


The sedra of Toldot tells the story 
of several fascinating relationships. 
The primary focus is of course on 
the brothers, Yakov and Esav and 
the inter-generational relationship 
with their father Yitzchak. However 
a relationship, key to all that happens 
but not explicitly focussed upon is 
the marriage between Yitzchak and 
Rivka. 

Already wed at the commencement 
of the sedra, we immediately hear of 
Rivka’s difficult pregnancy and the 
raising of their children. At the end 
of the sedra Rivka encourages Yakov 
to dress up as his elder brother Esav, 
a deception to claim the blessing of 
the first born.  

I would like to deal with a fundamental 
question regarding Rivka’s behaviour 
and allow it to shed light on the 
complex relat ionship bet ween 
Yitzchak and Rivka. 

The Torah tells of Rivka’s pregnancy and 
the extreme pain she endured. Rivka 
goes to ask G-d for an explanation and 
is told that Yakov, though born second, 
will dominate his older brother. It will 
be Yakov who will inherit the Divine 
covenant of Avraham rather than 
the elder Esav. Later on however, 
we find Rivka instructing Yakov to 
dress up as Esav to ensure that Yakov 
does indeed receive this Abrahamic 
blessing instead of the elder Esav. Why 
was this ruse necessary? Prophecy 

had told Rivka that Yakov 
not Esav will receive the 
blessing. Had she not told 
her husband about her 
difficult painful pregnancy 
and the prophecy? Why 
did Rivka not simply tell 
her husband about the 
prophecy she received 
whilst pregnant, that 

Yakov would be the dominant twin?

This question not only points us 
towards the wisdom and insight of 
Rivka but also to the complexity of 
Yitzchak and the nature of Yitzchak 
and Rivka’s relationship. 

Let us begin our answer by considering 
Yitzchak, the husband whom Rivka 
chose not to tell of the pains of 
pregnancy and the accompanying 
prophecy.

Yitzchak had endured a traumatic 
event, his near-death at the Akeidah 
- the binding of Yitzchak. This event 
became for Yitzchak intertwined with 
his sense of self and identity.  At the 
Akeidah, Avraham, his father, after 
binding Yitzchak to the altar fully 
intended to kill his only son. With knife 
raised in hand above Yitzchak’s head, 
it was only the timely intervention of 
an angel which prevented Yitzchak’s 
premature death. This event, a test for 
Avraham, was traumatic not only for 
Yitzchak but also for Sarah, Avraham’s 
wife and mother of Yitzchak. The 
Midrash relates that upon hearing of 
the near death of her son, Sarah died 
from shock. 

Let us jump to the middle of our 
sedra, the twenty seventh chapter 
of Bereishit. When introducing the 
episode of the swapped blessings, 
the Torah tells us that, ‘It came to pass 
when Yitzchak was old, and his eyes 
were too dim to see.’ At this time of 

losing his sight, Yitzchak felt his death 
approaching and was moved to bless 
Esav and thereby pass to him the 
Divine covenant from Avraham. 

The commentators consider what the 
Torah intended by telling us that this 
blessing occurred when Yitzchak’s 
eyes were ‘too dim to see’.

The Rashbam under stood this 
blindness in its literal sense, a physical 
inability to see well. However the 
Maharal viewed this loss of sight to be 
less of a physical blindness but rather 
spiritual or mental in nature. In other 

words, Yitzchak was no longer able to 
evaluate what he saw with his eyes.  

Rashi, in his commentary to the Torah, 
gives three explanations of what it 
meant that Yitzchak became blinded. 
Two of Rashi’s explanations view the 
blindness to have been a physical 
dimming of the eyes. Initially Rashi 
explains this phrase to mean that 
Yitzchak was blinded physically by G-d 
in order that Yakov would now need to 
deceive his father in order to receive 
the correct blessing. G-d felt that only 
when blinded would Yitzchak give the 
blessing to Yakov rather than Esav.

Rashi’s other ‘physical’ explanation saw 
the blindness to have been caused by 
the smoke generated by the idolatrous 
incense of Esav’s wives. This pungent 
haze caused Yitzchak’s lack of sight. 
This explanation, though seeing the 
blindness as physical, clearly gives this 
loss of sight a moral dimension also, 
since Rivka’s sight was apparently 
not affected by this idolatrous smoke. 
Yitzchak perhaps became so used 

to the smoke that he ignored this 
religiously problematic behaviour. 

Rashi’s other explanation of Yitzchak’s 
blindness sheds light on his relationship 
with Rivka. This explanation views the 
Akeidah to have been the ultimate 
cause of this blindness. Rashi states 
that, ‘When Yitzchak was bound on 
the altar and his father was about to 
slaughter him, the heavens opened and 
the ministering angels saw and wept, 
and their tears fell upon Yitzchak’s 
eyes. As a result, his eyes became 
dim.’ 

This beautiful and powerful explanation 
shows the blindness to be a symptom 
of Yitzchak’s traumatic past. The 
angelic tears may have come to rest on 
his eyes years before but only now in 
old age do they affect him openly, until 
this point they had remained hidden. 

Rivka probably knew nothing of 
these tears but without doubt sensed 
their presence. At first she probably 
simply felt Yitzchak to be somehow 
disconnected and quiet. However after 
the passing of time Rivka realised that 
deep down Yitzchak was suffering. 
Indeed since her husband was a closed 
book emotionally, Rivka, when in need 
of support, felt unable to confide 
in him and so went elsewhere for 
support. We see this clearly when her 
painful pregnancy prompted her to 
search for the Divine, not sharing her 
feelings with her husband. 

Rivka also made note of her husband’s 
love for Esav which made no sense.  
After all Esav was a hunter not a 
thinker, Yitzchak surely should rather 
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