
   
 

 
 

November 20, 2020 – 4 Kislev, 5781 – Parshat Toledot 

Dear TBE family and friends, 

This week's Torah portion (Parshat Toledot) opens with a familiar scenario: Isaac and Rebekah, married 
for some time, find themselves childless.  They petition God and a short time later ... lo and behold, 
Rebekah's barrenness is cured (in this case, by the birth of twins!). 

The news is conveyed using terms "v'taher," "vateled" ("and she conceived," "and she gave birth") so 
oft-repeated in the Tanakh that it is easy to overlook them.  But think for a moment: Why does the 
Torah, which is typically so sparse in its narration, take time to separately account both the conception 
and the birth of the much awaited children?  Ours is not a tradition rooted in an immaculate 
conception.  So, couldn't we simply assume that the first step anticipated the second? 

In recounting the conception of a child as a distinct act the Torah is affording significance to the 
conception and, by extension, the pregnancy.  It is at some level recognizing that it is not only at the 
moment of the child's arrival, but already at some point in advance of the birth that some meaningful 
shift occurs in the mindset of the expectant parents, that particularly in a case where the resolution of a 
painful situation is long-awaited.  And this holds true even knowing that the desired outcome is by no 
means assured (as those who have endured a miscarriage or stillbirth can sadly attest).  Still conception 
itself -- the presentation of concrete evidence of progress toward one's goal -- is a meaningful and 
noteworthy milestone, a source of hope and strength along a long and draining journey. 

This insight has salience in our own day as we endure the psychologically and emotionally wearing battle 
against COVID.  For months we have practiced social distancing, restricted our scope of activities, 
constrained our travel and contact with others, even close friends and family, even the virus' prevalence 
has waxed and waned, and projections as to the duration of containment efforts stretched ever longer.  

There is thus tangible relief to be had in the recent announcement of vaccines (plural!) that have been 
demonstrated to be both safe and highly effective in preventing the virus' spread.  While these early 
trials are not yet a promise that an end is in sight, nor a guarantee that any given individual be spared 
infection, it is a meaningful sign of progress towards our desired goal. 

The burden now lies with us.  We must remain vigilant and maintain the habits that have kept us safe go 
date. Indeed, redouble them as infection rates are rising.  We must fight to see that as the vaccine 
becomes available, its distribution accords with the highest moral standards, affording the marginalized 
and vulnerable as well as those whom we collectively put in harm's way the access they are too often 
denied to care. 

But as we turn our gaze to the path before us, we do so with a new, more visible horizon. It is 
imaginable - conceivable - that within an attainable period of time we will be living in a world in which 



   
 

 
 

close, in-person gatherings with friends and family, with fellow congregants will be a reality.  Hang in 
there and stay the course, despite the temptation that Thanksgiving may pose! 

Wishing everyone a restful Shabbat and safe and meaningful Thanksgiving holiday.  Hope to see you for 
the ACT Inter-denominational Thanksgiving service this Sunday (more information can be found: 
https://images.shulcloud.com/14225/_preview/8e2300a2f526f2737e4a93d1410e9c431d41bba4.jpg ) at 
3 p.m. and for our own Service of Gratitude that will be held next Saturday morning (11/28). 

-- Rabbi Rachel Safman 

 


