that Esau was evil when he married Canaanite women. 

Many lessons that can be learned from Rebecca’s conduct; but 

perhaps the most important one is do not tamper, pervert or conceal 

the truth. 

  

More on Rebecca's Great Secret 

Educators and psychologists struggle over the question: What is the 

major factor that fashions the human personality - heredity or 

environment? A person is composed of traits he inherits from his 

parents, but he is also influenced by his surroundings. Which of the 

two is decisive? 

The question becomes incisive when we talk about twins who are 

polar opposites in their personalities. 

Heredity and environment indeed, constitute primary components in 

fashioning the personality, but it appears that the decisive factor is the 

divine soul that HaShem breathes into one. 

Like an artist who creates using various media: paper, cloth, 

parchment, canvas and glass. Oil paint will ruin paper and chalk will 

leave no imprint on glass. Likewise, an educational approach that 

stresses character improvement will be lost on someone totally selfish, 

just as the free spirit may be repelled by an approach that emphasizes 

strictures. 

Isaac and Rebecca strove to influence Esau to be true to Torah, but the 

call of the field was decisive. All of his parents' words of Torah and 

chastisement were rejected in the face of his desire to lead a life of 

licentiousness and immediate gratification. Esau, thus remained Esau. 

Rebecca knew full well who Esau was, and Esau knew himself, as 

well. Esau's twin, Jacob, knew very well who his descendants would 

have to deal with until the end of time. 

When Rebecca learned of Isaac's intent to transmit the blessings to 

Esau, she was left with no choice but to prevent this occurring at any 

cost. She found herself in a situation that she herself had created by 

hiding the true nature of Esau from Isaac - the reality that Esau had a 

soul that detested holiness. 

Rebecca told Jacob, "Let any curse be on me, my son" (Genesis 

27:13). I take upon myself the consequences liable to be caused by 

your deed, because I am responsible for the situation created. 

Esau’s son was Eliphaz, who bore a son named Amalek. The Midrash 

states (Sifri on Genesis 33:4), "There is a well-known rule that Esau 

hates Jacob." That hatred did not derive from anything Jacob did or 
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said. Rather, Esau's soul was the total opposite of Jacob's, just as 

impurity is the opposite of purity. 

The Talmud in Pesachim 118b relates that in the future the nations 

will bring a gift to the Messiah, and HaShem will reject Esau's gift. 

Nowadays, who are Esau's descendants? 

According to tradition, most of the population of Christian Europe is 

linked to Esau, including those who emigrated from Europe to other 

places like the Western Hemisphere. It is interesting to note that the 

flags of most of the countries of Europe, including the United States, 

include the color red which is associated with Esau. 

Rabbi Nachman Kahana is an Orthodox Rabbinic Scholar, Rav of 

Chazon Yechezkel Synagogue – Young Israel of the Old City of 

Jerusalem, Founder and Director of the Center for Kohanim, and 

Author of the 15-volume “Mei Menuchot” series on Tosefot, and 3-

volume “With All Your Might: The Torah of Eretz Yisrael in the 

Weekly Parashah”, as well as weekly parasha commentary available 

where he blogs at http://NachmanKahana.com 
Rabbi Nachman Kahana is an Orthodox Rabbinic Scholar, Rav of Chazon 
Yechezkel Synagogue – Young Israel of the Old City of Jerusalem, Founder 

and Director of the Center for Kohanim, and Author of the 15-volume “Mei 

Menuchot” series on Tosefot, and 3-volume “With All Your Might: The Torah 
of Eretz Yisrael in the Weekly Parashah”, as well as weekly parasha 

commentary available where he blogs at http://NachmanKahana.com 
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Jacob Rescued Abraham  

 

According to an intriguing Midrash (Tanchuma Toldot 4), Abraham 

would not have made it out of his hometown of Ur Casdim alive were 

it not for the intervention of his grandson Jacob. King Nimrod ordered 

Abraham to be thrown into a fiery furnace because of Abraham’s 

rejection of idolatry. But Jacob came to the rescue, as it says:  

“So said God to the House of Jacob who redeemed Abraham: Jacob 

will not be ashamed, nor will his face become pale.” (Isaiah 29:22)1  

Even given the poetic license of Midrashic literature, Jacob could not 

have literally rescued his grandfather in an incident that took place 

before Jacob was born. Rather, the Sages wanted to teach us that 

Abraham was saved due to some special merit or quality his grandson 

Jacob possessed. What was this quality?  

