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He Hunted With His Mouth 
 

 
During the 1968 presidential campaign, Vice President Hubert Humphrey made a campaign stop to Brooklyn 
to visit Rabbi Yoel Teitelbaum, the leader of the Satmar Hasidic court, known simply as the “Satmar Rav.” 
During the meeting, Humphrey described his commitment to some of the political priorities for the Satmar 
community and also described how he was going to support Israel. After he left the rebbe’s office, one of the 
rebbe’s assistants approached the rebbe and said, “How outrageous! Doesn’t he know that we Satmar 
Hasidim are opposed to Zionism! What a fool! He’s trying to win our votes by claiming to support a policy 
that we reject!” 
 
“You don’t understand,” the rebbe responded. “We are opposed to Zionism because we believe that the 
Torah forbids us from having our own state until the time of Mashiach. But Hubert Humphrey isn’t Jewish! 
He doesn’t have to follow the Torah’s commands. He thinks that supporting Israel is a way to show that he 
likes Jews. Therefore, we should be happy that he made that comment because, even though we don’t care 
about the specific way that he is supporting Israel, it’s good to know that he wants to make us happy. He says 
nice things about Israel because he wants to show he is not an antisemite.” 
 
I think this is a clever story, and I find it somewhat charming, but ultimately, I hope you all find the story 
deeply unsatisfying. We, who care about Israel cannot be satisfied with the attitude of the Satmar Rav. He was 
content to say “the policies themselves don’t matter because we don’t want Israel to survive—all that matters 
is that American politicians want to make Jews happy.” We who care about Israel have a responsibility to 
evaluate specific policies that we think will be in Israel’s best interest—if the policy is the priority. A politician 
trying to make us feel good must be secondary. 
 
And yet, last spring, ironically enough at the AIPAC Policy Conference in Washington D.C., something took 
place which, upon reflection, is nothing more than the attitude of the Satmar Rav played out on a grand scale. 
I heard a politician deliver a speech to a cheering crowd and mention how he was committed to cancelling the 
Iran nuclear deal. “My number one priority,” he said, “is to dismantle the disastrous deal with Iran.” That 
received a lot of applause—the Iran deal is not very popular among AIPAC members. But then, three or four 
minutes later, he reversed himself. To the same cheers from the crowd, he advocated the exact opposite 
policy saying, “we must enforce the terms of the previous deal to hold Iran totally accountable. And we will 
enforce it like you’ve never seen a contract enforced before, folks, believe me.” 
 
That moment is important because the speaker, who contradicted himself and told two opposite things to the 
pro-Israel community in the span of three minutes and was cheered for both things that he said, is going to 
become the next president of the United States in just a few weeks. President Trump will be able to make a 
decision about Iran policy. Either he’ll cancel the deal, or he’ll enforce it, or he’ll figure out some way to 
reconcile those two options. And, through organizations like AIPAC, those who care about Israel will be able 
to encourage him to make decisions that will hopefully keep us safe. And none of you need me to tell you 
how to advise and lobby the president. But we ought to take stock of how it could be that the pro-Israel 
community heard two contradictory things and responded, “all of the above.” 
 
Although I heard the speech from the AIPAC Policy Conference right when it was given, I was distracted by 
the spectacle of the moment and missed the contradiction. But it wasn’t missed by others. A few days later, 
back in Chicago, I heard journalists on the radio focusing on the contradiction. And those journalists were 
ridiculing us. What does the pro-Israel community want? What does the pro-Israel community care about? 
Preventing a nuclear Iran has been the number one priority for much of the pro-Israel community for years. 
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In the aftermath of the deal’s announcement, AIPAC and others in the pro-Israel community lobbied hard 
for congress to reject the deal, spending tens of millions of dollars in an unsuccessful attempt to sway popular 
opinion in the United States against the deal. And yet, in response to a speech seeking our support, we 
cheered “all of the above” and missed the inherent contradiction. How could we be so inconsistent and 
incoherent about something we had claimed was so important to Israel? 
 
Just like the Satmar Rav, we responded favorably to a politician saying things he thought would make us 
happy, and neglected to evaluate whether or not the policies he advocated were deserving of our support. 
There was something appealing in his bold and aggressive tone and his desire to win our approval, and those 
listening were caught up in the emotions of the moment. The balance between listening to tone and paying 
attention to content, the balance between innocent agreement and discerning critique, is compellingly 
addressed in the story of Yitzchak.  
 
The Torah seems to neglect Yitzhak, skipping from stories of Yitzhak’s parents doing things to him to stories 
about his children doing things to him with barely any description of Yitzhak’s life as an independent agent. 
And yet, Yitzhak accomplishes something that his father Avraham and his son Yaakov never manage to 
achieve. Yitzhak lives his entire life in Eretz Yisrael. That substantial accomplishment did not come easily. 
Yitzhak had to overcome a challenging environment in the form of famine, and he had to overcome hostility 
from his neighbors. How was he able to achieve this? Yitzhak’s life is a seeming paradox. He displays 
shocking naiveté within his family (his sons and his wife all take turns deceiving him) and yet he displays 
shockingly successful politics when navigating the outside world.  
 
