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You Call That 
a Blessing?

They blessed Rivka and said to 
her, “Our sister, may you come to 
be thousands of myriads, and may 
your offspring inherit the gate of 
its foes.” (24:60)

This blessing was given to Rivka by 
none other than her wicked brother, 
Lavan. Yet, incredibly, it is also part of 
our own customs, at one of the most 
sacred points of the life cycle! Many 
commentaries describe a custom where 
the assembled guests recite this verse 
as a blessing for a bride, immediately 
following the badekken ceremony, where 
the groom approaches his soon-to-be-
wife and drapes a veil over her face. It is a 
moment brimming with joy, significance, 
and mystical overtones, yet we choose 
at this moment to quote, of all people, 
the evil Lavan!

Furthermore, our Sages explain that 
Hashem did not allow Rivka to have any 
offspring until our forefather Yitzchak 
davened on her behalf, lest people think 
it was Lavan’s blessing that caused her 
to have children. So isn’t there someone 
else that we can quote, instead?

In Toras Moshe, the Chasam Sofer ad-
vances a brilliant and powerful explana-
tion. He says that although Yitzchak was 
a tzaddik ben tzaddik, a righteous person 
born of a righteous person, Rivka was a 
tzadeikes bas rasha, a righteous person 
born to a wicked person. As such, she 
did not have enough merit to bear two 
righteous children, only one—therefore 

there was to be one Yaakov, but also 
one Esav. Yaakov was the product of 
Yitzchak’s influence, but Esav could 
be attributed to Rivka’s family. More 
specifically, Esav was connected to La-
van—as the Talmud (Bava Basra 110a) 
tells us, a mother’s brother causes the 
children to be similar to them.

This was Lavan’s nefarious intent, im-
plicit in his “blessing:” Rivka’s offspring 
should be successful, but as the children 
of his sister. He wanted her children to be 
wicked, like him! It is for this reason that 
Hashem withheld children from Rivka 
until Yitzchak’s fervent supplication, so 
that his righteousness would allow her 
to bear a tzaddik like Yaakov. 

It is exactly from this that the cus-
tom to bless the bride is derived. As the 

Chasam Sofer explains, we are blessing 
the bride, as her veil is lowered, with the 
words of Lavan, so that it be turned on its 
head. We say “our sister”—may you be 
like us and our brotherly influence, so 
as to counterbalance the effects of the 

“blessing” of Lavan.
It is interesting to note that many 

sources see a mystical component to 
the lowering of the veil over the bride. 
When Rivka saw Yitzchak for the first 
time, the Torah tells us that she lowered 
a veil over her face. We invoke the merit 
of Rivka our Matriarch at that exact 
moment, and it is then that we bless 
the bride with children successfully 
raised—not as Lavan and Esav’s fam-
ily, but rather in the ways of Avraham, 
Yitzchak, and Yaakov. 
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After Sarah’s tragic passing, Avraham 
our Patriarch returned to Be’er Sheva 

“Lispod l’Sarah v’livkosah, to cry for Sarah 
and to eulogize her.” Midrash Tanchuma 
explains that at that moment, Avra-
ham recited the now-famous verses of 

“Eishess Chayil” (“Woman of Valor”) from 
Mishlei (Proverbs 31:10–31), applying 
those beautiful words and praises to our 
Matriarch. Furthermore, the Midrash 
expounds on each verse individually and 
applies it to Sarah.

Yet some of these explanations are 
quite puzzling. For example, Sarah is giv-
en credit for Avraham’s performance of 
circumcision, for the keeping of Shabbos 

in his home, and as the source of merit 
that enabled the purchase of the Cave 
of Machpelah—which occurred after 
she had already passed away! How do 
we understand the connection between 
Sarah’s greatness and these seemingly 
disconnected outcomes?

Nesivos Shalom explains that in many 
holy works we find that the positive 
spiritual influence and blessings be-
stowed upon a house are in the merit of 
the home’s “Woman of Valor.” Any and 
all successful implementations of the 
Torah’s values and performance of mitz-
vos in that home are directly attributed 
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to her. Therefore, even the fulfillment 
of the mitzvah of circumcision, or the 
safeguarding of Shabbos in the home, 
are attributed to her and to her merit. 
In fact, the Midrash says that Hashem 
had to “bless Avraham with everything” 
after Sarah passed away, so that people 
wouldn’t think that everything Avraham 
had until now had only been in Sarah’s 
merit, and that he himself was not 
meritorious!

Additionally, our Sages teach us that 
the righteous are referred to as living 
even after their passing, indicating that 
their influence has an eternal aspect, 
which remains in this world even after 
their physical death. In this way, the 
Midrash sees Sarah’s influence as crucial 

to the successful purchase of the Cave of 
Machpelah, even posthumously.

We now can understand better why 
we recite “Eishess Chayil” every Shabbos. 
As Nesivos Shalom explains, based on the 
Abudarham, Shabbos is referred to as a 
bride, and Hashem is her groom. This is 
why every Friday night we say “L’cha dodi 
likras kallah, p’nei Shabbos n’kab’la— let 
us go, my Beloved, to greet the bride, 
to accept the Shabbos,” referring to 
the “Woman of Valor” that lies within 
Shabbos. For just as the woman of the 
house is the source of spiritual merit in 
her home, so too is Shabbos the source 
of spiritual merit that we receive in the 
world throughout the other six days of 
the week (as explained in the Zohar).

There is an old saying that behind 
every great man stands a great—or even 
greater—woman. (Some joke and say 
that behind every great man stands a 
woman rolling her eyes.) In our world-
view, we say that behind every act of 
kindness, word of Torah, or mitzvah in 
a Jewish home, stands a great woman. It 
is in our genetic makeup, going all the 
way back to our Matriarch Sarah, the 
very first “Woman of Valor.” 
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