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This week’s parashah opens with some apparently mundane words: “V’eleh toldot Yitzchak 

ben Avraham.” “And these are the offspring of Isaac, son of Avraham”. This statement is 

pretty clear, wouldn’t you agree? The purpose of it is to state that what follows in the 

parashah is all about Yitzchak’s offspring. As the Artscroll Torah Commentary notes in 

explanation, “The offspring are Jacob and Esau who are discussed in this section. For after 

listing the descendants of Ishmael, the Torah now reverts to the offspring of Isaac - Jacob and 

Easu - who are mentioned below; but before actually mentioning them, the Torah 

parenthetically describes the circumstances surrounding their birth.” So far so good then! 

And yet, in the very next sentence, we encounter an apparent oddity. After having noted that 

Yitzchak was the son of Avraham, the Torah then states, “Avraham holid et Yitzchak”, which 

the New JPS Tanach translates as “Avraham begot Isaac”. Nothing unusual per se in that 

statement you might think as the Bible often records the begetting and begotting of sons 

and daughters, but why then the apparent duplication of what has just been said in the 

previous sentence? After all, we have already been told that Yitzchak was “ben Avraham”, 

Avraham’s son, from which it is clear that Avraham was Yitzchak’s father. So why then are we 

also told that Avraham begot Yitzchak? What, ask the Rabbis, is the point of this apparently 

superfluous statement? Why on the surface are we effectively told the same thing twice? This 

textual problem has been grappled with by commentators on various levels. For a start, so 

the Artscroll Torah Commentary notes, “The Torah felt compelled to add that Abraham begot 

Isaac (although it is obvious from the description of Isaac as son of Abraham) to allude to the 

fact that the cynics of Abraham’s generation had been saying that Sarah, who had lived so 

long with Abraham without bearing a child, must have become pregnant by Abimelech. In 

order to refute this slander, God made Isaac’s features so undeniably similar to Abraham’s 

that even the scoffers had to admit that “Avraham holid et Yitzchak”, “it was indeed Abraham 

who had begotten Isaac!”” Now if some of you find this explanation a little spurious then 

perhaps you might find the following explanation a little more persuasive. As the Artscroll 

Commentary continues, “According to the literal sense of the narrative, however, since the 

Torah identifies Ishmael as the son whom Hagar the Egyptian, servant of Sarah, had borne to 

Abraham, it now identifies Isaac as Abraham’s primary son, whom Abraham had begotten 

from his true wife… Similarly in Chronicles,” notes the Commentary, “after listing Abraham’s 

descendants as Isaac, Ishmael and the children of Keturah, the texts reverts and mentions, 

Abraham begot Isaac.” “Ramban interprets similarly and notes that when Scripture records 

the genealogy of distinguished people, it commonly reverts to the ancestral head of the 

family. He continues that the Torah uses this device regarding Isaac’s progeny in order to 

give honour to Isaac as Abraham’s primary son; otherwise the formula would be the same for 

Isaac as for Ishmael: these are the offspring of Isaac son of Abraham. This also explains why 

Bresheet 25:12 does not begin Ishmael’s genealogy by saying:  these are the offspring of 

Abraham, because Scripture does not wish to equate the other children with Isaac as 

descendants of Abraham. The significance, thus, of the phrase Abraham begot Isaac, is that 

Isaac alone is the son identified with Abraham.” 
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Such then might be the or at least one literal meaning of the text, but there is certainly more 

to it than that! This is hinted at by Ibn Ezra who suggests that the word holid should be 

interpreted in the sense of reared or raised, as in B’resheet 50:23 which states that “the 

children also of Machir the son of Manasseh were brought up upon Joseph's knees.” If this is 

the case then the intent of “Avraham begot Yitzchak” in repetition of what we already know 

to be the case would be to emphasise that Avraham played a fundamental role in the 

parenting of his son. In other words, and if you may forgive me for being blunt, the intent of 

the repetition is to make clear that Avraham wasn’t just a  sperm donor who begot a male 

child, but that he was a father to a son - he was Yitzchak’s dad. Indeed, this idea is expressed, 

perhaps inadvertently, in the Complete Jewish Bible, which translates the words Avraham 

holid et Yitzchak as “Avraham fathered Yitzchak”. This puts a different spin on the text doesn’t 

it? The idea of fathering carries a different meaning to straight begetting because, as I have 

said, fathering implies an active role in the raising of one’s children. Let’s take a moment to 

think about what this might have meant in reality for Avraham and Yitzchak. What did their 

relationship look like? It is a sad fact of life, as we will shortly hear, that too many children are 

let down by their parents, often horrendously and with catastrophic results. I was distressed 

for example to hear this past week of the terrible circumstances surrounding the death of a 

young girl, four year old Poppy Widdison, whose mother apparently plied her with drugs in 

order to sedate her so that she could have uninterrupted sex with her drug dealer boyfriend. 

