
Parshas Toldos 

There is a very important point to learn about Yitzchak Avinu’s avodah of Gevurah, Din, Yirah – 

focusing on fear of Hashem. Let me begin with a joke I heard this week.  

Three people found themselves together in Gehinnom, a Breslover Chassid, a Lubavitcher 

Chassid, and a Litvisher person. They were there and were suffering, when Rav Nachman of 

Breslov shows up. He asks the Breslover Chassid, ‘Why are you here!?’ The chassid explains to 

him what he did wrong. Rav Nachman asks, ‘Did you learn my Torah? Did you perform Tikun Klali? 

Did you go to Uman for Rosh Hashanah?’ The chassid says, ‘Yes!’ Rav Nachman hugs him, and 

takes him out of Gehinnom. The Lubavitcher chassid is there still together with the Litvisher, 

when the Lubavitcher Rebbe shows up and asks him, ‘Why are you here?!’ He explains what he 

did wrong. The rebbe asks, ‘Did you learn my Sichos? Did you go on a Shelichus as I commanded 

my chassidim?’ ‘Yes!’ The rebbe hugs him and takes him out of Gehinnom. Now the Litvisher is 

there all alone, and then his Rosh Yeshiva comes in and sees him. ‘You see,’ the Rosh Yeshiva tells 

him, shaking his head, ‘I told you this would happen!’ 

Ironically, Chazal tell us that exactly the opposite will happen. Le’asid Lavo, Hashem will ask the 

Avos if Klal Yisrael is redeemable or not. Avraham and Yaakov will give up hope on Klal Yisrael 

and see no way they can be redeemed, and it will be Yitzchak whose attribute is ‘Din’ who will be 

the one to figure out how Klal Yisrael can be redeemed. 

In the past the focus in Chinuch, both at home and yeshiva, was on Yiras Shamayim, on instilling 

fear of Heaven in children and adults. There was talk of Gehinnom, talk of schar and onesh, 

punishment and reward, and the purpose was to communicate the severity of avairos and the 

power of mitzvos. But there was a great shift in approach, across the board, both by Chassidim 

and Litvishe, and the focus and emphasis now is almost exclusively on Ahavah, teaching how 

Hashem loves us, and reaching out to everyone with unconditional love.  

It’s important to understand why this shift occurred, and it is also important to recognize that 

the part of chinuch of teaching Yirah is crucial and can’t be overlooked, even though our emphasis 

today is on Ahavah. Both these things can be learned from the parshah. 



The Shem Mi’Shmuel talks about the ‘be’eros’, the wells, in this parshah. It is quite puzzling, that 

in the only part of the Torah dedicated to talking about Yitzchak, it almost exclusively deals with 

him digging wells. He re-dug the wells that Avraham had dug, after the Pilishtim stuffed them, 

and he dug other wells, which the Pilishtim warred with him over, and so on. What is the 

significance of all these wells?! Why is so much time and interest devoted to them? 

The Shem Mi’Shmuel quotes his father the Avnei Nezer who says that the wells signify a person’s 

soul, as the pasuk says in Mishlei:   נהנות ידלאיש, ואיש תבומים עמוקים עצה בלב , ideas are like deep 

waters in the heart of a person, and a wise man can draw on them. Meaning, that a person’s 

neshamah, his Kedushah, his Torah, are like water buried deep within him, and in order to access 

them one has to dig deep with much wisdom.  When Yitzchak was digging, he was removing 

earth, which signifies ‘chomer’ or the physicality which prevents us from accessing the depth of 

our ‘water’ which is deep in our neshamah. 

The Shem Mi’Shmuel explains that Avraham Avinu whose middah was Ahavah dug a number of 

wells, and through his approach in Avodas Hashem was able to bring many people close to the 

Shechinah. However, Ahavah on its own has an issue – it doesn’t have staying power, and after 

Avraham passed away those wells got plugged up by the Pelishtim, as we see that all the people 

that Avraham was mekarev, didn’t last as Jews. In order that the effect of Ahavah and any Avodah 

should last through thick and thin, through test after test, whether we are weak or strong, 

whatever the situation – requires Yiras Hashem. Only fear of Hashem can give us the strength to 

keep our faith no matter what the situation is, what the nisayon is. Only Yirah has staying power, 

so Yitzchak was able to reopen the wells that Avraham had dug originally. 

This is a very important point, and we can’t forget or overlook this. Yirah is crucial for chinuch 

and Avodas Hashem. It is the only thing that truly keeps us on track all the time. The truth is, look 

at how any government enforces its laws. They may offer incentives from time to time, but by 

and large it is the threat of consequence that keeps people in line. We rely on Yirah to sustain us 

even when we go through periods of weakness. That is why we can’t abandon teaching Yiras 

Shamayim, although the focus now is on Ahavah as we shall explain soon. 



We have many opportunities to teach Yirah surreptitiously. Just about every parshah in the Torah 

has an element of Schar and Onesh, of Yiras Shamayim. Noach has the Mabul which came as a 

result of sins, stealing and illicit relations. Lech-Lechah and Vayeirah has Sodom and what 

happened to them, and Toldos has Esav losing everything, and so on. It’s important to give time 

to explain and internalize these points. 

