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

Essay 3. Rashi’s insights into Rebecca’s twins
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There is a verse about Rebecca: “And the children struggled within her, and she said,
‘If so, why am I thus?’ She went to inquire of the L-rd.”! Rashi explained: “If the pain of
pregnancy is so great, why is it that I longed and prayed to become pregnant?”>
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[The commentators] raised difficulties about this.

Question 1: What place is there for such a question, to cry out and regret what has
already happened? How could it enter one’s mind to say that a person who prayed would
then regret what he prayed for?

Question 2: Another difficulty regards “She went to inquire of the L-rd.” Would a
pregnant woman suffering pain go to a prophet or a sage?

Question 3: Furthermore, what is the answer from G-d of “two nations are in your
womb; two peoples will separate from your womb; one people will be stronger than the other, and
the elder will serve the younger”?* Rashi explained: “Two leaders of nations: these are [the
Roman Emperor] Antoninus and [his friend] Rabbi [ Yehuda HaNasi].”* Why did he not explain
it about Jacob and Esau, who were the heads and fathers of the two nations?

: English translation: Copyright © 2025 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays are available at https://zstorah.com

' Gen. 25:22.

2 Rashi on Gen. 25:22, based on Gen. Rabbah 63:6.

3 Gen. 25:23.

4 Rashi on Gen. 25:23, based on Avodah Zarah 11a: “This was Antoninus and Rabbi [Yehuda HaNasi], whose
tables, [due to their wealth,] never lacked for lettuce, nor cucumbers, nor radish, neither in the summer nor in the rainy
season.”



Question 4: Further, Rashi explained “will separate from your womb,” meaning they
“separate upon leaving the womb: this one to his wickedness and this one to his innocence.”
This explanation applies to Jacob and Esau, not to the “two nations” that his writing
mentions, viz, Antoninus and Rabbi. Why are his explanations contradictory?
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It can be said that since Eve, through her sin, caused sparks of holiness to fall into the
klipah, this brings about the reign of impurity in the world, and from this come the wicked,
and the wicked cause double pain to a woman. The Holy One, Blessed be He, said to Eve: “I
will greatly multiply [727X 1273] [harbah arbeh] your toil and your travail, in hardship will you
bear children.”” The doubling of “I will greatly multiply,” aside from what our rabbis of
blessed memory expounded,’ means that apart from the pain of pregnancy, she will also have
double pain, that she will give birth to the wicked. This is as it is said in chapter 8 of tractate
Yoma (82b): “The wicked go astray from the womb,”’ and on their account it is necessary
that their mother eat on Yom Kippur if she smells some aroma.?
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However, in the first chapter of Sotah (12b) it is said that the righteous women were
not included in the decree pronounced on Eve, and surely they would give birth only to the
righteous, for they are not meant to endure even the ordinary pain, all the more so not the
doubled pain caused by the wicked. In the ninth chapter of Berachot (61b) it is said: “A
person knows in his own soul whether he is righteous or wicked.”

5 Gen. 3:16.

¢ Eruvin 100b states that the doubled language of “I will greatly multiply” refer to the blood of menstruation and
the blood of [loss of] virginity; “your toil” refers to the challenge of raising children, and “your travail” refers to the
pain of childbirth.

"Ps. 58:4.

8 Mishnah Yoma 8:5; Yoma 82b.
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If so, Rebecca knew within herself that she was righteous. Therefore, she prayed for
conception, being confident in her righteousness that no wicked son would come from her.
For if not, she would not have prayed at all for the pregnancy, since it is said in the Midrash
on the verse, “And see if there be any grievous way in me, and lead me in the everlasting

way”’:

Two people said the same thing. Abraham said, “what can You give me,
seeing that I will die childless,”'° [as if to say,] “If I am destined to father
children who will anger you, it is better ‘that I will die childless.” ” Likewise,
David said, “If I am destined to bear children who will anger You, it is better
for me that You ‘lead me in the everlasting way.’ ”

- Gen. Rabbah 44:9
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Therefore, when she heard that the children were struggling within her, and she
suffered greatly from her pregnancy, she was uncertain and wondered to herself how this
could be. For one of two things could not but be true. Either the principle that righteous
women were not included in Eve’s decree is not true, and thus the verse, “I will greatly
multiply your toil and your travail” was fulfilled in her, and her fetus was wicked. Or the
other principle, that “a person knows in his own soul whether he is righteous or wicked,” is
not true, and she herself was not righteous. This brings us to the answer of Question 1, why
Rivkah would cry out and regret what had already happened. She was filled with regret at either
of the possibilities, that either her fetus was wicked, or that she herself was not righteous.

9 Ps. 139:24.
10 Gen. 15:2.
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We can also answer Question 2, why a pregnant woman suffering pain would go to a
prophet or a sage. Since a woman begins by praying for conception, and after becoming
pregnant prays for the birth so that the offspring will be enduring, she therefore went to the
study house of Shem, to be told whether it was proper for her to retract what she had already
prayed for in vain, and to set conditions as Abraham and David did, that if the children
would grow to anger G-d, they should not be enduring offspring.

This is what Rashi meant when he wrote: “If the pain of pregnancy is so great, why is
it that I longed and prayed to become pregnant.” I.e., Rebecca thought that “I deserve to endure
the great pain of pregnancy, either because I am not righteous, or because even the righteous
women were included in Eve’s decree. If so, I erred in praying for conception, since Abraham
and David interpreted their words that if they were destined to bear wicked children, they
would not desire offspring. Thus. it would have been proper for me to act likewise,” and she
was sorrowful and afraid that she had erred in her prayer.
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Question 3 asked why Rashi explained the two nations as referring to Antoninus and Rabbi,
while Question 4 discussed two nations separating upon leaving the womb, one to wickedness and
one to innocence, which obviously referred to Esau and Jacob.