The mother and boyfriend are presently being tried for child cruelty and it is suspected that 

constant exposure to drugs resulted in Poppy’s death by heart failure back in 2013. There is 

evidence that Poppy was fed heroin, ketamine, diazepam and temazepam over a long period 

of time. This week the court heard how the mother texted her boyfriend with a message 

about giving the youngster diazepam: “She can have a blue smartie and go to sleep lol xxx”. 

A neighbour testified that as soon the mother moved in, when Poppy was two years old, she 

constantly heard her shouting at the child. She was very very angry most of the time and 

swore a lot. One day she heard her shout at Poppy, “I hate you, you little b*****d”. The trial is 

continuing. Would that this kind of abuse of children was an outlier, but it is not. Up and 

down the land and around the world this very moment children are being abused by their 

parents. Abuse takes many forms though and believers are by no means immune for 

becoming abusers. One young man, for example, recently spoke very candidly on Reddit of 

his hatred for his disciplinarian Christian father.  “I have a strong hatred for my dad,” he 

confessed. “My dad would get short with us more often than a reasonable person should. Yes 

he'd do all the fatherly necessities; we had a house, a car, and food. Very rarely would we go 

without those things but it all seems like his efforts of being a good dad in the financial sense 

were in vain… I can't recall much as a kid, only that he'd get angry. He'd yell and throw things, 

kick furniture, kick the dog... he got angry, scared me and my sister into submission when he 

yelled, he broke my toys at times, constantly and brutally criticized us, and forced us to go to 

church which wasn't all bad, just boring at the time…. Dear god the lectures. On any subject, 

or if we did something wrong or really any chance he'd get he would sit one of use down and 

drone on and on, restating the same points constantly nit picking and to make it worse he'd 

get his points across and talk as slowly as humanly possible…. I've recently turned 18 and it's 
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only gotten worse. …My only safe haven is my room. There's a tangible aura around him that 

just instills fear and hate in me. …He has completely destroyed my faith in any god yet I hear 

out his intolerant, gay-bashing rants about how how the world is going down the tubes and I 

need to make myself right with him and god because Jesus is coming back soon. I'm honestly 

at the breaking point, I haven't cried in 3 years but I couldn't help but start while I'm typing 

this. At least once a week he he calls me down to rehash every argument we've ever had 

solved or unsolved. I'm not going to let him in on any of my thoughts or desires for the 

world, I don't tell him what I do with my time, I don't feel like he deserves it. I have told him I 

can't stand being around him, that he's a black whole of all my motivation. That he is my one 

source of discontent in this world. …I wish he could see me crying. I wish he could see the 

world through my eyes…. I wish he would just stop... for one day.”  

 

Of course there are two sides to any argument. Some might say that this young man is 

probably being just a tad super-sensitive, and I’m sure the young man’s father would present 

a different view of how things have been. And yet what is incontrovertible is that the 

relationship between this father and son has completely broken down. And they do, don’t 

they? From time immemorial the relationship between parents and their children typically 

breaks down in the teen years as young people begin to find their own identity and form 

their own opinions about life, universe and everything. But it’s a mistake to think that teens 

don’t need parenting - that they don’t need help as they make their way through the turmoil 

of this part of their lives. Though relationships between parent and offspring may be strained 

through this period, when the parenting is done well a teen will hopefully feel respected, 

secure and enabled for life as an adult, making their own way in and contribution to the 

world, which may also mean raising their own children in turn. Sadly, as we have heard, this 

all too often doesn’t happen. Many children grow up to harbour long term hatred of and 

resentment against their parents, and they go on in later life to provide ample work for 

psychoanalysts and counselling when their anger overwhelms them and their coping 

mechanisms break down. But what the Torah is telling us this morning is that was most 

definitely not the case with Avraham and his son Yitzchak. Here there was no element of 

abuse, no breakdown of the relationship. As the Midrashim inform us, “Abraham begot Isaac: 

