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In this week’s parsha, parshas Toldos, we read (Bereishis 
ואחרי :(25 ,25 עשו,  שמו  ויקראו  שער  כאדרת  כולו  אדמוני  הראשון   “ויצא 

יעקב” שמו  ויקרא  עשו  בעקב  אוחזת  וידו  אחיו  יצא   the first one --כן 
emerged red, all of him was like a hairy mantle; so they 
called his name Eisav.  After that his brother emerged with 
his hand grasping onto the heel of Eisav; and he called his 
name Yaakov.  Rashi explains that Yaakov held onto Eisav’s 
heel to prevent him from being born first.  Thus, it behooves 
us to investigate what Yaakov meant to accomplish.  How 
would holding onto Eisav’s heel prevent Eisav from acquiring 
the birthright?  

Additionally, Rashi deduces from the wording of the 
passuk: “He named him Yaakov”—that this refers to HKB”H.  
Seeing as HKB”H Himself named him Yaakov, because:  וידו“ 

 he grasped onto Eisav’s heel, this implies that—אוחזת בעקב עשו”
this act was extremely significant.  So, once again, it behooves 
us to explore what exactly was so significant about Yaakov 
grabbing onto Eisav’s heel?  

 Alludes to the Neshamos of Tannaim  ”כי ציד בפיו“
that Were Trapped in His Mouth

We will begin to shed some light on the subject by 
introducing a fascinating insight from the teachings of our 
master, the Arizal, in Likutei Torah (Ovadiah).  He addresses 
the passuk in this week’s parsha (ibid. 25, 28): יצחק  “ויאהב 

בפיו” ציד  כי   Yitzchak loved Eisav, because trapping—את עשו 
was in his mouth.  Clearly, we must endeavor to explain how 
Yitzchak could have been so mistaken; he loved Eisav and 
failed to recognize that he was wicked.  Thus, this passuk 
teaches us that the holy Neshamos of Yisrael’s leaders were 

trapped in Eisav’s mouth: “Shemaya and Avtalyon, Rabbi 
Meir and Rabbi Akiva.”  They were all the children of 
converts, descending from Eisav HaRasha.  

With this in mind, the Arizal adds another significant tidbit.  
The Targum Yonasan (Bereishis 50, 13) explains that when 
Eisav tried to prevent the shevatim from burying Yaakov in 
the Me’aras HaMachpeilah, Chushim ben Dan intervened.  He 
grabbed a sword and decapitated Eisav; Eisav’s head rolled 
into the cave and came to rest in Yitzchak’s lap.  Eisav’s 
children buried his body in the field of Machpeilah, but not in 
the cave.  Thus, we need to understand in what merit Eisav’s 
head ended up buried inside Me’aras HaMachpeilah.  

However, we have learned that Eisav’s head contained the 
holy Neshamos of some of Yisrael’s preeminent scholars—
famous Tannaim that were the offspring of converts.  
Therefore, it was orchestrated from above that Eisav’s head 
be detached from his impure, unholy body; and that his 
head, concealing its holy treasure, be buried inside Me’aras 
HaMachpeilah, alongside his father, Yitzchak, the source of 
kedushah.  This concludes the Arizal’s sacred insights.  

Let us add a wonderful allusion concerning the neshamos 
of Shemaya, Avtalyon, Rabbi Meir and Rabbi Akiva that were 
trapped in Eisav HaRasha’s mouth.  By having his head roll into 
the holy cave, they were able to escape the tumah of Eisav and 
achieve the kedushah of Tannaim—enlightening the world 
with their Torah.  Now, we find the following allusion in the 
words of David HaMelech (Tehillim 145, 14): סומ”ך הוי”ה לכ”ל“ 

 Hashem supports all the fallen—הנפלי”ם וזוק”ף לכ”ל הכפופי”ם”
ones and rights (straightens) all those who are bent.  The 
gematria of this passuk equals:  עקיב”א מאי”ר  אבטליו”ן   ;שמעי”ה 
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these precious souls represent “the fallen ones,” because 
they were trapped in the mouth of Eisav HaRasha.  Yet, 
Hashem supported them and made them upright, returning 
them to the realm of kedushah to teach Yisrael Torah.  

