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The First Grandfather

We have three patriarchs: Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. Our
history, however, has bestowed upon Jacob two prerogatives
which were denied to the earlier patriarchs. First, the names
Jacob and 1srael became the generic names for the entire people
as such. Moses was ?nn_:nmm@ 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
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 and the Midrash, despite the fact
that Abraham and Isaac lived longer.? He never achieved their
longevity. When Jacob refused to let Banjamin return to Egypt
with his brothers, Judah said, *‘Leave the old man alone until
the house runs short of bread (and Jacob will then be forced to
change his mind)"” (Rashi, Gen. 43:2).* Later 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:
““Pasah 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).5
The appellation zaken is used without mentioning his name, it
being understood that the reference is to J acob.¢

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-

seff, that his name became the mn:n_.mm name for an entire

people, and why 1s he, in particular, called the Zaken?

The answer is that Jacob was the first patriarch to establish_

Pl ) -

direct communication with his grandchildren. He was the first
to make a solemn declaration, an historic pronouncement,
which is responsible for the sense of closeness we still have
with the past, thereby laying the foundation for the dialogue of
the generations. He literally conquered time and space when he
said to Joseph, ‘“Now your two sons, who were born to you in
the land of Egypt, before I came to you in Egypt, are mine,
Ephraim and Menashe shall be mine, no less than Reuben and
Simeon’* (Gen. 48:5).7 In fact, they received portions in the
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