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THE FIRST JEWISH GRANDFATHER

A Child Is Born

A grandfather stands before his newly born grandchild filled
with paradoxical thoughts.
fading memories of the past. For the Torah-committed Jew, this
scene has an added dimension. Gazing at the newborn, the
grandfather also expericnces a Sense of ‘‘generation aware-

. ness.’”” What is *‘generation awareness’'?

Grandfathers and grandchildren, though members of different
generations, are part of one fraternity—the Mesorah community
(those who preserve the integrity of the transmitted tradition).
Just prior to his death, Moses told the Israelites, *I make this

¢{ covenant and this oath not with you alone, but with those who

iy
)

) generation gap, any splintering of ranks, but rather a sharing of

this day before the Lord our God, and
with those who are not with us this day” (Rashi: “‘also with
future generations’) (Deut. 29:13-14).! Jews of the past, pres-
ent, and future are united in their commitment to the Divine
teachings of the Torah and to the historical destiny of the Jew.
One collegial fraternity exists of Moses, Rabbi Akiba, Maimon-
ides, the Gaon of Vilna, the Besht, and others, joining hands
with grandfathers, parents, and children of all generations.

As the child is born, he is absorbed into the Mesorah com-
munity. He will, hopefully, speak our language, study our texts,
share our solemnities, dream our dreams, and adopt our ideals.
Rashi will be his lifelong companion-in Torah study, as he is
ours. In this fraternity of the commitied, there need not be any
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ideas and ideals which span and unite countless generations.
Hach newborn child enters an extended historical family where
he will be reared by the wisdom and teachings of great Torah
personalities, all interested in his spiritual awakening and devel-
opment.

When it is achieved, a Mesorah relationship between grand-

ather and grandchild contains an emotional intensity and intel-
ectual closeness-that in some ways transcends the parent-child
relationship. Psychologically, one would not expect a deep
identification between two individuals whose great discrepancy
of years could easily spawn alienation. Yet grandparents, more
so than parents, are sensitive lo the transiency of time and to
the pressing need to assure the perpetuation of one’s lifelong
principles. The child is far more than 2 biological extension; he
embodies one’s hopes for spiritual continuity. If, as is found
frequently, a bond between old and young is achieved amongst
Torah Jews, it is due to this singular awareness of a Mesorah
community in which past and present generations are contem-
poraries, Distance in time is bridged, and divergence in outward
style is rendered irrelevant. This is in sharp contrast to the
secular scene, where generations too often confront each other
as cultural antagonists.

The Secret of Uniting Generations

So unique is this ‘‘generation-awareness’ to the Jew that
Rabbi Akiba declared it to be a major factor in bringing about
the eschatological fulfillment of Ahrit ha-yamim, the ultimate
redemption of the Jewish people.

Rabbi Akiba states: A father endows his son with comely
appearance, strength, riches, wisdom, longevity, and mispar
hadorot lefanov, the number of generations (that had been his
progenitors) before him., And v’ hu haketz, this is (the secret of)
the redemption, as it says: ‘‘He proclaimed the generations
from the beginning’’ [Isa. 41:4] (Ed. 2:9).2
There is no doubt that the genetic codes of the parents and the

4
S
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conditions of the home environment affect a child’s physical,
intellectual, and economic status. But what is mispar hadorot
lefanav, whose transmission Rabbi Akiba says will bring re-
demption to our people?

This enigmatic statement has been variously interpreted by
Talmudic commentators. We believe that Rabbi Akiba, speaking
in the chaotic, strife-torn Bar Kochba period (circa 135 C.E.),
was setting forth the premise of Jewish survival, namely, the
ability of parents to transmit to their children the secret of
uniting with past generations, of whatever number, dating back
to antiquity. It is the ability to associate with distant historical
figures, intellectually and emotionally, as if they were contem-
porary companions. Intergenerational dialogues become feasi-
ble as lines of communication are established, defying barriers
of time and circumstance. If a grandfather can bridge this gap
with his grandchild because they are fraternal brothers in a
spiritual association, then this breakthrough is also possible
with great-grandparents and great-great- grandparents even if
they are long deceased.

The possibilities of identifying with our ancestors are endless,
boundless, and can reach back to our earliest history. He who
can “*proclaim (an identity with) the generations from the begin-
ning,”” will help bring about the eschatological fulfillment of
ahrit ha-yamim, the redemption and vindication of the Jewish
people. .

