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In just a few days, daf yomi students around the world will come across one of the purest 
blessings ever, as the Talmud records a blessing that one great sage gave to another great sage 
before departing from his presence. Every time I read this blessing it moves me greatly. The 
Talmud states: 
 
When they were taking leave of one another, Rav Naḥman said to Rabbi Yitzḥak: Master, give 
me a blessing. Rabbi Yitzḥak said to him: I will tell you a parable. To what is this matter 
comparable? It is comparable to one who was walking through a desert and who was hungry, 
tired, and thirsty. And he found a tree whose fruits were sweet and whose shade was pleasant, 
and a stream of water flowed beneath it. He ate from the fruits of the tree, drank from the 
water in the stream, and sat in the shade of the tree. And when he wished to leave, he said: 
Tree, tree, with what shall I bless you? If I say to you that your fruits should be sweet, your fruits 
are already sweet; if I say that your shade should be pleasant, your shade is already pleasant; if I 
say that a stream of water should flow beneath you, a stream of water already flows beneath 
you. Rather, I will bless you as follows: May it be God’s will that all saplings which they plant 
from you be like you. So it is with you. With what shall I bless you? If I bless you with Torah, you 
already have Torah; if I bless you with wealth, you already have wealth; if I bless you with 
children, you already have children. Rather, may it be God’s will that your offspring shall be like 
you (Taanis, 5b-6a). 
 
This blessing is so sweet and beautiful.  Yet, unfortunately not all blessings are sweet or simple.  
Some blessings, like the blessings in our parashah are complex and messy. 
 
Our Torah portion is a portion that centers around a blessing: the blessing that Yitzchak sought 
to give to Esav, but ultimately went to Yaakov.  It is a blessing that contains a blessing within it: 

“May God give you 
Of the dew of heaven and the fat of the earth, 
Abundance of new grain and wine.  

Let peoples serve you, 
And nations bow to you; 
Be master over your brothers, 
And let your mother’s sons bow to you. 
Cursed be they who curse you, 
Blessed they who bless you” (27:28-29). 

 
 



 
This is a portion that is not just about blessings.  It is also about blessings that are both blessings 
and burdens.  
 
The rabbis selected as the Haftorah for Toledot a passage from the prophet Malachi. The words 
of the prophecy begin, “Masah devar Hashem, the word of Hashem is a burden” (Malachi, 1:1).   
 
Prophecy is a burden, so says the prophet.  We know that prophecy is a blessing, for the 
prophet has a deep relationship with Hashem.  What a blessing to have an intimate connection 
to Hashem.  But prophecy is also a tremendous burden.  It is a burden to rebuke the people.  It 
is a burden to carry inside oneself the word of Hashem. It is a burden to know that Hashem 
requires you to share a message with people.  And so, yes, sometimes bearing a blessing can 
also mean carrying a burden.   
 
At the beginning of Toledot, Rivkah receives a blessing, when she is told that after years of 
barrenness, she will have a child (25:21).  We can only imagine the joy she felt at discovering 
that she was pregnant. 
 
But that blessing was also a burden. Says the Torah: 

“But the children struggled in her womb, and she said, “If so, why am I?” She went to inquire of 
Hashem, and Hashem answered her, ‘Two nations are in your womb, Two separate peoples shall 
issue from your body; One people shall be mightier than the other, And the older shall serve the 
younger’” (25:22-23). 

According to Rashi, Rivkah went to receive instruction from the prophet, Shem (25:23). The 
prophecy she received was not a pretty picture and would break the hearts of most mothers.  
Rashi records the prophet’s words: 

“As soon as they leave your body they will each take a different course — one to his wicked 
ways, the other to his plain life (Genesis 5:27).  They will never be equally great at the same 
time: when one rises the other will fall” (citing Megillah, 6a). 

True, Rivkah received the blessing of being pregnant, but this was a blessing that carried with it 
a tremendous burden.  She is told that her children will be in eternal conflict and one child will 
be wicked.  Most mothers would be horrified to learn this. What makes it an even a bigger 
burden is that the text implies that Rivkah chose to bear this burden alone.  She did not weigh 
down her husband, Yitzchak, with the burden of this prophecy.   

This is how the great commentator, Ramban, sees the situation: 

It would appear that Rebekah never told Isaac of the prophecy which G-d had related to her, 
i.e., And the elder shall serve the younger (above, 25:23), else how would Isaac transgress the 
commandment of the Eternal, seeing that it shall not prosper (Numbers 14:41). Now at first she 
did not tell it to him due to ethical modesty, for the verse, And she went to inquire of the Eternal, 



(Above, 25:22), suggests that she went without Isaac’s permission. Hence due to ethical modesty 
she did not tell him of the prophecy for it would indicate a breach of wifely modesty for her to 
have gone without permission. [Perhaps she did not tell him because] she said, “I need not 
relate a prophecy to a prophet for Isaac is greater than the one who told it to me.”  This is a 
reference to the tradition mentioned by Rashi (25:23), which says that the prophecy was told to 
Shem the son of Noah and he told it to Rebekah. Therefore Rebekah said: “There is no reason 
for me to tell Isaac since he is greater in prophecy than the one who told it to me.” And now she 
did not want to tell him, “So was it said to me in the name of G-d before I gave birth,” for she 
reasoned that because of his love for Esau he will not bless Jacob, but he will leave everything in 
the hands of Heaven. And she further knew that by this arrangement of hers, Jacob will be 
blessed from Isaac’s mouth by an undivided heart and a willing mind. Perhaps these are causes 
induced by G-d so that Jacob would be blessed, and Esau as well with the blessing of the 
sword, And by Him alone actions are weighed (I Samuel 2:3). 