Fear of Hashem is at the root of davening properly. We daven with a great amount of Ahavah, 

like we said in Nishmas, as we listed out all the great kindnesses that Hashem has showered upon 

us as a nation and individuals. But the essence of our relationship with Hashem is ‘yirah’ – fear! 

Hashem isn’t our friend, or even our father in a literal sense – Hashem is our God! As the pasuk 

says: וקים אני איה מוראילאם א  – If I am a God where is my fear? The fear of Hashem’s power, and 

the awe of His greatness are the defining characteristic of what it means to have a God. 

Why is it that we have moved away from focusing on Yirah? This is explained by something the 

Shem Mi’Shmuel writes in this parshah as well. Rashi tells us that Esav would ask Yitzchak, ‘How 

do you take maser from salt and straw?’ He was seemingly trying to demonstrate his great piety 

and desire to keep mitzvos, so he would ask about all minute details of the mitzvos. But why 

would he ask questions which are silly, and are not actual halachah, because you certainly don’t 

take maser from salt or straw? Why didn’t he ask question that are relevant, like how exactly to 

do Shechitah or any other mitzvah – there’s no shortage of details that he could have asked 

about? 

The Shem Mi’Shmuel explains that Esav had a deeper intent here. The world was created with 

many aspects of ‘Ikar and Tafel,’ primary and secondary elements. This whole world is only 

secondary to the World-To-Come.  ורלפרוזדעולם הזה דומה  this world is just a passageway to the 

next world. The six days of the week are a tafel to Shabbos. Whenever there is a tafel and an ikar, 

if the tafel services the ikar, then they both gain. The days of the week are elevated and receive 

Kedushah from Shabbos, and Shabbos is made greater through the preparation of the days of 

the week. This world is elevated and made holy if it is servicing the World-To-Come, and our stay 

there is made great through our actions and deeds here. But if we take the tafel and make it an 

ikar, if we treat our life here as the main thing – that makes both lose out! 



Yaakov and Esav were also tafel and ikar. Yaakov was the primary, he was the talmid Chacham 

learning Torah and serving Hashem. Esav was there to support Yaakov in a secondary role. If he 

would have done so, they both would have gained. Yaakov would have been able to learn and 

serve Hashem with tranquility, and Esav would have become holy through this as well. The Zohar 

compares them to a fruit with the peel. An orange’s greatest beauty is in its peel. Its appeal is 

through the color and scent given off by the peel. We don’t view them as two separate things, 

although the peel services the fruit. Yitzchak wanted to give the brachos to Esav because that’s 

how the brachah would reach Yaakov, just as we water a fruit through its peel. 

The problem was that Esav didn’t want to be a tafel! He didn’t want to the secondary – he wanted 

to be the primary point of creation. He suffered from Gaavah – haughtiness, the need to be the 

most important, most focused on, the main man. The Shem Mi’Shmuel explains that when you 

suffer from Gaavah, Kedushah and Yirah don’t work well – they just feed the Gaavah even more, 

meaning a person will act with Yirah and feel even more important about themselves as a result. 

This is what Esav was asking Yitzchak – do you take maser from salt and straw, which are both 

secondary and tafel – straw supports the wheat, and salt gives flavor to food, but he wanted to 

know if indeed they are considered ikar as well! Yitzchak though, misinterpreted this as Yiras 

Shamayim. 

When a person suffers from Gaavah, he doesn’t respond well to Yirah, which doesn’t give any 

self-importance. Think of our difficulty dealing with this world as a tafel. Our motivation comes 

largely from the respect we gain through our position, our job, how we are regarded in the 

community, our achievements and so on. But all that won’t have any importance or relevance in 

the World-To-Come! When we get there after 120 years, only our mitzvos will make a difference 

and how much we did them lishmah! Whether we were an important doctor, an esteemed 

lawyer, a rabbi, whatever we did or accomplished will only be measured by that measuring stick. 

Ahavah on the other hand, plays directly into every person’s self-worth. Love tells us how 

important we are, how respected we are in the eyes of the one who loves us, and what a role we 

play. As some meforshim point out, Esav only went off the derech so to speak, once Avraham 

passed away. He was able to connect to Ahavah, but not to Yirah. 



Our generation, starting from children and through adults, has a very different emotional need 

than earlier generations. Every person needs to be recognized individually, they need to have a 

voice and be listened to. No one wants to be a tafel, to just play their part in the greater picture, 

in servicing a community, helping out in a household, being secondary. Talent shows are so 

popular now because everyone wants to become an instant celebrity! There wasn’t such a need 

to become a celebrity in previous generations. This a deep-seated gaavah of sorts, which arises 

from the need to be recognized and appreciated, to be the main person. That is why there was 

such a great shift in chinuch and teaching to focus on Ahavah – we simply respond much more 

to that approach – Yirah turns us off. 

Its so important to understand the value of both approaches, Ahavah and Yirah, and to see that 

neither get overlooked, as both are crucial for developing true Yiras Shamayim and Avodas 

Hashem. 


