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Kate and Alex are the parents of a seven-year-old girl named Elizabeth. Three years ago, at the 

age of four, she developed an infection called preseptal cellulitis in the skin around her right eye. 

Her eyelid was so affected that it had become swollen shut. Doctors worried the infection might 

travel into the optic nerve and eventually into Elizabeth’s brain. They gave her intravenous 

penicillin and monitored her round the clock. For seven days, Kate and Alex remained by their 

daughter’s side in the hospital. 

 

On their first day home, Elizabeth refused to take her antibiotics. Alex and Kate oscillated back 

and forth between pleading and cajoling. All to no avail. They were beside themselves. Finally, 

Alex told her a story about the time he had had his tonsil out and had run away from the two 

nurses who had come to take him to the operating room. “I just didn’t want to go,” Alex said. 

Elizabeth considered her father’s words carefully, and after a few minutes agreed to take her 

medicine. When it was time for bed, she asked her father to tell her the story of the two nurses 

one more time.  

 

I find this account so telling not just because I’m the parent of a sometimes recalcitrant four year 

old; but because it speaks to such a fundamental human issue: How do we accomplish what we 

know to be right when the normal channels of achieving our goal are closed. 

 

To put it a little differently, how is it possible to lead when we don’t occupy positions of 

authority? 

 

What I’d like to suggest is that the story of Rivkah in our parsha this morning is actually quite a 

profound commentary on this very question. Because we tend to think about the story of the 

Jewish people from a patriarchal perspective, we tend to focus on the transmission of the 

mesorah from Yitzchak to Yaakov. But if we pause for a moment to orient ourselves around the 

character of Rivkah, something quite stunning emerges. It’s a play in three acts. And its 

protagonist, by dint of the social mores dictating feminine behavior in the Ancient Near East, has 

no authority whatsoever. And yet this limitation never stops her from achieving her goals. 

 

Join me – if you will – on this journey. 

 

Act one is our introduction to Rebecca the expectant mother. After twenty years of childlessness, 

Hashem allows her to conceive and she’s carrying twins in her womb.  

  בראשית פרק כה 

  ַוּיְִתרֲֹצצּו ַהָּבנִים ְּבִקְרָּבּה ַוּתֹאֶמר ִאם ֵּכן ָלָּמה ּזֶה ָאנִֹכי:

  

It’s a challenging verse to unpack. But the thrust of it is that Rivkah senses something is amiss. 

Perhaps a difficult pregnancy puts her life in jeopardy. Or perhaps she presciently senses that her 

present internal conflict portents the fraternal enmity that will eventually ensue. Either way, it 

creates a crisis of conscience. So much so that she calls her own life into question:  
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 אם כן למה זה אנכי

What then is the meaning of my life?  

 

We’ve all been there before. Something isn’t going right and it seems that we are utterly 

powerless to do anything about it. We throw up our hands and pose to God or ourselves the 

rhetorical question: Why? למה זה אנכי – if this is my lot, what’s the point? 

 

It’s the next four words that give us a window into Rebecca’s greatness: ַוֵּתֶל$ ִלְדרֹׁש ֶאת יְקָֹוק 
 

Human like the rest of us, she’s not immune to doubts and misgivings. What sets Rivkah apart is 

that she refuses to leave her rhetorical question unanswered. 'ותלך לדרוש את ה – she starts looking 

for the answers. She seeks out someone wiser than she in search of a resolution. Rivkah’s first 

comment on powerlessness is to reject its implicit assumption. Even when there may be nothing 

more to do, there’s always something more to know.  

 

Act two: 

Having learned prophetically that רב יעבד צעיר – that her younger son will inherit the mantle of 

leadership, she hatches one of the greatest ruses in the Torah. Her plan is to take advantage of 

Yitzchak’s blindness and have Yaakov appear in the guise of Esav. Ostensibly powerless to alter 

Yitzchak’s plan, she manages nevertheless to play puppeteer and shape the course of the Biblical 

narrative.  

 

Having no authority, she encounters a seemingly insurmountable obstacle. Yaakov is unwilling 

to go through with the plan: 

 

  בראשית פרק כז 

 (יב) אּוַלי יְֻמֵּׁשנִי ָאִבי ְוָהיִיִתי ְבֵעינָיו ִּכְמַתְעֵּתַע ְוֵהֵבאִתי ָעַלי ְקָלָלה ְו*א ְבָרָכה:

 

Father may be blind, Yaakov says, but he’s not without his other faculties. The plan is too risky. 

He’ll feel my skin and I’ll be undone. In place of the blessing you seek, Mother, I will have 

brought a curse upon myself.   