Two Paths of Change 

There are two paths of spiritual growth that one may take. The first 

path is one of sudden, radical change, usually the result of some 

external catalyst. One example of such a transformation may be found 

in the story of King Saul. The prophet Samuel informed Saul that he 

would meet a band of prophets playing musical instruments. This 

encounter, the prophet told Saul, will be a turning point in your life. 

“The spirit of God will suddenly come over you, and you will 

prophesize with them. And you will be transformed into a different 

person” (I Samuel 10:6).  

The second path is one of slow, deliberate growth. We attain this 

gradual change through our own toil; it does not require an external 

stimulus and thus is always accessible.  

But why are there two different paths of change available to us? If 

God provided us with two paths, then clearly both are needed. We 

should first prepare ourselves and advance as much as possible 

through our own efforts. After we have attained the highest level that 

we are capable of reaching, we may then benefit from unexpected 

inspiration from the inner recesses of our soul.  

Abraham was a spiritual revolutionary, initiating a revolt against the 

idolatry of his generation. Abraham is the archetype of radical change. 

The defining moments of his life were dramatic events of astonishing 

dedication and self-sacrifice, such as his brit milah (circumcision) at 

an advanced age, and the Akeidah, the Binding of Isaac. In the merit 

of Abraham’s far-reaching spiritual a his descendants inherited those 

soul-qualities which foster sudden transformation.  

Future generations, however, cannot rely solely on Abraham’s style of 

radical change. As a normative path for all times, we need the method 

of gradual spiritual growth. The model for this type of change is 

Jacob. Unlike his grandfather, Jacob never underwent sudden 

transformations of personality or direction. Rather, the Torah 

characterizes him as “a quiet, scholarly man, dwelling in tents” (Gen. 

25:27). Jacob’s place was in the tents of Torah. He worked on himself 

step by step, growing through perseverance and diligence in Torah 

study.  

Two Names for Jerusalem 

The Midrash teaches that the name Jerusalem is a combination of two 

names, indicating that the holy city possesses qualities represented by 

both names. Abraham called the city 'Yireh,' while Malki-Tzedek 

called it 'Shalem.' Not wanting to offend either of these righteous men, 

God combined both names to naming the city 'Yerushalayim' — 

“Jerusalem” (Breishit Rabbah 56:10).  

What does the name 'Yireh' mean? The holy city, particularly the 

Temple, had a profound impact on all who experienced its unique 

sanctity. This profound spiritual encounter is described as a form of 

sublime perception — “Your eyes will see your Teacher” (Isaiah 

30:20). This elevated vision inspired visitors to reach beyond their 

ordinary spiritual capabilities. Due to the spiritual transformation 

effected by perceiving Jerusalem’s holiness, Abraham named the city 

'Yireh' — “he will see.”  

Malki-Tzedek, on the other hand, referred to the city’s qualities which 

assist those who seek to perfect themselves in a gradual fashion. 

Jerusalem is a place of Torah and ethical teachings, “For Torah shall 

go forth from Zion” (Isaiah 2:3). Therefore, Malki-Tzedek named the 

city 'Shalem' (perfection), referring to this incremental approach 

towards achieving spiritual perfection.  

Jacob to the Rescue 

Returning to our original question: how did Jacob rescue his 

grandfather from Nimrod’s fiery furnace? In what way will Jacob “not 

be ashamed”?  

