5 Things Toldot Teaches About
Repeating—and Repairing—Family Cycles
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The first time Yitzchak speaks in Parshat Toldot, he’s lying to a foreign king about his wife.
Sound familiar? His father Avraham did the exact same thing. Twice. The apple, it seems,
doesn’t fall far from the tree.

Parshat Toldot reads like a masterclass in intergenerational family dynamics. Yitzchak and
Rivka create the same favoritism dynamic that fractured Avraham and Sarah’s household.
Yitzchak is repeating a pattern he grew up observing. Yaakov deceives his father just as
Rivka orchestrates the deception. Esav marries women who cause his parents grief, creating
new fractures in an already troubled family system. Beyond demonstrating that family
patterns repeat, the parsha shows us the mechanics of their repetition and what is required
to interrupt them.



https://18forty.org/articles/toldot-family-patterns/
https://18forty.org/articles/toldot-family-patterns/
https://18forty.org/#parsha
https://18forty.org/articles/toldot-family-patterns/

What makes this week’s parsha remarkable isn’t just that it shows us dysfunction,

rather that it does so with unflinching honesty. The Torah doesn’t sanitize its heroes, nor
does it present Avraham’s family as a model to aspire to but as a mirror to recognize
ourselves in. For anyone who has ever wondered why they repeat patterns they swore
they’d never replicate, or why family dynamics persist despite everyone’s best intentions to
change them, Parshat Toldot offers both diagnosis and hope.

1. Biology and Biography: How Trauma Gets Transmitted

When Yitzchak lies to Avimelech about Rivka being his sister, he’s doing exactly what his
father did—twice. Avraham told this lie to Pharaoh in Egypt and later to another Avimelech
in Gerar. The Torah doesn’t explain Yitzchak’s motivation, but the repetition is striking. It’s
as if Yitzchak is running Avraham’s playbook without even realizing it.

Previous 18Forty Podcast guest Rachel Yehuda has researched how trauma gets transmitted
across generations. Her work with Holocaust survivors revealed that biological stress
responses can be passed through epigenetic changes—alterations in how genes are
expressed. For Yitzckak, this inheritance is dramatic. The Akedah left him marked by near-
death at his father’s hands, but Yitzchak’s trauma didn’t start there. Avraham experienced
exile, famine, conflict, and dislocation. Yitzchak inherited baseline vulnerability from
Avraham'’s traumas, then the Akedah compounded everything. When Yitzchak lies about
Rivka, he’s operating from overwhelming trauma, possibly amplified by inherited threat
sensitivity.

The Torah’s geographic detail underscores this. God explicitly tells Yitzchak not to go down
to Egypt but to stay in Gerar. Yet Gerar is precisely where Avraham had his encounter with
Avimelech. Yitzchak isn’t just psychologically repeating his father’s pattern; he’s literally
walking in his father’s footsteps, returning to the scene of ancestral trauma. Place and
context trigger inherited responses in powerful ways.

Yet the story also hints at transformation. When Yitzchak reopens his father’s wells, he’s
honoring his inheritance while doing his own labor. He’s not rejecting what came before,
but he’s not passively accepting it either. This becomes the model: to acknowledge what
you've inherited and understand its impact, which then allows you to consciously choose
what to keep and what to change.

2. Parental Favoritism and Breaking the Pattern
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The Torah states it plainly: “Yitzchak loved Esav ... but Rivka loved Yaakov.” This isn’t the
first time we’ve seen this pattern. Avraham and Sarah’s household was fractured by
favoritism. Sarah favors Yitzchak, Avraham shows affection to Yishmael, and the family
splits. Yitzchak witnesses this firsthand. He watches as his mother expels his half-brother.
He knows what favoritism costs. Yet here he is, creating the exact same dynamic with his
own children.

On 18Forty’s ongoing series exploring intergenerational divergence, guests repeatedly
emphasize: More than favoritism destroys the sibling relationship, it damages both
children’s sense of self. The favored child learns that love is conditional on performance.
The unfavored child learns they’re fundamentally unworthy.

What's particularly painful is that both Yitzchak and Rivka likely believed they were doing
the right thing. Yitzchak may have favored Esav because he saw in him the kind of son he
thought he should have been for Avraham—strong, capable in the physical world,
traditionally masculine. Rivka may have favored Yaakov because she recognized in him
something of herself, or because God had told her “the older shall serve the younger.” But
good intentions don’t prevent damage. The reality isn’t from sibling rivalry, rather it’s from
both children knowing they’re competing for parental love that should be freely given.

Breaking these patterns requires recognizing them first. Yitzchak never seems to
acknowledge what he’s doing. There’s no moment in the text where he reflects on how his
favoritism mirrors what he experienced growing up. Without that recognition, change is
impossible. For families today, this might mean asking uncomfortable questions: Which
child do I identify with more? Which child triggers me? Am I unconsciously recreating
dynamics from my own childhood?

Some families manage to interrupt the pattern mid-stream. Yitzchak later blesses both sons.
It’s not perfect repair, but it’'s something—an acknowledgment that both children deserve
blessing. Sometimes the best we can do is partial course correction: recognizing the
pattern, naming the damage, and making whatever repair we can, even if it’s late.

3. Deception as Family Language: When You Can’t Say What You Mean
The climax of Parshat Toldot involves an elaborate deception. Yaakov, coached by his

mother Rivka, impersonates Esav to steal his brother’s blessing. It’s a morally complex
moment that has troubled commentators for millennia.
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But zoom out and notice: Deception isn’t an anomaly in this family, but the language they
speak. Yitzchak deceives Avimelech about Rivka. God tells Rivka that “the older shall serve
the younger”—a clear prophecy about Yaakov’s destiny. Yet she still orchestrates deception
to ensure Yaakov receives Yitzchak’s blessing. Perhaps she didn’t trust that divine promises
would materialize without human intervention. Her decision suggests an operating system
built on the idea that you can’t trust that things will work out on their own.

