Zera Shimshon

by Rabbi Shimshon Chaim Nachmani zt”1
Published Mantua 1778"

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

Essay 7. Isaac’s blindness and the timing of his blessings
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We also find there in the Midrash:

Abraham demanded aging. He said before Him: “Master of the universe, a
man and his son enter a place and no one knows which of them to honor. Because
you adorn him with aging [and gray hair], a person knows whom to honor.” The
Holy One, Blessed be He said to him: “As you live, you have demanded a good
thing, and it will begin with you.” From the beginning of the book until that point,
aging is not written. When Abraham stood, He granted him aging: “Abraham was
old.”!

“And it was when Isaac became old and his eyes were too dim to see, he
called his older son Esau and said to him, ‘My son.” He answered, ‘Here I am.’ 2
Isaac requested afflictions. He said before Him: “Master of the universe, when
a person dies without afflictions, the attribute of judgment presses upon him.
But when You bring afflictions upon him, the attribute of judgment is not
pressed upon him.” The Holy One, Blessed be He, said to him: “By your life,
you have requested a good thing, and I will begin with you. From the beginning
of the book until here, no afflictions are mentioned, and once Isaac arose, He
gave him afflictions. “And it was when Isaac became old and his eyes were too
dim to see.”

- Gen. Rabbah 65:9

’ English translation: Copyright © 2025 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays are available at https://zstorah.com
"' Gen. 24:1.
2 Gen. 27:1.
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This requires examination, for the decree of the exile to Egypt had already been
issued, and there are no afflictions greater than exile. It may be said that indeed those
afflictions would come upon the community, but not upon the individual, for the individual
is judged in the context of the majority. Likewise, we find concerning the people of Sodom,
that He overturned the mountains over them and brought terrors upon them so that they
might repent.

This is still difficult to understand, for we say in the third chapter of tractate Arakhin
(16b) that anyone who sits for forty days without afflictions has received his World-to-Come
in his lifetime. Before Isaac requested afflictions, should we then say that they were
consuming their World-to-Come in their lifetimes? This is something the mind cannot
conceive. Moreover, there were already many righteous people in the world who merited the
World-to-Come, such as Enoch, Methuselah, and the like.
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One may say that indeed, at first they merited both this world and the next, as we say
elsewhere: “Rava said: Is that to say that if the righteous enjoyed two worlds it would be
awful for them?”’ However, after the Torah was given, a new law was established, that, “as
a man chastises his son, the L-rd, your G-d chastises you.”* Therefore, the Torah was given
through afflictions to allude to this, and these afflictions came because of Isaac’s request. As
it is known, it is from the side of Isaac that Israel received the Torah directly from the
Almighty, from the aspect of judgment, as it is said, “And G-d spoke all these words,”> and
therefore it was given with fire and with the shofar, which is the ram of Isaac.®

3 Horayot 10b.

4 Deut. 8:5.

3 Ex. 20:1.

¢ Rashi on Ex. 19:13.
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Alternatively, one may say that before Isaac there were no afflictions in the world, as
if to say that the sins of man were not forgiven by afflictions of the body in this world. Rather,
they were purified through afflictions of the soul for the World-to-Come, and the afflictions
they experienced in this world were only to awaken their hearts to repentance. But Isaac
requested that afflictions come to cleanse sin, so that at the time of death the attribute of
judgment would not be pressed upon him. This is what [G-d] said to him: “You have
requested a good thing, and from you I will begin,” meaning that you will be atoned through
them in this world for the sin you committed, as it says in the Midrash, that when Abraham
bound his son atop the altar, Isaac directed his eyes heavenward, and because he gazed at the
Divine Presence, his eyes dimmed.’
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Furthermore, one must examine the verses.

Question 1: How is the knowledge of approaching death dependent on the dimming of
his eyes?

Question 2: What does this blindness have to do with the giving of the blessing?

Question 3: What is the significance of “He said, behold now, I am old, and I do not know

how soon I may die,”®

which means he became old only “now” and not previously?

Question 4: Also, what is the significance of saying “And now” at the opening of the
verses, “And now, take your gear, your quiver and bow, and go out into the open and hunt me some
game. Then prepare a dish for me such as I like, and bring it to me to eat, so that [ may give you
my innermost blessing before I die.”® This means that this blindness specifically is what causes
him to give the blessing, whereas if the verses were to be understood simply as a blessing

before death, he would not need to say “and now,” which tied the blessing to the blindness.

7 Gen. Rabbah 65:10.
8 Gen. 27:2.
 Gen. 27:34.
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This can be understood in light of what is said in the Yalkut Shimoni, parashat Chayei
Sarah, §105:2 on the verse “And Abraham was old”: Abraham requested old age, etc.; Isaac
requested afflictions, etc. In the aforementioned Midrash on the verse “and his eyes were too
dim to see,” why did Isaac’s eyes dim? Because he favored Esau;'° because he raised a wicked
son;'! because he gazed upon the Divine Presence at the time of the binding; because of the
angels who at the time of the binding shed tears that fell into Isaac’s eyes;'? etc., and several
other reasons—see there.

