
Toldot - Digging Anew

Genesis 26:12-25

(12) Isaac sowed in that land and reaped a hundredfold the same year. God

blessed him, (13) and the man grew richer and richer until he was very wealthy:

(14) he acquired flocks and herds, and a large household, so that the Philistines

envied him. (15) And the Philistines stopped up all the wells which his father’s

servants had dug in the days of his father Abraham, filling them with earth. (16)

And Abimelech said to Isaac, “Go away from us, for you have become far too big

for us.” (17) So Isaac departed from there and encamped in the wadi of Gerar,

where he settled. (18) Isaac dug anew the wells which had been dug in the days of

his father Abraham and which the Philistines had stopped up after Abraham’s

death; and he gave them the same names that his father had given them. (19) But

when Isaac’s servants, digging in the wadi, found there a well of spring water,

(20) the herdsmen of Gerar quarreled with Isaac’s herdsmen, saying, “The water

is ours.” He named that well Esek, because they contended with him. (21) And

when they dug another well, they disputed over that one also; so he named it

Sitnah. (22) He moved from there and dug yet another well, and they did not

quarrel over it; so he called it Rehoboth, saying, “Now at last God has granted us

ample space to increase in the land.” (23) From there he went up to Beer-sheba.

(24) That night God appeared to him and said, “I am the God of your father

Abraham’s [house]. Fear not, for I am with you, and I will bless you and increase

your offspring for the sake of My servant Abraham.” (25) So he built an altar

there and invoked God by name. Isaac pitched his tent there and his servants

started digging a well.

Chizkuni (13th/c)

“..as had been their names when his father had named them.”

He wished to draw attention to the fact that the success of these wells had been

and continued to be due to the merit of his father. In order to prove that this was

so, when he left the vicinity of Avimelech’s capital and settled where Avraham

had lived for a while and demonstrated that the success depended not on the

quality of the earth and the skill of its farmers, but on the goodwill enjoyed by

them in the heavenly spheres.

Rashi

Isaac dug anew the wells which they had dug in the days of his father Abraham

and which the Philistines had stopped up, before Isaac left the city of Gerar.

Ramban

..."they stopped up the wells..."

Ramban notes that when the king sent Isaac out of the city, Isaac dug wells in

another place, the valley of Gerar - still within the land of the Philistines, but not

part of the kingdom or the city itself.
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HaKetav v’HaKabbalah - Jacob Zvi Mecklenburg  (19/c)

It is conceivable that Isaac’s naming of the wells bore affinity to other expressions

of callings names - to mark the kindnesses of God such as where it is stated that

Abraham called the name of that place: “the Lord will see,” “the Lord is my sign,”

“the well of the One that lives and sees me.” Abraham did the same thing with

regard to the wells which he dug, calling them by the name of God. Since it was

his preoccupation to spread abroad knowledge of God and show people that idols

were valueless, Abraham thought out a wonderful divide to help to bring those

who were misled under the wings of the Divine Presence.  He called the well by a

name that would drive home the lesson of the true existence of the One God.  By

this he would arouse in them an awareness of the truth by saying, “Let us go and

draw water from the well of the eternal God!  The wells were a public necessity,

and in this manner, the people were initiated into a knowledge of the true

God…After his death, [the Philistines] reverted to idolatry and in order to erase

from their memory the names of these wells, which recalled the very opposite of

their false opinions, they stopped up the wells.  With the disappearance of the

well, the name also disappeared.  The Torah comes to inform us that Isaac

followed in his father’s footsteps and endeavored to dig out these same wells and

resurrect their names in order to restore the crown of the true faith to its former

glory.

Meor Aynayim - Rabbi Menachem Nachum Twersky ( 18/c)

After Abraham's death, the springs of wisdom were stopped up because they were

stopped by the Philistines (Gen 26:18) who represent the aspect of evil which is

set in a person...But when Isaac, his son, came and held to his father's path, he

taught this awareness to the people of his generation as well - to return and dig to

the aspect of a well of living water through many types of intelligences and great

and concealed counsels - until Isaac dug again his father's wells (Gen 26:18)...
 

However, every person must strengthen themself even in the times when Evil

obstructs and does not allow them to access the well.  Nevertheless, they should

see through their mind's eye that even in that place is a contraction of God's

Divinity...and they should look at the obstruction and understand from it what is

the root of his life-force, from which characteristic it is...And they should see to

bring it to its root, for through this characteristic they begin to serve the Blessed

Creator, whether it is in thought, word or deed; for these characteristics are

Divinity, but fell from their place.  And then Good will be made out of them as

well.
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Rabbi Ellen Weinberg Dreyfus, "Digging Our Parents' Wells"

Isaac's digging the same wells that his father dug shows us how he takes his place

in Tol'dot, the family story that becomes our national history. He understands the

need to reclaim his father's traditions and to ensure their survival. It is an act of

maturity that he crowns with further honoring his father's memory giving the

wells the "same names that his father had given them." (Genesis 26:18) Only then

did Isaac's servants find "there a well of spring water" (Genesis 26:19). The term

used in the text is mayim chayim - "living water," the waters of life.
 

As we mature, we identify with Isaac's actions: We learn to understand and to

seek to reclaim the traditions handed down to us by our parents and, when

possible, to honor their work and their wisdom. The lessons we learn from the

generations that preceded us are as life-giving as a well of living water.

 

Rabbi Adam Lavitt (21/c)

According to psychological research, “The more children [know] about their

family’s history, the stronger their sense of control over their lives, the higher

their self-esteem and the more successfully they believed their families

functioned.” Despite all our displacement, this research tells us that in order to

thrive, we need to reclaim our sense of belonging – wherever we are. Can we, like

Isaac, begin to uncover the wells of our ancestors? How do we settle more deeply

into the feeling that we belong, whether we consider ourselves to be living in a

promised land, diaspora, or exile?

 