We find another pertinent tidbit in Maggid Devarav 
L’Yaakov, citing the holy Maggid, Rabbi Dov Ber of Mezritsch, 
zy”a.  The reason these holy Neshamos failed to exert a 
positive influence on Eisav was because he kept them locked 
up in his head, preventing them from spreading to the rest of 
his body.  Here is what he writes: 

“כי ציד בפיו. זה ידוע שגם בעשו היו כמה ניצוצות קדושות, שיצאו מהם אחר כך 

רבי מאיר ורבי עקיבא ושמעיה ואבטליון ושאר גרים. אך עשו היה כובש כל ניצוצות 

קדושות בפיו, וירא להורידם לגופו פן תכפנו ותשיבנו לטובה. וזהו כי ציד בפיו, רצונו 

לומר כיון שהיו בו בשביה ממש, היו רק בפיו לא בפנימיות הגוף, ובשביל זה היה יצחק 

טעה בו, כי בשעה שהיה מדבר עמו, היה מדבר בניצוצות הקדושות שהיו בפיו”.

This is the additional implication of the words: ”כי ציד בפיו“.  
The holy Neshamos of Rabbi Meir, Rabbi Akiva, Shemaya, 
Avtalyon and all of the other scholarly converts were actually 
trapped and held captive in Eisav’s mouth.  He took great care 
not to allow them to descend to the rest of his body lest they 
exert a positive influence on him.  This is why Yitzchak was 
misled.  When Eisav spoke with his father, he enlisted the 
kedushah of the holy Neshamos in his mouth.  

This adds further clarification to what we learned above 
from the Arizal.  This is why Eisav’s detached head rolled into 
Me’aras HaMachpeilah and landed in Yitzchak’s lap.  Due to 
the holy Neshamos trapped in his mouth, his head deserved to 
be buried inside the cave.  Furthermore, while alive, he created 
a detachment between his head and his body, by preventing 
these Neshamos in his head from influencing his body.  Hence, 
in death, as well, his head was detached from his body.  

“Praiseworthy are those with moral integrity 
who follow Hashem’s Torah”

Continuing onward on this enlightening path, let us proceed 
to explain why Yaakov Avinu grabbed Eisav’s heel as he was 
born.  We find the following in the Midrash (Letters of Rabbi 
Akiva, “Yud”) regarding the shape of the letter “aleph”:  

“ומפני מה ידו של אל”ף זקוף מצדו ויש לו שתי רגלים כבני אדם, מפני שכתוב 

בו אמת, ואמת יש לו רגלים, ושקר אין לו רגלים, לפיכך כל אותיות של אמת יש להם 

רגלים, ושל שקר אין להם רגלים, שכל אותיות של שקר עומדות על חודן”.

Why is the arm of the “aleph” straight on its one side, 

and it has two legs like human beings?  Because it is 
related to “emes”; and “emes” has legs; but “sheker” does 
not have legs.  Therefore, all the letters of “emes” (״אמת״) 
have legs, while those of “sheker (״שקר״) do not have legs.  
For, all the letters of “sheker” stand on their tips.  

This can be simply understood based on what we have 
learned in the Gemara (Shabbas 104a): לא שקרא  קאי   “קושטא 

 truth endures; lies do not endure.  Therefore, the—קאי”
shapes of their letters allude to this reality.  The three letters of 
 all have two legs, alluding to the fact that truth has a sound ,אמ”ת
basis, allowing it to endure.  The three letters of שק”ר, however, 
all stand on a single point, alluding to the fact that lies are not 
well-founded and are destined to be revealed as false.  

Yet, since it is the nature of Torah to be elucidated from 
seventy different aspects, I would like to propose an explanation 
that will prove valuable to all of us.  In the “mizmor” that is 
based on eight sets of the “aleph-Beis,” David HaMelech opens 
with the passuk (Tehillim 119, 1): אשרי תמימי דרך ההולכים בתורת“ 

 ,Praiseworthy are those whose way is wholesome—ה’”
who walk with the Torah of Hashem.  We can suggest that 
his mention of walking with the Torah of Hashem relates to the 
passuk (Vayikra 26, 3): ”אם בחוקותי תלכו“—if you walk with My 
precepts.  Rashi interprets this to mean: You should labor in 
Torah-study.  We see that the Torah associates walking with 
Torah-study.  What is the connection?  

