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Chapter VI: Toldot (Gen. 25:19-28:9) 
 
Essay 16. Learning Torah is greater than honoring one’s parents 
 

כָּל י"ד שָׁנִים  סוֹף פֶּרֶק קַמָּא אָמַר ר' יִצְחַק בָּר מָרְתָא מִשְּׁמֵיהּ דְּרַב גָּדוֹל תַּלְמוּד תּוֹרָה יוֹתֵר מִכִּבּוּד אָב וָאֵם, שֶׁ   לָּהימְגִ 

שָׁנִים וַהֲלאֹ בִּרְשׁוּת    אוֹתָם כ"בעַל    וְהִקְשָׁה מַהַרְשָׁ"א דְּלָמָּה נֶעֱנָשׁ גַּם  שֶׁהָיָה יַעֲקֹב בְּבֵית עֵבֶר לאֹ נֶעֱנַשׁ עֲלֵיהֶם וְכוּ' עכ"ל.
וְכָל הַמְּפָרְשִׁים נָתַנּוּ בְּזֶה טְעָמִים לְשֶׁבַח, וּלְדִידַן קוּשְׁיָא מֵעִיקָּרָא   .אָבִיו וְאִמּוֹ הָלַ˂ שָׁם וּבְמִצְוָתָן וּמִסְּתָמָא מָחֲלוּ עַל כְּבוֹדָם

  .ן אֶלָּא מֵחֲמַת הַיִּרְאָה שֶׁהָיְתָה לוֹ וּלְאִמּוֹ מֵעֵשָׂולֵיתָא, שֶׁהֲרֵי יַעֲקֹב לאֹ יָשַׁב אֵצֶל לָבָ 
  

Tractate Megillah, the end of the first chapter (16b): “Rabba said that Rav Yitzchak bar 
Shmuel bar Marta said in the name of Rav: Learning Torah is greater than honoring one’s 
father and mother, that for all those 14 years that our father Jacob spent in the house of Eber 
[learning Torah], he was not punished [for having neglected to honor his parents].”1 Tractate 
Megillah analyzes a number of verses and calculates that Jacob was away from home for a total of 
36 years: 14 years learning Torah in the house of Eber, 20 years working for Laban, and another 
two years tarrying on his way home. Megillah 17a quotes a Baraita noting that just as Jacob was 
separated from Isaac for [the latter] 22 years, so Joseph would be separated from Jacob for 22 
years. The implication is that Jacob was not punished for his 14 years in the house of Eber, but he 
was punished measure-for-measure for the 22 years additional years he was absent from Isaac.  

 The Maharsha2 questions why he was punished for the 22 years, for didn’t he go 
there, to Haran, with the permission of his father and his mother, and by their command, and 
presumably they forgave any slight to their honor by his absence. 

All the commentators gave helpful reasons, and for us there is no difficulty from the 
outset, for Jacob only stayed with Laban because of his and his mother’s fear of Esau. As it 
is written, “When the words of her older son Esau were reported to Rebecca, she sent for her 
younger son Jacob and said to him, ‘Your brother Esau is consoling himself by planning to kill 
you. Now, my son, listen to me. Flee at once to Haran, to my brother Laban’ ” (Gen. 27:42-43). 
   

 
* English translation: Copyright © 2021 by Charles S. Stein. More essays are at https://www.zstorah.com 
1 Our modern Vilna edition omits the words “in the name of Rav,” but they are present in many of the older 

editions and manuscripts, per https://bavli.genizah.org. All editions include the words “Rabba said” and “bar Shmuel.” 
2 Rabbi Shmuel Eliezer Eidels (1555–1631), Polish rabbi famous for his Talmud commentaries, Chiddushei 

Halachot and Chiddushei Agadot. 
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ר  וֹ וְאִין הָכִי נָמֵי שֶׁהָיָה בְּדַעְתּוֹ שֶׁיַּחְז  .וְלִיקַח לוֹ מִשָּׁם אִשָּׁה כְּדֵי שֶׁלּאֹ יִקַּח מִבְּנוֹת כְּנָעַןאֲבָל אָבִיו לאֹ צִוָּה לוֹ אֶלָּא לָלֶכֶת שָׁם  
ל יִצְחַק בְּרָה רִבְקָה אֶ הֲלאֹ כְּשֶׁדִּ   מִיָּד, וְאַף עַל פִּי שֶׁרִבְקָה אָמְרָה לוֹ "וְיָשַׁבְתָּ עִמּוֹ יָמִים אֲחָדִים עַד אֲשֶׁר־תָּשׁוּב חֲמַת אָחִי˃",

