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 לאה בת שלום יהודה
                 Primary And Secondary  

1) Rashi tells us that Yaakov and Esav were 
fighting over the two worlds, עולם הזה and 1.עולם הבא How 
is this an argument? If there is a cake and one child wants 
the piece from the end and the other wants a piece from 
the middle, they are not arguing. They are really agreeing!  
 

2) The Midrash remarks that Eliezer started out 
with the status of ארור, cursed and eventually became 
  blessed. How is this transition possible?2 ,ברוך

 

When one loses himself to a bigger reality, he 
becomes part of that reality. To illustrate: if one is driving 
to a distant destination, he realizes that the car is 
secondary to the destination which is the primary focus 
of the trip.  If he stresses the importance of the type of 
car he is driving, he may never get to his destination since 
he is making the secondary primary. The same applies to 
life as The only way to function is to have correct 
priorities- keep the primary primary and the secondary 
secondary.3   

 

This concept is reflected in the following 
episode. The daughter of a Caesar once asked R’ 
Yehoshua ben Chananya, how can such an ugly vessel 
(referring to him) contain so much wisdom. He 
responded where does your father keep his wine, to 
which she replied in כלי חרס (inferior quality containers). 
He explained to her that wine, a precious commodity, 
must be kept in simple containers, otherwise it will spoil. 
He was teaching her that when you give importance to 
the vessel (secondary), the contents (primary) spoil.4

 

 

A right handed surgeon performing a 
complicated surgery with his left hand will surely be 
unsuccessful. It is only when the left hand is subservient 
to the right and works in sync, that he will be successful. 
This is just as a peel is secondary to the fruit in that it 
protects it.  

 

Having correct priorities is necessary in all that 
we do. We must observe that which we do and ask 
ourselves why we do it. We should busy ourselves in 
matters of primary importance- that of eternity- and not 
the fleeting pleasures of the world. Even when we do 

                                                           
1 Breishis 25:22, Rashi 
2 Breishis Rabba 60:7. If one is born Chinese, he can’t change to being 
Italian. 
3 The advertising industry is based on making the secondary primary. 
This is done by advertising the significance of material objects such as 
clothing, cars and the like distorting the necessity of these objects for 
life fulfillment. In reality, no level of materialism can lead to happiness as 
all material possessions are outside of a person and can never become 
part of him. This is in contrast to spirituality which becomes part of a 
person.     
4 Taanis 7a 

those primary matters we should ask do we do it for 
selfish or altruistic reasons. An example of this is when 
we engage in an act of kindness. Is it done to receive 
something in return from the person?5 We each have a 
soul (primary) and a body (secondary). Many people 
make their body primary by being consumed with the 
need to indulge6 in the best foods, drive the fanciest car, 
to obtain wealth and the like.7 We need to make the body 
subservient to the soul.8   

 

R’ Elchonon Wasserman once went to visit a 
wealthy person during rainy weather. When he arrived at 
the home, he noticed that his boots had collected mud. 
Seeing the impressive white carpet that decorated the 
front entrance, he went to the back entrance on his own 
accord. When the owner of the house saw this, he 
became upset and remarked that he raised his children 
that all of their wealth is secondary to כבוד התורה; honor of 
Torah. By coming through the back, it may have shown 
that the white carpet is more important.  R’ Elchonon 
exited and then reentered the home once again, this time 
through the front entrance. The two daughters of this 
wealthy man each married men who eventually became 
the Roshai Hayeshiva of Telz. This was the result of 
having proper priorities. 

