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Emet LeYaakov, Chesed LeAvraham: A 
Developmental Perspective 

by Rabbi Daniel Fridman 

Parashat Toledot is a transitional one, in which the primary focus of 
the Chumash switches between the second and third of the Avot, from 
Yitzchak to Yaakov. For the next three Parashiyot, until the central drama 
shifts to the interactions between Yosef and his brothers, Yaakov Avinu 
represents the critical figure in the text. 

Chazal, as we know, have associated Yaakov with the characteristic 
of Emet, truth,1 ‚Titein Emet LeYaakov,‛ just as his father is associated 
with Gevurah, courage, and his grandfather with the virtue of Chesed, 
kindness.2 Ab initio, the association seems strange. After all, the central 
incident of our Sidrah is one in which Yaakov, much to his own 
discomfort, deceives his own father. As Yitzchak himself notes to a 
crestfallen Esav, ‚Ba Achicha BeMirmah VaYikach Birchatecha,‛ ‚Your 
brother came in deception and took your blessing.‛3 Even if Yaakov was 
not the one to initiate this decision, even if he was uncomfortable with it, 
and even if it was, in a sense, Kibud Eim, respect for his mother, his sheer 
willingness to engage in this kind of activity would seem to, in and of 
itself, disqualify him from association with the virtue of Emet. 

Moving beyond this incident alone, Yaakov’s wresting of the 
Bechorah, birthright, from his brother by exploiting his fatigue and 
hunger, as well as his handling of the division of the sheep with Lavan 
and his brothers-in-law in Parashat VaYeitzei, would hardly seem to be 
the actions of the archetype of truthfulness. 

In fairness, one may certainly justify our Sages’ association of 
truthfulness with Yaakov if one is willing to adopt a limited view which 
maintains that this association is rooted in the standards Yaakov 
maintained as an employee in the House of Lavan. As Yaakov himself 
testifies to his own wives, the daughters of his employers, ‚VaAteinah 
Yedaten Ki BeChol Cochi Avadeti Et Avichen,‛ ‚You know that I worked 
for your father with all my might.‛4 To be sure, this aspect of Yaakov’s 
integrity and rectitude is on full display in the coda of Rambam’s Hilchot 
Sechirut,5 in which Yaakov’s honesty as an employee over two decades 
establishes the gold standard for the conduct of a hired laborer and earns 
Yaakov the prestigious appellation of Yaakov HaTzaddik. 

This impressive feature of Yaakov’s personal integrity 
notwithstanding, one still yearns for a more holistic perspective on 
Chazal’s identification of Yaakov’s defining attribute as Emet. Perhaps 

                                                 
1 See, for example, BeReishit Rabbah 70:7. 
2 The prophetic root of this association can be found in Michah 7:20. In context, the 
reference to Yaakov is not a reflection on his personal honesty but rather a petition to 
the Almighty to fulfill the promise he made to Yaakov, as noted by Rashi, Ibn Ezra, 
Radak, and Metzudat David ad loc. 
3 BeReishit 27:35. Admittedly, Onkelos and Rashi both take the edge off the term and 
simply render it “BeChochmah,” “with wisdom.” Yet, it should not be lost on us that 
“BeMirmah”  is precisely the term the Torah uses to describe the deception 
perpetrated by Yaaakov’s sons (discussed below) on the people of Shechem, which so 
infuriated Yaakov. Moreover, this is precisely the term Rambam (discussed below) 
chose in Hilkhot Sekhirut as a contrast with the honesty of Yaakov as an employee of 
Lavan. 
4 BeReishit 31:6 
5
 Rambam Mishneh Torah Hilchot Sechirut 13:7 

we might suggest that Yaakov’s embodiment of the virtue of truth may 
indeed be best understood as a lifelong process of spiritual development, 
an evolution in his inner world. 