The Kabbalists explain that the goal of humanity — the reason why 

the soul is lowered into this world — is so that we may perfect 

ourselves through our own efforts. This way, we will not need to 

partake of nehama dekisufa (the “bread of shame”), a metaphor for 

benefiting from that which we did not earn.  

While this explanation fits the path of gradual change, it would appear 

that the path of radical transformation is an external gift that we do not 

deserve. Is this not the undesired nehama dekisufa that we should 

avoid?  

Not necessarily. If we are able to take this unexpected gift and use it 

to attain even greater levels of spiritual growth through our own 

efforts, then there is no shame in accepting it. We can compare this to 

a father who gave his son a large sum of money. If the son simply 

lives off the money until it is finished, then the father’s gift is nehama 

dekisufa, an embarrassment for the son, reflecting no credit upon him. 

If, however, the son uses the money to start a new business, and 

through his efforts doubles and triples the original investment, then 

the son has certainly pleased his father and brought honor to himself.  

This is exactly the way that Jacob “rescued” his grandfather Abraham. 

Left on his own, the most natural path for Abraham — whose 

revolutionary soul called for sudden, drastic change — would have 

been to achieve complete and absolute self-sacrifice in Nimrod’s fiery 

furnace. It was Jacob’s trait of gradual change that saved Abraham 

from the fate of martyrdom. Abraham adopted the path of measured 

spiritual change which his grandson Jacob exemplified. Abraham left 

the furnace, and over the years worked diligently to attain the spiritual 

elevation that he had relinquished inside Nimrod’s furnace.  

Why bother with the slower path? “Jacob will not be ashamed.” By 

growing slowly through our own efforts, the spiritual gifts of radical 

change are no longer an embarrassing nehama dekisufa, but an 

honorable gift which we have utilized to the fullest.  

1The simple reading of the verse interprets the phrase “who redeemed 

Abraham” to refer back to God, not to Jacob. 
(Sapphire from the Land of Israel. Adapted from Midbar Shur, pp. 289-292) 
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Measure for Measure? It Depends…  

The first chapter of this Tractate deals with the issue of “eidim 

zomemim” — plotting witnesses — that is taught in the Chumash in 
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Parshat Shoftim. Let’s examine a case of alleged murder. Normally, if 

there are two sets of witnesses who offer contradictory testimony, the 

Beit Din does not know which witnesses to believe and therefore 

dismisses the charges and sends away the suspect and all of the 

witnesses. However, there is a special case when the second set of 

witnesses do not testify about whether the murder happened or not, 

but instead testify that the first witnesses could not possibly have seen 

what they said they saw (Reuven murders Shimon in a specific place 

at a specific time, for example) because the first witnesses were with 

them at that time in a completely different location. In this special 

case the Torah teaches to accept the testimony of the second set of 

witnesses and states, “And you will do to him (the f irst set of 

witnesses) as he intended to do to his fellow person” (Devarim 19:19). 

This means that just as the first witnesses plotted and attempted to 

have the defendant Reuven killed as a result of their testimony, “the 

stone they have cast bounces back at them” (see the Maharal on this 

verse) and it is the witnesses who receive the capital punishment they 

plotted for the defendant, who is exonerated. 

There is, however, one seemingly unusual condition in order for this 

law to apply: The defendant must not have been killed by the Beit Din 

when the second set of witnesses testified about the first set. Rashi 

states this when explaining Ravina’s statement on 2b that kal 

v’chomer reasoning cannot be used in the case of eidim zomemim: 

“The Torah states ‘as he (the witness) plotted’, but not ‘as he did’.” 

“K’asher zamam, v’lo k’asher asah.” This oft-quoted line that Rashi 

states is not actually found in our masechta, but is rather taught by our 

Sages in the Mechilta. But we indeed find this same idea taught in our 

masechta, although based on a different derivation, in the mishna on 

5b: “as he plotted to do to his fellow man (achiv)” — meaning that his 

fellow man is still alive. 

