The Lies of Leadership e Parshat Toldot

In the painting, “Rebecca Presents Jacob to Isaac”
(1768), at the Los Angeles County Museum of Art,
the artist Nicolas-Guy Brenet shows Isaac sitting
up straight in his bed with one arm held high and
his legs tangled in sheets. Isaac’s other arm is
wrapped around Jacob’s shoulder, whose red tunic
matches the ruddiness of his face. Rebecca stands
in the background, holding up a tent curtain so
she can quietly watch the scene from a distance.
Isaac is old and blind but, the artist suggests, his
body knows the truth and protests. Isaac’s silent
movement registers deception. The son with the
pelt collar designed to imitate the manliness of his
older twin was not Esau.

This week’s Torah reading, Toldot, paints
dishonesty with words rather than images.
“‘Father, and he (Isaac) said, ‘Yes, which of my
sons are you?' Jacob said to his father, ‘1 am Esau,
your first-born; I have done as you told me. Pray
sit up and eat of my game, that you may give me
your innermost blessing™ (gen. 27:18-19). Jacob
requested an innermost blessing while wearing an
outer layer of betrayal. Jacob said, ‘I am Esau.’ The
verse, by using names simply and lucidly, calls out
the lie that would haunt Jacob for the rest of his
life.

Later, Laban, his father-in-law, tricked Jacob by
switching brides; Jacob married Leah instead of
the love of his life, Rachel. Jacob’s sons tricked
him by giving him Joseph’s striped coat dipped
in goat’s blood; Jacob naturally concluded that
his favorite son had been killed by a wild animal.
While Joseph did not trick his father outright,

“Without moral commitment, the still small voice
of truth is inaudible beneath the cacophony of lies,



took the meat. She brought the coat. She put
gloves on Jacob’s hands and placed the food in his
arms. Jacob was an adult who could have dressed
himself, but in his sti , unyielding gestures, it is

as if Jacob communicated he wanted no part in
his mother’s plan. Why else would the Torah have
gone into this level of detail to inform us what was
happening backstage?

Behavioral economist Dan Ariely, in The Honest
Truth About Dishonesty: How We Lie to Everyone—
Especially Ourselves believes that the will to lie
touches us all: “ ...our sense of our own morality

is connected to the amount of cheating we feel
comfortable with. Essentially, we cheat up to the
level that allows us to retain our self-image as
reasonably honest individuals”.

Jacob did not willingly participate in his mother’s
plan because his own self-image was not as a
deceiver. Rebecca, however, was comfortable
with this lie because God told her while she was
pregnant that her younger twin would be the