In Parashat Toledot, Yaakov flees from his brother Eisav, much as in 
Parashat VaYeitzei, Yaakov flees from his father-in-law, Lavan, rather 
than directly and honestly confronting his erstwhile adversaries. As the 
Torah itself testifies, the latter was a clear example of deception, 
‚VaYignov Yaakov Et Leiv Lavan HaArami Al Beli Higid Lo Ki Vorei’ach Hu,‛ 
‚Yaakov deceived (lit. ‘stole the heart of’) Lavan the Arami by not telling 
him he was fleeing.‛6 

Parashat VaYishlach represents the critical turning point. As Yaakov 
prepares for his confrontation with Eisav, he is all alone. He must stand 
and struggle with the man-angel. In this confrontation, Yaakov loses his 
capacity to run, as his leg is injured. However, he has gained something 
far more important: the confidence that he need not run from his 
problems nor engage in any other form of machination, but that he can 
confront his adversaries honestly and directly. As we know, Yaakov’s 
identity is transformed at this point to Yisrael, representing a transition 
from ‚VaYa’akeveini Zeh Pa’amayim,‛ He has deceived me twice,‛7 to 
Yashrut, honesty and integrity. And even as he is wounded in the 
physical sense of the term and may no longer match the descriptive term 
of his youth, Tam, perfect, he is now, ironically, even with his Mum, 
blemish, so to speak, elevated to Sheleimut, completeness.8 

From this point forward, Yaakov’s life is marked inexorably by an 
unwavering commitment to direct and honest dealings even with the 
most difficult situations. When he meets Eisav in the next chapter, he asks 
Eisav to take back the blessing he has gotten through deception, ‚Kach 
Na Et Birchati Asher Huvat Lach Ki Chanani Elokim VeChi Yesh Li 
Chol,‛ ‚Please take my blessing that was brought to you, for God has 
favored me and I have everything.‛9  
Critically, Yaakov does not run from Esav, but on the contrary, he 
confronts him directly, as the Pasuk says, ‚VeHu Avar Lifneihem,‛ 
Yaakov goes directly to the front of his carefully choreographed 
encampment. 10 

Likewise, in the difficult trials resulting from Dinah’s abduction in 
Shechem, Yaakov excoriates his sons for engaging in Mirmah, deceptive 
plotting. While the simple reading of the Torah indicates that Yaakov was 
primarily concerned about the practical implications of his sons’ violence, 
‚VeNe’esfu Alai VeHiCuni VeNishmadti Ani UVeiti,‛ ‚They will gather 
upon me and kill me, and I and my family will be destroyed,‛11 the end of 
Sefer BeReishit tells a different story altogether.12 As we know, Yaakov 
never truly forgives Shimon and Levi for their violent plot, continuing 
to reference their deception even on his deathbed, ‚Shimon VeLevi Achim, 
Kelei  Chamas Mecheiroteihem. BeSodam Al Tavo Nafshi, BiK’halam Al Teichad 
Kevodi,‛ ‚Shimon and Levi are brothers; their weapons are tools of 
lawlessness. Let my soul not enter their council; let my honor not be 
included in their assembly.‛13  

                                                 
6 BeReishit 31:20 
7 BeReishit 27:36 
8 Admittedly, Chazal do assert that Sheleimut reflects the healing of his wound and 
therefore is not mutually exclusive with a state of physical Temimut, perfection. See 
Rashi to 33:18. In contrasting the two, I have opted to follow the simple Peshat of the 
text, which does not indicate that Yaakov healed from his confrontation with the man-
angel. 
9 BeReishit 33:11 
10 BeReishit 33:3 
11 BeReishit 34:30 
12 The shift in Yaakov’s rationale for being critical of Shimon and Levi from a 
pragmatic concern to a more fundamental one concerning the use of such deceptive 
violence seems critical to me in illuminating another element of the text. When 
Yaakov voices his concerns in practical terms in Chapter 34, the Torah quite famously 
cedes the last words in the discussion to Shimon and Levi, “HaCheZonah Ya’aseh Et 
Achoteinu?” “Shall he make our sister like a harlot?” Yet, when Yaakov gives voice 
to a deeper, more principled objection to his sons’ behavior at the very end of his life, 
the Torah very clearly gives him the last words on the incident. 
13 BeReishit 49:5 
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It seems to me that Yaakov’s lifelong growth, in which he 
cultivates over time a unique sensitivity and capacity for 
expressing direct truthfulness, even in difficult situations, may 
also play a role in what might be otherwise perceived as one of the 
great errors of Yaakov’s life: sending Yosef alone to the dangerous 
area of Shechem, to the brothers Yaakov well knows are, to put it 
mildly, in friction with Yosef. Perhaps, though, Yaakov’s decision 
to send Yosef was motivated by a desire for Yosef to be able to 
work out the growing tension that he was experiencing with his 
brothers in an honest and direct manner. Tragically, things do not 
work out as Yaakov might have hoped. But a man who spent his 
life developing the quality of truthfulness may not have had it any 
other way. 

