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Toldos 5778 

 

Prayers of the Righteous 

Our sages tells us that the Matriarchs were barren because “G-d desires the prayers of the righteous.” Many 
tears were shed and many deep moments of Divine connection were necessary for them to be blessed with 
children. In Parshas Toldos, Yitzchak and Rivka were married twenty years before their sons were born. 

The Torah goes into detail about the prayers, saying that Yitzchak prayed on his wife’s behalf, for she was 
barren, and he was answered. Rashi relates that Yitzchak and Rivka would go into opposite corners and 
individually beseech HaShem to send them children. Yet, says the Torah, it was the prayers of Yitzchak that 
prevailed.  

Rashi explains (quoting the Gemara Yevamos 64a) that one cannot compare the prayers of a tzaddik ben 
rasha, a righteus person whose parents were evil, to those of a tzaddik ben tzaddik, a righteous person 
whose parent was also righteous. 

How should we view that? Is it some sort of favoritism? What about the fact that Baalei Teshuva, returnees to 
HaShem, are considered to be on a level that even those who were always righteous cannot attain? One 
whose parents were not righteous had to work much harder to get where they are! 

In truth, there is a simple answer which requires no one to take offense. Yitzchak, whose father was 
Avraham, had the advantage because his father taught him how to pray. Rivka’s father, Besuel, was a self-
absorbed lecherous sinner. He didn’t care about others. She had to initiate prayer and prayed to be blessed 
with children. 

Yitzchak, however, saw how when Avraham prayed for Avimelech, Sarah 
became pregnant. He understood that when you pray for others, and you 
selflessly focus on them, HaShem, Himself, thinks about your needs and 
attends to them. Therefore, while Rivka prayed that she and Yitzchak be 
blessed with children, Yitzchak only prayed “on behalf of his wife” and it was 
he who was answered. 

This is a precious lesson for all of us. If we want our prayers answered, let’s 
focus on the needs of others. This is the method of the tzaddik ben tzaddik, 
a second-generation righteous person. It works, and we can each access it, 
even if we’re reaching out to HaShem for the first time. 

Josh recently lost his job in the economic downturn. He had no idea where 
he would get the money to pay his mortgage and bills. As his meager 
savings were quickly being depleted, he prayed with all his heart that he would get a job. He finally found 
what seemed to be the perfect job and, after applying, was granted an interview. As the day of the interview 
grew closer, Josh prayed very hard that he would get this job. At the interview, Josh’s potential employers 
seemed very impressed with his credentials. It looked as though his prayers would be answered. 

Two days later, an email arrived from the company and Josh opened it with excitement. It read, “Although 
we were very impressed with you, someone else was more impressive. Sorry, your services are not needed at 
this time. Thank you for thinking of us.” Josh could not help but wonder, “Was there a point in all my 
prayers?” 

In this week’s Torah portion, Parshas Toldos, the Torah recounts how Yitzchak (Isaac) and Rivka (Rebecca) 
prayed for a child after being married for twenty years without children. There is an oft-cited quote of our 
Sages that says that G-d desires the prayers of the righteous and that is why He made Yitzchak and Rivka 
wait so long to have children. What does this mean? Does G-d really want people to suffer just so that they 
will pray to Him? Why does He need their prayers? 

We all know that Hashem is just and kind. Very, very kind. Everything He does is calculated down to the 
finest detail. Everyone gets exactly what they deserve and no less. If so, how can you hope to accomplish 
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anything with prayer? Do you think you will change G-d’s mind, as if He will get so fed up with your 
persistent nagging that He will finally give in? 

Many people think of prayer as a vending machine: you put in a few requests at the top and whatever you 
asked for comes out at the bottom. And just as with a vending machine, where if you put in a dollar and no 
soda comes out, you conclude that the machine is broken and move on to the next one, so too with prayer. 
If you pray enough times with no result, you conclude that prayer doesn’t work. 

The Chovos HaLevavos (Duties of the Heart, a classic work on personal growth by Rabbeinu Bachya) has a 
completely different approach to prayer, as explained by Rabbi Avigdor Miller, zt’l, in his preface to his 
commentary on the Siddur (prayerbook), called Praise, My Soul. His general principle is that prayer is a 
means to self-betterment. Our prayers are structured in such a way as to increase our recognition of 
Hashem’s greatness and make us aware of how insignificant and powerless we are compared to Him. We 
come before Hashem and say, “I know You are the only One with the ability to give me this and therefore I 
am turning to You.” Through constant prayer, we achieve a greater level of reliance on Hashem and build a 
better relationship with Him. 

Says Rabbi Eliyohu Lopian, zt’l (1872-1970), this is the key to understanding how prayer is effective. We 
become better people through our prayers, as we explained, and therefore are deserving of more good. We 
are not convincing G-d to change His mind; rather, we are changing ourselves, thereby deserving to have 
our prayers granted. 

And that is why G-d desires the prayers of the righteous. By withholding something from them, He is giving 
them the opportunity to elevate themselves and become better people through their prayers. It is truly for 
their benefit. 

So Josh should not be left feeling that his prayers were pointless, because the purpose of prayer is not to 
“get stuff.” It is to make ourselves into better people with a deeper, stronger connection to Hashem. Rather 
than feeling let down, Josh can be grateful for the opportunity to develop a closer relationship with Hashem. 

May we all merit achieving a close relationship with Hashem. 

Shmuel Dovid Kirwan 

Eisav said, “Behold, I am on my way to die, of what use is the birthrightEisav said, “Behold, I am on my way to die, of what use is the birthrightEisav said, “Behold, I am on my way to die, of what use is the birthrightEisav said, “Behold, I am on my way to die, of what use is the birthright    to to to to 
me?”me?”me?”me?”    

Rabbi Ben Tzion Shafier of “The Shmuz” gives a fascinating insight into the age-old 
question of whether the glass is “half-full” or “half-empty,” which is buttressed by this 
verse. 

Rabbi Shafier notes that when a pessimist sees a glass filled halfway with water, he 
knows that eventually the glass will be entirely empty.  Therefore, he doesn’t see it as 
half-empty, he sees it as completely empty because what he has now will be gone at 
some point so what’s so great about having it now?  The pessimist goes through life 

enjoying nothing. 

The optimist, on the other hand, knows that eventually the glass may be refilled, so he sees it as completely full.  
He relishes the present and looks forward to more good in the future. The optimist goes through life enjoying 
everything, and troubles don’t bother him so much because he knows they will pass. 

Eisav showed himself to be a pessimist.  He was looking towards the day of death as the ignoble end, the 
ultimate “empty glass.”  No matter what he had, he could not see the value or find joy in it because he saw an 
empty future. 

Yaakov, however, and his children, have the ability to see the good, to enjoy what we have, and to know that 
HaShem can always give us even more bracha.  We can be optimistic and we can be happy. 

Based on “The Shmuz” by Rabbi B. Shafier  -   www.theshmuz.com    

 

 

 

 

 

FACEBUKER SHABBOS TABLE TALKING POINTS 
When Yaakov had to dress up like Esav, he was careful to phrase his words in a way that they were true. 
Yitzchak asked, “Who are you?” and he answered, “I. Esav [is] your first-born.” He didn’t disguise his voice, as his 
father said, “It is the voice of Jacob and the hand of Esav.” When Rivka wanted to send Yaakov away, she tolf 
Yitzchak it was to find a proper wife, not because Esav wanted to kill Yaakov. They were very careful with their 
words – both honesty and Lashon Hara. 

DISCUSS AT YOUR TABLE: How can we aim to be more careful when using our mouths, even if we have a 
purpose to what we’re doing? 


