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Make Your
Blessings
Count

By Rabbi Yitzchak Sufrin, Enfield & Winchmore Hill Synagogue

By Numbers:

106 verses
1,432 words
5,426 letters
Headlines:

Jacob
and Esau

We tend to count events
and objects that are
important or precious
to us. Indeed, this is
the reason why God
counted the Jewish nation on several
occasions, as recorded in the book of
Bemidbar (Numbers).
Often during the course of social
conversation, one hears, “I count my
blessings”. This is an expression of
gratitude to the One who blesses
us from His holy and generous hand

(Grace after Meals, green siddur
page 762). In essence, though, it is
a recognition of what was, but not
a statement of commitment for the
future.
This week’s parasha contains some
profound and overarching blessings,
so rich and generous that they form
the opening to the prayers recited
after the end of Shabbat (green siddur
page 588). Following the spirituality
of the Shabbat and as we enter into
a week of activity in a physical world,
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1st Aliya (Kohen) – Bereishit 25:19-26:5
Yitzchak, aged 60, prays for his wife Rivkah to have a child. Rivkah conceives twins
and is told prophetically that the two children will father two separate nations. Esav is
born first, red and hairy. Yaakov then emerges, holding on to Esav’s heel. As they grow
up, Esav becomes a hunter, whereas Yaakov dwells in tents of Torah study (Rashi).
Yitzchak loves Esav, whereas Rivkah prefers Yaakov. One day Yaakov prepares a red
lentil stew. Esav returns exhausted from the fields, demanding that Yaakov give him
some of the stew. Yaakov agrees, but in return for Esav selling the first-born rights to
him. Esav agrees, taking an oath in return for the food.
Famine hits the Land of Cana’an (later Israel). God tells Yitzchak not to go down to
Egypt for food and assures him that he will be a forefather of a great nation.
Point to Consider: Why did God insist on Yitzchak not leaving the Land? (see Rashi
to 26:2)

we utter a stream of blessings to
shape a successful and plentiful week.
These are the blessings given
by our forefather Yitzchak (Isaac) to
his son Yaakov (Jacob) (Bereishit
27:28-29, 28:4). The actual text is
somewhat puzzling in that it starts
“and may God give you”, inferring
it is supplementary to other gifts
which are not mentioned. Rashi
(Rabbi Shlomo Yitzchaki, 1040-1105),
quoting our Sages, resolves this
textual difficulty by explaining it
means that God should give and give
repeatedly.
The Lubavitcher Rebbe (Rabbi
Menachem Mendel Schneerson,
1902-1994) questions this. A human
as a created being is limited and, no
matter how expansive their blessing
or gift, can always add to it. Surely,
however, when God gives a blessing
it is complete, full and enduring and
in no need of reiteration.
There is, therefore, a deeper
meaning. By analogy, a teacher’s
effect on students can be on two
levels. One pupil may fully absorb
and internalise the wisdom being
imparted. The other, however,

reaches a much higher level of
understanding that equips them to
utilise the knowledge and wisdom
to be innovative. A great example
of this is to be found in Pirkei Avot
(Ethics of our Fathers 2:10-12, green
siddur page 532). There we learn
that Rabbi Yochanan ben Zakkai had
five students. He used to recount
their praise. Amongst them, Rabbi
Eliezer ben Hyrkanus is described
as a plastered well that does not
lose a drop. Another, Rabbi Elazar
ben Arach, as a spring which flows
with ever-increasing strength. The
Mishna concludes by saying that if

2nd Aliya (Levi) – 26:6-12
Yitzchak lives amongst the Plishtim (Philistines) in Gerar.
Afraid to reveal that Rivkah is his wife, lest harm befall them
from jealous men, Yitzchak tells the locals that she is his
sister. However, the ruler Avimelech discovers that they are
actually married. He accuses Yitzchak of deceiving him, but
warns the people not to harm Yitzchak and Rivkah. Yitzchak
sows the land and becomes very prosperous.
3rd Aliya (Shlishi) – 26:13-22
The Plishtim, jealous of Yitzchak’s prosperity, stop up his
wells. Yitzchak carries on digging wells; the arguments
eventually end.
4th Aliya (Revi’i) – 26:23-29
Yitzchak moves to Beersheva. God appears to him in the
night, telling him that He will bless him. Yitzchak builds an
altar. Avimelech brings an entourage from Gerar, offering
Yitzchak a new peace treaty.

all the Sages were on one side of a
scale, Rabbi Elazar would outweigh
them all.
Thus we see that the ability to
create and extend is the highest
achievement and blessing. Rabbi
Sacks zt’l would often reference
this idea in his teachings on Jewish
leadership.
This is what is meant by “to give
and to give again”. The verse is
saying “May God therefore grant you
all the following blessings, plus the
ability to increase them by yourself”.
Let us make our gifts meaningful and
make our blessings count.

