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Two Approaches  
to Life

In this week’s parsha we find a clear con-
trast between two biblical figures and their 
reaction to the proximity to the end of life.  
Yitzhak and Esav, father and son, both con-
templated the finiteness of life, yet reacted 
to it in a diametrically opposed manner.  

Yitzhak states: י י֥וֹם י לֹ֥א ָיַדְ֖עתִּ  ַוּיֹ֕אֶמר ִהנֵּה־ָנ֖א ָזַקְ֑נתִּ

י  Behold now I am old, I know not the“  - מוֹתִֽ
day of my death “ (Bereshit 27:2). Yitzhak 
realizes life is short and prior to his death 
he evaluates what remains to be done. He 
is confident that Yaakov will follow in the 
path of his forefathers but is concerned 
with Esav. He therefore sends Esav on a 
mission to engage in the mitzva of kibbud 
av – to perform an act out of respect for his 
father. This is to teach Esav not to be self-
ish and to perform a good deed so that he 

would be worthy of a blessing.   
Esav returns home from hunting starv-

ing, and craves the delicacy that Yaakov 
cooked. Upon being offered to trade his 
birthright for the lentil soup Esav states: 

ה: כֹרָֽ ה־זֶּ֥ה ִל֖י בְּ מָּ נִֹכ֥י הוֵֹלְ֖ך ָלמּ֑ות ְולָֽ ֔ו ִהנֵּ֛ה אָֽ  ַוּיֹ֣אֶמר ֵעשָׂ
Behold, I am going to die; so why do I 

need this birthright?” (Bereshit 25: 32).  
Upon contemplating that life one day will 

end, he determines that it is not worth the 
spiritual mission implied by the blessing of 
the birthright and wholeheartedly barters 
the birthright for the soup.  

Rabbi Lamm in his book Drashot L’Dorot 
contrasts these two reactions to the termi-
nation of life. For Yitzhak it was a signal to 
reinforce the spiritual worth of a wayard 
child, for Esav it was an excuse for forfeiting 
a birthright. Death defines the essence of a 
personality- by making an individual choose 
between a last blessing and a last fling!  

When young men are sent off to war and 
faced with the possibility of being slain, one 
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can achieve dignity and spiritual whole-
ness while another can be led to a life of 
immorality and focus on the achievement 
of self-satisfaction.

The Talmud in Shabbat (152b) speaks 
of old age in a similar manner. As we get 
older we begin to concentrate on what we 
have yet to accomplish. The Rabbi’s taught 
that with respect to talmidei chachamim 
– scholars, the older they grow the wiser 
they become. Yet, ‘amei ha’aretz”- ignorant 
people, as they age they become more fool-
ish. What a man focuses on in his old age 
is an expression of his whole life’s values.  
Is one’s dream of retirement to spend end-
less time fishing, golfing and card playing, 
or to attend shiurim, and to volunteer and 
support charitable institutions?  

The Chafetz Chaim once compared life to 
a postcard. When we begin to write, we use 
large letters and ask “how are you? How is 
the weather?” and waste space on empty 
cliches. As we approach the end of the card, 
we realize we have more important news 
to share and write smaller and more spar-
ingly focusing on what is truly essential to 
communicate.  

As we read the parsha and identify the 
two different approaches to the end of 
life that are adopted by Yitzhak and Esav, 
we should contemplate our priorities and 
focus on the important things in life. To 
value each minute and to avoid procras-
tinating and pushing off our performance 
of the “good stuff” – like studying and per-
forming acts of chesed until later in life 
when we assume we will have more time 
to engage in those items. Life is finite, let’s 
not waste the space allotted to us on our 
postcard. 
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