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G-d twice tells Yitzchak that he will be blessed with many descendants because of his father. Rabbi
Chaim Paltiel (all commentaries cited are appended) asks the obvious question: Does Yitzchak not merit
the blessing in his own right? His answer does not seem coherent to me — your suggestions as to his
meaning are welcome. Tzror HaMor and Seforno simply accept that Yitzchak was unworthy, in different
ways: Tzror HaMor contends that Yitzchak sinned by moving to Gerar without explicit Divine sanction,
and so had diminished his own merits, whereas Seforno suggests — with excellent contextual evidence —
that Yitzchak had not yet begun spreading the Divine teachings, and so was less meritorious than his
father at this point, but that he began doing so immediately after receiving this blessing with its
suggestive ambivalence about his own merits. Ateret Paz uses this to demonstrate that the merit of
spreading Torah is greater even than that of willing self-sacrifice.

My focus this week, however, is the beautiful kabbalistic interpretation of Sefat Emet (cited and
translated below). The question | want to ask up front is the extent to which this interpretation depends
for its validity on acceptance of the kabbalistic mode of reading as effectively deriving an intended
meaning of the text, or whether instead we can judge it by its fruits, namely whether we find its
religious content compelling, and/or whether we emerge with an understanding of the verse that is
defensible in nonkabbalistic frames of reference. Please tell me what you think.

Here’s what | see as a key teaching of Sefat Emet’s reading. Human beings cannot truly deserve the
blessings of this world, but it is critical that they also not be wholly undeserving of those blessings.

There is no dignity in receiving rewards which have no basis in justice, but that does not mean that there
is no dignified basis other than justice for receiving rewards.

This has important implications for grading in school, for welfare policy, and simply for the way in which
we treat each other in relationships.

| think my article for this week’s Wexner Foundation, which is also attached, addresses a similar theme,
and I'd very much like your reactions to reading the two pieces together.

Shabbat shalom

Aryeh Klapper
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Sefat Emet

In the verse (it writes) “and | will multiply your descendants...for the sake of Avraham My servant”, and
it also wrote “as a consequence of Avraham heeding my voice... —

Was Yitzchak not sufficiently meritorious on his own?

Rather Hashem the Blessed willed to multiply his descendants for the sake of Avraham, and not for his
own merits,

along the lines of their statement that “It arose in His mind to create it (=the world) via the Attribute of
Justice, but he saw that the world would not endure, so he partnered the Attribute of Mercy with it”.
Now Yitzchak worshiped Hashem via the Attribute of Justice,

and this was the whole reason that the Blessed Creator arranged for the blessings to be received by
Yaakov via Rivkah without Yitzchak’s will,

and certainly all was necessary,

it was necessary that the thought and will of Yitzchak be to conduct everything in accordance with the
Attribute of Justice, although (it was also necessary) that this not be actualized in practice, so Hashem
the Blessed partnered the Attribute of Mercy so as to enable the world to endure, and this was via
Rivkah, as | wrote in Parashat Chayyei on the verse “and by this | will know that You have made chesed
to go with my master” (This is from Eliezer’s prayer at the well before Rivkah emerges — usually
translated “that you have done chesed with my master).

Now we find (the Rabbis saying): “One who relies on his own merits is ultimately judged as dependent
on the merits of others...”,

which it doesn’t seemed is intended entirely as denigration (i.e., as meaning that the self-confidence in
one’s merits diminishes those merits).

Rather, the meaning is that the one who relies on his own merits is the one who serves via the Attribute
of Justice, meaning that he wished to take exclusively what results from his own merits,

as the Rabbis write (on Berkahot 17b and elsewhere, interpreting Yeshayah 46:12, that the great ones
come to Hashem) “demanding their due” (rather than asking for charity)

But in truth the world cannot endure via Justice, rather via the will of those righteous being for the Sake
of Heaven (in desiring to receive only the fruits of their own actions), the Holy Blessed One assists them
via the merits of others — this is their reward,

so similarly, via the will of Yitzchak being for the Sake of Heaven, the Holy Blessed One arranged for this
action to take place in the merit of Avraham.

See the book Shaarei Orah which shows how the will of Yitzchak was in accordance with the Attribute of
Justice.

Also the hint in the daily recitation of Shma, that “ve’ahavta” refers to the characteristic of Avraham,
whereas “vehaya im shamoa” refers to the characteristic of Yitzchak, in that it contains blessing and
curse,

and therefore the blessings at their root were in the hand of Yitzchak.

Also the hint in Chazal’s reading “vaavarekhekha” in Genesis 12:2 as referring to saying “God of
Yitzchak” in the opening of the Amidah.
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Genesis 26:24-5

Hashem appeared to him (Yitzchak) on that night
He said:

Anokhi (I am) the G-d of Avraham your father
Do not fear

because with you Anokhi

I will bless you

| will multiply your descendants

for the sake of Avraham My servant.

He built there an altar

He called by Name Hashem

He planted there his tent

and they dug there, the servants of Yitzchak, a well.
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