5th Aliya (Chamishi) – 26:30-27:27
Yitzchak agrees to the peace proposal. Esav marries two
Hittite women. This pains his parents, as both women
worship idols (Rashi). The ageing Yitzchak, almost blind,
asks Esav to go and hunt some game for him to eat, after
which he will bless Esav. Rivkah overhears and instructs the
reluctant Yaakov to go to Yitzchak disguised as Esav, with
two cooked goats, so as to receive the blessings instead of
Esav.
6th Aliya (Shishi) – 27:28-28:4
Rivkah’s plan is successful; Yaakov receives the blessings.
Esav returns from the field, realises what has happened
and lets out a loud and bitter cry. Yitzchak also gives Esav a
blessing, but it includes his future subservience to Yaakov.
Esav plans to kill Yaakov. Rivkah realises this, and tells
Yaakov to escape to her brother Lavan in Charan. Yitzchak
instructs Yaakov to marry one of Lavan’s daughters. Before
Yitzchak sends Yaakov away, he blesses him with the

The Creation and
Preservation of
our World
by Rabbi David Mason, Muswell Hill Synagogue
World leaders and
activists from across the
globe are gathering in
Glasgow for COP 26, the
United Nations Climate
Change Conference, to agree on how
we can ensure the stable future of our
world. At this summit, state leaders
are coming together to put forward
hopefully ambitious aims on cutting
fossil fuel emissions. I recently heard
a climate expert discuss the emission
of CO2, methane and other greenhouse
gases as creating a ‘blanket’ over the
world. This increases the temperature
in our atmosphere, causes ice to melt
at our poles, and as a result, brings
about dangerous rises in sea levels
across the world. This summit, as with
others that have gone before, provides
a crucial juncture to show that we
really want to look after our world.
This, of course, is rooted in the
story of Creation. There God fashions
Adam, the first person, and places
him in the Garden of Eden. We are
told that Adam is placed there “l’ovda
ul’shomra, to work it and to guard it”
(Bereishit 2:15). This means that Adam
was asked to do two things. Firstly,
Adam was asked to work the garden

in order to cultivate it and benefit from
its bounty. We were thereby permitted
by God to benefit from the land and to
extract our needs from it. But Adam
was equally bidden here to guard and
to preserve the land on which he was
placed. He had to look after the land
and sustain it, even while he took
from it.
And so, the world and its
abundance are given over to humanity.
We are permitted to work the land and
to extract what we need from it, but

that extraction must be balanced by
an obligation to protect the world, and
to allow it to sustain itself. However,
these two entreaties, working and
preserving, can contradict each other.
For much of human history, these
two concepts did live in harmony.
People would find their nourishment
from the land and sea, but always
allow them to regrow and replenish
themselves. We did not have the
technological development as a
species to set extractions and
preservation against each other.
However, over the last 200 years or
so, from the Industrial Revolution
onwards, we have been extracting for
mass production and often for profit,
with less awareness of what this
would do to the planet. Now we know
that over-extraction is threatening the
stability of our planet. We desperately
need to return to the balance that
is evident in this Biblical statement
and reflect on how we can bring our
benefiting from the planet back into
line with its protection.
Let us finish with the wise words of
Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch (18081888), who said in his commentary on
the Torah (Bereishit 2:15) that, “Nature
itself finds its appointed purpose
promoted, as well as the necessary
condition for its continuance, in
humanity’s conscientious, dutiful
use of the bounties of nature, as
expressed by Avoda and Shemira”.
This is the responsibility that we all
have as we look to world leaders to
pave the way to balancing benefiting
from God’s world with ensuring that
we preserve the gift that we have
been given.

In memory of Yehuda ben Yaakov HaCohen
blessing first bestowed upon Avraham, including, specifically,
the blessing of the Land of Israel. From this we can see that
Yitzchak had always intended that the real legacy was to go
to Yaakov, not Esav.

7th Aliya (Shevi’i) – 28:5-9
Yaakov sets off to Charan. Esav marries a third wife,
Machalat, the daughter of his uncle Yishmael.

Foreign Places in the Mishna
Part Six:

Tyre

by David Frei, US Director of External and Legal Services
and Registrar of the London Beth Din
The Lebanese city of
Tyre (Tzor in Hebrew)
is just 23 kilometres to
the north of the Israeli
north-western border
at Rosh Hanikra and it has a long
association with the Land of Israel.
The Mishna in Tractate Bava
Batra (3:6) discusses situations
where a landowner acquires an
easement (non-proprietary rights)
over his neighbour’s property,
claiming that his neighbour sold
or gifted him rights over the
property; despite having lost the
deeds, he offers as evidence his
use for three years without the
neighbour objecting. The Mishna
distinguishes between a trivial use
of the adjoining land, where an
easement is not acquired merely
through the neighbour failing to
object, and a more serious use
where silence is deemed to be
acquiescence. Two examples given
of a significant use are the fixing of
a ladder from Tzor, which is large
and heavy, and the blocking of a
Tzorian window, which has large
dimensions.
A further Mishna in Tractate