The Holy One, Blessed be He, answered [Rebecca]: “Two nations are in your womb,”
and our rabbis of blessed memory explained: “Two leaders of nations — these are Antoninus
and Rabbi,” as if to say that the reason for her pain was not due to the pregnancy itself.
Surely the righteous women were not included in Eve’s decree, and indeed she herself was
perfectly righteous, and it was not fitting for her to bear a wicked son. This pain, on the
contrary, was because of her merit, for now the klipah and the holiness are contending with



each other. The holiness desired to bring forth its own from within the klipah, and from there
came Antoninus, who is the fruit separated from the refuse. Even though Antoninus was a
king and a leader, and the leader and the king are equivalent and encompass the entire
people, in any case it is impossible for the klipah to expel at once all that it had absorbed from
the holiness.

For this reason, it was necessary that two diametrically opposed nations come from
her, that is, the two nations, Edom and Israel, for from the nation of Esau there came forth
many good men: Ketia bar Shalom, the Roman minister who bequeathed all his money to Rabbi
Akiva,!' and the executioner of Rabbi Chanina ben Teradyon, who hastened his death to
shorten his suffering,'> and Shamaya and Avtalyon,'* and Rabbi Meir,'* as well as several
other converts who emerged from the klipah of Esau. This was not the case from Ishmael,
from whom sparks of holiness have not emerged, as [the rabbis] of blessed memory said. This
is the meaning of “will separate from your womb,” for since they were in her womb, therefore
the power of holiness increased to bring forth its own from beneath the hand of the klipah.
This is as the Kabbalists wrote; see the Shach on this parasha.

In other words, the immediate struggle in the womb was between the wicked Esau and the
innocent Jacob, to answer Question 4. But on a deeper level, to answer Question 3, two nations
were required because of the long-term outcome, where souls such as Rabbi Yehuda HaNasi would
have the “easy path” of descent from Jacob, but other holy souls, such as Antoninus, and Ketia bar
Shalom, and the executioner of R. Chanina ben Teradyon, and Shamaya and Avtalyon, and Rabbi
Meir would have the opportunity to escape the “hard path” of descent from Esau, with their sparks
of holiness escaping from the klipah. Therefore, Rashi is not contradicting himself; he is operating
on two interpretive levels.
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Furthermore, when G-d answered Rebecca, He added: “one people will be stronger
than the other,” meaning that even the nation of Esau greatly benefits Jacob and increases
the Torah in Israel, as it is said on the verse, “The voice is the voice of Jacob, yet the hands are
the hands of Esau,”! “as long as the voice of Jacob is heard in synagogues and study halls,
the hands of Esau do not prevail; but when he withdraws from Torah study, then Esau
rules.”'® This is the meaning of “now that she lies in ruins, I will be filled,”'” meaning “one

1 Avodah Zarah 10b.

12 Avodah Zarah 18a.

13 Pirkei Avot 1:10; Gitten 57b. Descended from converts, Shamaya and Avtalyon safeguarded the study of Torah
and the preservation of Jewish law.

14 Gitten 56a.

15 Gen. 27:22.

16 Gen. Rabbah 65:20.

17 Ezek. 26:2.



people will be stronger than another,” and from the fear of Esau, Israel will exert themselves
in Torah study.'®
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If you say that it will always be thus, and that the klipah will have permission to rule,
what benefit is there in our decree that Rebecca should endure such great pain in order to
bring forth holiness from her? Therefore, He added, “and the elder will serve the younger,”
which should not be read literally, but rather in connection with “one people will be stronger
than the other,” meaning that one nation prevails over its companion. When Israel does not
merit and causes the sparks of holiness to be scattered within the klipot, then the klipah grows
strong and rules over them. Conversely, when they merit and extract the sparks from the
klipah according to the principle “he swallows riches, and vomits them up,”'” then the hand
of Israel prevails over the nations. Why did He return to say, “and the elder will serve the
younger”? All the more so, isn’t it the opposite, “one people will be stronger than the other,”
indicating that they are equal?
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Rather, He certainly came to inform us that this matter of “one people will be stronger
than the other” will only last until the time when “the elder will serve the younger.” This
means that there will come a future time when there will be no elder and younger in the
world, that is, when “death is swallowed forever,”?’ at which time all holiness will be
separated from the klipah. This is not so at present, when the nation of Israel, which is the
“elder” and possesses much holiness, serves the klipah called the “younger” because of the
few sparks contained within it, and this portion is small. See above, in the adjacent Essay 1,
on the first verse of the parasha, “These are the generations of Isaac,”?! etc.

18 See Megillah 6a, that Caesarea (representing Rome) is diametrically opposite Jerusalem; when one is laid waste,
the other grows rich.

19 Job 20:15.

20 Isaiah 25:8.

2l Gen. 25:19.
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The Holy One, Blessed be He, wished to inform Rebecca of what would occur until
the end of the world, since the rectification began with her conception. Therefore, He
extended His answer in all these matters, that “two separate peoples will issue from your body;
and one people will be stronger than the other, and the older will serve the younger,” which
according to the plain meaning are superfluous words.