   וְלאֹ הִגִּידָה לוֹ שֶׁהָיְתָה רוֹצָה להַבְרִיחוֹ מִיִּרְאַת עֵשָׂו. ,עַל הֲלִיכַת יַעֲקֹב לאֹ אָמְרָה לוֹ אֶלָּא "קַצְתִּי בְחַיַּי מִפְּנֵי בְּנוֹת חֵת" 
 
But his father only commanded him to go there and to take a wife from there, in order 

that he not take a wife from the daughters of Canaan.3 It’s indeed so that [Isaac] was thinking 
that [Jacob] would return immediately. Even though Jacob’s mother, Rebecca, said to him, 
“Stay with him a few days, until your brother’s fury subsides” (Gen. 27:44), when Rebecca 
spoke with Isaac about Jacob’s trip, she only said to him, “I am disgusted with my life 
because of the Hittite women. If Jacob marries a Hittite woman like these, from among the native 
women, what good will life be to me?” (Gen. 27:46)? She didn’t tell him that she wanted 
[Jacob] to flee out of fear of Esau. 

 
הוּא וְאִמּוֹ וּוּי מֵאִמּוֹ אֵינוֹ מוֹעִיל כְּלוּם מִפְּנֵי שֶׁ ייַעֲקֹב לאֹ הָיָה לוֹ רְשׁוּת מֵאָבִיו לְהִתְעַכֵּב שָׁם, וְאַף עַל פִּי שֶׁהָיָה לוֹ צִ   ,וְאִם כֵּן

רֵשׁ  ירֵשׁ מֵאָבִיו כ"ב שָׁנָה כְּשֵׁם שֶׁיַּעֲקֹב פֵּ יוְאַף לָשׁוֹן הַבָּרַיְיתָא דְּאִיתָא הַתָּם דָּיְקָא הָכִי, דְּתָנֵי יוֹסֵף פֵּ   בּוּד אָבִיו. י בִים בְּכִ י חַיָּ 
  . שֶׁמֵּאִמּוֹ הָיָה לוֹ רְשׁוּת לְהִתְעַכֵּב וּבִשְׁבִיל זֶה לאֹ הָיָה נֶעֱנָשׁמֵאָבִיו כ"ב שָׁנָה, דְּנָקֵט אָבִיו דַּוְקָא, לְפִי 

 
If so, Jacob did not have permission from his father to linger there, and even though 

he had a command from his mother, it does not help, because he and his mother must both 
honor his father.4 Even the language of the Baraita brought there in Megillah 17a supports 
this, that Joseph was away from his father for 22 years, just as Jacob was away from his 
father for 22 years. I.e., as noted above, that Jacob was punished for his absence of 22 years from 
Isaac, by having his favorite son, Joseph, being absent from him for 22 years. [The Baraita] states 
“his father” specifically, rather than mentioning that Jacob was away from both parents, because 
he had permission from his mother to linger there in Haran, and because of this he was not 
punished for failing to respect his mother. He was only punished for failing to respect his father. 

 
לְאָבִיו אֶלָּא אַדְרַבָּא זִלְזֵל בִּכְבוֹדוֹ, שֶׁהֲרֵי עַל מַה שֶׁפֵּרֵשׁ   כִּבּוּדם מִצְוַת  יוְעוֹד יֵשׁ לוֹמַר שֶׁלּאֹ דַּי שֶׁבְּאֵלּוּ הַכ"ב שָׁנָה לאֹ קִיֵּ 

הֱוֵה  "א אוֹתִי עַל הַבְּרָכוֹת וְכוּ' שֶׁבֵּרְכַנִי  וֹאֵינְ˃ כְּדַאי לִשְׂנ   ."גַּרְתִּי" לאֹ נַעֲשֵׂיתִי שַׂר וְחָשׁוּב אֶלָּא גֵּר  רַשִׁ"י בְּפָרָשַׁת וְיִשְׁלַח,
ת שֶׁלּוֹ, שֶׁהָיָה אָדָם גָּדוֹל, לאֹ  אָבִיו לוֹמַר שֶׁהַבְּרָכוֹבְּכִבּוּד  הִקְשָׁה הַשִׂפְתֵי חֲכָמִים שֶׁזֶּהוּ כְּמוֹ זִלְזוּל    מָה בִי. ילאֹ נִתְקַיְּ   "גְבִיר 
 . מוּ ועיי"שייִתְקַיְּ 

 
It can be said that it’s not enough that in those 22 years, he did not fulfill the mitzvah 

of honoring one’s father, but rather to the contrary, he disregarded his honor, for we have 
what Rashi interpreted in parshat Vayishlach (Gen. 32:5). Rashi interpreted, “ ‘I stayed with 
Laban until now’: I have become neither a prince nor other person of importance, but merely 