To answer this question, let us refer to what the author of the 
Tanya writes in Likutei Amarim (Chapter 5).  If a Jew labors in 
his Torah-study until he is privileged to comprehend the matter 
and gain Torah-knowledge, reflecting the maxim (Megillah 
6b): ”תאמן ומצאתי   I labored and I found it,” believe“—“יגעתי 
him—then those Torah-insights are retained by his intellect.  
Furthermore, his intellect encompasses the matter, attempting 
to comprehend every minute detail.  With this in mind, he goes 
on to explain the Gemara’s (Chagigah 14a) statement comparing 
the Torah to bread.  Just as bread is consumed by the body 
and sustains it; in similar fashion, the illumination of Torah 
penetrates the mind that perceives and encompasses it, and 
sustains the entire body from there—as it is written (Tehillim 
  .and your Torah is in my gut --“ותורתך בתוך מעי” :(9 ,40

The Goal Is to Extend the Light of Torah 
from Head to Toe

Let us elaborate further on the notion of: ”ותורתך בתוך מעי“—
Your Torah is inside me.  We have a fundamental principle 
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regarding Torah-study and its comprehension by the brain in 
the head.  The goal of Torah-study is for the light of Torah to 
spread from the head to all 248 human limbs; so that every limb 
functions solely in accordance with the Torah retained by the 
brain.  The Gemara (Berachos 17a) expresses this phenomenon 
as follows: מרגלא בפומיה דרבא, תכלית חכמה תשובה ומעשים טובים... שנאמר“ 

 )תהלים קיא-י( ראשית חכמה יראת ה’ שכל טוב לכל עושיהם, ללומדיהם לא נאמר

  :The following was a familiar lesson of Rava’s  אלא לעושיהם”.
The purpose of Torah wisdom is to lead to repentance 
and good deeds, so that a person does not read and learn 
and, yet, kick at his father, his mother or his teacher, or at 
anyone greater than him in wisdom and numbers.  For it 
states: “The beginning of wisdom is the fear of G-d, good 
understanding to all their practitioners.”  

The topmost portion of the human body is called the 
“head”--”ראש“ ; the bottommost is the two legs, upon which the 
entire body stands and ambulates.  Therefore, when a person 
engages in Torah-study and attains Torah-based insights in 
his brain, he must make every effort to ensure that the light 
of Torah in his head spreads throughout his body—from his 
head to his toes.  Thus, all of his actions will be guided by the 
precepts of the Torah.  This is in contrast to Eisav HaRasha, 
who prevented the Neshamos of the Torah scholars trapped 
in his head to spread to and illuminate the rest of his body.  

This explains very nicely why the sages of the Talmud 
chose to conclude the Talmud Bavli with the passage that 
we recite every morning (Niddah 73a): תנא דבי אליהו, כל השונה“ 

הליכות ג-ו(  )חבקוק  שנאמר  הבא,  עולם  בן  שהוא  לו  מובטח  יום  בכל   הלכות 

הלכות”. אלא  הליכות  תקרי  אל  לו,   The Academy of Eliyahu עולם 
taught: He who studies Torah laws every day is assured 
that he will be in Olam HaBa, as it states: “The ways of the 
world are His”—do not read “ways” (״הליכות״), but “laws” 
 They wished to impress upon us that the purpose of  .(״הלכות״)
Torah-study and clarification of halachot is for them to spread 
from one’s head and imbue the entire body, including the two 
legs.  This will ensure that all of a person’s worldly activities, 
facilitated by his legs, will be guided by the light of Torah and 
the dictates of halachah.  

Accordingly, we can explain what we learned in the 
Mishnah regarding the preparation of the Kohen Gadol seven 
days prior to Yom HaKippurim (Yoma 14a): כל שבעת הימים הוא“ 

 זורק את הדם ומקטיר את הקטורת ומיטיב את הנרות ומקריב את הראש ואת

 ,each of the seven days, he would throw the blood—הרגל”
burn the “ketores,” prepare the lamps and sacrifice the 
head and the leg.  We can suggest that he combined the head 
and the leg in preparation for Yom HaKippurim.  Thus, he 
atoned for Yisrael’s failure to extend the light of Torah in their 
heads all the way to the bottoms of their feet.  