The first great mystery in Parashat Toldot is Yitzhak’s favoritism of Esav. How could someone like Yitzhak, a 
refined and principled person, the heir to the spiritual legacy of Avraham and Sarah, fall under the influence 
of a coarse vulgarian like Esav? The Torah is cryptic: 
 

 אֶּֽת־ַיֲעקֹֽב׃ אֹהֶּ֥בֶּת ְוִרְבָק֖ה ְבִפ֑יו ִכי־ַצִ֣יד אֶּת־ֵעָש֖ו ִיְצָח֛ק ַויֱֶּאַה֥ב
 

Yitzhak loved Esav ְבִפ֑יו ִכי־ַצִ֣יד - what does that mean? 
 
Rashi gives us two answers: one answer, he says, is p’shat, the contextual plain-sense meaning, and one answer 
is a midrashic explanation: 

 ִבְדָבָריו. ּוֵהּמְמרְַּו ֹותֹוא ָצד ֶָּהָיהׁש ,ָוׂשעְֵ ֶּלׁש ְִפיוּב ׁשֹוִמְדרְָּו ִיְצָחק ֶּלׁש ְִפיוּב ֹומּגּוְַתרְְּכ בפיו:

 

The phrase ְבִפ֑יו ִכי־ַצִ֣יד could mean that Esav placed meat that he hunted into the mouth of his father 
Yitzhak and won his love in that way. Or, according to the midrash, Esav used his own mouth--Esav’s 
mouth—to capture the love of his father. How did he do so?  Rashi explains by quoting the Midrash Tanhuma 
that Esav would ask his father questions about careful observance of mitzvot. “How do I separate tithes from 
salt?” he would ask. Do you know what the answer is? You don’t have to separate terumot, tithes, from salt. 
“How do I separate tithes from straw?” he would ask. Do you know what the answer is? You don’t have to 
separate terumot from straw!  
 
In this way, Esav convinced Yitzhak that he shared his values and shared his priorities. Yet the answer was 
always one that did not obligate Esav in any way. Every question he asked had the same answer—it’s 
permitted, there is no obligation, you don’t have to do anything. How did Yitzhak miss this? Yitzhak heard 
the tone of Esav’s questions, recognized that Esav was making an assertion of common values, and therefore 
did not pay sufficient attention to the content of Esav’s words. Yitzhak heard someone using the language of 
mitzvot to create a bond, and missed the ways that Esav’s tone was concealing Esav’s lack of commitment. 
 
Yitzhak consistently is naive in this way when relating to his family. Anyone with a child, or a parent, or a 
spouse, or a sibling, knows how easy it is to hear what we wish to hear and to assume only the best intentions 
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despite evidence to the contrary. But, fortunately, for the sake of Jewish survival, Yitzhak learned to become a 
better judge of character when confronting the outside world. Away from his family, Yitzhak is shrewd and 
successful.  
 
When famine comes again to Eretz Yisrael, Yitzhak begins to travel south towards Egypt when God 
intervenes and tells Yitzhak not to leave Eretz Yisrael. Instead, Yitzhak remains in the southern portion of 
Eretz Yisrael, the land of Grar, a territory ruled by Avimelekh, the king of the Philistines. Like his father 
before him, Yitzhak fears that he will be murdered by jealous men who wish to kidnap Rivka and so Yitzhak 
tells his neighbors that Rivka is his sister. Avimelekh, sometime later, peering through an open window sees 
Yitzhak and Rivka behaving like a married couple and realizes they are not siblings. He then confronts 
Yitzhak, in an astonishing display of chutzpah and says, essentially, “don’t misunderestimate me!” 
 

֔ךְָ ָהָעםְ  ַאַח֤ד ָשַכ֞ב ִכְ֠מַעט ָל֑נּו ָעִש֣יתְָ ַמה־זֹ֖את ֲאִבימֶּ֔לְֶּךְְ ַויֹ֣אמֶּר  ָאָשֽם׃ ָעֵל֖ינּו ְוֵהֵבאָת֥ אֶּת־ִאְשתֶּ
 
Avimelekh said, “What have you done to us! One of the people might have lain with your wife, and you 
would have brought guilt upon us.” 
 
If the dictionary definition of chutzpah is murdering your parents and begging the court for mercy as an 
orphan, the second definition is Avimelekh’s statement to Yitzhak. “How dare you,” Avimelkeh accuses 
Yitzhak, “not tell us that Rivka was your wife—I was just about to kidnap and rape her and would not have 
realized she was a married woman.” 
 
