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Of the major characters mentioned in the Torah, we know the least about Yitzchak. The 
account of Avraham’s life in Torah is retold over three parshiyot, and Yaacov’s over nearly 
half the book of Bereshit, but Yizchak, is limited to just Parshat Toldot. This is despite the 
fact that he lived longer than the other two. Moreover, a reader of this week’s parsha 
could be forgiven for thinking that we are reading the story of Yaakov and Esav, with 
Yitzchak being positioned as a limited bridge between his patriarchal father and his son 

with little new to add. Is this the reason why the parsha is named ‘generations’? 

To add to this hypothesis, when you look at the events we are told about Yitzchak, they 
seem rather underwhelming. For starters the focus of Yitzchak’s activity in Parshat Toldos 
appears to be mundane – the taking and subsequent return of his wife by Avimelech, 
planting crops and digging wells. All he seems to do is re-dig his father’s wells, he doesn’t 
appear to have a say in choosing his own wife and even his great ‘scandal’ is the same as 
his fathers, (telling Avimelech that Rivka was his sister and not his wife). We are 
presented with a picture, of a person living in his father’s shadow, unable to do anything 
of his own initiative with no great novel achievements to speak of.  

To understand Yitzchak’s role within this concept of ‘generations’, we must first 
understand the role of his father. Avraham was a trailblazer, defying societal beliefs and 
practices and raising a family with values that contradicted the norm of his time. He was 
a revolutionary, attempting to bring to the world a new concept – monotheism, and 
whilst this was an extremely difficult task, it was one that he excelled at. However, any 
new ideology, any new enterprise can be shaky and difficult to keep afloat; and as history 
has shown, these movements are unlikely to survive once the founder has died. Whilst 
Avraham was alive, there was no question that the project would continue. After his 
death – the very real question of its continued existence could be raised. What would 
happen to monotheism? What would happen to the Abrahamic project? Would it be a 
flash in the pan, or something more enduring? 

The Torah, this week, presents to us how Yitzchak sought to answer these questions.  
How did Yitzchak the heir work to keep his father’s legacy alive? Yitztchak’s role, was not 
to develop, not to revolutionise, not to change BUT to fortify the ideology laid down by 
his father. He had to maintain Avraham’s vision to allow future generations to mould it 
and shape it. He had to give it stability and a lasting presence in this world.  

As an example of this, we see how the Pelishtim attempted to forget Avraham and the 
lessons he had taught them. They filled his wells, attempting to erase his legacy. Yitzchak 

re-dug the wells and returned to them the names assigned by Avraham. He dug a well 
and the Pelishtim fought with him over it. He dug a new well. When they disputed his 
right to this well, he dug a third. Ultimately, his repeated successes could no longer be 
ignored. The Pelishtim abandoned their campaign and accepted Yitzchak’s success as an 
expression of Divine providence. With this acceptance, Yitzchak realized that his time had 
come to continue Avraham’s mission; he erected an altar and began teaching. Ultimately, 
even Avimelech who had expelled Yitzchak from Gerar was forced to accept Yitzchak as 
Avraham’s spiritual heir and to acknowledge that the providence that permeated 
Avraham’s life extended to his son.    To ensure the future of monotheism, Yitzchak had 
to re-enact his father’s life for a whole new generation, following his father’s model 

without deviation. 

As we mourn the passing of Rabbi Sacks, this week’s parsha brings to mind a question he 
made famous as the title of one of his books in 1994 ‘Will We Have Jewish Grandchildren? 
Jewish Continuity and How to Achieve It’. His concern was how the Jewish people, having 
survived for thousands of years in the most adverse circumstances, including the 
Holocaust, is today threatened by intermarriage and assimilation. Jewish communities 
throughout the diaspora are experiencing demographic decline. Isn’t this the same 

challenge Yizchak faced?  

In the words of Rabbi Sacks “Issac was content to be a link in the chain of generations, 
faithful to what his father had started. Isaac represents the faith of persistence, the 
courage of continuity. He was the first Jewish child, and he represents the single greatest 
challenge of being a Jewish child: to continue the journey our ancestors began, rather 
than drifting from it, thereby bringing the journey to an end before it has reached its 
destination”. 

Like many of us on Yom Kippur 2009, you may remember reading the ‘Letters to the Next 
Generation’ by Rabbi Sacks. In letter 3 to Sara and David, he writes: “For four thousand 
years our people survived because in every generation, Jews made it their highest priority 
to hand their faith on to their children. They sanctified marriage. They consecrated the 
Jewish home. They built schools and houses of study. They saw education as the 
conversation between the generations… They saw Judaism the way an English aristocrat 
sees a stately home. You live in it but you don’t really own it. It’s handed on to you by 
your ancestors and it’s your task to hand it on to future generations, intact, preserved, if 
possible beatified and enhanced, and you do so willingly because you know that this is 
your legacy. So I conclude, Yitzchak in his own way was a trailblazer, a silent 

revolutionary, an important part of the Jewish story.  


