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“The voice is the voice of Jacob…”


This week’s Torah portion opens with the story of Rebekah giving birth to the twins, Jacob and Esau.  Jewish sources always refer to them this way, Jacob first, then Esau, but in fact Esau was the first born.  And, as the Bard wrote, “ay, there’s the rub.”

Esau, as first-born, if only by a few minutes, was rightfully entitled to special privilege and blessing that all first-born sons were accorded in Biblical times.  But Esau was considered a brute and boorish.  He bartered away his birthright to Jacob in exchange for a bowl of lentil stew.

As their father, Isaac, is about to die he is the victim of a cunning deception, orchestrated by his wife (the twins’ mother), Rebekah, in collusion with Jacob.  Jacob dresses in Esau’s clothes when he is summoned by his now blind father, Isaac.  When Isaac touches his son in order to grant the blessing, Jacob feels and smells like Esau.  It is at this moment that Isaac utters, “The voice is the voice of Jacob, yet the hands are the hands of Esau.”  (The Hebrew sentence is written with a beautiful alliterative poetry.)


Isaac, old, infirm and blind, couldn’t reconcile the two conflicting sensory experiences.  Unable to rely on sight, his sense of touch told him one thing, yet his hearing told him another.  He asks Jacob, “Are you really my son Esau?”  Jacob answers, “I am.”  And with that Jacob receives the blessing of the first-born.


Isaac’s utterance, “The voice is the voice of Jacob….” is an avenue to understanding our own Jewish identity.  When we read Torah many voices speak to us.  How do these voices inform our understanding and/or shape our beliefs?   And beyond just the Torah, how do the voices of our tradition influence our Jewish identity and practice?  

Perhaps the Passover Seder is so compelling not only because of its message of freedom, but also because it invokes memories of grandparents and parents telling their own stories, in their own voice.  The sound of the shofar is an effective voice every year that connects us to Judaism and reminds us to become our best selves. 


I hear many voices from our tradition when I celebrate Jewish holidays and observe their rituals.  When I light the Hanukkah candles I see my mother (of blessed memory) standing by the menorah and I hear her singing the blessings.  Standing in my sukkah, I hear the voice of our rabbi chanting the Kiddush.  And when I rummage through my personal keepsakes and come across the little Torah given to me at Consecration, I hear the voices of my mother’s elderly aunt and uncle who we visited after services that day.  We went to their apartment because my mother’s parents were no longer living and she wanted a sense of connection to her past.  


We all have the ability to hear many voices, each one becoming part of our personal narrative.  And our own life story is woven into a larger tapestry of the Jewish people.  

Isaac hears Jacob’s voice and is confused by his conflicting senses.  He should have trusted what he heard, for when he says, “The voice is the voice of Jacob” he had in fact discerned the truth.  As we hear the voices of our past and our tradition, I hope that each of us has the insight and wisdom to hear and trust these voices.  

Shabbat Shalom.  