 

This concept is shown to us throughout the 
Torah. The following are some examples:   

A) When Shabbos is mentioned in the Torah it is 
stated together with the six days of the week as in כי ששת

 in 6 days Hashem made ;ימים עשה ה'...וביום השביעי שבת וינפש

                                                           
5 Similarly, when we need to stop learning, do we get upset or are we 
happy to do what needs to be done if it is the will of Hashem. in this way 
we can explain שמחים בצאתם וששים בבואם עושים באימה רצון קונם (Shacharis 
on Shabbos ל אדון-א )- if we are happy when we have to stop just as we 
are when we begin, then we know we are doing it באימה, and it is  רצון,

 .the will of Hashem קונם
6 In this way we can grasp עליונים למטה ותחתונים למעלה עולם הפוך ראיתי  (Baba 
Basra 10b)- I saw an inverted world as many make the physical the 
priority. They indulge )עליונים( in physicality (למטה) and limit themselves 
 Rashi (25:26) tells us that the birth of .)למעלה( with spirituality )ותחתונים(
Yaakov and Esav is like a tube whose opening is narrow. If two stones 
are put in one after the other, the one that enters first will emerge last 
and the one that enters last will emerge first. So, Esav who was formed 
last came out first and Yaakov who was formed first came out last. A 
deeper way to understand this is that in the upper world, Yaakov 
(spirituality) takes precedence over Esav (physicality) who is secondary. 
But in this world it appears that the physical (Esav) is the focus whereas 
the spiritual (Yaakov) is secondary.         
7 The more steeped into physicality one is, the less spirituality he has as 
we say in the אני מאמין’s- ולא ישיגוהו משיגי הגוף; the more physicality (גוף), 
the less one can attain spirituality. This is comparable to a seesaw: when 
one side is up, the other is down. This is in accord with ולאם מלאם יאמץ; 
the might passes from one regime to another (Breishis 25:23, see Rashi) 
and as Rashi says כשזה קם זה נופל; when this one rises the other falls (see 
Derech Hashem 1:3:2). With this we can grasp an alternate explanation 
in משיב הרוח ומוריד הגשם; raise your spirituality and lower the physicality. 
In this light, the Sefas Emes comments on (Avos 1:17)  ולא מצאתי טוב לגוף

 .that there is a constant battle between the body and soul משתיקה
Hence, this can be understood as silence the body. See also Kesubos 
104a, Tosafos s.v. לא. Rashi (Vayikra 26:5) explains ואכלתם לחמכם לשבע; 
you will eat your bread to satiety, that one will eat a little and become 
satisfied. The Chasam Sofer (Bechukosai, s.v. ואכלתם) wonders why this 
was necessary? Let the storehouses be filled and they can eat to 
satiation? Through being satiated with little food they can now truly 
have Torah (see Vayikra 26:3, Rashi), since one can’t be steeped in 
physicality and spirituality simultaneously.  
8 See 1:1 ,דע את עצמך. We may climb a ladder but if we are on the wrong 
wall then each step gets us closer to the wrong place quicker. 
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the heaven and earth and on the 7th day he rested.9 This is 
because without the six days, there is no Shabbos as it 
says מי שטרח בערב שבת יאכל בשבת; whoever toils on Friday 
will eat on Shabbos.10 The six days of the week are 
secondary to Shabbos as we say in the Shir Shel Yom each 
day in relation to Shabbos- היום יום ראשון בשבת and so 
forth. For this reason, being שומר שבת is the criteria for 
constituting if one is religious. The essence of a Jew is to 
keep the focus of his life on the primary. In contrast, a 
non-Jew is חייב מיתה if he observes Shabbos,11 since this is 
the opposite of his essence as he makes the secondary 
his primary focus (see further).    

B) The Halacha12 is that a food that consists of a 
primary and secondary part, a Bracha is recited only on 
the primary, exempting the secondary one. This is 
because the secondary becomes part of the primary.13 

C) The Mishna14 tells us if one carries less than a 
 ?in a vessel, he is exempt even on the vessel. Why שיעור
Because the vessel becomes secondary to the primary 
(food). 

