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Chapter VIII: Vayishlach (Gen. 32:4–36:43) 
 
Essay 13. A wise son and a foolish son 
 

 .נֶשׁ הוּא שֶׁל אִמּוֹוֹהָעחָכָם יְשַׂמַּח־אָב וּבֵן כְּסִיל תּוּגַת אִמּוֹ". יֵשׁ לְדַקְדֵּק לָמָּה בְּבֵן חָכָם אָמַר "יְשַׂמַּח־אָב" וּבְבֵן כְּסִיל  בֵּן"

 

“The proverbs of Solomon: A wise son makes his father happy; but a foolish son is his 

mother’s sorrow” (Prov. 10:1). We need to examine why for a wise son it says, “makes his 

father happy,” but for a foolish son the punishment is his mother’s. 

 

 יְשָׁרָה, וְהַכְּסִיל מוֹסִיף תּוּגָה לְאִמּוֹ דַּוְקָא שֶׁהֲרֵי כָּתַב רַשִׁ"י  וְיֵשׁ לוֹמַר שֶׁהַבֵּן חָכָם מוֹסִיף שֶׁבַח אָבִיו שֶׁהֲרֵי הוּא הִדְרִיכוֹ בְּדֶרֶ

וּלְפִיכָ הֶעֱלִימוּ    .נִתְבַּשֵּׂר שָׁם בְּאֵבֶל שֵׁנִי, שֶׁהוּגַּד לוֹ עַל אִמּוֹ שֶׁמֵּתָה  ,"וַתָּמָת דְּבֹרָה מֵינֶקֶת רִבְקָה"עָלָיו הַשָּׁלוֹם עַל הַפָּסוּק  

וְכֵן מִצִּינוּ לָעִנְיָן הַטּוֹבָה דְּקָאָמַר קְרָא    מוֹתָהּ כְּדֵי שֶׁלּאֹ יְקַלְּלוּ הַבְּרִיּוֹת כֶּרֶס שֶׁיָּצָא מִמֶּנָּה עֵשָׂו, אַף הַכָּתוּב לאֹ פִרְסְמָהּ. אֶת יוֹם  

תַּת יִצְחַק כָּתְבָה יפִּיר קָאָמַר "וּבֵן כְּסִיל תּוּגַת אִמּוֹ" שֶׁהֲרֵי מִ וְכֵן שַׁ   .דַּדַּיָּיא דְּדֵין יַנִּיקוּ  בְּרִי"בִּרְכֹת שָׁדַיִם וָרָחַם" וְאָמְרוּ זַ"ל  

  . תַּת רִבְקָה חָשׁ הַכָּתוּביאֲבָל עַל מִ  ,בַּתּוֹרָה וְלאֹ חָשׁ לְשׁוּם דָּבָר

 

It can be said that the wise son adds praise to his father, for he guided him in a straight 

path, and the fool adds sorrow to his mother precisely because of what Rashi, may he rest in 

peace, wrote on the verse, “And Deborah, Rebecca’s nurse, died and was buried under the oak 

tree [alon] [אַלּוֹן] below Bethel; so it was named Alon-bachut” (Gen. 35:8). Rashi wrote: “We are 

informed there of another mourning, for he was told that his mother had died. In Greek, ‘alon’ 

means ‘another.’ Because of this, the day of her death was kept secret, so that people would 

not curse the mother from whom Esau came. Thus, Scripture does not [openly] publicize [her 

death].” We also find regarding the good [son] that Scripture says, “Blessings of the breast 

and womb” (Gen. 49:25), and [the rabbis] of blessed memory say, “Blessed be the breasts 

that nursed you and the womb from which you issued” (Gen. Rabbah 98:20). Thus, it’s fine that 

it says, “but a foolish son is his mother’s sorrow,” for the death of Isaac is written in the 

Torah and it’s not afraid of anything, but regarding the death of Rebecca, Scripture is afraid 

to say anything. 

  

 
* English translation: Copyright © 2021 by Charles S. Stein. 
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" מְלַמֵּד שכְּפָתתּוֹ אִמּוֹ עַל הָעַמּ וּד אָמְרָה לוֹ "מַה־בְּרִי" וְכוּ'  וְעוֹד שֶׁאָמְרוּ זַ"ל בְּפֶרֶק "בֵּן סוֹרֵר וּמוֹרֶה" "דִּבְרֵי לְמוּאֵל מֶלֶ
ו יאֹמְרוּ אִמּוֹ גָּרְמָה לוֹ, וְצָרִי טָעַם לָמָּה דַּוְקָא יאֹמְרוּ שֶׁאִמּוֹ גָּרְמָה לוֹ, וְלָמָּה דַּוְקָא  יהַכֹּל יוֹדְעִים שֶׁאָבִי יְרֵא שָׁמַיִם הוּא, עַכְשָׁ 

