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I come from a long line of…eye care professionals.  I know you probably expected me to say rabbis! My 

friend Sue Shankman over at Washington Hebrew Congregation comes from a line of rabbis that 

stretches all the way back to the 14th Century!  My family, however, has been highly involved in the 

optical business.  My Mom is a certified braillewriter, and has transcribed whole books into braille.  My 

uncle, her brother, had a distinguished career in optometry, and was a pioneer in making contact lenses 

available in drug stores.  My aunt, their sister, ran an optical business in Chicago for years, and went on 

many humanitarian missions to Central America to fit people with vision impairment with eyeglasses.  

My first cousin, her daughter is also an optometrist.  Now lest you think I strayed too far from the family 

business, you should know that Psalm 146 says “Hashem pokeiach ivrim,” God gives sight to the blind!1  

So there’s definitely something holy in all this eye care business! 

The truth is that the Torah, the entire Hebrew Bible is obsessed with the concept of blindness.  Placing a 

stumbling block before the blind2 or bribing the blind,3 or leading the blind astray4 are all considered 

egregious sins.  Blindness is also used throughout the Bible as a metaphor for a certain spiritual 

ignorance, an unholy stubbornness that God seeks to expose.5  And in our Torah portion this morning, 

the beginning of Genesis 27 says: Vayehi zaken Yitzhak, when Isaac had become old, vatich’hena einav 

meir’ot…his eyes dimmed from seeing.6  Even the second patriarch of the Jewish people was vision 

impaired, if not completely blind.   

I was chatting with Har Shalom member Dr. Ron Oser a few days ago about this subject.  Dr. Oser is an 

ophthalmologist, and I asked him about the earliest known treatments for vision impairment.  Take a 

look around the room right now at how many people are wearing glasses.  Add to that those who are 

wearing contact lenses, or who had cataract surgery or Lasik.  Now imagine a world where none of that 

existed!  So many people must have stumbled around with vision loss!  Dr. Oser said in the ancient 

world, they would perform this “treatment” called couching.  A healer or medicine man would either 

punch or pierce the eye to dislodge a cloudy cataract so that light could again enter the eye.  It was 

painful and remarkably unsuccessful.  Many people went completely blind as a result of couching.  The 

Torah definitely took note of the prevalence of blindness and visual impairment in the ancient world. 

From the verse I read about Isaac, you might just imagine that like many older people, Isaac had 

cataracts; His vision was dim, clouded, and blurry.  That’s what “vatichahena einav” means.  Of course 

this detail of Isaac’s visual impairment is critical to the story of why he able to be tricked into giving his 

blessing to Jacob, rather than to his eldest son Esau.  That story line works perfectly well:  Since Isaac 

couldn’t see, he didn’t know which son he was blessing!  But the Midrash goes so far as to actually 

diagnose Isaac’s blindness.  Dr. Oser told me that most people will eventually develop cataracts with 
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age.  But that’s not the explanation of the Midrash.  Isaac, was stricken with cataracts by God, not old 

age!  Now, before you get upset, understand that according to this interpretation, God caused Isaac’s 

vision to dim as a way of protecting him; as a way of shielding him from seeing what would become of 

his ne’er do well son Esau.   The Torah does not spare details when depicting Esau as a brute; a hunter 

with a loose temper; a degenerate who spurns the birthright and goes off to marry Canaanite women, 

causing his parents all kinds of heartache.  Later sources accuse him of rape, even murder; Esau is the 

progenitor of Israel’s enemy Edom, which was considered the forerunner of the Roman Empire.  He’s 

got a pretty bad rap, to say the least.  Isaac is blinded so that he doesn’t have to suffer by seeing all the  

trouble Esau has gotten himself into.  His blindness is, in a sense, a gift, strange as that may seem; an act 

of mercy and rachmanus, to protect the aged patriarch from the indignity, embarrassment, and pain of 

having such a wayward son.  When Esau finds out that his younger brother was given his father’s 

blessing instead of him, he shrieks, Barcheini gam-ani avi!  Bless me too father! It’s such a heart-

wrenching scene in chapter 27.7  Isaac does give Esau a blessing, but we might very well conclude that 

he is able to do so only because he was blind to how Esau was actually living his life. 