Their Beginnings and Ends Are Connected

Utilizing this concept, we can explain the practical 
significance of the statement in the Mishnah in Sefer Yetzirah 
בגחלת” :(5 ,1) קשורה  כשלהבת  בסופן  ותחילתן  בתחילתן  סופן  —“נעוץ 
their end is embedded in their beginning and their 
beginning in their end, like a flame in a burning coal.  Let 
us explain.  Man’s physical stature was created such that he 
would connect the end—the feet—with the beginning—the 
head; similarly, he must connect the beginning—the head—
with the end—the feet.  

This relates to the teaching in the Gemara (Succah 52b): 
 “אם פגע בך מנוול זה משכהו לבית המדרש, אם אבן הוא נימוח, אם ברזל הוא

 If this despicable character engages you, draw --מתפוצץ”
him into the Beis Midrash; if he is like a stone, he will 
dissolve; if he is like iron, he will shatter.  We learn that a 
person must use his two legs to walk to the Beis Midrash to 
learn Torah.  By doing so, he sanctifies his legs.  By engaging 
in Torah-study and acquiring insights into the Torah in the 
brain in his head, he is able to extend the light of Torah from 
his head to the bottoms of his feet.  

That is the meaning of the statement: ”בתחילתן סופן    .“נעוץ 
The legs, the end of the human body is intimately related to 
its beginning, the head; they transport the body to engage 
in Torah-study.  Likewise: ”ותחילתן בסופן“—the beginning, the 
head, is intimately related to the end, the legs; they transport 
a person to study Torah in the Beis Midrash, so that he is able 
to overcome the yetzer hara.  

This explains very nicely why the Torah employs the 
language of walking with regards to the labor of Torah-study: 
תלכו” בחוקותי   After all, we have learned that the purpose  .“אם 
of Torah-study is to extend the light of Torah throughout one’s 
entire physical being—from head to toe—ensuring that all of 
one’s earthly behavior accords with the precepts of the Torah.  
Therefore, HKB”H associated walking with Torah-study: אם“ 

 the head and the legs must be connected.  This is—בחוקותי תלכו”
the implication of David HaMelech’s statement: אשרי תמימי דרך“ 
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 The goal of Torah-study is to imbue the entire  .ההולכים בתורת ה’”
body with the illumination of Torah—from head to toe; so, that 
people will act solely in accordance with Hashem’s Torah.  

“Emes” Has Legs because the Light of “Emes” 
Penetrates Even the Legs

We can now better understand the Midrash’s statement 
that the letters of אמ”ת have two legs, whereas the letters of 
 do not.  For, we find that the Torah is called “emes.”  As שק”ר
we learn in the Gemara (A.Z. 4b): תורה דכתיב בה אמת, דכתיב אמת“ 

ואל תמכור”  the Torah is associated with “emes”, for it --קנה 
is written (Mishlei 23, 23): “Purchase ‘emes’ (Torah) and 
do not sell.”  Similarly, in the formula of the berachah recited 
over the Torah, we say:  Who gave us—“אשר נתן לנו תורת אמת”  
the Torah of “emes.”  

Now, the test to determine whether or not a person is 
engaging in the Torah of “emes” is to check if the light of Torah 
in his head descends and illuminates his entire physical body, 
down to his two feet.  In other words, do all of his actions 
comply with the teachings of the Torah.  This is alluded to by 
the letters אמ”ת; these letters all have two legs, signifying that 
the light of Torah penetrated the legs.  In contrast, the letters 
 ”do not have legs, alluding to the fact that even if a “rasha שק”ר
hears words of Torah, he does not extend their illumination 
from his head to his feet.  He is not concerned with acting and 
behaving in accord with the teachings of the Torah.  

This is the lesson taught by the author of the Tanya in 
Likutei Amarim (Chapter 13): ,כי הנה מדת אמת היא מדתו של יעקב“ 
 הנקרא בריח התיכון המבריח מן הקצה אל הקצה, מרום המעלות ומדרגות עד
 ;The quality of “emes” is the midah of Yaakov  סוף כל דרגין”.
it is called the middle bar bridging from one end to the 
other—from the highest qualities and levels to the lowest 
levels.  In terms of what we have learned, he is teaching us 
that when a person is occupied with the Torah of “emes,” he 
enables the light of Torah to extend from one end of his being 
to the other—from the highest levels in the intellect in his 
head to the lowest levels of his being in his feet.  

