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The verse states (25:27): “And the youths grew 
up, and Esav was a man who understood 
hunting, a man of the field, whereas Yaakov was 
a wholesome man, dwelling in tents.” Rashi 
explains: “’A man of the field’: As its apparent 
meaning: an idler who hunts beasts and birds 
with his bow. ‘A wholesome man’: He was not 
an expert in all these things. Rather, like his 
heart, so was his mouth. A person who is not 
astute at deceiving is called “tam”, wholesome 
or innocent. ‘Dwelling in tents’: the tent of Shem 
and the tent of Ever.”  
This verse seems astounding. The verse is 
coming to describe the wicked and devious Esav, 
a man who was guilty of murder and committed 
five dastardly transgressions on one day (Bava 
Basra 16B), a man who caused the untimely 
death of Avrohom Avinu and caused his own 
father, Yitzchok, to go blind. And the only 
description the Torah uses for him is: “A man of 
the field”, an idler. It does not describe his 
wickedness in any more detail. And when the 
verse comes to describe Yaakov’s righteousness, 
it merely says that he was a wholesome man 
who sat in tents and studied. It does not 
describe his righteousness in any more detail. 
How are we to understand this? 
In order to explain, we will go back to the story 
of Avrohom and Avimelech. The verse relates 
that when Avimelech took Sara, Hashem 
appeared to him in a dream and told him that he 
would die for what he had done. Avimelech said 
(20:4): “Will you kill even a righteous nation? 
With the innocence of my heart and with the 
purity of my hands have I done this." Avimelech 
viewed himself as an innocent and righteous 
man. Later, when he met Avrohom, he asked 
him: “What did you see, that you did this thing?" 
Avrohom answered: "For I said, only there is no 
fear of G-d in this place, and they will kill me 
because of my wife.” We see that there was a 
great debate here. Avimelech cried that he was 
an upright, righteous man. But Avrohom told 
him that he saw that he had no fear of G-d and 
would kill a man to take his wife in order to fulfill 
his lusts.  
The Malbim explains that Avimelech was a man 
of culture, refinement and enlightenment who 
acted in an extremely polite and well-mannered 
way. He therefore claimed that he was a fine 
gentleman who would never engage in any sinful 

or dubious activity. Avrohom responded that it is 
true that you are a polite person, but all that is 
worthless because you have no fear of G-d. If 
one has no fear of Hashem, even if he has 
excellent manners and acts with extreme 
refinement, he is suspect to commit murder if 
he is overcome by desires and lusts. The only 
thing that can protect a person from such 
desires is fear of Heaven. If one does not have 
that, he may fall to commit murder in order to 
get what he desires.  
Rav Elchonon Wasserman writes very similarly in 
Kovetz Ma’amarim. He cites the verse in Koheles 
(12:13): “The end of the matter, everything 
having been heard, fear G-d and keep His 
commandments, for this is the entirety of man.” 
He explains that most people tend to believe 
that fear of Hashem is a positive trait for a 
person to possess. However, we see from 
Koheles that it is much more than that. Without 
fear of Heaven, one isn’t a person at all. Fear of 
Heaven is the entirety of man. Without it one is 
not even considered a man – he is an animal. 
The holy Zohar and the Arizal (see Nefesh 
Hachaim Shar 1 end of Perek 6 in the Hagah) 
state that the verse states that Hashem 
Yisborach said, “Let us make man” in the plural 
to indicate that all creatures have a stake and a 
portion in the creation of the world. Man has 
the largest stake and partnership than any other 
creature. They explain that man is a “small 
world” unto himself and he possesses within him 
the powers of all entities in the world. Thus, man 
has latent within him the powers of all 
creatures. He possesses the inherent strengths 
of the panther and the wolf, and the power of 
the lion and bear. Furthermore, man is the only 
creature with the powers of intellect and the 
power of speech. He, therefore, has the ability 
to cause much more destruction than any other 
creature. We know that every wild animal needs 
to be locked away in an iron cage in order for 
man to be protected from it. Therefore, man, 
the creature with the highest potential for 
destruction, certainly needs to be locked in an 
iron cage to ensure he doesn’t destroy the 
world. The cage that Hashem Yisborach created 
for this purpose is fear of Heaven. This is what 
protects the world from being destroyed by 
man. Without this fear, even a man of wisdom 
like Aristotle or a man of culture and refinement  