If we are to accept this approach to the affiliation between 
Yaakov and truthfulness, a related point comes into, I believe, a 
completely new light. In the prophetic final Pasuk of the Navi 
Michah, which serves as the basis for the association between 
Yaakov and truthfulness, his grandfather, Avraham, is associated 
with Chesed. 

There is no doubt whatsoever that this description can be 
justified, whether it is our first Patriarch’s adoption of his nephew 
and subsequent risk of his own life to rescue him from bondage; 
his astonishing capacity for welcoming guests in a state of 
postoperative infirmity; or his intercedence with the Almighty on 
behalf of the people of Sodom. And yet, when one contemplates 
Avraham’s early life through the prism of various Midrashim, and 
especially in Rambam’s classical description in the first chapter of 
Hilchot Avodah Zarah, the iconoclastic quality of Avraham’s 
youth comes to the fore. In his youth, apparently, Avraham 
brought his Keri’ah BeSheim Hashem, monotheistic message, to a 
pagan society through the means of confrontation and iconoclasm; 
he literally and figuratively Shibeir Et HaTzelamim, smashed the 
idols. Far from leaving an impact on the society around him, 
Avraham escapes with his own life only through a miracle. 
Neither Nimrod, nor the denizens of Ur Kasdim for that matter, 
are elevated through this process. 

Moving from the realm of the Midrash to the text, one notes a 
striking instance of selfishness on the part of Avraham. When 
Avraham expresses concern for his own life as he descends to 
Egypt together with Sarah, he asks her to expose herself to 
enormous risk for his sake. Whether or not it would have been 
appropriate for Avraham to expose Sarah to Pharaoh merely to 
save his own life is itself debatable, though the Ramban was 
unequivocal that even self-preservation could not possibly have 
justified exposing Sarah to this situation.14 What seems to me 
beyond debate is the acceptability of doing so for material benefit, 
which Avraham articulated as his first, and perhaps, primary 
motive, ‚Lema’an Yitav Li Ba’avureich, VeChayetah Nafshi 
Biglaleich,‛ ‚So it will be good for me because of you, and I will 
survive because of you.‛15  

And yet, as he develops, Avraham dramatically alters his 
approach. He is still, of course, Korei BeSheim Hashem, calling out 
in the name of Hashem, but as Chazal describe so vividly, he does 
so not through confrontation but through compassionate 
engagement, the Achilah Shetiyah ULevayah, eating, drinking, 
and accompaniment of his Eishel,16 to the point where he becomes 
the paragon of ‚SheYihyeh Sheim Shamayim Mit’aheiv Al 
Yadecha,‛ ‚the name of Heaven should be loved by you.‛17 The 
results are self-evident; it is not for naught that the Hittite 
denizens of Kiryat Arba refer to Avraham as the ‚Nesi Elokim,‛ 
‚prince of God.‛18 

In this respect, then, a new parallelism between Emet 
LeYaakov and Chesed LeAvraham emerges: both are authentic 
descriptions of a life’s work of molding of one’s inner world, in 
which each of these respective Avot reversed a certain spiritually 
suboptimal proclivity of their youth into the defining quality of 

                                                 
14 Ramban to BeReishit 12:10, s.v. VaYehi Ra’av BaAretz. 
15 BeReishit 12:13. See Rashi, ad loc., who explicitly notes that Avraham was 
interested in the gifts that he thought he would receive as Sarah’s brother. In fairness, 
see Radak, ad loc., who is scandalized by Rashi’s approach. 
16 Sotah 10b 
17 Rambam Sefer HaMitzvot Asei 3 
18 BeReishit 23:6 

the unstinting Avodat Hashem of their mature years. In the timeless 
words of Rabbeinu Yonah, ‚HaSeichel Matanah VeHaMusar Kinyan,‛ 
‚Intellect is a gift, but character is acquired.‛19 

Yitzchak’s Three Berachot 
by Tani Greengart (‘18) 

The scene is set: Yitzchak is old and blind, and he wants to bless his 
sons, Eisav and Yaakov, before he dies. The most significant blessing 
Yitzchak will bestow is the ancestral blessing of Avraham, delineating 
which one of the sons will carry on the legacy of Yitzchak’s father 
Avraham, be the progenitor of the Jewish people, and inherit the Land of 
Israel. Yitzchak tells Eisav to hunt and prepare food so Yitzchak may 
bless him. Yitzchak’s wife, Rivkah, overhears this and sends Yaakov, 
dressed in Eisav’s clothing, to fool his father into giving the vital blessing 
to him instead of Eisav. The guise seems to work—Yitzchak blesses 
Yaakov, thinking he is Eisav. When Eisav comes in and discovers that 
Yaakov stole his blessing, he threatens to kill Yaakov, beginning a 
twenty-year feud between the brothers. Rivkah tells Yaakov to run away 
to the land of Charan to avoid Eisav’s wrath. 

