


The Clash of Civilisatio

Yakov, Esav and our cho
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Fresh in my mind as | write these
words is the unforgettable memory

of the late Rosh Yeshiva of Mir,
Rabbi Nosson Tzvi Finkel zt'l,
whose sudden death shocked so
many. Having been privileged to
learn in his Yeshiva for a few years,
| want to discuss an aspect of his
personality that illustrates one of

the fundamental lessons of this

sedra

The Midrash relates that before
travelling to Rome to represent the
Jewish people, Rav Yannai would
review the meeting of Yakov and
Esav, because it contains the key
to our relationship with the great
power of Esav. Their conflict, as
related by the Torah, foreshadows
the ideological clash of the two
civilisations - the Jewish people
and Rome - that they founded. Let
us focus on the exchange between
Yakov and Esav, and the lessons it
contains for us.

When Esav met Yakov after a long
separation, he did not want to
accept the massive tribute that
his brother had sent. He said, ‘I
have a lot, my brother; you should
keep what is yours.’” Yakov pressed
Esav to keep the gift, answering:
‘Please accept my tribute which
was brought to you, for G-d has
blessed me and | have everything.’
Both were insisting that the other
should take it, but there is a subtle
difference in their choice of words.
Esav speaks of his abundance of
possessions, whereas Yakov says
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that he is complete; that he needs
no more. Were these simply two
ways of saying the same thing, or
is there something more to their
words?

According to Rav Moshe Shapira,
the difference in their choice
of words reflects a profound
ideological conflict between these
two very different brothers. Do
we exist solely to enjoy this world,
or is there another world that we
must prepare for whilst here? Esav
said ‘Il have a lot’ meaning that he
derived pleasure from abundance,
and that he viewed possessions
as an end in themselves. Esav had
already demonstrated by selling his
birthright - the privilege to serve
G-d - that he did not value spiritual
things. He only valued the here and
now of this world.

Yakov, on the other hand, related
to material possessions in a
fundamentally different way:

‘l have everything’. Money and
possessions are not an end in
themselves, he argued, they are
merely a means to other ends.
Once accomplished, they have no
intrinsic value, and thus there is
no need to endlessly acquire more.

This point is emphasised in the
immediate aftermath of the

encounter. Esav departed, and
Yakov journeyed on to Succot.
There, ‘he built a house for himself,
and made shelters for his livestock.’
Yonatan Ben Uziel has a powerful

explanation of this verse. The
house that he built was really a
Beit Hamedrash, and the huts
were for his possessions. Yakov
wished to demonstrate the point
that the only thing of permanence
in this world is what we take
with us to the next - the Torah,
represented by a house. Material
success, symbolised by the Succah,
is temporary.

This short exchange now has a
fascinating new dimension. Yakov
and Esav are ideological foes,
and founders of two opposed
civilisations. One dedicated to
‘abundance’ the idea that material
success - indeed this world - is the
ultimate end; the other declaring
that the material world is finite,
because it is a stepping-stone to
something greater.

because they do boring things
such as educating our children.
But sports stars are fabulously
wealthy because they do valuable
things such as entertaining us. This
is classic Esav, who maximises his
enjoyment of the here and now.

If you know where to look, though,

you will find that Yakov is alive
and well, too. He lives in Shuls
and Yeshivot, wherever people
appreciate that there is more to

this world than having fun.

For those who saw Rabbi Nosson
Tzvi Finkel zt”l, there is no better
example of Yakov’s attitude.
Suffering for many years from
severe Parkinson’s, he had every
right in the world to bemoan
his lot. And yet he never did.
Instead he smiled his famous
smile, and had soft, warm words of

the only thing of permanence in this world
Is what we take with us to the next

We just have to open our eyes to
see that Esav is alive more than
ever in our world. Esav’s deification
of abundance has been relabelled
under the name ‘consumerism’.
This term describes the way in
which shopping has gone from

a necessity to a way of life. We
measure our own self-worth,

and that of others, in terms of

ownership - witness the popularity

of ‘Rich Lists’. This is what one
social critic has called the ‘I shop
therefore | am’ existence.

Even more depressing is the
phenomenon called celebrity
culture. We witness a society
that worships those who are
famous, simply because they are
famous. Teachers are underpaid

encouragement for everyone. What

made his miraculous behaviour
possible? The answer is that he
lived in the world of Yakov, a world

of ‘I have everything’. He lived with

an eye on the next world; thus he

sought only to learn and teach

more Torah - so he demanded little
of this world.

The ancient clash of civilisations
thus plays itself out before our
eyes again. Do we follow Esav, and
become consumed by the never-
ending race for more playthings; or
will we follow Yakov, and enjoy our
lives knowing that we are working
towards a greater goal?

The choice is ours.
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