For did Abraham beget no other children, such as Ishmael and children by his concubines, 

that it says Abraham begot Isaac [as if Abraham had no other children]? But this verse comes 

to inform us that Isaac [like his father] was a righteous man and Abraham was proud to be his 

father. When Abraham and Isaac would pass by, standersby would exclaim, ‘You are 

fortunate, Abraham, to have Isaac for a son, and you, Isaac, are fortunate to have Abraham 

for a father. Midrash Rabbah conveys this idea by citing, Proverbs 17:6: Children’s children are 

the crown of old men, and the glory of children are their fathers.” Moreover, according to 

Lekach Tov: Abraham begot Isaac - whoever witnessed Isaac’s righteous deeds would 

exclaim, ‘Surely Abraham begot Isaac!’, but this was not the case with Abraham’s other 

progeny. As Ralbag observes, it is common in many languages that when a son emulates his 

father, people say, ‘He is his father’s son.’” 
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And that is the point of our text. ‘Avraham fathered Yitzchak’ in such a way that the latter was 

not just happy to be associated with his father, but was keen to be found in his likeness.  This 

is an important concept to take hold of, not least because it gives us an invaluable insight 

into our temporal relationships as parents and children, but because this concept underpins 

our relationship our heavenly parent. As Irving Bunim notes in his book, “Ethics from Sinai”, 

“Judaism teaches that the father-image forms the pre-figuration and configuration of the 

Supreme Being that has existence beyond all existence, that a person later knows as God. 

Hence we read in the Midrash: When the Holy One, Blessed be He, first revealed Himself to 

Moshe [at the scene of the burning bush in the wilderness] Moshe was a tyro, utterly 

inexperienced in prophecy. Thought the Holy, Blessed One, ‘If I manifest myself to him with a 

great voice, I will terrify him; if with a low, weak voice, he will scorn prophecy’ [as of little 

power, hence of little significance]. What did he do? He revealed Himself with the voice of 

Moshe’s father. Happily, Moshe thought, ‘My father is alive! He has come from Egypt!’ and he 

responded ‘Here am I. What does my father wish?’ Said the Holy One. ‘I am not your father. I 

am the God of your father.  I have manifested myself gently to you, that you should not be 

frightened.’ Moshe stood, unknowing, at a turning point in his life, when he would learn to 

receive the word of God, more directly than any other human being previously or since. He 

first heard it as the voice of his father.”  Of course, in Moshe’s case, it was clearly beneficial for 

him to have perceived the Holy One through the image of his father. No doubt Amram was 

one of the good ones. No doubt Moshe was fathered just as well by Amram as Yitzchak was 

by Avraham, that the image and voice of his father did not horribly distort God’s image and 

voice as it might do for many of us. Because there is no doubt that for many here who feel 

that their parents let them down or broke and abused them in some way, the image and 

voice of their father or mother would put them to flight. How do you think, had she somehow 

survived through to adulthood, poor little Poppy Widdison would have heard the voice of 

God? Do you think she would have run to it or from it? Because here’s the rub… For better or 

for worse - more often than not in our broken world, the latter - the image and voice of God 

is associated in our minds and emotions with that of our parents and it’s incredibly hard to 

shift or replace that image. God Himself makes that association. That’s why we often read in 

the Scriptures of commands to love and respect our parents (which in Hebraic terms means 

to obey). As we read in Shemot 20:12, “Honour your father and your mother, so that you may 

live long in the land Adonai your God is giving you.” And, Shemot 21:17, “Anyone who curses 

their father or mother is to be put to death.” Moreover, Shemot 21:15 says that “Anyone who 

attacks their father or mother is to be put to death.” Why so? Why is Hashem so concerned 

that offspring revere their parents in this way? Because in Biblical terms to love and respect 

one’s parents like this is to love and respect Hashem Himself as the parent stands in the stead 

of God in the eyes of the child. What is clear, however, is that the mitzvah presumes perfect 

parenting. This much is inferred by Devarim 21:18-21 which states, “If a man has a stubborn, 

rebellious son who will not obey what his father or mother says, and even after they discipline 

him he still refuses to pay attention to them; then his father and mother are to take hold of 

him and bring him out to the leaders of his town, at the gate of that place, and say to the 

leaders of his town, ‘This son of ours is stubborn and rebellious, he doesn’t pay attention to 
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us, lives wildly, gets drunk.’ Then all the men of his town are to stone him to death; in this way 

you will put an end to such wickedness among you, and all Isra’el will hear about it and be 

afraid.” The inference of this passage is that the parents are providing a flawless example, 

thus the child is wholly in the wrong. His rebellion against their benevolent parenting is 

considered a threat to the structure of the family, and thus of general society and must be 

stamped out by the strongest means possible. Thankfully, as the rabbis note, there never was 

a case in Israelite history when such a judgement was imposed and the mitzvah lies in the 

statute book only for educational purposes.  The fact also remains that this penalty was never 

carried out because no parent has ever always only ever acted perfectly toward their children. 