What was Yitzhak thinking at that moment? I imagine something like, “Cry me a river, Avimelekh.” But we 
don’t know what he was thinking. He says nothing. Instead, he plants seeds. He grows crops. He digs wells. 
He is successful year after year after year. He doesn’t antagonize Avimelekh. He doesn’t intentionally offend 
him. He just goes about the business of securing his family’s future in Eretz Yisrael. Yitzhak understands that 
Avimelekh lives by no moral code that deserved Yitzhak’s respect and therefore Yitzhak understood that 
Avimelekh was irrelevant to everything important that Yitzhak was trying to accomplish in his life.   
 
A generation earlier Avraham had not responded to the challenge of Avimelekh in a way that was quite as 
successful. Avraham too claimed that his wife was his sister when he traveled to Grar. Avraham too is 
confronted by Avimelekh when the subterfuge is revealed (could be the same Avimelekh, could be a different 
king with the same name—either way, they behave in the same way). But Avraham “misunderestimates” 
Avimelekh and responds to Avimelekh’s challenges as if it would have been justifiable for Avimelekh to 
kidnap Sarah thinking she was “only” Avraham’s sister.  
 
Avimelekh saw that he had leverage over Avraham and later pursues Avraham and asks for a treaty. Avraham 
complies but the negotiations hit an impasse. Avraham wants Avimelekh to admit that his servants had stolen 
one of Avraham’s wells.  

֑לֶּךְְ ַאְבָרָה֖ם ְוהֹוִכ֥חְַ ֥ר ַהַמִ֔ים ְבֵא֣ר ַעל־אֹדֹותְ  אֶּת־ֲאִבימֶּ  ֲאִבימֶּֽלְֶּך׃ ַעְבֵד֥י ָגְז֖לּו ֲאשֶּ
“Then Abraham reproached Avimelekh for the well of water which the servants of Avimelekh had seized.” 
 
But Avimelekh brushes off the accusation with a bald faced lie: 

 ָשַמְ֖עִתי לֹ֥א ָאנִֹכ֛י ְוַג֧ם ִל֗י לֹא־ִהַגְ֣דתְָ ְוַגם־ַאָת֞ה ַהזֶּ֑ה אֶּת־ַהָדָב֣ר ָעָש֖ה ִמ֥י ָיַדְ֔עִתי לֹ֣א ֲאִבימֶּ֔לֶּךְְ ַויֹ֣אמֶּר

 ַהֽיֹום׃ ִבְלִת֥י
“I do not know who did this; you did not tell me, nor have I heard of it until today.” 
 
In contemporary terms we might call this “gas-lighting.” Avimelekh pushes Avraham to deny what he very 
well knew to be true. And Avraham relents. He pays off Avimelekh to get his own wells back that had been 
stolen from him by Avimelekh’s servants. This deal is criticized by Rashbam and by others as a failure on 
Avraham’s part. Avraham’s failure emerged because he established a dynamic with Avimelekh in which 
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Avraham never acknowledged the fundamental moral bankruptcy of Avimelekh. He continued to accept the 
framing that Avimelkeh himself provided and so Avraham’s interests always came last. 
 
Yitzhak doesn’t fall for this trap. Once he realizes Avimelekh’s moral bankruptcy, he never treats Avimelekh’s 
demands as being compelling in any way. Avimelekh asks Yitzhak to move away. Yitzhak complies and re-
digs and reclaims the wells that Avraham had dug a generation earlier and that the Philistines had filled with 
soil. He reinforces his presence in Eretz Yisrael by living his life and by being persistent in defense of his 
values even when the political climate was hostile.  
 
Ultimately, this earns him the grudging respect of Avimelekh. When Avimelekh visits Yitzhak to ask for 
peace, Yitzhak is unfazed and unperturbed. Yitzhak takes possession of all of his family’s wells without the 
need to pay off Avimelekh for the “favor” of returning stolen property. This fortitude and patience, this 
gevurah in the language of the rabbis, is what enabled Yitzhak to become the first Jew to live in Eretz Yisrael for 
his entire life.  
 
Yitzhak never makes any grand journeys. He never goes on a foreign adventure like his father and like his 
son. He has fewer speaking lines than any of the other patriarchs. But he has something to teach us. This is 
his week. This is his parashah. And his message is timely. Yitzhak let himself be mislead by Esav. There were 
tragic consequences of that misjudgment, but there is also something so human and so understandable about 
it. If we will be naive and assume the best of others, let it be like Yitzhak, with members of our own family 
whom we refuse to give up on. And when we find ourselves confronted by those with power, let us be like 
Yitzhak and not allow their power to distract us from our values and from our mission.  
 
Yitzhak’s life is a study in contrasts—having endless love for an undeserving son and preserving his moral 
integrity in the face of a challenging neighbor. We too need to distinguish between times that can allow us to 
be naive and embracing and times that call on us to be discerning and judgmental. 