Why does Rivkah want Yaakov to receive the ancestral blessing 
rather than Eisav? This question seems to be easy enough to answer. 
Firstly, Eisav is a hunter, a man of the field (BeReishit 25:27) whereas 
Yaakov lives in tents (ibid.), as his grandfather Avraham did (18:1). 
Additionally, Eisav is married to two Hittite women (26:34), a practice 
that greatly distressed his grandfather Avraham (24:3) as well as his 
parents, Yitzchak and Rivkah (26:35), but Yaakov is unmarried. The only 
valid reasoning as to why Eisav should be the rightful recipient of the 
blessing would be that Eisav is the firstborn, and even that argument 
does not hold water because Eisav sold his birthright to Yaakov for a pot 
of stew (25:33). 

It is clear that the ancestral blessing should have been given to 
Yaakov all along. 

So why does Yitzchak attempt to give the blessing to Eisav? What is 
he thinking? 

In order to answer this question, we must analyze the text of all 
three blessings in Parashat Toledot: the Berachah Yaakov steals from 
Eisav, the Berachah Yitzchak gives Eisav when Eisav shows up later, and 
the Berachah Yitzchak bestows upon Yaakov before Yaakov leaves for 
Charan. As we shall see, there is a stark contrast between the first two 
Berachot and the third one. 

Yitzchak’s first blessing, given to Yaakov disguised as Eisav, reads: 
‚VeYitein Lecha HaElokim MiTal HaShamayim UMiShemanei HaAretz, VeRov 
Dagan VeTirosh. Ya’avducha Amim VeYishtachavu Lecha Le’umim; Hevei 
Gevir LeAchecha VeYishtachavu Lecha Bnei Imecha; Orerecha Arur, 
UMevarachecha Baruch,‛ ‚God shall give you from the dew of the heavens 
and the fatness of the earth and much wheat and wine. Nations shall 
serve you, and kingdoms shall bow to you; be a master over your brother, 
and the sons of your mother will bow to you; those who curse you will be 
cursed, and those who bless you will be blessed‛ (27:28-29). 

The common theme across this blessing seems to be wealth and 
power. The beneficiary of this blessing will have ample food, will rule 
over nations and his brother, and will reciprocate to anyone who respects 
or disrespects him. This blessing is perfectly suited for a powerful hunter 
with leadership potential, namely Eisav, the intended recipient. However, 
the Berachah does not mention anything about Avraham, the Jewish 
people, or the land of Israel, things that ought to be in the ancestral 
blessing. 

Yitzchak’s later blessing to Eisav follows the same vein as the first 
blessing that Yaakov stole: ‚Hinei MiShemanei HaAretz Yihyeh Moshavecha 
UMiTal HaShamayim MeiAl; VeAl Charbecha Tichyeh VeEt Achicha Ta’avod, 
VeHayah Ca’asher Tarid UPharakta Ulo MeiAl Tzavarecha,‛ ‚The fatness of 
the land shall be your home, as well as the dew of the heavens. You shall 
live by your sword and serve your brother, but when you grieve, you 
shall throw his yoke off your neck‛ (27:39-40).  

Again, this blessing appeals to Eisav’s personality—it promises lots 
of food and a life of military power. The only true difference between this 
blessing and the first one is that here, the blessing states ‚you shall serve 
your brother‛ as opposed to ‚be a master over your brother.‛ But this 

                                                 
19 See commentary of Rabbeinu Yonah to Avot 5:12. 
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change makes sense, as Yitzchak already told Yaakov that Yaakov would 
rule over Eisav, and Yitzchak couldn’t change his mind now.  

The third blessing is quite different: ‚VeKeil Shakai Yevareich Otcha 
VeYafrecha VeYarbecha VeHayita LiK’hal Amim; VeYitein Lecha Et Birkat 
Avraham Lecha ULeZaracha Itach Lerishtecha Et Eretz Megurecha Asher Natan 
Elokim LeAvraham,‛ ‚God shall bless you, and you shall multiply and 
become a nation. He shall give you the blessing of Avraham, to inherit 
the land you live in, that He gave to Avraham‛ (28:3-4).  