Aside from the details of this particular case, there is what seems to be 

a quite basic question that needs answering. Normally in a case of two 

witnesses whose testimony is contradictory with the testimony of two 

other witnesses we say that we don’t know which set of witnesses is 

telling the truth, and we are therefore left in doubt as to the truth, and 

we “throw all of the witnesses out”. The case of eidim zomemim is 

also a case of “two versus two”, so why is it that in this case we 

believe the second set and punish the first set — doing to the first 

witnesses what they plotted to do to the defendant? 

Numerous explanations are offered, with the seemingly most 

straightforward being that this particular teaching is a “chidush” — a 

novel idea that the Torah decrees: to believe the second set and to 

mete out punishment to the first set said “measure for measure”, in 

accordance with what they plotted to do to the defendant. 

Another way to view this case as being different is as follows: Other 

cases involving contradictory testimony revolve around whether the 

crime was committed or not, such as testimony that Reuven killed 

Shimon versus testimony that he did not. Here, however, the second 

witnesses are not testifying about the crime, but rather about the 

whereabouts of the first witnesses at the time. The first set say they 

were in a certain place, whereas the second set said that the first set 

could not have been in that place since the first set was with them at 

the time in a different place. The testimony of the first set about where 

they were is not acceptable, since that constitutes testimony about “a 

relative” — their closest relatives: themselves. However, the second 

witnesses are capable of giving acceptable testimony about the first 

witnesses and their location. Therefore, the set is believed. 

There is another explanation, from Rabbi Meir Simcha HaKohen (the 

“Ohr Somayach”) in his commentary on the Chumash called 

“Meshech Chochma”. This explanation is based on human nature and 

behavior, and explains why the second set should be believed due to 

common sense. 

Although normally we would have no way of knowing that the second 

set is the one that is telling the truth, in the case of eidim zomemim 

where the defendant has not been not yet been executed we can 

logically understand why we should indeed believe the second set. 

Granted, if the defendant had already been executed we might suspect 

that the executed defendant’s close relative — a son or father, for 

example — might very well seek revenge on the witnesses, and they 

would be suspected of hiring the second set of witnesses to falsely 

testify that the first are zomemim and should likewise be executed. 

However, if the defendant was sentenced (gmar din) but not yet 

executed, it would be a “smarter” and more efficient idea for the 

defendant or the close relative to hire a second set of witnesses to 

contradict the first set — to say that “Reuven did not kill Shimon” — 

but not to testify that the first set are zomemim. Why? When 

contradicting them, the court will be left in doubt, and this will result 

in a dismissal for everyone — the witnesses and the defendant. The 

case is over and everyone will go home, with the desired effect of 

hiring the second set of (false) witnesses having been accomplished. 

If, however, in this case, the defendant hires a second set who testifies 

that the first witnesses are zomemim — and therefore make the first 

witnesses obligated to be executed, as they sought to do to the 

defendant — it is possible, probable or likely that the first set would 

proceed to hire a third set who would testify that the second set are 

zomemim, in order to free themselves of the death penalty. And so on, 

the second would hire a fourth, etc. — and the defendant is not certain 

to go free in the end. Therefore, had he hired false witnesses it would 

have been to his advantage to hire ones w ho contradict the first set 

but not ones who make them zomemim. Thusif a second set comes 

and says that the first are zomemim we can be assured that they were 

not hired. They are true witnesses. (See the Meshech Chochma who, 

with this approach in mind and considering the atonement aspect of a 

punishment delivered by Beit Din, explains why the Rambam 

distinguishes between a capital case and a case of lashes involving 

eidim zomemim. The Rambam rules that eidim zomemim are 

punished with lashes even if the defendant they testified against 

already received lashes, and we do not say in that case, “K’asher 

zamam, v’lo k’asher asah.”) 
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