The trouble with parenting is that your only model of parenting is that which you yourself 

received. And when they grow up even parents who resolved as children never to be like 

their father and mother inevitably end up repeating to lesser or greater extent the parenting 

model which they experienced as children. This is why almost every new generation, however 

much it may rebel against the practices of the old, finds itself at a disadvantage. Like original 

sin, parental imperfections are passed on generationally and it takes a huge amount of self 

analysis, awareness, grace from God, not to mention counselling, mediation and forgiveness 

to overcome their gravitational pull or the sins and faults of the fathers will continue to visit 

the lives of the next generation. Many believe that poor parenting is one of the most pressing 

issues that contemporary society faces. As Alison Phillips wrote recently in the Daily Mirror, 

teachers have been clearing up the mess of poor parenting for decades. “Bad parents breed 

bad students, literally. And we have to stop that cycle. If a parent places no value on school 

or education they will inevitably hand that down to their kids, leaving even the most 

inspirational of teachers with a near-impossible task. Yes of course there are a myriad of 

reasons for bad parenting. There is depression, lack of aspiration, a sense of exclusion or 

misplaced sense of entitlement. Poverty can sometimes be a cause too – although just as 

often it isn’t. There are plenty of people with no money but sky high expectations and 

ambitions for their kids. Meanwhile the middle and upper classes are employing a battery of 

warfare – tutors, Kumon maths, iPads, tennis lessons and faith schools – to ensure their -

children don’t give any social ground to anyone (not that wealth saves children from ‘bad 

parenting’ – it just lets parents outsource more of the job). So for kids at the bottom of the 

pile, the future is bleak. If your parents don’t give a toss about your education, then there 

effectively is no future. Kids of feckless families have more chance of moving to the moon 

than they have of moving to politics or industry or the media. And that is so, so wrong. For 

the youngster themselves and for us as a nation too – just think of how much talent is being 

squandered among children who have been deprived of a proper chance. I’d love to help 

those hopeless parents break free from the chains that bind them to under-achieving. But we 

haven’t got the time or money. So let’s focus on the lives we can change – their children’s. No 

child should be born to fail. And if parents can’t be bothered to help prevent that, then they 

must be forced.” 

 

Let’s face it. Poor parenting is at the root of so many ills that plague contemporary society. It 

is at the core of what, in the wake of the Summer riots of 2011, David Cameron called ‘Broken 
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Britain’. In the wake of those riots, politicians, clergy and columnists, to name but a few, 

pointed to blame at a lack of fathering. Tottenham MP David Lammy cautioned: “We are 

seeing huge consequences of the lack of male role models in young men’s lives”.  Meanwhile, 

commentator Melanie Phillips pointed out that while the causes of the problems are “many 

and complex”, a lack of a father is a major factor. She said: “Of course there are many lone 

parents who do a tremendous job. But we’re talking here about widespread social collapse. 

And there are whole areas of Britain, white as well as black, where committed fathers are a 

wholly unknown phenomenon.” The Bishop of London also noted the “background to the 

riots is family breakdown and the absence of strong and positive role models”. Is this what 2 

Timothy 3:2 is talking about when it bemoans the fact that in the Last Days “They will be 

boastful and proud, scoffing at God, disobedient to their parents, and ungrateful. They will 

consider nothing sacred”? Perhaps so. What is clear, however, is that to blame that 

generation alone for a failure to embrace God and respect parents is myopic. If Scripture 

laments these facts it is implicitly pointing the finger elsewhere, because broken, godless, 

rebellious generations, don’t just appear from nowhere! They are in fact the products of 

broken parenting. Indeed, broken parenting, perhaps above all other considerations, is what 

keeps people from realising the true character of and living in fruitful and fulfilled relationship 

with our Heavenly Parent. But let us not think that we, just because we are believers, are 

automatically better parents than anyone else. Just because you preach heavenly virtues 

doesn’t mean that you actually live them. It is only by actually living the covenantal, 

unconditional, love, compassion, mercy and forgiveness that guided our Messiah’s life that 

we can make a difference in our own families and thereby transform wider society. For as evil, 

broken, Commodus found out, we are our father’s sons and daughters. 
 