This blessing is drastically different than the previous Berachot. It 
does not mention food nor ruling over anybody. It only mentions the 
recipient becoming a nation, following in the ways of Avraham, and 
inheriting Israel—the three exact characteristics mentioned above as the 
defining traits of the ancestral blessing. 

The wording of the blessings is evidence that the ancestral Berachah 
to carry on the legacy of Avraham was earmarked for Yaakov all along. 
Yitzchak never intended to give that blessing to Eisav; Yitzchak wanted 
to give Eisav the blessing Eisav would appreciate most—food, power, 
and respect. It is likely that if everything had gone according to plan, 
Yitzchak would have blessed Yaakov with the legacy of Avraham as soon 
as he was finished with Eisav. A good father loves each of his sons for 
what that son does best. 

Why does Rivkah not understand this? Perhaps she is fixated on the 
prophecy she received when she was pregnant with Yaakov and Eisav: 
‚Rav Ya’avod Tza’ir‛ (25:23). Rivkah interpreted this to mean ‚the older 
one *Eisav+ shall serve the younger one *Yaakov+,‛ so she does everything 
in her power to fulfill God’s prophecy and ensure that Yaakov receives 
the Berachah to rule over his brother.20 Yitzchak, however, knew that 
prophecies should not be taken at face value—if the prophecy Avraham 
received for Akeidat Yitzchak had been taken literally, Yitzchak would 
have been slaughtered. Yitzchak understood that the prophecy was not 
crystal-clear, as the words ‚Rav Ya’avod Tza’ir‛ can be translated as 
either ‚the eldest will serve the youngest‛ or ‚the eldest will work the 
youngest.‛21 Yitzchak knew the superiority could go either way, so he 
blesses Eisav with military power while blessing Yaakov with the legacy 
of Avraham. 

Knowing the true nature of Eisav’s and Yaakov’s blessings provides 
a deeper meaning to the story of their reconciliation in Parashat 
VaYishlach. Eisav approaches Yaakov with 400 men (33:1), a perfect 
fulfillment of his military-strength blessing. Yaakov approaches Eisav 
with so much family and so many animals that Eisav wonders aloud who 
and what they are (33:5, 33:8), a perfect fulfillment of Yaakov’s great-
nation and wealth blessings, respectively. 

But then Yaakov gives dozens of his animals to Eisav and refers to 
Eisav as ‚my master.‛ Why does he do this? Both of these things, animal 
wealth and mastery over the other brother, originate from the first 
blessing, the one Yaakov stole from Eisav. By sending Eisav animals and 
words of submissiveness, Yaakov returns the blessing he stole so long 
ago, realizing that Eisav was the rightful recipient of the blessing all 
along. 

This theory is strengthened by the words Yaakov says to Eisav: 
‚Kach Na Et Birchati Asher Huvat Lach,‛ ‚Take my blessing that was 
brought to you‛ (33:11). These words on a superficial level may refer to 
the animals Yaakov sent Eisav, but the language ‚Birchati‛ makes it clear 
that Yaakov’s intention is to return the Berachah that rightfully belonged 
to Eisav all along. 

And why does Yaakov want to return the blessing? He explains 
himself later in the same Pasuk: ‚Yeish Li Chol,‛ ‚I have everything‛ 
(33:11). Yaakov tells Eisav that he does not want the first blessing 
anymore because he is content with the third blessing. Yaakov does not 
want wealth or mastery over Eisav because the legacy of Avraham, 
means Chol, everything, to him. 

Once Eisav realizes that Yaakov is truly sorry for stealing his 
blessing and sincere in his offer to give it back, Eisav accepts Yaakov’s 
animals, accepting his apology. Yitzchak’s original plan was spot-on: 
Eisav is happy to have wealth and mastery over Yaakov, while Yaakov is 
happy to not to deal with it so he can concentrate on his true mission, the 
Jewish people. The brothers part ways amicably. 

May we be Zocheh to realize, as Yaakov Avinu did, that God and 
family are all we need to live a fulfilled life. 

