Morality and Isaac’s blessing to Jacob

Choose a “hat” and read the following biblical source with a partner asking questions with the
perspective of the “hat” you choose:

Six Thinking Hats”

Blue Hat - Process
White Hat - Facis
Red Hat - Feelings

Green Hat - Creativity

Yellow Hat - Benefits
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When Isaac was old and his eyes were too dim to see, he called his older son Esau and said
to him, “My son.” He answered, “Here | am.”
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And he said, “l am old now, and | do not know how soon | may die.
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Take your gear, your quiver and bow, and go out into the open and hunt me some game.
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Then prepare a dish for me such as | like, and bring it to me to eat, so that | may give you my
innermost blessing before | die.”
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Rebekah had been listening as Isaac spoke to his son Esau. When Esau had gone out into
the open to hunt game to bring home,
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Rebekah said to her son Jacob, “I overheard your father speaking to your brother Esau,
saying,
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‘Bring me some game and prepare a dish for me to eat, that | may bless you, with nin'’s
approval, before | die.’
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Now, my son, listen carefully as | instruct you.
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Go to the flock and fetch me two choice kids, and | will make of them a dish for your father,
such as he likes.
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Then take it to your father to eat, in order that he may bless you before he dies.”
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Jacob answered his mother Rebekah, “But my brother Esau is a hairy man and | am
smooth-skinned.
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If my father touches me, | shall appear to him as a trickster and bring upon myself a curse, not
a blessing.”
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But his mother said to him, “Your curse, my son, be upon me! Just do as | say and go fetch
them for me.”
o
He got them and brought them to his mother, and his mother prepared a dish such as his
father liked.
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Rebekah then took the best clothes of her older son Esau, which were there* in the house,
and had her younger son Jacob put them on;
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and she covered his hands and the hairless part of his neck with the skins of the kids.
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Then she put in the hands of her son Jacob the dish and the bread that she had prepared.
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He went to his father and said, “Father.” And he said, “Yes, which of my sons are you?”
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Jacob said to his father, “| am Esau, your first-born; | have done as you told me. Pray sit up
and eat of my game, that you may give me your innermost blessing.”
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Isaac said to his son, “How did you succeed so quickly, my son?” And he said, “Because your
God nin' granted me good fortune.”
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Isaac said to Jacob, “Come closer that | may feel you, my son—whether you are really my
”.son Esau or not
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So Jacob drew close to his father Isaac, who felt him and wondered. “The voice is the voice of
Jacob, yet the hands are the hands of Esau.”
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He did not recognize him, because his hands were hairy like those of his brother Esau; and so
he blessed him.
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He asked, “Are you really my son Esau?” And when he said, “l am,”
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he said, “Serve me and let me eat of my son’s game that | may give you my innermost
blessing.” So he served him and he ate, and he brought him wine and he drank.
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Then his father Isaac said to him, “Come close and kiss me, my son”;
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and he went up and kissed him. And he smelled his clothes and he blessed him, saying, “Ah,
the smell of my son is like the smell of the fields that nin' has blessed.

After the discussion, read again and reflect on the morality and deceit as it appears in the
Pshat (simple explanation) of the story.




1. What are the moral problems you can identify in the way Jacob received his blessing?

2. Was there an intent to consider the moral issue and the long term results?

3. What light does the following source shed on the connection between morality and
faith?
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But the children struggled in her womb, and she said, “If so, why do | exist?”* She went to

inquire of niny,
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and nin' answered her,
“Two nations are in your womb,
Two separate peoples shall issue from your body;
One people shall be mightier than the other,
And the older shall serve the younger.”

Rashi’s commentary on these pesukim tries to help us understand how faith was the reason
the immoral act was committed.

nmx? 2w AND TWO RACES — The word nx?7 always denotes a people that has all
the characteristics of a kingdom (Avodah Zarah 2b)

Mo ywvnn SHALL BE PARTED FROM THY BOWELS —as soon as they leave thy
body they will take each a different course — one to his wicked ways, the other to his
plain life (Genesis 5:27)

ynx' ox'7n SHALL BE STRONGER THAN THE OTHER RACE —They will never be
equally great at the same time: when one rises the other will fall.

4. What does the added information help you understand?

5. What do you still wonder?




Rabbi Sacks on Morality:
Morality, p.159

“Morality makes a difference to the way we think about problems and their solution. It shifts
us from self-interest to concern for the common good, and from a narrow focus on immediate
gain to more distant horizons. We need to be able to think in this collective, long-term way if
we are to avoid the short-sightedness that led people to think that you could abandon
morality without paying a momentous price.”

6. How should morality influence our decision making process?

7. Can you think of an example where you had to consider morality when making a
decision?

The concept of measure for measure in Judaism means that a person’s actions are related to
their reward or consequences. The following pesukim describe another lie.
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Then they took Joseph’s tunic, slaughtered a kid, and dipped the tunic in the blood.
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They had the ornamented tunic taken to their father, and they said, “We found this. Please
examine it; is it your son’s tunic or not?”
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He recognized it, and said, “My son’s tunic! A savage beast devoured him! Joseph was torn
by a beast!”

8. How is this lie an example of measure for measure?

9. The bible is not a history book. Why do we need to learn about the way Jacob, our
nation's father, got his blessing?

10. Do you believe that the goal sanctifies the means?

11. What do you think Rabbi Sacks would say about it, based on the sources you read so
far?




Morality, p. 288

Cooperative groups survive; others fall by the wayside. Unexpectedly, some such view seems
to be implicit in the Hebrew Bible. God punishes Cain for murdering Abel despite not having
told him, 'You shall not murder.' He punishes the citizens of Sodom, despite not having
revealed a moral code to them. The Egyptian midwives who disobey Pharaoh and save the
lives of the Israelite children- the first recorded act of civil disobedience in history- are
described by the Bible as God-fearing. This is a general term that the Bible uses of everyone
who acts morally. So the relationship is inverse: it is not that you need to fear God to be
moral. Rather, being moral shows that you fear God. The Hebrew Bible, in these early stories,
seems to assume that we have an innate moral sense. This is the voice of God within the
human heart- which exists even prior to the rules and rituals, holy deeds and holy days that
we call religion.

12. According to Rabbi Sacks, the bible gives us many examples of people who did not
behave morally. Why do you think that is?

Morality, p.315

“I had the privilege of studying with some of the greatest philosophers of our time, yet |
learned more about morality in my years as a congregational rabbi than | did at Oxford and
Cambridge, and | did so by conducting funerals. As a young rabbi in an aging congregation, |
often did not know the deceased personally, so | had to ask relatives and friends what they
were like and what they would be remembered for. No one ever spoke about the clothes they
wore or the cars they drove, the homes they lived in or the holidays they took. They spoke
about their role in their family, their place in the congregation and its activities, the good
deeds they did, the causes they supported, the voluntary work they undertook, and the
people they helped. It is not what we do for ourselves but what we give to others that is our
epitaph and that ultimately floods life with meaning. We are moral animals.”

13. As you reflect on this quote and your own moral virtues. Can you describe a moral
virtue that is very important to you?

14. Can you identify for yourself a place of potential growth?