Ma’aserot (3:5) discusses the
rule that produce brought into
one’s house from a field cannot
be eaten until the requisite tithes
(ma’aserot) have been taken. A
significant courtyard is deemed to
have the same halachic status as a
house for these purposes and the
example offered is that of a Tzorian
courtyard, the contents of which are
secure, defined by the Talmud as
having a guard at the entrance.
The most significant contribution
to Jewish law from Tzor was its
currency. The silver content of its
shekel (or selah) was so pure that
the Mishna in Tractate Bechorot
(8:7) rules that in observing
the mitzvah of Pidyon HaBen
(redemption from the Cohen of
one’s firstborn son), the five shekels
prescribed by the Torah are to be
paid in Tzorian shekalim. Indeed, all
fines mentioned by the Torah are to
be paid using this currency.
Tzor was an ancient city deemed
by some historians to be one of
the oldest sea (as opposed to river)
harbours in the world. In ancient
times, its Phoenician inhabitants
dominated Mediterranean trade

and built colonies including
Carthage, one of the most affluent
cities of the Classical world.
Its king, Hiram (10th century
BCE), had a close association with
King David, sending him envoys
with cedar logs, carpenters and
stonemasons to assist in the
construction of his palace after
he had established Jerusalem as
his seat of government. He also
collaborated with David’s successor,
King Solomon, in the construction
of the First Temple, by sending
cedarwood, cypress wood and gold,
in return for which Solomon ceded
him land in Galilee.
The First Temple had an
additional connection with Tzor
insofar as the chief craftsman
of the Temple was another
person called Hiram, the son of
a coppersmith from the tribe of
Naftali who was resident in Tzor.
Centuries later, after the
destruction of the First Temple
and after the return from exile in
Babylon led by Ezra, cedarwood
from Lebanon was again shipped
from Tzor for the construction of the
Second Temple.
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Haftarah
The prophet Malachi speaks of God’s love for Yaakov and
His rejection of Esav. However, Yaakov’s nation has to justify
God’s favour; the prophet rebukes them for being lax and
insincere in their Temple service.

Sefer Shmuel (the Book of Samuel)

Chapter 12:
Shmuel the Orator
by Pnina Savery, US Jewish Living Educator and
Participant in the Chief Rabbi’s Ma’ayan Programme
At the end of
Shaul’s (Saul’s)
third coronation in
Gilgal, discussed
in Chapter 11, the
prophet Shmuel delivers a stirring
speech to the nation. It consists
of three main parts. First, Shmuel
establishes that he has never
exploited his role as leader for
personal gain; he asks: “Whose
ox have I taken? Whom have I
robbed?” (1 Shmuel 12:3). The
people respond positively, agreeing
that he has never done any such
thing. In this way, he reminds the
people that he has only ever acted
in their best interests. This opens
the door for them to accept the
rebuke he is about to deliver.
Shmuel then admonishes the
people for requesting a king. He
reminds them of all the miracles
God has done for them over the
years, including rescuing them
from slavery in Egypt. However,
when they forgot God and sinned,
God sent enemies to attack them.
Shmuel refers to several leaders
from the period of the Shofetim
(Judges) to emphasise this point.
Shmuel is telling the people that
even though they now have a king
to reign over them, this does not
mean they are safe from their
enemies. Even with a human king,

they still need to remember to serve
the King of kings; otherwise there
will be negative consequences.
Finally, Shmuel proves his
message with a sign. Despite
it being the harvest season (the
summertime) Shmuel calls to God
to send thunder and rain. When
the storm comes, the fear of God is
struck into the hearts of the people
and they beg Shmuel to pray on
their behalf. He reassures them
that they do not need forgiveness;
they simply need to serve God
properly from now on. Abarbanel
(1437-1508) adds that they will
even be forgiven for requesting a

Despite this
sounding like
a resignation
speech, Shmuel
continues to act
as a prophet and
public figure for
the people, trying
to guide Shaul
throughout his
reign as king.

king in a sinful manner.
What is the significance of
rain as a sign? Rashi (1040-1105)
explains that the rain here is a
curse: rain in the summer can
destroy the crops. Rabbi Amnon
Bazak of Yeshivat Har Etzion, Alon
Shvut, Israel, adds that just as rain
itself is not a curse (in the right
season rain is a blessing, in the
wrong season it is destructive),
so too the request for a king could
be seen as something neutral; the
issue is the timing. The people
requested a king due to their fear
of foreign enemies and thus the
request was viewed negatively. As
Shmuel reminds them in his speech:
“but when you saw that Nachash,
king of Ammon, came upon you,
you said to me: ‘No, but a king shall
reign over us!’” (ibid 12:12).
Despite this sounding like
a resignation speech, Shmuel
continues to act as a prophet and
public figure for the people, trying
to guide Shaul throughout his
reign as king. Whilst he delivers
strong rebuke to the people in this
speech, he ends positively, with
hope for the future. If the people
will listen to God and keep His
commandments, then they and
their king will prosper. The next
few chapters will reveal whether
or not this will come to pass.
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The current Jewish year 5782 is a Shemitta
year, during which restrictions apply to fruit
and vegetables grown in Israel.
For more information see

www.kosher.org.uk/shemitta

For dates when different produce
is affected see

www.kosher.org.uk/shemittadates