 
3 Gen. 28:1-2. 
4 Kiddushin 31a: “The son of one widow asked Rabbi Eliezer: Father says, ‘Give me water to drink’, and Mother 

says, ‘Give me water to drink,’ which of them [should I honor] first? He said to him: Set [aside] the honor of your 
mother, and perform the honor of your father, as you and your mother are [both] obligated in the honor of your father. 
He came before Rabbi Yehoshua and [asked him the same question], he said this [same answer] to him.” 
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a foreigner. It is not worth your while to hate me on account of the blessings of your father 
who blessed me, ‘Be master over your brethren’ (Gen. 27:29), for it has not been fulfilled in 
me.” The Siftei Chachamim,5 in the name of the Gur Aryeh,6 questions this, that this was a 
disparagement of the honor of his father, who was a great man, to say that his blessings would 
not be fulfilled, and see there. 

  
שֶׁהֲרֵי אִם הַבְּרָכוֹת   עוֹד שֶׁיַּעֲקֹב נִתְעַכֵּב בְּבֵית לָבָן כְּדֵי שֶׁעֵשָׂו לאֹ יַהַרְגֶּנּוּ זֶהוּ זִלְזוּל בַּבְּרָכוֹת שֶׁל אָבִיו,שֶׁכָּל  נּאֹמַר  וְאַף אָנוּ  

וְזֶה יִהְיֶה   ם.ם אִי אֶפְשָׁר שֶׁעֵשָׂו יַהַרְגֶּנּוּ וְהָיָה לוֹ לְחָזוֹר, שֶׁבְּוַדַּאי הַבְּרָכוֹת שֶׁל יִצְחָק לאֹ הָיוּ חוֹזְרוֹת רֵיקָ ישֶׁלּוֹ רְאוּיוֹת לְהִתְקַיֵּ 
חָרָן, מִפְּנֵי שֶׁבְּזֶה הָיְתָה מְזַלְזֶלֶת בִּכְבוֹדוֹ שֶׁל יִצְחָק, וּמִשּׁוּם  הַטַּעַם שֶׁרִבְקָה לאֹ רָצְתָה לוֹמַר לְיִצְחָק טָעַם זֶה עַל שְׁלִיחוּת יַעֲקֹב לְ 

  '. הָכִי אָמְרָה "קַצְתִּי בְחַיַּי" וְכוּ
 
We can also say that as long as Jacob delayed in Laban’s house so that Esau would 

not kill him, this disparaged the blessings of his father, for if his blessings are fit to be realized, 
it’s impossible that Esau would kill him, and he should return home. For certainly the 
blessings of Isaac would not prove ineffective. This would be the reason that Rebecca did not 
want to tell Isaac the reason for sending Jacob to Haran, because doing so would be a 
disparagement of the honor of Isaac, and because of this, she said, “I am disgusted with my 
life because of the Hittite women. If Jacob marries a Hittite woman like these, from among the 
native women, what good will life be to me?” 

 
וְיַעֲקֹב לאֹ    .קָא אֵין סוֹמְכִין עַל הַנֵּסאֶלָּא דְּעֲדַיִין קָשֶׁה דְּאֵין זֶה זִלְזוּל כְּלָל בִּכְבוֹדוֹ שֶׁל יִצְחָק, דְּהָא קַיְימָא לַן הֵיכָא דִּשְׁכִיחַ הֶזֵּי

חַ מִפְּנֵי סַכָּנַת נַפְשׁוֹ שֶׁלּאֹ יַהַרְגֶּנּוּ עֵשָׂו. וְאֵי˂ תִּיסַק אַדַּעְתִּין שֶׁיֵּעָנֵשׁ  וֹכְרָח בְּמַעֲשָׂיו הָיָה לִבְרוּל, שֶׁהֲרֵי מהָיָה רָאוּי לֵיעָנֵשׁ כְּלָ 
ן לְפִי מַה שֶׁכָּתַב מַהַרְשָׁ"א שֶׁלְּאַחֵר י"ד  וְאֵי˂ מוּכָח נָמֵי מֵהָכָא דְּגָּדוֹל תַּלְמוּד תּוֹרָה, וּמִכָּל שֶׁכֵּ   ?אַף עַל י"ד שָׁנִים בְּבֵית עֵבֶר

 '? וְכוּ עֵשָׂודַּעְתּוֹ שֶׁל נִתְקָרְרָה שָׁנִים 
 
But it is still difficult to say that it is at all a disregarding of the honor of Isaac, for 

don’t we say, “In a place where danger is commonplace, we shouldn’t rely upon a miracle”?7 
Jacob did not deserve to be punished at all, for he was compelled by his actions to flee from 
the danger to his life, so that Esau would not kill him. How would it enter your mind that he 
would be punished for the 14 years in the house of Eber learning Torah? How is it also proven 
from here, that he wasn’t punished for those 14 years, that learning Torah is great. In any event, 
according to what the Maharsha wrote, after 14 years, Esau’s emotions cooled down, so it 
does at least make sense that Jacob was punished for the following 22 years. 

