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

Essay 16. Learning Torah is greater than honoring one’s parents
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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].”! 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 Maharsha® 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

' 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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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.’ 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.
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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.* 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. l.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.
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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,’ in the name of the Gur Aryeh,® 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.
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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?”
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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”?’
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 ¢. 1660-80), a supercommentary on
Rashi.

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

" Pesachim 8b.
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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.
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