The Spiritual Birthright Of A
Jew

written by Chaya Rivka Zwolinski
November 17, 2014

In this week’s Torah portion, we read about the struggle
between Esav and Yaacov, a struggle so primal it began in the
womb. Whenever our matriarch Rivka would walk by a House of
Torah Study, Yaacov would turn and reach, straining to get
closer to the sweet sounds of Holy Torah learning. But
whenever Rivka walked by a place of idol worship, Esav would
kick and push, eager to experience idolatry.

This caused Rivka so much physical and emotional pain that she
visited the Academy of Shem to get advice from the leading
teachers of the day. She was told she was carrying not one
child but two; twins who were cosmically different and
hungered for different kinds of lives.
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Even today, we can see that the same cosmic struggle
continues.

Spiritual Wisdom

Rebbe Nachman explains that Yaacov, who gained the rights of
the firstborn when his twin brother Esav sold his birthright
to him for a bowl of lentils, personifies deep spiritual
wisdom and insight. These are the preeminent gifts of the
first-born’s birthright.

How do we define this spiritual wisdom of Yaacov’s? It’'s the
desire to attain knowledge of God and see each thing in the
World through the lens of this knowledge.

How do we attain this wisdom? By learning Torah (including
Chassidut), and talking to God (in the private meditative
prayer called hitbodedut) about what we’re learning, thinking
about and experiencing. We do this in order to better
assimilate lessons from Torah and make them part of ourselves,
apply them to our lives and share them with others.

Striving to attain at least some aspect of the wisdom of
Yaacov, whose name later became Yisrael, 1is part of what it
means to be a part of Klal Yisrael, the Jewish people.

Lentils (Material World)

Esav had no desire for wisdom and knowledge of God. To Esav,
who came in from the fields (which our sages tell us 1is an
allusion to him engaging in murder, idolatry, and immorality)
knowledge of God-—a relationship with God, the Creator—was
spurned for a bowl of beans. In other words, Esav chose coarse
material gratification rather than spiritual sustenance. His
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physical cravings ruled him and he willingly succumbed. His
inheritance was now the physical world, only.

But later, after he had eaten his fill, Esav was apoplectic.
True, he had freely, even eagerly, sold to his brother the
potential for a life of spiritual wisdom and connection, but
it seemed to him too bitter a loss to digest. Esav wanted
both: the fleeting pleasures like wealth, power, illicit
relationships, fine wines and gourmet meals, as well as the
spiritual identity of a Jew and the knowledge which gives life
to the soul. But he wanted the latter only as long as he
didn’t have to compromise his pleasures to obtain it.

Esav, also called Edom, was the ancestor of Rome and the
Western philosophies, which claim for themselves the high-
ground through the crushing dominance of power, wealth, and
material beauty. Also, they worship life on Earth, the human
genius, and god reduced to the human form. Edom’s large,
imaginative ego seizes God and “conquers” Him, so to speak,
because Edom must always feel superior.

But as intriguing as it may be to read the news and observe
how the descendants of Esav (and Yishmael) are playing out the
Torah prophecies in real-time, the lesson the Rebbe gives us
is a deeply personal and internal one—and ultimately one that
will have longer-lasting impact.

Yaacov may be our birthright, but in each of us Esav squirms
and kicks. We can succumb to our Esav-egos and give into our
intellect’s sophisticated strategies to attain material
pleasure, power, or honor. Or, we can choose to humbly and
simply try and earn the spiritual wisdom that 1is our
birthright.
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