  . יְבָרְכוּ הַשָׁדַיִם
 

Also, as [the rabbis] of blessed memory said on the chapter of the “wayward and 
defiant son:”1  

“The words of king Lemuel; the burden wherewith his mother chastised 
him. [What, my son? and what, O son of my womb? And what, O son of my vows? 
Do not give your strength to women, nor your ways to that which destroys kings. 
Wine is not for kings, O Lemuel; not for kings to drink, nor any strong drink for 
princes. Lest they drink and forget what has been ordained, and infringe on the 
rights of the poor.]” (Prov. 31:1–5). Rabbi Yochanan says in the name of Rabbi 
Shimon ben Yochai: This teaches that [Solomon’s] mother [Bathsheba saw 
Solomon engaged in excessive drinking and] bound him to a pillar [to have him 
flogged]. And she said to him: “What, my son?” Everyone knows that your 
father, [David], feared G-d. Now, [when they see you sin], they will say [that] his 
mother caused him [to drink]. 

-Sanhedrin 70b 
  

מְלַמֵּד שֶׁהֶחְזִירָתוֹ עַל כֹּל הַמִּצְרִיּוֹת    .הָעִבְרִיֹּת" וְכוּ'וְיֵשׁ לוֹמַר דְּגַרְסִינָן בְּפֶרֶק קַמָּא דְּסוֹטָה "הַאֵלֵ וְקָרָאתִי לָ אִשָּׁה מֵינֶקֶת מִן  
עָה  ילְמִי יוֹרֶה דֵּ .  "אֶת־מִי יוֹרֶה דֵעָה" וְכוּ'  וְזֶה שֶׁכָּתוּב  ?יִנַק דָּבָר טָמֵא  עִמִּיפֶּה שֶׁעָתִיד לְדַבֵּר    ,אָמַר הקב"ה  .וְלאֹ רָצָה לִינֹק

ל דָּבָר טָמֵא. וְזֶהוּ הַטַּעַם שֶׁנֶּאֱמַר בְּיִרְמְיָה "וּבְטֶרֶם תֵּצֵא מֵרֶחֶם  וֹנִּגְמַלָה אִמּוֹ וְשָׁמְרָה עָצְמָה מִלֶּאֱכלְמִי שֶׁהוּא גְּמוּל מֵחָלָב, שֶׁ 
," בְּהֶמְתָּן שֶׁל צַדִּיקִים אֵין הקב"ה מֵבִיא תַּקָּלָה עַל  דָּבָר טָמֵא, כְּמוֹ שֶׁאָמְרוּ זַ"ל הַשְׁתָּא  ם  וֹתִטְעשֶׁעָשִׂיתִי שֶׁאִמְּ לאֹ    הִקְדַּשְׁתִּי

  '.צַדִּיקִים עַצְמָן וְכוּ ןיָדָ 
 

It can be said that it’s written in the first chapter of tractate Sotah: 

“Then said his sister to Pharaoh’s daughter: Shall I go and call you a nurse 
of the Hebrew women [that she may nurse the child for you]?” (Ex. 2:7). And what 
is different about the Hebrew women? This teaches that they took Moses around 
to all the Egyptian [wet nurses] and he did not want to nurse. The Holy One, 
Blessed be He, said, “Should a mouth, that in the future will speak with Me, 
nurse something impure?” And this is as it is written: “Whom shall one teach 
knowledge? [And whom shall one make understand the message? To whom 
expound a message? To those [just] weaned from milk, [just] taken away from the 
breast?]” (Isaiah 28:9). To whom should He teach the knowledge [of Torah]? To 
one who is weaned from milk,2 for his mother has weaned him and guarded 
herself from eating something impure. 

- Sotah 12b 

 
1 Deut. 21:18–21. 
2 Paraphrasing the end of Isaiah 28:9. 
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This is the meaning why it says in Jeremiah, “Before I formed you in the belly, I knew you, and 
before you came forth out of the womb, I sanctified you; I have appointed you a prophet unto 
the nations” (Jer. 1:5). That I arranged that your mother wouldn’t taste something impure, as 
[the rabbis] of blessed memory said, “Now, [if] through the animals of the righteous, the Holy 
One, Blessed be He, does not bring a stumbling block, [then through] the righteous themselves, 
all the more so is it not so [that He does not bring about stumbling blocks]?”3 

 
בְּבֵן חָכָם גַּם אִמּוֹ לְפִי זֶה  וְכֵן אָמְרוּ "זֹרוּ רְשָׁעִים מֵרָחֶם" שֶׁאִמָּם אוֹכֶלֶת דְּבָרִים טְמֵאִים הַמְּטַמְּאִים אוֹתָם וְכוּ'. וְאַף עַל פִּי שֶׁ 