We can now better appreciate the words of the author of 
the Tanya.  He taught us that insights obtained through Torah-
study are located in the brain in a person’s head.  Accordingly, 
he cited the words of David HaMelech: ”ותורתך בתוך מעי“—Your 
Torah is in my gut (intestines).  For, David HaMelech rose 
every night at midnight to study Torah all night long.  After 
acquiring knowledge and insights in his head, he extended 
the illumination of the Torah—like nourishment in his 
intestines—to sustain his entire body.  

Removal of the Nachash’s Legs because 
It Prevented the Light of Torah 

from Reaching Man’s Legs

Based on what we have learned, we can begin to 
comprehend why HKB”H excised the legs of the “nachash 
hakadmoni,” after it perpetrated the “cheit Eitz HaDa’as.”  The 
Torah records (Bereishis 3, 14): ויאמר ה’ אלקים אל הנחש כי עשית“ 

כל תאכל  ועפר  תלך  גחונך  על  ומכל חית השדה  מכל הבהמה  אתה  ארור   זאת 

חייך”  and Hashem G-d said to the serpent, “Because --ימי 
you have done this, accursed are you beyond all the cattle 
and beyond all beasts of the field; upon your belly shall 
you go, and dust shall you eat all the days of your life.”  
Rashi comments:  ”ונקצצו לו  היו   it (the serpent) once—“רגלים 
had legs, which were later cut off.  

We can suggest that the serpent’s punishment exemplifies 
the principle of “midah k’neged midah.”  The yetzer hara, in 
the form of the nachash, prevented Adam HaRishon from 
extending the light of Torah from his brain to his two legs.  In 
fact, the yetzer hara continues to do this to mankind in every 
generation; it prevents the light of Torah from illuminating 
down to a person’s legs.  Thus, it is as if it is cutting off and 
separating man’s legs from his head.  Therefore, it was punished 
in kind; its legs were cut off, reminding mankind that this is the 
persuasive ploy of the nachash; it interrupts the transmission 
of the light of Torah from a person’s head to his legs.  

This explains very nicely HKB”H’s remarks to the “nachash 
hakadmoni” (ibid. 3, 15): ובין ובין זרעך  ובין האשה   “ואיבה אשית בינך 

 I will put enmity between --זרעה הוא ישופך ראש ואתה תשופנו עקב”
you and the woman, and between your offspring and her 
offspring.  He will pound you on the head, and you will hiss 
at his heel.  Simply understood, the passuk teaches us that man 
will strike the serpent’s head, and it will bite his heels.  Based 
on our current discussion, however, we can find an allusion 
in the passuk.  With the words: ”ראש ישופך   HKB”H was—“הוא 
informing the yetzer hara, in the form of the nachash, that if 
man extends the light of Torah from his head to the bottoms of 
his feet, he will succeed in striking a decisive blow to its head 
with his feet, containing the light of Torah.  On the other hand: 
עקב” תשופנו   you, the nachash, will succeed in causing—“ואתה 
man’s spiritual demise by biting his heels—by preventing him 
from extending the light of Torah to his heels.  

Accordingly, we can comprehend the strategy used by Eisav’s 
ministering angel, the legless nachash, when it realized it could 
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not defeat Yaakov Avinu (ibid. 32, 25): ויותר יעקב לבדו ויאבק איש“ 

 עמו עד עלות השחר, וירא כי לא יכול לו ויגע בכף ירכו ותקע כף ירך יעקב בהאבקו

 and Yaakov remained alone, and a man wrestled with --עמו”
him until dawn; upon realizing that he could not overcome 
him, he struck a blow to the ball of Yaakov’s thighbone, 
and it became dislocated, as they wrestled.  Its initial goal 
was to defeat Yaakov, the pillar of Torah, in an effort to prevent 
him from studying Torah and illuminating his intellect with its 
phenomenal light.  When this failed: ”ירכו בכף   it struck—“ויגע 
a blow that would prevent him from illuminating the lower 
portions of his body with the light of Torah.  