                                                 
20 Rashbam to BeReishit 25:23 says that Rivkah saw that God loved Yaakov more 
than Eisav, so she did the same. 
21 See Ha’amek Davar, BeReishit 25:23 

The Source of Tears 
by Eli Schloss (‘19) 

After Yitzchak’s incident with Be’eir Sheva, we learn of 
Yitzchak Avinu’s aging. The Pasuk states, ‚VaYehi Ki Zakein 
Yitzchak VaTich’hena Einav MeiRe’ot,‛ meaning that as Yitzchak 
ages, his eyesight starts to go (BeReishit 27:1). Rashi famously asks 
a question on this and seems troubled as to why Yitzchak's eyesight 
is taken away from him. Rashi cites Chazal who say that when 
Yitzchak was on the Mizbei’ach at the Akeidah about to be 
sacrificed, the Mal’achim cried that Yitzchak was about to die, and 
their holy tears fell into his eyes and damaged his eyesight.  

However, this can also seem problematic, because why would 
Hashem cause Yitzchak to be blinded? Hashem does nothing for no 
reason!  

Rav Efraim Fischel Conterman, 22 my great-great-grandfather 
from New Orleans, offered insight into this. Earlier in our 
Parashah, Yitzchak is said to have loved Eisav ‚Ki Tzayid BePhiv,‛ 
‚because trapping was in his mouth‛ (25:28). The Midrash Rabbah 
says that Yitzchak loved Esav to the extent that Eisav asked 
Yitzchak about Ma’aser for straw and salt, and even though there is 
no Ma’aser for these items, Yitzchak still believed his interest was 
genuine. Yitzchak loved Eisav before realizing he was deceptive, 
unlike Rivkah, who recognized Eisav’s deceptiveness and therefore 
favored Yaakov over Eisav. 

Coming back to the tears of the Mal’achim, my great-great-
grandfather explained that the Mal’achim cried for two purposes. 
First, they were witnessing an Eved Hashem so willfully giving up 
his life LeSheim Shamayim. This caused for the Mal’achim to cry 
tears of joy upon seeing someone as holy as Yitzchak. On the other 
hand, they also saw in a vision that Yitzchak would love his evil 
son and so blindly fall into his traps. Therefore, the Mal’achim also 
cried tears of sorrow.  

Ultimately, the Mal’achim’s tears led to an ultimate victory for 
the Mal’achim. Just as Yitzchak was blind to Eisav’s negative 
trickery, the Malachim’s tears enabled Yitzchak to be tricked into 
giving the Berachah of the Bechor, firstborn, to Yaakov, possibly 
wiping out all of the negative impact Eisav’s trickery had on 
Yitzchak.  

We learn from this that even if things in the present don’t 
make sense to us, eventually, possibly years down the road, we’ll 
be able to piece together everything that ever happened to us and 
understand that anything we encounter is from Hashem and is 
done for our own good. 

In Memory of Rav Yisrael Rozen zt”l: A Ringing 
Endorsement of the Zomet Grama Gadgetry  

by Rabbi Chaim Jachter 

A Torah Academy of Bergen County alumnus recently 
approached me with a dilemma. The alumnus serves as the 
distinguished rabbi of a respected community which has some 
handicapped members who wish to use the Zomet Institute electric 
wheelchairs and chair lifts specially designed for Shabbat use. On 
the one hand, there is great need, but on the other hand Rav Yosef 
Dov Soloveitchik did not subscribe to the theory on which the 
Zomet Institute’s Shabbat mechanisms are based. In honor of the 
recently deceased founder of the Zomet Institute, Rav Yisrael 
Rozen zt‛l, I will explain why I encouraged the TABC alumnus to 
embrace the Zomet Institute wheelchair and chair lift when 
necessary.   

Background—Grama 
Since the Shabbat wheelchair and chairlift operate by means of 

Grama, indirect action, it is necessary to review the application of 
Grama in the modern environment. 

                                                 
22 Correction: In my past article, “Hashem’s Physical Manifestations”, my great-great-
grandfather was referred to as Rav Conterman. He was not a Rav, but he was a 
reverend and a Shochet.  [Comment by Rabbi Jachter: Having read Rav Conterman’s 
Sefer in its entirety, I conclude that Rav Conterman was an exceptional Talmid 
Chacham who is overwhelmingly worthy of the title Rav]. 
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 The Torah (Shemot 20:10) states, "Lo Ta'aseh Melachah," ‚Do not 
perform Melachah,‛ on Shabbat. The Gemara (Shabbat 120b) infers that 
‚performing‛ a Melachah (loosely translated as work) is forbidden, while 
indirectly causing Melachah is not forbidden.  Despite this seemingly all-
encompassing permission, we shall see that leniencies based on Grama 
have been employed only in limited situations. 