This pattern replicates across the family. The lesson that manipulating works gets
transmitted to Yaakov, who will spend much of his life both being deceived by others and
deceiving in turn: deceived by Lavan about Leah and Rachel, deceiving Yitzchak about
Esav’s blessing. The family narrative becomes a message that this is how you get what you
need.

Rashi notes that Yitzchak’s blindness may have been caused by the smoke from Esav’s
wives’ idolatrous practices. But perhaps there’s another kind of blindness at work: the
blindness that comes from unexamined family patterns. Yitzchak can’t see what he’s
perpetuating because he’s never stepped back to examine how the patterns he witnessed
from his father—the deception, the favoritism—are now shaping his own household.

For some families, breaking these patterns requires honest conversation about unspoken
rules. But sometimes maintaining certain silences is wiser—not every truth needs to be
spoken if it would cause harm without possibility of repair.

4. When Families Forget Blessing and Love Are Infinite

At the heart of the drama in Toldot lies a false belief: that there’s only one blessing to give.
Yitzchak plans to bless Esav. Rivka schemes to steal it for Yaakov. The brothers become
mortal enemies over it. But step back and ask: Did Yitzchak really have only one blessing to
offer?

The patriarchs before him blessed multiple children. Avraham blessed both Yitzchak and
Yishmael. Yaakov himself will later bless all 12 of his sons. There was never just one
blessing to distribute. But families operating from scarcity can’t see this. They turn sibling
relationships into zero-sum competitions.
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This scarcity mindset creates a communication breakdown. When you believe there’s not
enough blessing to go around, you can’t have honest conversations. You manipulate instead
of negotiate. Notice what doesn’t happen in Toldot: Rivka never discusses the prophecy with
Yitzchak. Yitzchak never tells Rivka he plans to bless Esav. The parents don’t talk to each
other about their opposing preferences for their sons. The family operates through a
combination of secrets and manipulation rather than direct communication.

The silence itself is telling. Families stuck in destructive patterns often have narratives built
around scarcity, a belief that there isn’t enough love, success, or parental approval to go
around. This scarcity belief makes honest conversation feel dangerous.

The truth is that blessing multiplies, it doesn’t divide. Avraham blesses both Yitzchak and
Yishmael, and Yaakov later blesses all 12 sons. When families internalize this—that there
really is enough for all—honest conversation becomes possible. Parents can grieve one
child’s choices while celebrating another’s without making them rivals.

5. How All Children Carry Family Wounds

Here’s what’s easy to miss about favoritism: Both children suffer. Yaakov, the favored child,
spends his life anxious and manipulative, always looking over his shoulder. Esav, the
unfavored one, becomes reactive and rageful, feeling perpetually wronged. Neither
favoritism nor rejection produces healthy adults. Both carry wounds into the next
generation.

But there’s another dimension worth exploring: Yitzchak is an only child after Yishmael’s
expulsion. He doesn’t have the complication of sibling rivalry, yet he still carries profound
wounds from his childhood. When Esav marries women “who were a source of bitterness to
Yitzchak and Rivka,” we see Yitzchak’s pain—but we also see how his unprocessed trauma
affects his children. Without a sibling to share the burden or blame, the only child carries
the full weight of parental expectations and disappointments.

The favored child learns that love is conditional, that they must perform to maintain their
status. Yaakov becomes defined by his ability to please Rivka and by his conflict with his
brother. The unfavored child learns that nothing they do will ever be enough. Esav tries to
please Yitzchak (becoming a hunter, the kind of son Yitzchak values), yet Yitzchak’s
preference never shifts.
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What's crucial for parents to understand is that you can’t “win” by choosing a favorite. The
favored child doesn’t escape unscathed, instead they carry different wounds. And those
wounds shape how they’ll parent their own children. Yaakov’s anxiety gets transmitted to
his sons. His favoritism of Yosef nearly destroys his family, replicating the very pattern that
wounded him.

For parents reading this: The work isn’t just about treating children equally, although that is
an important component. It’s about examining your own wounds so you don’t unconsciously
pass them forward. It’s about recognizing when your reaction to one child is really about
your own childhood, your own parents, your own unresolved pain. It requires looking at
parts of yourself you might prefer to avoid. But it’s also the most important work you can do.

For adult children reading this: Understanding that both favored and unfavored children
carry wounds doesn’t erase your pain, but it might create compassion—for both your
siblings and your parents, as well as for yourself. The question is, what do you want to do
with that understanding?

Questions for Reflection:

1. The Torah shows Yitzchak repeating Avraham’s mistakes. Does this mean we’re
doomed to repeat our parents’ errors?

2. If Rivka knew from prophecy that Yaakov would prevail over Esav, why did she feel the
need to orchestrate the deception? Doesn’t this show a lack of faith?

3. How can we honor our family heritage while also breaking destructive patterns? Isn’t
there a tension there?

This project is made possible with support from the Simchat Torah Challenge and UJA-
Federation of New York. Learn more about the Simchat Torah Challenge and get involved at
their website.



https://18forty.us3.list-manage.com/track/click?u=e5fe6ac24e4238308a750e693&id=b6c87b1128&e=1eb3325294
https://18forty.org/articles/toldot-family-patterns/

