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A Seed of Eternity

The Jewish Perspective on How to Respect the Seed of Life
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1. Class Description:

There is a fascinating conversation recorded in the Talmud. Two Talmudic sages are dining together,
when one asks the other to share an idea. The response? “Never talk while you eat, lest you choke on
the food!” After the meal, he obliges to his colleague’s request, and makes a radical statement: “Jacob,
our father, never died!”

But wait. The conversation grows stranger. The sage continues: “Whoever mentions the name of the
famous Biblical harlot Rachav, experiences an immediate seminal emission.”

And then, before they depart, he asks his colleague to bless him. The sage engages in a long metaphor
as an introduction to the final blessing: May your children be like you.

What are we to make of this conversation? What is the logic behind the sequence of their dialogue? This
class will show how this Talmudic episode reveals the Jewish perspective on the seed of life, the essence
of life, and how Judaism looks at man’s drive to reproduce. Is it merely, as Darwin wants us to believe, a
drive fueled by self-propagation, or is there something holier and infinitely more powerful in the act of
reproduction?
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2. Sources: tMNPNI
1. Talmud Taanis NIYN Mavn.1
5b a,n

R. Nachman and R. Yitzchak were sitting at a meal and
R. Nachman said to R. Yitzchak: Let the Master say
something! He replied: So said R. Yochanan: One should
not converse at meals lest the windpipe precedes the
food-pipe and his life will thereby be endangered.

After they finished the meal he [R. Yitzchak] said: So
said R. Yochanan: Jacob our patriarch did not die. [R.
Nachman] objected: Was it then for naught that he was
bewailed, embalmed, and buried? R. Yitzchak replied: |
derive this from a scriptural verse, as it is said,
(Jeremiah 30:10) ‘Therefore says the Lord, do not be
afraid My servant Jacob, and do not be dismayed, O
Israel, - for lo, | will save you from afar and your seed
from the land of their captivity.” The verse likens him
[Jacob] to his seed [Israel]; just as his seed is alive, so he
too is alive.

R. Yitzchak said: Whosoever repeats [the name] Rachav,
Rachav, becomes immediately subject to an onset of
issue. Thereupon R. Nachman said to him: | have
repeated it and was not affected? R. Yitzchak replied: |
speak only of one who knew her and recognized her.

When they were about to part, [R. Nachman] said: Pray
Master, bless me! He [R. Yitzchak] replied: Let me tell
you a parable — To what may this be compared? To a
man who was journeying in the desert; he was hungry,
weary and thirsty and he lighted upon a tree, the fruits
of which were sweet, its shade pleasant, and a stream
of water flowing beneath it; he ate of its fruits, drank of
the water, and rested under its shade. When he was
about to continue his journey, he said: O Tree, O Tree,
with what shall | bless you? Shall | say to you, ‘May your
fruits be sweet’? They are already sweet! That your
shade be pleasant? It is already pleasant! That a stream
of water may flow beneath you? Lo, a stream of water
flows already beneath you! Therefore [l say], ‘May it be
God's will that all the shoots taken from you be just like
you'.

So also with you, [R. Nachman]. With what shall | bless
you? With Torah? You already possess Torah! With
riches? You posses riches! With children? You already
have children! Therefore [l only say], ‘May it be God's
will that your offspring be just like you’!
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2. Vayechi
49:3

Reuven, you are my firstborn, my strength and the first
of my might. [You should have been] superior in rank
and superior in power.

Rashi

And the first of my might: That is, his first drop [of
semen], for he had never experienced a nocturnal
emission.
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3. Maimonides
Laws of Deyot, 4:19

Semen is the power of one’s body, its vitality, and the
light of his eyes. The more one expends, the more his
body and his strength diminish, and his vitality is lost.
This is what Solomon says in his wisdom (Proverbs
31:3), “Do not surrender your inner might to women!”
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4. Talmud Megillah
15a

Our Rabbis taught: The four most beautiful women in
the world were Sarah, Abigail, Rachav, and Esther.
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5. Talmud Zevachim
116a

The Master taught: There was not one officer or prince
who did not have relations with Rachav, the harlot.
They said: She was ten years old when the Jews left
Egypt, and she was a harlot during all forty years they
spent in the desert. When she was fifty years old she
converted and said, ‘May my sins be forgiven in the
merit of the rope, the window, and the flax.’
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6. Talmud Pesachim
56a

Jacob wished to reveal to his sons what would be at
‘the end of days’, whereupon the Shechinah, the Divine
Presence, departed from him. He said: ‘Perhaps—
Heaven forefend—there is one unfit among my
children, like Abraham, from whom there issued
Ishmael, or like my father Isaac, from whom there
issued Esaul’
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His sons answered him, ‘Hear O Israel, the

Lord our God the Lord is One! Just as there is only One
in your heart, so too is there only One in our heart.” In
that moment our father Jacob opened [his mouth] and
exclaimed, ‘Blessed be the name of His glorious
kingdom forever and ever.’

Vayikra Rabbah
36:5

From Abraham came out Ishmael and all the sons of
Keturah; from Isaac came out Esau and all the chiefs of
Edom; But Jacob’s bed was perfect and all of his sons
were righteous.
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3. Questions and Exercises

1. What is the logic behind the sequence of the four statements made by Rabbi Yitzchak to
Rabbi Nachman?

2. What is the meaning of the statement, “Jacob our father did not die.”

3. Who was Rachav? Why does mentioning her name twice have such a powerful impact?

4. Why does Judaism strongly oppose the wasteful emission of seed?

5. Why were Jacob’s children permitted to follow his coffin, notwithstanding the Kabbalistic
caution against this?

6. What was the deeper meaning of the blessing of Rabbi Yitzchak to Rabbi Nachman that
“Your children should be like you” ?
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