According to Ramban, Rivkah did not tell Yitzchak of the prophecy regarding her children 
because at first it would have been considered indiscreet for her to have gone alone to a 
prophet and asked for help.  After all, her husband was a great prophet, so why would she need 
to go to someone else for advice?  And then later on, she did not share her prophecy because 
she assumed that Yitzchak would have himself also received a prophetic vision about the 
matter.  Finally, when Yitzchak was about to bless Esav instead of Yaakov, well, by then it was 
too late. 
 
There is another possible explanation of why Rivkah didn’t tell Yitzchak the prophecy that their 
sons would be in eternal conflict and that one of their sons would be wicked.  How could she 
tell a father the truth about his son!  It would be too heartbreaking; too much for him to bear.  
Instead, Rivkah chose to bear this terrible news on her own.  She watched the matter and 
understood that Esav’s path was the path of wickedness and that she alone bore the burden of 
preventing him from gaining possession of the family dynasty. 
 
Later in Toledot, Rivkah again recognizes that she again must bear a burden alone.  When she 
learns that Yitzchak is planning on blessing Esav, she knows that this sacred and important 
blessing must not be given to the wicked Esav.  So she encourages Yaakov to take the blessing 
from Esav through deception.  Yaakov is cautious and is hesitant to act in this manner.  Says the 
Torah: 
 
“’If my father touches me, I shall appear to him as a trickster and bring upon myself a curse, not 
a blessing.’”  But his mother said to him, ‘Your curse, my son, be upon me! Just do as I say and 
go fetch them for me’” (27:12-13). 
 
“Alai kellalatcha beni, your curse shall be upon me.”   
 
In saying these words Rivkah has aligned herself with all the great leaders, and mothers and 
fathers in the Jewish tradition, who have taken upon themselves a tremendous burden in order 
to benefit their children and society.  Rivkah alone knows why the blessing must be stopped.  
She presumably has not even told Yaakov the whole story.  Only Rivkah can stop the blessing.  



But to do so, she must be willing to bear the burden.  It is the burden of a blessing.  It is the 
burden of having insight into Hashem’s ways.  It is the burden of feeling responsibility for 
others.  Through this burden that Rivkah willingly takes upon herself she inspires Yaakov to 
follow in her ways. 
 
The Lubavitcher Rebbe explained Rivkah’s actions in the following manner: 
 
Receiving lofty blessings calls for self-sacrifice.  When Rebecca demonstrated to Jacob that she 
was prepared to sacrifice her own life in order that he receive the blessings, he understood their 
momentous importance, and from then on was willing to go along with her plan, even if it 
meant risking his own life. He became convinced not because he thought she would bear the 
consequences of his actions, but because her selflessness declaration taught him the critical 
importance of his receiving the blessings and that he must do so with self-sacrifice (Chumash 
with the Interpretation of the Lubavtcher Rebbe, 165). 
 
Throughout Jewish history our great leaders have always understood that the blessings that 
come from Hashem also come with great responsibility.  This is related to the concept of the 
tzaddik in Chassidic thought.  Many people misunderstand the concept of a tzaddik.  They think 
that the tzaddik is just this holy man who can do miracles and speak to Hashem.  This is a 
simplistic view of the matter and it leads to people misunderstanding chassidus.  The real 
concept is that the tzaddik does have a special relationship with Hashem—special insight and 
an exalted spiritual status.  But this relationship derives from the fact that the tzaddik is willing 
to accept upon himself more burdens and responsibilities.  If on our own we look to assume 
responsibility and accept upon ourselves the burden of responsibility then each of us has the 
ability to become a reflection of the tzaddik.   
  
The story is told that one time a tzaddik became very sick.  The students of the Besht ran to him 
and begged him to pray for the tzaddik.  To their great surprise, the Besht refused.  A few days 
later a gang of bandits that had been planning to pillage the city was surprised and arrested by 
the police.  That same day the tzaddik recovered.   The Besht explained that the tzaddik had 
accepted upon himself the burden of an illness in order to serve as a merit for the entire town.  
The phrase is: “the sufferings of a tzaddik act as a shield” (Keser Shem Tov, 30). 
 
The greater the person we strive to be the more of a burden we must take upon ourselves.   
 
Rivkah is the hero of parashas Toledos.  She knows what is at stake with the blessings.  She 
knows the future of her offspring depends upon her decisive actions.  She understands full well 
that for her to act in this manner will make her life much more complicated.  Yet, she does not 
shy from her responsibility.   She accepts upon herself the burden that must accompany her 
blessings. 
  
You can now watch a YouTube recording of Rabbi Herzfeld’s D'var Torah at: 
https://youtu.be/9Ldz5ly7BTM 

https://youtu.be/9Ldz5ly7BTM