Now Isaac said in his heart: “Granted, if blindness had come to me before old age, I
would have had reason to doubt from which cause it came, and perhaps it came because of
Esau, who is wicked, and it would not be appropriate to give him the blessings due to that
uncertainty. But now that old age came to me before the blindness, this clearly indicates that
the blindness came only because I requested afflictions, and I requested that the afflictions
come a little before death.” Therefore, he said: “ ‘Behold now,’ since I have blindness, I must
be concerned that the day of death is close, coming soon after the afflictions.”

This answers Questions 1 through 3: Because he requested that afflictions come shortly
before death, he took his blindness as a sign that death was near, and thus he should not delay
before extending a blessing.
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Alternatively, one may explain in another way: As we say at the end of the first
chapter of tractate Bava Batra (16b), the Holy One, Blessed be He, gave three people a “taste”
of the World-to-Come—Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob—for it is written concerning them: “And
the Lord had blessed Abraham in everything [bakol] [252].”!® With regard to Isaac, the verse

19 Midrash Tanchuma, Vayechi 6:3. This refers to the reference in Gen. 27:1 to Esau as 9733, which could mean
either “the elder” or “the greater one.”

' Gen. Rabbah 65:10: “The Holy One, Blessed be He said: ‘Isaac will walk out to the marketplace and the people
will say: This is the father of that wicked one [i.e, Esau]. Instead, I will dim his eyes and he will remain inside his
house.’ That is what is written: ‘With the rise of the wicked, a person should hide’ (Prov. 28:28). From here they said:
Anyone who produces a wicked son or a wicked student, ultimately his eyes will dim.”

12 Gen. Rabbah 65:10.

13 Gen. 24:1.



states: “And I have eaten of everything [mikol] [25n].”!* With regard to Jacob, the verse states:
“And because I have everything [kol] [5].”!> The Iyun Ya’akov was precise that this was
specifically a foretaste within this world, for their full reward remained stored away for the
end of their lives.

TI),"ANGRD T0°T7 001 WO AN WH? PO PWTRD WK 12702 1) T80T P102T W WA "I
22K% NI, QMWD T TID 19T DR 1298 2RI MY 0701 K0T RPWHT RPN AT, PO WTINT WR" M
T 0"apa 920387 L8200 071 2W DaRmI A7 23027 R LRI TnYh 00Tt 1 0pniv opnwT ,R20 071y DY

YRR N9 RITY

With this we can explain the connection of the elements of the verse, “Who feeds you
in the wilderness with manna, which your ancestors had never known, in order to test you
by hardships only to benefit you in the end,”'® and furthermore, what is meant by “which
your ancestors had never known,” for this seems obvious, since clearly their ancestors had
never eaten manna. That is, here Israel ate the manna that descended from Heaven, and it is
described as the food of the World-to-Come, as the Sages said, “the [firmament called]
Shechakim [o°pnv] grinds [shochakim] [2°piY] manna for the righteous in the future to
come.”!” Scripture is saying: this food of the World-to-Come, the Holy One, Blessed be He,
fed you in a way He did not do for your fathers, for although He did give them a taste of the
World-to-Come, it was only a tasting; whereas for you it was not merely tasting but actual
eating, which is more than tasting.
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If you’ll say, if so, how did they have suffering, i.e., what affliction was there in eating
the manna? The answer is that they did not have bread in their basket, as it is said in chapter
8 of tractate Yoma (74b), that as there was no leftover food, the people worried they might not
have anything to eat the next day.'® Also, they were tasting the flavors but did not see anything
but the plain-appearing manna. I.e., though the manna could taste like anything, it always looked
like coriander seed. The enjoyment of food is based not only on taste, but also on other factors,

4 Gen. 27:33.

15 Gen. 33:11.

16 Deut. 8:16.

17 Chagigah 12b.

18 Yoma 74b, derived from Ps. 78:23-24: “And He commanded the firmament [Shechakim] above, and opened
the doors of Heaven; and He caused manna to rain upon them for food, and gave them of the corn of Heaven.”

5



including appearance. Being unable to see the food that they tasted was an affliction.!” But the
World-to-Come is entirely pleasures without any suffering.

Because of this, Scripture explained that He did this “in order to test you by hardships
only to benefit you in the end,” that He gave them this suffering in order that at the end of
days, they should merit the World-to-Come, and would not eat their portion of it in their
lifetime. See further below.
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Now, if Isaac had given the blessings to his sons at a time when he had no suffering,
and to the contrary was tasting from the World-to-Come, it would have implied that he was
granting them the blessings so that they would merit to eat from the World-to-Come in this
world, and Heaven forbid, they would consume their portion in their lifetime. For by virtue
of the blessing, much more than just a taste would be added to them.