Grama and Intent 
The issue of Grama emerges, for example, in the context of 

refrigerators. Rav Shlomo Zalman Auerbach permits the opening of a 
refrigerator door even when the motor is not running, despite the fact 
that opening the door inevitably will trigger motor activity. Rav 
Auerbach ruled that the impact of opening the door on the motor is 
indirect, and Grama is not prohibited when one does not intend to cause 
the result. Since one who opens the door intends to take food and not to 
trigger the motor, indirectly causing the motor to go on is not prohibited 
on Shabbat or Yom Tov. 

There are cases, however, where Grama is permitted even when 
one's intention is to cause the resulting act. For instance, the Shulchan 
Aruch (Orach Chaim 334:22) permits one to place barrels of water in the 
path of a fire burning on Shabbat so that the heat will burst the barrels, 
causing the water to surge forth and extinguish the fire. The Rama (ad. 
loc., based on the Mordechai Shabbat 399) cautions, however, that the 
permission to intentionally perform an act of Grama is limited to cases 
where one seeks to avoid great loss, such as putting out a fire. The Bei’ur 
Halachah (ad. loc. s.v. DeGram Kibui) clarifies that this rule applies to all 
of the thirty-nine Melachot (forbidden activities) of Shabbat and not only 
to Mechabeh (fire-extinguishing). 

The Rama understands that Chazal created a Rabbinic prohibition to 
indirectly cause Melachah on Shabbat in situations other than a case of 
great need. Danger to life is not required to permit Grama; rather, great 
need is sufficient cause. In other words, Grama is permitted for essential 
needs even if they are not life-threatening needs. This restriction seems to 
stem from concern that if Grama was permitted in all situations on 
Shabbat, Shabbat observance would be eviscerated, as all work could be 
accomplished on Shabbat indirectly. The Ramban (commentary to 
VaYikra 23:24) notes that due to this concern, Chazal forbade a host of 
activities, such as engaging in business deals and asking a non-Jew to 
perform Melachah on one's behalf. Chazal wished to avoid sanctioning 
one who, on the one hand does not technically violate Shabbat, but on the 
other hand has not observed a meaningful Shabbat. 

Contemporary Applications of Grama 
The Gemara (Sanhedrin 77a) presents a situation referred to as "Sof 

Chamah Lavo," a case where one ties up another individual in the desert 
during the night and the sun rises the subsequent day and the victim dies 
due to the heat. The Gemara classifies this as an act of Retzichah by 
Grama (indirect killing).  Rashi (ad. loc. s.v. Kofto and s.v. O SheParah) 
explains that because the killing agent was not present at the time of the 
perpetrator's action, the murder is classified as indirect. 

The Chazon Ish (O.C. 38:4) applies the Sof Chamah Lavo principle to 
solve the problems involved in milking cows on Shabbat. He permits 
attaching the milking-machine pipes to the cow's udder before the flow of 
electricity begins. The machine can subsequently be turned on by a timer, 
and the one who attached the pipes to the udder is not considered to have 
milked directly. Since the electricity is not flowing when the pipes are 
attached, it is analogous to the sun not being present when the individual 
tied up another person in the desert. The Chazon Ish incorporates the 
Rama as well, reasoning that the indirect milking should be permitted 
due to the great need to milk cows on Shabbat resulting from both the 
suffering of the cows and the severe financial strain on dairy farmers. 

Another application of the Grama principle is the permission 
granted by the Shemirat Shabbat KeHilchatah (13:25, written by Rav 
Shlomo Zalman Auerbach and Rav Yehoshua Neuwirth) to adjust certain 
timers to turn on a light earlier than scheduled in case of great need. Once 
again, since the electricity is not flowing when the timer is adjusted, it is 
comparable to the sun not being present at the time when the victim is 
tied up. 

The Zomet Institute produces many items that operate using the Sof 
Chamah Lavo principle in highly essential, non-life-threatening 
situations. These gadgets include wheelchairs, hospital equipment, and 
vehicles for patrolling areas in Israel that are essential to monitor but not 
exceptionally dangerous.   