וְלאֹ "יִשְׂמַח אֵם"    ,אָמַר הַכָּתוּב "יְשַׂמַּח־אָב"  ,מִכֹּל מָקוֹם  .וּכְדִתְנַן בְּאָבוֹת רַבִּי יְהוֹשֻׁעַ בֵּן חֲנַנְיָה אַשְׁרֵי יוֹלַדְתּוֹ.  וֹיֵשׁ לָהּ חֵלֶק בּ
הַר (חֵלֶק ג' דַּף קפ"ג ע"ב) בָּאֲתָר דְּאִשְׁתְּכַח דְּכַר, אֲפִילּוּ  וֹכִּדְאִיתָא בְּז מִשּׁוּם דְּבִמְקוֹם הָאִישׁ אֵין הָאִשָּׁה חֲשׁוּבָה לִכְלוּם, ,נָמֵי

 . לָּאוֹמֵאָה נוּקְבֵי, דְּכַר קָרֵינָן לְכ
 

Similary, they said, “ ‘The wicked are defiant from the womb’ (Ps. 58:4), that their 
mother eats impure things, that render them impure” (Yoma page 83a). Nevertheless, for a 
wise son, according to this, his mother too has a share in this. Also, we learned in Pirkei Avot 
(2:8), “[Regarding] Rabbi Yehoshua ben Chananiah, happy is the woman who gave birth to 
him.” In any event, Scripture says “makes his father happy,” and does not also [say] “makes 
his mother happy,” because in a place where there is a man, the wife is not considered at all, 
as it is brought in the Zohar (parshat Chukat; part III, page 173b), “And where a male is 
found, even [if there are] one hundred females [present], they are all [grammatically] called 
male.” 

 

הוּא קוֹדֵם   ,לִלְמוֹדוּבְנוֹ  דּוּשִׁין פֶּרֶק קַמָּא תָּנוּ רַבָּנַן הוּא לִלְמוֹד  י, יוּבַן הַפָּסוּק בְּמָה שֶׁאָמְרוּ בְּמַסֶּכֶת קִ אַחֶרֶתבְּדֶרֶ    וְעוֹד
וְאָמַר הַכָּתוּב "בֵּן חָכָם" אַף עַל פִּי שֶׁהָאָב צָרִי    וְאִם הָיָה בְּנוֹ זָרִיז וּמוּצְלָח וְתַלְמוּדוֹ מִתְקַיֵּים בְּיָדוֹ בְּנוֹ קוֹדְמוֹ עכ"ל.  ,לִבְנוֹ

אֲבָל בְּבֵן    .ם כֹּל זֶה יֵשׁ לוֹ שִׂמְחָה לְאָב בְּבֵן חָכָםד בִּשְׁבִילוֹ לְפִי שֶׁהוּא חָרִיף וְתַלְמוּדוֹ מִתְקַיֵּים בְּיָדוֹ, עִ וֹכֵּב מִלֵּילֵ לִלְמשֶׁיִּתְעַ 
אֲבָל הָאֵם יוֹשֶׁבֶת עֲגוּנָה כִּי בַּעֲלָהּ, שֶׁהוּא הָאָב, צָרִי שֶׁיֵּלֵ  ד.  וֹכְּסִיל אָז אֵין לְאָב כֹּל כָּ עַצְבוּת, מִפְּנֵי שֶׁאָז הוֹלֵ בְּעַצְמוֹ לִלְמ

  ". ד, וְזֶהוּ "וּבֵן כְּסִיל תּוּגַת אִמּוֹוֹלִלְמ
 

Also, in another way, the verse will be understood by what [the rabbis] said in tractate 
Kiddushin, the first chapter (29b), “The Sages taught: If one [wishes] to learn [Torah himself] 
and his son [also wants] to learn, he takes precedence over his son. Rabbi Yehuda says: If his 
son is diligent and sharp, and his learning will endure, his son takes precedence over him.” 
Scripture said, “a wise son”—even though the father should be delayed from going to learn 
for himself, because [his son] is sharp and his learning will endure, nevertheless he has the 
joy of a father of a wise son. But for a foolish son, then the father does not have so much 
sadness, because then he will go by himself to learn Torah. But the mother sits anchored, 
because her husband, who is the father of the foolish son, needs to go to learn, and this is why 
Scripture says, “but a foolish son is his mother’s sorrow.” 

 

* * * 

 
3 Yevamot 99b; Ketubot 28b; Gittin 7a; Chullin 5b, 6a, 7a.  


