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Chapter VI: Toldot (Gen. 25:19-28:9)

Essay 14: Isaac blessed his son despite foreseeing some bad descendants
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Isaac wanted to give a blessing to Esau, but Jacob and his mother, Rebecca, tricked him
into giving the blessing to Jacob instead. Jacob dressed in Esau’s clothing and went to meet him.

There is a midrash, “ ‘And he smelled the smell of his garments [begadav] [732] and
blessed him, and said: See, the smell of my son is as the smell of a field that the L-rd has blessed’
(Gen. 27:27). Don’t read ‘his garments,” but rather ‘its traitors’ [bogdav] [r73i2] (Yalkut
Shimoni remez 115).”!

A difficulty is that Rashi explained on the verse, “After the death of Abraham, G-d
blessed his son Isaac” (Gen. 25:11), that the blessing came from G-d because Abraham hadn’t
wanted to bless Isaac, because he saw that in the future, Esau would come from him. But
here, even though [Isaac] perceived” “its traitors,” he blessed [his son]. Why was Isaac willing

to give a blessing to Esau?
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It can be said that from Esau spread out the nations of Edom, but there is a difference
between those who would hurt the peoples of the world, i.e., the descendants of Esau, and those
who would hurt Israel, which is a euphemism for Jews who sin. As it is written, “ ‘your brow
is like a slice of pomegranate’ (Song of Songs 4:3)—What is [the meaning of] ‘your brow’
[rakatech] [70p2]? Even the most ignorant [reikanin] [1i17°7] among you, Israel, are as full of
mitzvot like a pomegranate.” Also, [as far as] those who would hurt Israel, it says:

" English translation: Copyright © 2021 by Charles S. Stein.
!'In addition to the midrash, this appears in Sanhedrin 37a.

2 Literally “saw,” but of course Isaac was blind at that point.
3 Sanhedrin 37a; Berachot 57a.



Rabbi Abbahu said that Rabbi Elazar said: The fire of Gehenna has no
power over [Torah scholars], [this can be derived by] an a fortiori [inference]
from the salamander, [a creature created out of fire and immune to its effects, and
whose blood is fireproof]: If a salamander, which is a product of fire, [and
nevertheless when] one anoints [his body] with its blood, fire has no power over
him, all the more so [should fire not have any power over] Torah scholars, whose
entire bodies are fire, as it is written: “Surely My words are as fire, says the L-rd”
(Jer. 23:29) [and the words of Torah become part of the Torah scholars’ very
bodies].

- Chagigah 28a

Also see what is derived there in the midrash, Gen. Rabbah 65:22. For example, that “he
smelled the smell of his garments” refers to Yossi ben Mishita who returned in repentance. The
midrash explains that when the Romans desired to enter the Temple, they wanted a Jew to enter
first, and they told Yossi Mishita to enter and to take something, and that he could keep it. He
entered and took the menorah. As an important symbol, they told him that was too much for him
to keep, and told him to go again. He refused. They offered him three years’ worth of tax
collections, but he still refused. “Is it not enough that I have angered G-d once, that I should anger
Him again?” The Romans then tortured him to death.

Thus, Isaac may have been fooled into thinking that Esau was standing before him asking
for a blessing, and he foresaw that from the son he was about to bless, there would descend traitors.
But at the same time, he saw that their power to harm Torah scholars was limited, and he also saw
that even the worst of these traitors had some redeeming qualities and could repent before their
deaths. Because of this, “and he blessed him, and said: See, the smell of my son is like the smell
of the fields that the L-rd has blessed.”
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It is also brought there in the midrash, Gen. Rabbah 65:23, “see, the smell of my son”

teaches that the Holy One, Blessed be He, showed [Isaac] the Temple: built, destroyed, and

built [again]. “See, the smell of my son,” this [alludes to the Temple] built, as in the verse, “a

pleasing aroma unto Me, you shall observe to offer unto Me in its appointing times” (Num. 28:2),

which could only be offered in the Temple. “Like the smell of the fields,” this [alludes to the
Temple] destroyed, as in the verse, “Zion shall be plowed as a field” (Micah 3:12).

A difficulty is what is the relevance of this proof of the midrash at this time when Isaac

was about to give his blessing? Also, the word “see” [re’eh] [nx7] in Gen. 27:27 is superfluous.
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It can be said that it’s brought in the Midrash Rabbah (Ex. 31:5) on the verse, “If you
lend money to My people, to the poor among you, do not act toward them as a creditor; exact no
interest from them” (Ex. 22:24), “When Solomon built the Temple, he said in his prayer,
‘Master of the Universe, if there is a man who prays before you that you should give him
money, and you see that the money would be bad for him, don’t give it to him.” ”

Henceforth, at this time that Isaac would give [his son] blessings, [G-d] showed him
the Temple built. [Isaac] said to [his son], “See,” although I bless you and your seed with
wealth, and money, and possessions, if this wealth will not be good for you and your children,
I do not want my prayer to be fulfilled, so I want my blessing to be conditional, like the prayer
that Solomon made.

[G-d] also showed [Isaac] the Temple destroyed, because it says in the ninth chapter
of tractate Berachot (58b): “Rabbi Yochanan said thus: From the day that the Temple was
destroyed, a decree was issued upon the houses of the righteous that they would be destroyed,
as it is stated, “In mine ears said the L-rd of Hosts: ‘Of a truth many houses shall be desolate, even
great and fair, without inhabitant” * (Isaiah 5:9).” It is enough for a servant to be like his master,*
i.e., if the Shechina would suffer through the loss of the Temple, then the righteous Jews who serve
G-d would also suffer. This showed Isaac at that time that the blessings he was giving wouldn’t
be able to be fulfilled as they were formulated.

* %%

4 Sifra, Behar, 4:8; Yalkut Shimoni on Nach 499:1; Alshich on Torah, Gen. 17:1.

3