Sometimes a certain blindness is necessary in order for us to stay in relationship with other people.  

When we love someone, we often willfully blind ourselves to their faults or foibles, their flaws and 

imperfections, because those details are less important than our overall love and devotion to them as 

our spouse, our child, our sibling, our parent.  Listen to how the great modern Torah scholar and author 

Ilana Kurshan describes it: 

“…sometimes we lose the ability to see our close relatives clearly because if we were to do so-if we were 

to see them for who they truly are-we would no longer be able to maintain the relationship.  Spouses 

who become blind to each other’s faults can remain in love for decades, and parents who can turn a 

blind eye to their children’s misdemeanors can continue to welcome those children home...” 8   

I speak to many parents who are frustrated, as I imagine Isaac would have been, by their adult children’s 

choices.  This is probably the family dynamic that I do the most pastoral counseling around.  Parents 

confide in me that they are disheartened by choices their adult children make…How can this be the child 

I worked so hard to raise?  How could the kid that I fawned over for 18 years be acting this way, or 

treating me this way?  How could someone raised in my house not be more committed to their 

Judaism…or sometimes how could someone raised in my house have become so frum!  How did my kid 

not go into the family business, not go to grad school, not have married someone who is more 

welcoming or loving?   And the list goes on and on…   

Isaac and Rebekkah might be the first Jewish parents to lament an adult child going astray or not living 

up to their expectations.  And they each handle this disappointment in very different ways.  Rebekkah 

does what is necessary to make sure that the family posterity is passed to Isaac instead of Esau.  Isaac 

knows instinctively that Rebekkah is right, but selectively blinds himself to some of Esau’s shortcomings 

so that he can maintain some semblance of relationship with him. 

Please understand, selective blindness does not mean just sucking it up and keeping quiet.  I believe that 

parents and adult children should be able to communicate honestly about their feelings.  For that 
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communication to be meaningful, it needs to leave the guilt and the hostility behind.  But at a certain 

point, parents have to understand that (1) they did the best they could at the time, with the knowledge, 

resources, and instincts they had.  Parents, let yourselves off the hook a bit.  Forgive yourselves for not 

being perfect.  No parent is perfect! And (2), our adult children are just that…adults.  It’s their life and 

their journey now.  Parenting shifts from determining our children’s destinies to supporting them as 

adults to whatever extent we can.  

I am beginning to navigate this right now in my life, as I have two adult children! It’s really hard, and 

sometimes those adult kids push my buttons.  But the truth is, I believe in my heart that they were 

raised well, and that they will make good decisions.  And when they don’t, Sari and I will be there with 

unconditional love and support.  I’m pretty sure they know that in the deepest parts of their souls as 

well.  And adult children should give their parents the benefit of the doubt as well. Nothing sensitized 

me more to the challenges and pitfalls of parenting than becoming a parent myself. When adult children 

become parents themselves they should be able to find a way to be more forgiving.  And if all else fails, 

some therapy is probably good for all of us! 

Isaac could not give Esau the birthright.  It wouldn’t have been the responsible thing to do.  He didn’t 

appreciate it or know what to do with it.  But he could give him a different blessing, to reassure him that 

his paternal love and support was real and ongoing.  Being blind to someone’s faults doesn’t mean 

pretending those faults don’t exist.  It means focusing on other parts of a relationship; the parts that are 

healthy, loving, and reciprocal.  The truth is, we’ve all got plenty of our own flaws. Would we rather that 

our loved ones hone in on them, focus on them, label us because of them, or love us because we are 

more than our various imperfections.  I think that’s the message of Isaac’s love for Esau. You know, on 

second thought, maybe Isaac wasn’t blind at all.  Maybe Isaac was the one with corrected vision: While 

everyone else saw a course, vulgar chump in Esau, Isaac saw a man with limitations and challenges to be 

sure, but a man who above all else was his son.  No flaw could diminish that truth, and he was 

determined to love him, even when others refused.  That, I believe is the truest kind of love, and one we 

should all aspire to. 


