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 בס"ד

 

 

Rav Mordechai Elon 

Translated and edited by his students  

 The holy farmer 
The Unique forefather 

There is a famine in the land of Canaan, Yitzchak is 
thinking of going down to Egypt, as his father 
Avraham did in his time. God appears to him and says  

ר  ַ֥ ר ֹאמ  ֶרץ ֲאֶשֶׁ֖ ן ָבָאָ֔ ְיָמה ְשֹכֵ֣ ד ִמְצָרָ֑ ֵ֣ רֵּ ל תֵּ אֶמר א  ֶֹׁ֖ ָלי֙ו ה' ו י א אֵּ ָרָ֤ ו יֵּ
֙ן  ְרֲעךָ֗ ֶאתֵּ ְלז  י לְ ךֵ֣ וּֽ ָך ִכּֽ ֲרֶכָ֑ ֲאָבּֽ ּֽ ְהֶיַ֥ה ִעְמךֶׁ֖  ו  את ְוֶאּֽ ָֹ֔ ז ֶרץ ה  ור ָבָאֵ֣ יך. גּ֚ ֶלּֽ אֵּ
ְעִתי  ֶׁ֖ ר ִנְשב  ה ֲאֶשַ֥ ְשֻבָעָ֔ ֹמִת֙י ֶאת ה  ֲהִקּֽ ּֽ ל ו  ת ָהאֵָּ֔ ֲארָ ֹצֵ֣ ֶאת ָכל ָהּֽ
יך.1 ם ָאִבּֽ ְבָרָהַ֥  ְלא 

And the Lord appeared to him, and said, "Do not go 
down to Egypt; dwell in the land that I will tell you. 
Sojourn in this land, and I will be with you, and I will 
bless you, for to you and to your seed will I give all 
these lands, and I will establish the oath that I swore 
to Abraham, your father. 

As Rashi explains  

For he had in mind to go down to Egypt as his father 
had gone down in the days of the famine. He [God] 
said to him, “Do not go down to Egypt.” You are  a 
perfect burnt offering, and being outside the Holy 
Land is not fitting for you.  

This is only one of the things that sets Yitzchak aside 
from his father Avraham and his son Yaacov. They 
both went down to Egypt, each for his own reason. 
Yitzchak was forbidden to leave the land. He stays 
and then  

ים  ה ְשָעִרָ֑ ָאֵ֣ וא מֵּ ָשָנַ֥ה ה  ִהֶׁ֖ א ב  וא ו ִיְמָצָ֛ ִהָ֔ ֶרץ ה  ע ִיְצָח֙ק ָבָאֵ֣ ָ֤ ו ִיְזר 
הו ה'.2 ֶׁ֖ ְרכֵּ ְַֽיָבּֽ ּֽ  ו 

And Isaac sowed in that land, and he found in that 
year a hundred fold, and the Lord blessed him. 

Sowing a field is ,as well, different from the actions 
of Avraham and Yaakov, who were both shepherds. 
Yitzchak was also a Shephard who needed food for 
his animals, but first and foremostly he was a farmer. 
He sowed seeds, which makes him so different from 
his grandchildren, Yaakov's sons, who, when they 
arrive in Egypt, are told by Yosef to say to Pharaoh 
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ְֶׁ֖חנו ג ם  ם ֲאנ  ָתה ג  ד ע ָ֔ ינו ְוע  ֵ֣ י֙ך ִמְנעורֵּ ו עֲ ָבֶדֶ֨ ה ָהיָ֤ י ִמְקֶנֶ֜ ְנשֵֶּ֨ א 
ה  עֵּ ִים ָכל ֹרַ֥ ֶׁ֖ ת ִמְצר  ַ֥ ֹוֲעב  ֶרץ ֹגָ֔ ֶשן ִכי תּֽ ְשב֙ו ְבֶאֵ֣ ּֽ ור תֵּ ֲעבָ֗ ּֽ ינו ב  ָ֑ ֲאֹבתֵּ
אן.3 ֹּֽ  צ

You shall say, 'Your servants have been owners of 
livestock from our youth until now, both we and our 
ancestors,' so that you may dwell in the land of 
Goshen, because all shepherds are abhorrent to the 
Egyptians." 

