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Like Money and Treasures

“And Yaakov said (to Eisav), ‘Sell your birthright to me today.’ And Eisav said, ‘Behold! I am on the way to death. Why do I need this birthright?’ Yaakov said, ‘Swear to me!’ and Eisav swore. And he sold his birthright to Yaakov. And Yaakov gave to Eisav bread and lentil stew. And (Eisav) ate and drank, and he got up and left. And Eisav belittled the birthright” (Genesis 25:31-34).


I

n one of the most significant transactions in the Torah, Eisav sold away his claim to being the first-born son of Yitzchok, with all its benefits and responsibilities. But the Torah says more: “And Eisav belittled the birthright.” What fault did Eisav foresee in his and his descendants’ role as inheritors of Yitzchok’s legacy?


The great Torah commentator, Rashi, explains: When Eisav came in from the fields and Yaakov asked him for the birthright in exchange for the requested bowl of soup, Eisav wanted to know the nature of the responsibilities involved. 

Yaakov responded, “It requires performing the Temple service (1), which is actually a risky business. There are many prohibitions regulating the Temple service, many of them carrying severe penalties.”


Eisav reacted with consternation. “Behold! I am on the way to death.” I.e., I will surely die from such a position. “Why (then) do I need this birthright?”


In truth, many opportunities in life are similar to the one Eisav rejected, and many people decline these opportunities for very much the same reason. Often, we are just not ready to suffer the consequences of failure in all situations.


Yet, the Torah bears testimony, “And Eisav belittled the birthright.” Why was Eisav held in contempt for not rising to the mighty challenge of being a “servant of G-d”?


When we think about the many different types of careers people are engaged in, we find that some of these occupations require rigorous and lengthy training. Becoming a professional athlete requires years and years of practice and discipline. The medical and law professions, too, demand many years of schooling and apprenticeship before expertise can be achieved. And even after it all, one is not guaranteed success. Why then do people put forth the effort?


The answer, obviously, is because they have deep admiration for their anticipated positions. This motivates them through the setbacks on the way up, and keeps them focused on their aspired goals.


Eisav was not lazy, nor was he afraid of a good challenge. Everyday he would go into the forest to hunt wild animals, taking the risk of falling prey himself. The inherent potential hazards of being a “servant of G-d” were not the reason for his out-of-hand dismissal of the tremendous opportunity presented to him.


Rather, it was his denial of the tremendous opportunity itself for which the Torah is critical of him (2). In fact, Eisav held the birthright in such low esteem that after the sale was completed he felt he had gotten the better end of the deal; the birthright to him was not even worth the bowl of stew he received in exchange (3).


Sometimes we may look upon our non-Jewish neighbors and feel less than satisfied about ourselves. The Torah mandates this restriction, or that restriction; whereas a Gentile, wherever he goes he has a McDonald’s or Wendy’s not far away. It seems like such an easy life.


Nevertheless, as is the case in most undertakings, the unique set of disciplines with which the Torah guides us defines and reveals its true value. 


“If you strive for it like money and search for it like treasures, then you will understand fear of G-d and knowledge of Him will you find (4).” With the motivation for a handsome profit, people will travel to the four corners of the earth and take unusual risks. If we but approach Torah study and mitzvah observance with at least the same importance, we too could elevate ourselves upon the ladders of devotion and knowledge of G-d.


The late great Torah scholar, Rabbi Elazar M. Shach, dean and lecturer at the Ponevizh Yeshiva in Bnei Brak, Israel, once approached a fellow teacher a week before the new semester. “Have you begun learning Tractate Pesachim (5) yet, which we will be studying this coming semester?” he asked his colleague. 


When the answer was negative, Rabbi Shach was astounded. “You haven’t started yet!? I am already eating Pesachim, walking Pesachim and sleeping Pesachim!”


Rabbi Shach, and many other Torah giants like him, knew the value of Torah study, and their actions reflected it. 


“Woe to us on the day of judgment, woe to us on the day of reckoning (6),” say the Sages. It is understandable that contemplation of the “day of judgment” would be a source of trepidation, for each of us knows his own shortcomings. What inadequacy, though, is going to be evaluated on the “day of reckoning”?


The answer is that G-d takes into account the lack of enthusiasm we display when it comes to mitzvah observance, in stark contrast to the passion we have for frivolous endeavors. 

Our obvious enthusiasm for temporal matters shows that we are capable of experiencing such pleasurable excitement. When we fail to show a similar reaction to G-d’s Torah and mitzvahs, it is indicative of a shallow assessment on our parts of their true value. 

(1) The Temple service was originally meant to be performed by first-born males, until they sinned with the Golden Calf. (2) Rabbi Yeruchom Levovitz in his Da’as Torah. (3) Commentary of Seforno to Bereishis 25:34. (4) Mishley 2:4. (5) This section of the Talmud deals with the laws of Passover. (6) Bereishis Rabbah 93:11.
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