    

 
5 Shabbetai Bass (1641–1718), author of the Siftei Chachamim (composed c. 1660–80), a supercommentary on 

Rashi. 
6 Rabbi Judah Loew ben Bezalel (d. 1609) (“Maharal of Prague”), Gur Aryeh al haTorah (Prague 1578), a 

supercommentary on Rashi. 
7 Pesachim 8b. 
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שִׁיבָה הָיָה, שֶׁהָיָה לוֹ בֵּית הַמִּדְרָשׁ  וְיֵשׁ לוֹמַר דְּאָמְרִינַן בְּיוֹמָא וְהֵבִיאוּ נָמֵי מַהַרְשָׁ"א שָׁם בְּסָמוּ˂, שֶׁיִּצְחַק אָבִינוּ זָקֵן וְיוֹשֵׁב בִּי
מוֹ  בֵית מִדְרָשׁוֹ שֶׁל יִצְחָק אָבִיו, שֶׁבְּוַדַּאי עֵשָׂו לאֹ יְמִיתֶנּוּ שָׁם, כְּ הָיָה יָכוֹל לְהַטְמִין עַצְמוֹ בְּ   ,וּמִפְּנֵי פָּחַד עֵשָׂו.  שֶׁהָיָה לְעֵבֶרכְּמוֹ  

נֶשׁ. וְהָא דְּלָא  וֹסָלְקָא דַּעְתָּ˂ שֶׁיִּהְיֶה רָאוּי לָע  ,וּמִשּׁוּם הָכִי  .ד אָבוּבוְהָיָה מַרְוִיחַ אַף מִצְוַת כִּ   שֶׁנִּטְמָן בְּבֵית מִדְרָשׁוֹ שֶׁל עֵבֶר,
אָב,    כִּבּוּדשֶׁהֲרֵי הַתַּלְמוּד תּוֹרָהּ גָּדוֹל מִ   אָב, כִּבּוּד  ם מִצְוַת  יעֱנָשׁ, מִשּׁוּם דְּאִי נָמֵי הָיָה הוֹלֵ˂ שָׁם סוֹף סוֹף לאֹ הָיָה יָכוֹל לְקַיֵּ נֶ 

וְאִמּוֹ, וְלאֹ הָיָה מוֹעִיל כְּלוּם לְמִצְוַת אָבִיו וְאִמּוֹ, וּמוּכָח שַׁפִּיר  ם מִצְוַת אָבִיו  ימּוּדוֹ בִּשְׁבִיל לְקַיָּ יוְאֵין לוֹ רְשׁוּת לְהַפְסִיק מִלִּ 
  .מִכָּאן דְּתַלְמוּד תּוֹרָה גָּדוֹל מִכְּבוֹד אַב וָאֵם

 
It can be said that it’s said in tractate Yoma (28b) and it’s also brought by the 

Maharsha there, that our father Isaac was old and was sitting in Yeshiva, that he had a study 
hall as Eber had. Because of the fear of Esau, [Jacob] could have hidden himself in the study 
hall of his father Isaac, for surely [Esau] wouldn’t have put him to death there, just as he 
would be safe from Esau while hidden in the study hall of Eber.  

Also, if he had learned in his father’s study hall, instead of going to the study hall of Eber, 
[Jacob] would have profited also from the mitzvah of honoring one’s father, as he would have 
been living near to him and would have had time to serve him. Because of that, because he instead 
left and went to learn with Eber, it might enter your mind that he would be deserving of 
punishment. But he wasn’t punished, because if he had gone there, to his father’s study hall, 
in the end he would not have been able to fulfill the mitzvah of honoring one’s father. For 
learning Torah is greater than honoring one’s father, and he would not have had permission 
to stop his learning in order to fulfill the mitzvah of honoring his father and his mother; and 
thus we see that going to his father’s study hall would not have benefited him at all in the 
mitzvah of honoring his father and mother.  

It’s nicely proven from here that learning Torah is greater than the honor of one’s 
father and mother. 

 
 

* * * 