Egypt is an arable land, that relies on the irrigation of 
the Nile, whilst you are shepherds. The question why 
Yitzchak sows seeds and is a farmer, unlike the rest 
of his family, must be asked. 

Via the answer we will try to understand our "perfect 
burnt offering", Yitzchak , and from there to 
understand his legacy to us. 

Sows and stays holy 

There is a strange midrash  

וכי יצחק זרע דגן ח"ו? אלא לקח את כל מעשר ממונו וזרע 
 צדקה לעניים.4

Did Yitzchak really sow grain, God forbid? No,  He 
took tithes from it and sowed charity for paupers.  

The end of the Midrash is beautiful "sowing charity", 
but the beginning, the question, is not clear.Why it is 
not right to sow grain? What is wrong with doing it? 
Our rabbis have taught us that our forefathers were 
"merkava lechashina" a utensil for the Divine spirit. 
This means that they were very holy and distanced 
from this world. They did not separate themselves 
from this world, they raised the mundane world up 
to a level of holiness, to make it a "utensil for the 
Divine spirit". This is the reason why  they were 
shepherds. 

Shepherding has a deep side, that frees the 
shepherd, allowing him spend his time in Divine 
service. A shepherd can spend his time thinking only 
of God. Moshe, who tended his father in law, Yitro's, 
flock had his Divine revelation whilst shepherding. 
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Farming is different – the farmer plows, sows, 
harvests, makes flour with many worries. As the 
gemara teaches us   

ר"ש בן יוחי אומר אפשר אדם חורש בשעת חרישה וזורע 
בשעת זריעה וקוצר בשעת קצירה ודש בשעת דישה וזורה 
 בשעת הרוח תורה מה תהא עליה|?5

Rabbi Shimon ben Yochai says if a man would plow 
during plowing season, plant during planting season, 
harvest during harvest season, thresh during 
threshing season and winnow while there's wind, 
what will become of the Torah? 

The land, pulls us down towards it. We can now 
understand the Midrash's reservations about 
Yitzchak being a famer. How could he have to sow, 
plant, and the other agricultural tasks, that all trap 
man and not allow him the rise above a mundane 
life. The midrash's answer is that sowing the field 
didn’t adversely affect his lofty spiritual level. Sowing 
the field left him separate from the mundane , just 
as shepherding did for the others. 

Digging for holiness 

Yitzchak is a digger, a planter. He looks for water for 
his flock by digging, not by drawing it up as Rivka, 
Rachel and Yitro's daughters did from a well. 
Yitzchak, the "perfect burnt offering", teaches us 
that in the most barren, mundane reality, there his 
holiness. This explains how he behaved with his son 
Eisav – Yitzchak knew how to dig deep, he was able 
to see underneath the external crust and dig down 
to find the holiness deep inside.  

This is why he takes tithes, in fact the Rambam 
teaches us that Yitzchak instigated the law of giving 
tithes. Inside mundane grain, there is something holy 
that must be found and taken out. Yitzchak didn’t 
just give tithes , as Malkitzedek gave to Avraham, he 
taught us that there is an intrinsic holiness in the soil, 
that it is possible to find The Infinite in all things ,  
that will give us an infinite blessing , 

If you will be stubborn and dig – believe you will 
be successful  

Our Parsha tells us about Avimelech's shepherds and 
Pichol, his chief of staff, who see that everywhere 
Yitzchak digs he finds a divine blessing, they banish 
him, he moves on, digs, and finds another blessing. 

As "a perfect burnt offering",  "being outside the Holy 
Land is not fitting for you". We can understand why 
Yitzchak waned to move out of Israel, because of the 
same spiritual desire. If there is a famine is Israel, this 
must be a sign to move to Egypt to find its hidden 
inherent holiness, to convert more people to 
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worship God. God teaches Yitzchak that he is 
different from Avraham and Yaakov. He comes to 
teach us how to be Israeli.  His is the forefather that 
teaches us that your own place you must continue to 
dig and to reveal the unbelievable . Even in times of 
drought, when the the soil is dry and hard,  there is 
still water waiting for Yitzchak, for the farmers, for 
the true owners of the land, who will come to 
harvest and find there a crop of a hundred fold. 
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