 

 
 
 
 
like Avimelech is capable of murder and untold 
destruction. Without fear of Heaven, man is 
nothing more than a wild animal. This fear is the 
only thing that allows man to retain his 
humanity. That is why the verse says that it is 
the entirety of man.  
How did Avrohom Avinu know that Avimelech 
possessed no fear of Hashem? The Gemara 
(Avodah Zara 19A) says that the verse (Tehillim 
1): “Praiseworthy is the man that does not walk 
in the counsel of the wicked and does not dwell 
in a dwelling of scoffers” refers to Avrohom who 
did not sit in the company of the Plishtim 
because they were scoffers, as it is said: “And it 
came to pass, when their hearts were merry, 
that they said, ‘Call for Shimshon that he may 
make sport for us.’” We see that the Plishtim 
represent scoffing and mockery. The Shem 
M’Shmuel (Beshalach 684) quotes Rav Bunim of 
Peshishcha who explains that this is the reason 
the exile of Yitzchok was with the Plishtim. The 
concept of the Plishtim, which is mockery, is the 
opposite of the essence of Yitzchok, which is fear 
of Heaven and reverence. Avrohom Avinu was 
immediately able to discern that the essence of 
Avimelech was scoffing and mockery. He 
therefore certainly possessed no fear of G-d. He 
therefore knew that Avimelech possessed no 
humanity and was suspect of committing 
murder. 
The Shem M’Shmuel continues by citing the 
Gemara (Yoma 72B) that says that fear is the 
gateway to Torah. Thus, someone who 
possesses the trait of mockery, which is the 
opposite of fear of Heaven, cannot approach the 
gateways of Torah and cannot merit learning 
Torah. On the contrary, he will end up by the 
gateway for the opposite of Torah and will be 
led to all kinds of transgressions.  
The Maharal (Nesiv Haleitzanus Perek 2) writes 
that scoffers have no accomplishments from 
their acts. Everything they do is worthless and 
void. In this way, they are comparable to 
sinners, whose actions yield no benefits. He 
writes that scoffers are on the same level as 
sinners and evildoers. 
The Gemara (Brachos 6) states: “Things which 
are standing at the peak of the world but people 
disgrace them – this refers to prayer.” We may 
ask why the Gemara says that people disgrace 
the concept of prayer when we see that  

 
 
 
 
everyone does go to the bais knesses every day 
to pray.  
“Leitzanus”, mockery, does not merely mean to 
make jokes. We see from Chazal that this refers 
to those who do not put thought into their 
actions. Everything they do is done flippantly 
and lightheadedly, without putting consideration 
into the importance of things. We see this idea 
from the Mishnah in Avos (3:2): “When two sit 
together and there are no words of Torah 
between them this is a session of scoffers…when 
two sit together and there are words of Torah 
between them the Divine Presence rests 
amongst them.” The early commentators (see 
Medrash Shmuel ibid) ask why the Mishnah uses 
the words “there are no words of Torah 
between them”, rather than simply saying, 
“They do not study Torah.” They also ask how 
sitting in silence could be considered scoffing. 
Usually we would only call something scoffing if 
words of mockery had been spoken. They 
answer that the Mishnah is referring to an 
instance where the two people are, in fact, 
speaking words of Torah. However, there is no 
Torah “between them” – they are not speaking 
words of Torah to each other. This is considered 
scoffing because each one is showing signs of 
contempt and mockery for the other’s 
understanding of Torah and, by ignoring each 
other, they are showing that they feel they have 
no respect for their friend’s Torah and feel they 
have nothing to gain by engaging him in Torah 
conversation. They add an astounding idea by 
citing the Gemara in Sanhedrin (103A) that says 
that scoffers cannot see the face of the Divine 
Presence (after they die). If the Divine Presence 
won’t have anything to do with them after 
death, it certainly will stay far away from them 
while they are still alive. Therefore, even though 
normally when people are immersed in Torah 
they merit having the Divine Presence amongst 
them, in this instance the Divine Presence goes 
far away from them. But when two people speak 
Torah words to each other and show respect for 
each other’s understanding of Torah with no 
mockery or scorn for each other, the Divine 
Presence rests amongst them. 
In the same vein, the Ruach Chaim on Avos (ibid) 
writes: “They do not have Torah between them, 
but each one is learning on his own. This displays 
that each one is scoffing about his friend’s  