A popular Zomet product is their "Grama phone," which operates in 
a similar manner to their other products. When one raises the receiver, no 
electric circuit is completed (unlike in a conventional phone). Instead, an 
electric pulse is sent out by the phone every ten seconds or so to detect if 
the receiver has been lifted. When it detects that the receiver has been 
lifted, the circuit is completed. Again, the absence of the pulse when one 
lifts the telephone parallels the sun that is not at hand when the tying is 
completed. Rav Ovadia Yosef wholeheartedly endorses the use of the 
Grama phone for essential needs in a brief responsum printed in 
Techumin (1:518). He writes that ‚it is permitted according to all 
opinions.‛  Rav Ovadia’s son Rav Yitzchak Yosef continues in the path of 
his father and endorses Zomet Institute’s Shabbat security gate 
mechanism which operates using the Grama principle (Techumin 34:15-
18). Rav Shlomo Zalman Auerbach and Rav Yehoshua Neuwirth 
endorsed it as well (cited in Rav Rozen’s essay on Grama that appears in 
Techumin volume 34).   

The Grama phone is used in many venues in Israel, especially in the 
Israel Defense Forces, which has purchased hundreds of these phones for 
use in essential, non-critical situations on Shabbat. Grama phones have 
greatly enhanced Shabbat observance in the IDF, as a Grama phone is 
used instead of a regular phone except in case of a full-fledged 
emergency. 

Objections to Zomet’s Grama Mechanisms 
However, Rav Yosef Dov Soloveitchik (cited by Rav Hershel 

Schachter in his BeIkvei HaTzon pp. 44-45) does not subscribe to the 
Chazon Ish's application of the Sof Chamah Lavo principle. Rav 
Soloveitchik argues that since the electricity is operational when one 
performs his actions, it is not analogous to the classic cases of indirectly 
extinguishing a fire or Sof Chamah Lavo, where the "active item" is not 
present when one acts. One may respond that in the classic cases, the 
natural forces move the fire and the sun are extant when the action is 
performed, just as the electricity moving the timer is present at the time 
when one acts. Accordingly, it would be inaccurate to say that the timer 
itself parallels the classic fire and sun; rather, the electricity driving the 
timer parallels the natural forces that drive the sun and fire.23 

TABC alumnus Rav Avi Levinson (’08) notes that Zomet Grama 
mechanisms seem to run counter to the Rosh (Bava Kama 6:11), who 
writes that systems that work normally using Grama cannot take 
advantage of the leniency of Grama. Even according to Rav Shlomo 
Zalman Auerbach who believes that the Rosh applies only when one 
intends to create the resultant action, it would appear that all of the 
contemporary systems that are set up to be routinely run via Grama are 
not to be regarded as Grama.   

One could respond that the Rosh applies to systems used routinely 
in ordinary circumstances. For example, the Even HaOzeir (O.C. 328) 
applies the Rosh’s concept to a water-powered mill, and Rav Chaim Ozer 
Grodzinsky (Teshuvot Achiezer 3:60) applies the Rosh’s concept to a 
conventional electric light.  However, the Chazon Ish and those following 
in his footsteps deal with activities such as milking cows and using an 
electric wheelchair that are not usually performed via Grama. 

Thus, since Zomet Grama gadgetry has a strong basis in the rulings 
of the Chazon Ish, Rav Shlomo Zalman Auerbach, Rav Ovadia Yosef, Rav 
Yitzchak Yosef, and Rav Yehoshua Neuwirth, I strongly encouraged the 
TABC alumnus to permit the use of Zomet Grama products to enhance 
the Shabbat of the handicapped. Nonwithstanding the profound love and 
respect I have for my rebbe Rav Soloveitchik, it seems that his reasoning 
regarding Grama and electricity is not conclusive. Moreover, Zomet 
gadgetry has been accepted in many sectors of the Israeli Orthodox 
community. Rav Ovadia Yosef’s resounding endorsement of the Grama 
phone, stating ‚it is permitted according to all opinions,‛ carries great 
weight and makes for a compelling reason for the adoption of Zomet 
Grama mechanisms when necessary.   

Rav Yisrael Rozen zt‛l, the founding head of the Zomet Institute, 
who just recently left this world, has made an enormous contribution to 
the Jewish People, enabling the observance of Shabbat in a 
technologically advanced Jewish State. May his memory serve as a 
blessing and may his legacy continue to flourish by those who follow in 
his path.   

                                                 
23 I discuss this issue at greater length in my essay printed in Yeshiva University's Beit 

Yitzchak (35:382-383). 

 


