Netvort Parshas Toldos 5770:
Beneath the Surface
By Rabbi Joshua (subterraneously known as The Hoffer) Hoffman

In parshas Toldos, we learn of the many wells that Yitzchak dug in the land of the Pelishtim, substituting the wells that his father Avraham had dug but were stopped up by the Pelishtim. Why did Yitzchak expend so much effort in this endeavor, and why did the Torah describe his actions at such length, when it gave a much shorter description of Avraham’s original acts of digging? On one level, we can simply say that Yitzchak, as the first person to be born as a Jew, was simply following up on his father's work, to give it more permanence. However, we know that each of the forefathers forged his own path in life, and this is why according to Rav Meir Eisenstadt in his Responsa Panim Meiros we say in the Shemoneh Esreh, 'the God of Avraham the God of Yitzchak and the God of Yaakov,' since each one of the three had a unique relationship with God. What then was so special about Yitzchak's digging of the wells that merited such a lengthy description in the Torah? 

Rav Tzvi Yehudah Kook, zt'l, in his Peamim to parshas Toldos, explains that Yitzchak was more of an inner directed person than the innovative man of action that Avraham was. In spending so much time and effort in re-digging Avraham's wells, Yitzchak was intensifying the claim that the Jewish people have on Eretz Yisroel, and deepening its ties to the land. This was only fitting for Yitzchak to do, since he was the first person to undergo a bris milah at the age of eight days, and the Midrash tells us that it is in the merit of the bris milah that the Jews received the land. Thus, Yitzchak continued in the path set by his father, but he deepened the relationship of the nation to that work, and this was primarily manifested in its ties to Eretz Yisroel. Perhaps this is also part of the reason that Yitzchak was never allowed to leave the land, in order to strengthen the nation's connection to the land. In light of Rav Tzvi Yehudah's ideas about Yitzchak, I would like to suggest a further reason for Yitzchak's efforts in re-digging the wells of Avraham and the Torah's lengthy description of his activities in this realm.

We have mentioned several times in the past Rav Yosef Dov Soloveitchik's remarks about his experience as a boy of encountering the Baltic Sea. He said that when he first went there to swim, he was overwhelmed by its beauty and remembered the Talmudic passage which says that the ocean is similar in appearance to the sky, which is similar in appearance to the divine throne of glory. The majestic appearance of the sea, then, reminded him of the majesty of God. However, after going to the sea many times, he lost the sense of awe and wonder that he first had when encountering it and even though he would say a special blessing if he had not seen it in the past thirty days, he would say the blessing in a perfunctory manner, without any special feeling about the experience. Because he became so familiar with the appearance of the sea he lost his sense of wonder in encountering it, just as most people have no sense of wonder in their use of water since they do so on such a regular basis. 

In truth, however, said Rav Soloveitchik, when one thinks about it, he realizes how crucial water is to all of creation, and that life could not exist at all without it. It is this sense of wonder over the ordinary, day to day things in our lives that the Simchas Beis HaShaoeiva, or the joy of the water-drawing, that was celebrated in the Temple every year during the intermediary days of Sukkos, came to highlight. There are two opinions in the Talmud as to the reason for this celebration. One opinion is that it celebrated the drawing of water to be used in the nisuch hamyim, or the pouring of the water on the altar, a special Temple service performed during Sukkos. The other opinion is that it celebrated the drawing of the holy spirit or prophecy that occurred in the Temple. The prophet Yonah ben Amitai, says the Talmud, had his first experience of prophecy during the Simchas Beis HaShoeivah. Rav Soloveitchik said that these two opinions are not in dispute. A person who does not have a sense of wonder over the ordinary things in life such as water will never be able to reach the state of prophecy. One needs to recognize the workings of God in all aspects of life in order to reach the level of inspiration that will make him into a prophet. 

Perhaps, then, we can suggest that Yitzchak's constant preoccupation with re-digging the wells of his father bespoke a sense of wonder that he had over the function of water. Moreover, in Eretz Yisroel, the importance of water is greater than in other locations.  We often find that the blessings that we will receive in Eretz Yisroel for following God's laws are often described in terms of rainfall coming in its time, and a sufficient amount of water for our needs. This may reflect the special nature of Eretz Yisroel, which is under direct divine providence, and as a consequence, requires a special blessing for the provision of its basic needs. In Eretz Yisroel, then, even the most basic things in life take on a special character and evoke a special sense of appreciation and wonder. The story goes, for example, that Rav Yosef Chanaman, the founding Rosh Yeshiva of the Ponovizh Yeshiva in Bnei Brak, used to kiss the trees that were in the vicinity of the yeshiva, and say that these are not ordinary trees, they are Eretz Yisroel trees. Yitzchak, then, had a sense of wonder over the water in Eretz Yisroel, and expended a great deal of effort in digging the wells that revealed this water, because, in general, he deepened the connection of the Jewish nation with the land, as explained by Rav Tzvi Yehudah Kook zt'l. Since the need for water is a primary example of the special relationship of the Jewish nation with the land and with God it was in this area that Yitzchak primarily distinguished himself, and for this reason the Torah describes his efforts in this regard in detail, as a reflection of his role as one of the forefathers. 
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