He Grabbed onto Eisav’s Heel 
to Reveal Eisav’s Deceit

We can now rejoice!  For, we have shed light on the 
matter of Yaakov Avinu’s incredible act.  Immediately, as he 
entered this world after his brother Eisav: בעקב אוחזת   “וידו 

 Yaakov attempted to prevent Eisav from coming out  .עשו”
first and inheriting the kedushah of the birthright.  We asked 
how he figured that grabbing onto Eisav’s heel would prevent 
him from receiving the birthright.  Based on what we have 
learned, we can suggest that Yaakov Avinu perceived via his 
“ruach hakodesh” that Eisav’s right to the birthright stemmed 
from the Neshamos sequestered in his head—the Neshamos 
of those Torah-scholars that descended from converts.  

Furthermore, he witnessed the difficult struggle he had 
with Eisav while they were still in their mother’s womb, as 
the Torah reports (ibid. 25, 22): ”בקרבה הבנים   they—“ויתרוצצו 
wreaked havoc while still in-utero.  According to Rashi: When 
she would pass by doorways of places of Torah-study of 
Shem and Eiver, Yaakov would run and kick, trying to exit 
(the womb); when she would pass by doorways of places 
of idol-worship, Eisav would kick, trying to exit.   So, even 
though Eisav housed holy Neshamos in his head; nevertheless, 
he struggled to get out into the world and run with his legs to 
houses of worship of idolatry.  

Therefore, he devised a way to prevent Eisav from being the 
firstborn: ”עשו בעקב  אוחזת   ,By grasping onto Eisav’s heel  .“וידו 
he wished to demonstrate that Eisav was not worthy to be the 
“bechor,” because he yearned to run on his heels to places of 

idol-worship.  Thus, it was evident that the holy Neshamos in 
his head served no purpose, because he prevented them from 
influencing the rest of his body, down to the heels of his feet.  

Therefore, this noble deed earned him the name Yaakov: 
יעקב” שמו   HKB”H Himself named him Yaakov, a name  .“ויקרא 
derived from the Hebrew term for heel—“akeiv.”  Thus, HKB”H 
demonstrated the virtue of Yaakov Avinu.  While he was yet in 
his mother’s womb, he ran and kicked inside her, attempting 
to get out to the Batei Midrash.  He yearned to extend the light 
of Torah in his head to his entire physical body, including the 
lowly heels—which would transport him to the Batei Kenesset 
and Batei Midrash.  He was clearly very different than Eisav 
HaRasha, who prevented the holy Neshamos in his head from 
spreading to his heels.  

This explains marvelously why Yaakov merited the two 
names Yaakov and Yisrael.  For, it is written (ibid. 35, 10): 
 “ויאמר לו אלקים שמך יעקב, לא יקרא שמך עוד יעקב כי אם ישראל יהיה שמך

ישראל.” שמו  את   Then G-d said to him, “Your name is  ויקרא 
Yaakov; your name shall no longer be called Yaakov, but 
rather Yisrael shall be your name.”  Regarding this subject, 
we have learned (Berachos 12b): אלא ממקומו,  יעקב  שיעקר   “לא 

לו” ויעקב טפל  עיקר   not that the name Yaakov will be --ישראל 
uprooted, but rather Yisrael will be the primary name 
and Yaakov will be secondary to it.  

To explain the significance of the two names, we will refer to an 
explanation found in many of our sacred sefarim (Toldos Yaakov 
Yosef, Kedushas Levi, Degel Machaneh Ephraim, Zera Kodesh, 
Ohr LaShamayim and others).  The name ”יעקב“, as mentioned 
above, comes from the term ”עקב“, meaning heel.  Whereas the 
name ישרא”ל is an anagram of ל”י רא”ש, meaning “the head is mine.”  
The source for this explanation is found in the Arizal’s Sha’ar 
HaPesukim (Vayeitzei): ”.כי ישראל הם אותיות לי ראש“

Let us provide an explanation based on our current 
discussion.  The two names, Yaakov and Yisrael, illustrate the 
incredible relationship between a person’s heels and his head.  
Yaakov relates to a person’s heels; whereas Yisrael relates to 
his head--רא”ש ל”י   .  Seeing as it is imperative to extend the 
light of Torah in one’s head all the way down to one’s heels, 
both names are necessary to emphasize this relationship.  
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