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So there are two interpretations as to what is meant by God’s blessing of Isaac at this
point. One, that says that blessing here means words of condolence. The other, that it
was a blessing that needed to wait for Avraham to pass on. I will try to offer a
reconciliation of these two seemingly disparate interpretations; but first, I wanted to
speak about morality, for as we will see in a minute, this verse is used by the Gemara as
an example of how we are to behave morally.

To start, I would like to review briefly the approaches to morality — what is known as
Moral Philosophy — and I would like to understand what really is the Jewish approach.

Morality, roughly stated, is the determination and execution of right and wrong, good
and evil. Some make the distinction between the determination in general — calling it
Ethics (etika) versus the determination of the specific action — calling that Morality
(mussar). Others explain the distinction based on the roots of the words — “Ethics” being
from the Greek, ethos, which refers to the essential and unchanging nature of a thing,
whereas “Morals” comes from the Latin, 705, meaning mores, customs. That said, by
and large, the two terms are used interchangeably.

Now, there are three primary schools of thought: Deontological,
Consequentialist/ Utlitatian (toaltani) and Virtue Ethics (etika shel segula tova).

Deontologists argue that right and wrong are defined by principles of duty (“deo” being
Greek for “duty”) — hard fast rules/laws that define action. Kant (1724-1804) is the
major proponent of this school of thought. He defined a simple rule to apply called the
“categorical imperative” — only act according to what you would see fit to be legislated as
law for all people at all times (i.e., categorically).

Act only according to that maxim whereby you can, at the same time, will that it
should become a universal law.
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There are problems with this — the classic example being: lying. In general, lying is bad.
Nevertheless, we would expect the family hiding Anne Frank to lie to the Nazis.

Consequentialists are those who determine right and wrong by the consequences of the
act. Jeremy Bentham (1748-1832) is the great advocate of this school of thought, saying
“It is the greatest happiness of the greatest number that is the measure of right and

wrong.”
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This too has its problems. For example, we cannot always foresee all the consequences,
and what might seem to fit the definition in the short term may turn out to be bad in the

long term. (EX: Western donations of used clothing to Africa. Short term: people get
dressed; long term: the local textile industry was destroyed).

As opposed to these two approaches, Virtue Ethics (etika shel segula tova) seeks not to
define the act but rather by how it affects the person himself. Indeed, it looks not at the
act but at the person. Aristotle (385 BCE — 322 BCE) is the father of this approach,
made popular in modern times by Elizabeth Anscombe (1958). Basically, Aristotle
argued that the act that is appropriate (tight/good) is the one that makes the person
virtuous. This approach makes the shift from “act morality” (deontology and
consequentialism) to “agent morality”. Virtues, for Aristotle, are things like “courage
(omet3), honesty (keinud), patience (savianui), friendliness (abava), justice (fzedek), and
moderation, along with the unifying intellectual virtue of practical wisdom (phronesis)”
[Vallor, Tech and Virtues, p306].

So where does Jewish Thought fall in all of this?

Deontology: Well, at first blush it is quite obvious that Judaism is very much rules/acts
based. Moshe is the known as “the lawgiver” (hamehokek) who brought the heavenly
Torah that promulgates no less than 613 commandments — laws of action.
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Consequentialist: Torah law also acknowledges the consequentialist ideal of helping as
many people as possible — though such a consideration only comes after all deontological
rules have been satisfied. For example, if I have a boat with only enough time to save the
people on one island before the storm comes — I must save the island with the most
people. But if, saving the island with the most people can only be done by actively
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murdering the people on the other island, that would be a violation of the deontological
rule of “thou shalt not murder” and thus consequentialism would be overridden.

Virtue: But what about virtue? Does Judaism only command acts and not consider the
virtues of the agent? R. Prof. Water Wurzburger of YU:

Jewish piety involves more than meticulous adherence to the various rules and
norms of religious law; it also demands the cultivation of an ethical personality. . .
We are commanded to engage in a never-ending quest for moral perfection,
which transcends the requirements of an 'ethics of obedience'. . . [The] halakhic

system serves merely as the foundation of Jewish piety. . . (p. 3).
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The idea can be seen in the Hazal’s explanations on the verses that speak about going in
God’s ways:
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The Gem (Sotah 14a) explains:
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And here it is critical to note what exactly are the MIDOT that are being referred to:
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(This, of course, is the verse from our parsha and the source for Rashi’ comment

thereon.)
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So what we learn from this soutce is that the divine MIDOT that we are to imitate are
actually ACTIONS — e.g., providing clothing, visiting the sick, consoling the mourner.
This source, then, can be seen as further promoting the “acts based” ethic in Judaism.

However, there are a number of other well-known sources that have a different spin on
the MIDOT we are to imitate:
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Perhaps the most famous saying in this genre is the Gem (Shabbat 133b):
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Similarly found in Sifrei:
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So from here we see clearly that there is an ethic to emulate God’s character traits — here
are sources that Judaism is interested in VIRTUE, in the character of the individual.

Interestingly, the Rambam brings BOTH these approaches in the eighth mitzvat aseh:
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So there is no doubt that Judaism values both “act morality” and “agent morality.” That
said, there may even be a push to virtue over acts. R. Elimelekh Bar Shaul, former chief
rabbi of Rehovot, explains R. Yitzhak Blau, “sees the emulation of middot [virtue] as
more significant than the imitation of actions.” He writes "this mizvah demands not
rahamim but that man be a rahum, not haninah but that man be a hanun."
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So it is not the act of mercy but the trait of mercy that is the goal. The Sefer Hahinuch
goes even further in explaining the value of developing virtue:
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That is, we are to do the mitzvot in order that we imbue ourselves with virtue, and it is in
so doing, or really, in so being, that we allow God to give us the good for which he
created the world. accordingly, the very purpose of creation is to be virtuous people.

And perhaps that is the “blessing” that God bestowed upon Isaac when he came to
console him at Avraham’s demise. God said, as it were, though you be distraught at the
loss of your father and the finality of life, find comfort in the fact that it is he who
brought blessing in to the world though teaching that there is a purpose — to develop
virtue in ourselves and so bring blessing upon ourselves and all the world. And it is you
who is now blessed with that message of the covenant.

And it is we, the recipients of the covenant, who are now blessed.

1Tt should be noted that there is a lot of discussion about the Rambam’s position on emulating God’s
actions versus God’s midot, especially since he holds we cannot really know God’s midot (i.e., theory of
negative attributes); nevertheless, it seems he held the need for both. See Wurzburger, Covenantal
Imperatives, pp91-104; Blau, The Implications of a Jewish Virtue Ethic, The Torah U-Madda Journal, 2000,
Vol. 9 (2000), pp. 19-41.
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