 

Listen to Rivkah’s response:  

  ְּבנִי ַא$ ְׁשַמע ְּבקִֹלי ְוֵל$ ַקח ִלי: ִקְלָלְת0 ָעַליַוּתֹאֶמר לֹו ִאּמֹו 

This is my plan and I take full responsibility for it. Should anything go wrong, the curse you fear 

will be on my head – not on yours. 

 

In the first act, as an antidote to powerlessness Rivkah makes the case for seeking wisdom. In the 

second, she overcomes it by taking responsibility.  

 

Which brings us to act three. 

 

Rivkah’s plan has succeeded – at least on its face. Yitzchak has bestowed his blessing on 

Yaakov. But there’s collateral damage. Aggrieved and bent on revenge, Esav begins to harbor 

thoughts of fratricide. Should he remain in his parents’ home, Yaakov will be in mortal danger.  
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To save her son, Rivkah must have Yitzchak utter the magic words. She needs him to encourage 

Yaakov to leave, but revealing what she knows about Esav’s homicidal intentions would be an 

exercise in futility. So she frames the issue in a way that allows Yitzchak to take ownership over 

it. Rather than painting Esav as a man of violence or demanding that Yaakov be sent away, she 

simply utters a declarative statement: 

  בראשית פרק כז 

  נֹות ֵחת ִאם *ֵקַח יֲַעקֹב ִאָּׁשה ִמְּבנֹות ֵחת ָּכֵאֶּלה ִמְּבנֹות ָהָאֶרץ ָלָּמה ִּלי ַחּיִים:(מו) ַוּתֹאֶמר ִרְבָקה ֶאל יְִצָחק ַקְצִּתי ְבַחּיַי ִמְּפנֵי ּבְ 

It would send me over the edge, she says, if Yaakov were to marry a woman from among the 

local Canaanite clans.  

 

Yitzchak picks up the cue and leaps into action, dispatching Yaakov forthwith across the 

Euphrates to Padan Aram in search of a suitable bride.  

 

Powerless once again to save her son by acting unilaterally, Rivkah resorts to yet another tactic. 

She frames the issue in a language that Yitzchak can readily understand. Sending someone to 

Charan in search of a bride is the very strategy that had been responsible for the union of 

Yitzchak and Rivkah. And the Torah has already told us that Esav’s Hittite wives were a source 

of great consternation to both his parents. 

 

This then is Rivkah’s third gloss on how one without power of her own can nevertheless wield 

enormous influence: By speaking in terms relevant to the listener.  

 

Three eternal lessons on leadership without authority: 

• First, even if our hands are not attached to the levers of power, our minds are never 

detached from the reservoirs of wisdom.  

• Second, it’s possible to empower others by taking responsibility ourselves.  

• And third, the language we use can wield all the influence we need – if we’re willing to 

relate to the listener on his or her own terms. 

 

Nothing less than the future of the Jewish people hung in the balance. Yitzchak was prepared to 

bequeath his legacy to Esav. It’s quite amazing to notice that the woman who stepped into the 

breach had neither authority nor power.  

 

Tuesday is Election Day. And inevitably, one candidate or one party will be left in Rebecca’s 

confounding circumstance: with aspirations and big plans; with keen knowledge and an expanse 

of talent; but with no mandate and with no authority. 

 

I mention this application because it’s so illustrative. But it’s no less true in our day-to-day lives: 

• A big idea by a middle manager that never makes it to the boss’s desk. 

• A familial suggestion by a spouse that never gets entertained.  

• A proposal to benefit the shul or the community that never makes it past the committee.  

 

Rebecca reminds us in no uncertain terms that authority is no prerequisite for greatness. From a 

position well outside the orbit of power, she moves heaven and earth.  
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November is Membership month at The Jewish Center. And of course we’re interested in 

inspiring outsiders to become insiders. We want those who are not yet members to join our 

Center.  

 

But this morning I want to appeal to our members to renew their proverbial vows. Anyone in this 

room can be a leader if you so choose. Like Rivkah, we need to disabuse ourselves of the basic 

assumption that leadership is tied to authority. We need to accept that membership in Judaism is 

synonymous with mutual responsibility. And we need to speak in a language that’s as thoughtful 

as it is constructive. Find the point of entry that most appeals to you and then become a leader.   

 

In persuading a child to take her medicine, sometimes it’s best to assure her that she is not alone 

in her fears or apprehensions. By the time we reach adulthood, the formula is admittedly more 

complex. But I guarantee that a dose of thoughtfulness and a dollop of sensitivity will most 

assuredly contribute toward our collective recipe for greatness.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