Alternatively, one who has a little merit, if he receives only a taste by virtue of the
blessing in this world, would be consuming his portion in his lifetime.

Therefore, he waited until afflictions came upon him, and then gave them the blessing:
“May God give you of the dew of heaven and the fat of the earth, abundance of new grain and
wine,”?° so that the blessings would come together with afflictions, to benefit them in their
end.
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In this way, the verse says, “And it was when Isaac became old and his eyes were too
dim to see,” for old age is sometimes a great sickness to the body, as it is said, “old age is a
crown of thorns,”! and sometimes it is for great honor, as it is written, “Before the gray-haired
you shall rise, and show deference to the old.”>*> In a number of other writings, we find that
the Holy One, Blessed be He, apportions honor to the elderly.”’

19 Tbid.

20 Gen. 27:28.

21 Shabbat 152a.

2 Lev. 19:32.

23 Ex. Rabbah 5:14.
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Question 4 asked the significance of the opening words of the verse, “And now, take your
gear, your quiver and bow, and go out into the open and hunt me some game,” which tied the onset
of blindness to the timing of the blessing. When Isaac saw that after old age the dimming of
the eyes had come, he said, “Behold now, I am old.” For indeed, if his eyes had not dimmed,
meaning that the afflictions had not come upon him, then the old age would have been for

»24 and this too would have been like

honor, as it is written, “And glory will be for the elders,
the World-to-Come, as it is written, “and the Ancient of Days sat.”>> But now that his eyes
had dimmed because of afflictions, then it was actual old age, which is a burden upon men.
This is the meaning of, “Behold now, I am old,” the word “now” specifically, and “And now,
take your gear, your quiver and bow,” the word “now” specifically, that he meant, “since I have
afflictions, I am able to bless you.” L.e., as discussed above, if he had blessed his sons when he
had no afflictions, he would have been tasting from the World-to-Come and implying that they
would merit the not only a taste, but by virtue of the blessing, would have consumed their World-
to-Come in this world. But once he had afflictions, he could safely bless them, as it would be

understood that they wouldn’t be wasting their reward in this world.
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In this way, a difficult Midrash in Yalkut Shimoni, Tehillim can also be understood,
and this is its language:

“For to righteousness, judgment will return, and after it all the upright of
heart.”?® This is speaking of Isaac: to that righteous man, judgment will return,
“and it was when Isaac became old” that judgment will return, “and after it
all the upright of heart.”

They asked the young Samuel what was the meaning of “and after it all
the upright of heart.” He said to them, “The reward of the righteous comes
after them, and the punishment of the wicked comes before them.”

- Yalkut Shimoni, Tehillim, remez 850:3

24 Isaiah 24:23.
% Dan. 7:9.
26 Ps. 94:15.
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This is difficult, for what is the relevance of Isaac here? But according to the fact that
Isaac demanded afflictions, it is clear: to that righteous man, judgment will return. With
Isaac, the judgment of the World-to-Come began to be transformed into afflictions in this
world, as it is said, “and it was when Isaac became old,” etc. What is meant by the conclusion,
“and after it all the upright of heart”? It appears that after Isaac, all the righteous specifically
would experience afflictions, and not the wicked. But the pattern of justice is not like this;
rather, the wicked receive afflictions. Therefore, they asked, what was the meaning of “and
after it all the upright of heart,” and [Samuel] answered them, “the reward of the righteous
comes after them, and the punishment of the wicked comes before them,” specifically, as it is
written, “But those who hate Him, He will repay to their face by destruction.”?’
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It can also be said regarding the above verses, “Who feeds you in the wilderness with
manna,” that the word “in the wilderness” is also difficult, for don’t we already know that
they ate it in the wilderness. l.c., it seems superfluous to add that word. One can say that it is
already known that all prohibitions are permitted in a place of danger, and the manna, which
is a sacred food, was permitted to Israel in the wilderness so as to preserve life, since there
was no other food available to them, as it is stated, “no woman miscarried from the odor of
the sacred flesh;”?3 if she desired it, it had to be given to her.?’ But for the Patriarchs, who
were in a settled place, it was not permitted for them to eat sacred food; they only tasted a
sample of the World-to-Come, merely a taste. This is what the verse says, “Who feeds you
with manna,” for since you were in the wilderness, it was permitted to you in a way that was
not permitted to your fathers, and this is what is meant by “which your ancestors had never
known.”

27 Deut. 7:10.
28 Pirkei Avot 5:5; Yoma 21a.
2 Yoma 82a; Tosafot Yom Tov.
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Perhaps you will say, why did He give us the manna with hardship, hunger, and
distress, as mentioned above, and as our Sages said regarding “He will afflict you and make
you hungry”*°? Is not the goodness of the World-to-Come full and complete, not deficient?
[The verse] answered: in order to do good for you in your end, meaning, that they should not
consume their portion in the World-to-Come in their lifetimes; for although it was permitted
for them to eat because of danger to life, the extra enjoyment was not permitted to them.

30 Deut. 8:3.