 

 
 
 
 
Torah.” 
We again see clearly that “leitzanus” does not 
only mean joking and mocking. Rather, anyone 
who makes light of serious matters and doesn’t 
take things as seriously as he should is guilty of 
leitzanus, and he causes the Divine Presence to 
depart. This is the gateway to all sins and the 
opposite of fear of Heaven. When one 
possesses this negative trait of not placing 
proper seriousness on important matters, we 
know that he has no fear of G-d, that he is 
dangerous, and that he is suspect to commit 
murder.  
We find this concept in the Medrash 
(Tanchuma Parshas Mikeitz 43:14): “’May Keil 
Shakai (the Almighty G-d grant you 
compassion.’ This is as is stated (Iyov 36:19): 
‘Will you set up your prayer so that you have no 
trouble, nor any forces of strength?’ Rebbe 
Eliezer said, ‘You should not have any unripe 
grapes.’” The commentators explain the 
Medrash to be saying that one should not 
disgrace one’s prayers or treat them lightly 
when one is blessed with plenty. The Medrash 
continues: “The Holy One Blessed be He says: 
Just like I must send down rain and dew and 
cause to grow plants and animals and 
creatures, so too you must pray before Me and 
bless Me according to My deeds. Do not say, ‘I 
have plenty. Why should I pray?’ And then 
when you experience trouble you come and 
pray. Rather, before you experience trouble 
come first and pray.”  
We see from the Medrash that it is considered 
a great disgrace if one takes prayer lightly. If 
one doesn’t feel the need to pray at times 
when he has plenty and lacks nothing, he is 
shaming the concept of prayer. When one 
treats prayers in such a lighthearted manner, 
he is guilty of leitzanus towards the entire idea 
of tefillah.  
With this in mind, we can now well understand 
that when the Torah comes to describe who 
Yaakov and Esav were it does not detail their 
spiritual accomplishments and failures or their 
level of good and bad deeds. It simply describes 
the root of it all – the source of their entire 
essence and the root cause that led Yaakov to 
become the great forefather of the nation and 
led Esav to become a conniving killer. 
The essence of Esav was as the verse states. He  

 
 
 
 
was a man of the field, an idler who spent his 
time hunting and trapping wild animals. He 
didn’t take anything seriously and he idled 
away his days with frivolities and inanities. This 
attitude towards life is the trait of leitzanus, 
and this is what led him to all of his evil and 
corrupt actions.  
This trait of leitzanus is the gateway to all sins 
and the opposite of fear of Heaven. Since Esav 
possessed this trait, he lost his entire 
semblance of humanity and became a wild 
animal himself. He became a dangerous 
menace to society. On the other hand, Yaakov 
Avinu was defined by his trait of being 
wholesome and innocent. He had no 
connection at all to these types of frivolous 
activities. Rather, he spent his days in the tents, 
immersed in Torah in the tents of Shem and 
Ever. “Like his heart, so was his mouth.” He 
lived with solemnity, reverence and fear of 
Heaven and with no trace of scoffing or 
mockery. He lived within these tents of Torah 
and never allowed outside forces to influence 
him. In effect, this was the entire seminal 
difference between Yaakov and Esav.   
In contemporary times, we must place special 
emphasis upon this concept and these ideas. 
Unfortunately, in our times we can see that the 
forces of scoffing, lightheadedness and 
mockery have gained a foothold even within 
the walls of the bais medrash, and they are 
often cloaked in the guise of spirituality. This 
represents a terrible danger to us, as leitzanus 
has the power to undermine and destroy 
anything and everything. Although it often 
appears harmless, and it seems as if no sin or 
transgression is involved, such lightheadedness 
often falls directly in the category of leitzanus 
and is capable of ravaging and destroying 
everything we hold dear.                 
We must fortify our protective walls by 
internalizing the fact that any such idleness and 
scoffing is literally the essence of the wicked, 
inhuman Esav. The essence of Yaakov Avinu is 
exactly the opposite of this – it is to sit in the 
tents of Torah with fear of Heaven and 
reverence, with wholesomeness and innocence. 
We must emulate Yaakov Avinu in this area in 
order to merit a true connection to Torah and 
to merit the resting of the Divine Presence in 
our midst.  