The First Grandfather

We have three patriarchs: Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. QOur
history, however, has bestowed upon Jacob two m_.w_.ommmﬁmm..
which were denied to the earlier patriarchs. First, the names
Jacob and Israel became the generic names for the entire people
as such. Moses was frequently commanded to ‘‘speak to the
children of Israel,”” and Isaiah proclaimed, ‘'O house of Jacob,
come, let us walk by the light of the Lord™ (2:5). Abraham and
Isaac remained individual names which were never raised to the
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level of a collective group name, Only Jacob was so honored.

A second distinction is- that Jacob. is. frequently called. *‘the
old one”’ (zaken).in the Torah. m:a he‘Midrash, despite the fact
that Abraham and Isase: lived Hozmow He never-athieved. their
longevity. When:Jacob refused:to’ et wmems_z return to Egypt
with his brothersi: dah: said;: “‘Leave:the -old man-alone until
the house runs sho cm bread. ¢and-Jaceb wiil then' be-forced to
change. his: BE& AWmmE. Gen. 43:2):4 Latér on,; Joseph asks,
““Is your old father, - avikhem hazaken, about whom-you speak,
at peace? Is he yet alive?” (43:27). Maimonides; explaining the
source of the prayer, Barukh shem kevod malkhuto lo-olam
vaed, ‘‘Blessed. he His glorious majesty forever and ever,”
which follows the opening verse of the Shema Yisrael, writes:
“Pasali hazaken v'amar, the ‘old one’ exclaimed it after being
reassured of the piety of his children (Pes. 56a). Therefore it is
a custom in Israel to recite the praise which the ‘old Israel,’
Yisrael hazaken, said after the Shema’'(Hil. Kriyat Shema 1:4).*
‘The appellation zaken is used without mentioning his name, it
being understood that the reference is to Jacob.$

In Talmudic and Midrashic literature, Jacob is often called
Yisrael Sava, *'Old Israel,”” and this term, too, is employed
even in modern usage, to designate Jews who observe the old
tradition.s In what manner, we ask, did Jacob distinguish him-
self, that his name became the generic name for an onca
people, and why is he, in particular, called the Zaken?

The answer is that Jacob was the first patriarch to establish

The First Jewish Grandfather | 19

Though a second generation removed, and nurtured in an Egyp-
tian environment, Jacob equated them with his own sons who
had been reared close to him in the Holy Land.

Abraham never spoke this way about Jacob, that he was to

him as Isaac. Isaac never said it about Reuben and Simeon.
Jacob was the first to impart special blessings to his grandchil-
dren, *‘The angel who redeemed me from all harm, may he bless
these lads’* (v, 16).5 He blessed them even before he assembled
his own sons for their blessings. He embraced them between his
knees, and he placed his hands upon their heads. This signified,
symbolically, that there was a direct transmission frem Jacob to
Ephraim and Menashe. There was no generation gap in the
house of Jacob, The halakhic ruling that b’ nai banim harei hem
I’banim, ‘‘grandchildren have the same status as children”
(Yev. 62b), is derived from Jacob's declaration about Ephraim
and Menashe.?

Abraham and Isaac transmitted their spiritual heritage to their
sons, not to their grandsons. The latter received it from their
fathers, but there was no direct communication between Abra-
ham and Jacob or between Isaac and Reuben and Simeon, The
influence of the grandfathers on their grandchildren was indi-
rect. Jacob, however, E_Emn_ directly to his grandchildren: he
did not need an j raninterpreter; his was a direct
dialogue. He leapt over the gulf of penerations and transmitted

the great Mesorah of Abraham directly to Ephraim and Mep-

direct communication with his grandchildren. He was the first
to make ‘a _mo_ngn.. declaration, an historic pronouncement,

with:the:past
the ge

saidito Josephi
the-lan,

Ephrai
m:mmc:: a

ashe. Despite the discrepancy of years, the Zaken, the carrier
of the old tradition, succeeded,

How appropriate, therefore, that our people is called Israel or
Jacob, for it was he who created the Jewish community which
ensures Jewish continuity, What preceded him were patriarchal
families. He laid the foundation for a people. Though the
covenant was made initially with Abraham, it was not unti]
Jacob that the secret of perpetuating the Mesorah was discov-
ered.

The Midrash tells that the sons of Joseph studied with their
grandfather daily after his arrival in Egypt (Rashi, Gen. 48:1;




t was the Zaken who listened to their -

nd worked closely wifh them, played and .‘
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With detachment, but rather he who be-

and together they become co- searchers /‘=7
pursuit of truth, Jacob knew the secret

dorot, of uniting generations. Some ¢an

y, many others, even noted scholars,

.inspired leaders, cannot bridge the

rent, grandparent, or teacher who serisi-

ecedents is the guarantor of the’ survival
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