D) This is the idea behind the concept of  בטל

 nullified in 60- if meat and milk are mixed together ;בששים
and is 60 times that amount.15 

E) With this we can answer how Eliezer was able 
to go from  ארור  to ברוך.  Since he made himself secondary 
to the primary in that he was subservient to Avraham, he 
becomes one with him and thereby ברוך; blessed. For the 
same reason, he is referred to as עבד אברהם; Avraham’s 
servant, since he doesn’t have an essence of himself. 
Similarly, his name doesn’t appear in the section of the 
Shidduch of Yitzchak and Rivka although he is the one 
who made it.16

 

 

The focus of priorities was the difference 
between Yaakov and Esav and was reflected by the 
argument in their mother’s stomach. They both desired 
 However, Esav wanted this world to .עולם הבא and עולם הזה
be the primary focus and Yaakov wanted the next world 
to be the primary focus. Yaakov is one who learns Torah 
as it states 17.איש תם יושב אוהלים Esav wanted this status 
and therefore asked how do you take Maaser on straw 
and salt.18 These questions show the essence of Esav. 
Straw is something that protects wheat making it 
secondary to the wheat. Similarly, salt is used only to 
enhance the flavors of foods- secondary to the primary.19 

                                                           
9 Shemos 31:17 
10 Avoda Zara 3a. Similarly, ה-נוצר תאנה יאכל פרי ; the protector of a fig tree 
will eat its fruit (Mishlei 27:18). See Pri Tzadik, Vayeitzei, 1. 
11 Sanhedrin 58b 
12 Brachos 44a 
13 See Brachos 36b 
14 Shabbos 93b 
15 See for example Yore Deah 87:10 
16 This is the meaning in (Kidushin 41b) שליח של אדם כמותו; when one 
makes himself subservient to the one who sent him, he becomes part of 
that being. In a similar vein, this is how we can comprehend  כל דרבנן כעין

 one’s wife is like ;אשתו כגופו Another place we see this is .דאורייתא תיקון
himself, since a wife makes herself subservient to her husband. 
17 Indeed, תם are initials ורהת  and צותמ . 
18 Breishis Rabba 63:10. By Jews night comes first as it says (Breishis 1:5) 
עולם  -ערב there was evening and morning. First comes ;ויהי ערב ויהי בוקר

 the next world. This is contrary ;עולם הבא - בוקר this world, and then ;הזה
to non-Jews where the day precedes the night as in יום ולילה לא ישבתו; 
day and night shall not cease (Breishis 8:22). Eat and be merry today- 
 .(ואלה .see also Noam Elimelech, Toldos, s.v) ערב followed by -עולם הזה
19 Shem Mishmuel, Toldos, תרעא, s.v. ויאהב. 

Any coincidence that תם are the initials of תבן and מלח; salt 
and straw and salt. 

 

The word צדיק is rooted in the word צד; to trap, 
since a צדיק traps his יצר הרע. Esav used this negatively and 
is therefore called  צידאיש .20 When Esav said  הלעיטני נא מן

 pour into me the red lentils, Yaakov ;האדם האדם הזה
realized that Esav didn’t take to heart the lessons from 
the mourning of Avraham as this is what the lentils were 
for.21 Esav should have understood that the next world is 
what is primary instead of being focused on the lentils 
 This is why Yaakov asked for the Bechor at 22.(עולם הזה)
this time.  

 

The name עשו stems from the word עשוי; done, 
complete since he thinks he is complete in that he 
doesn’t have to improve himself. עשו shares the same 
sum as the word שלום .(376) שלום is from the word שלם; 
complete, hinting to this idea. On the contrary, יעקב 
originates from the term עקב; heel since that is the lowest 
part of the body. He feels he needs to keep improving.23

 

 

Yaakov wanted the Bechor sold to him as it says 
היום לעשותם למחר  The Gemara says 24.מכרה כיום את בכורתך לי

 today (this world) do the Mitzvos and ;לקבל שכרם
tomorrow (next world) receive the reward.25 This is what 
Yaakov meant when he said כיום: today you have to work 
and tomorrow you get the reward. This is in contrast to 
Esav who follows26

 eat and drink ;אכול ושתו היום כי מחר נמות 
for tomorrow you may die.27 This is the deeper meaning 
in the words of Esav28

 I, Esav, will die so ; למותהנה אנכי הולך 
let me take advantage of today and thus I don’t need this 
Bechora.29 Now we can understand 30

היום ברכה וקללה...ראה ; 
the concept of היום could be a Bracha as Yaakov said or a 
 as we see by Esav. We should all merit to keep our קללה
focus on the primary. 

                                                           
20 Breishis 25:27 
21 Breishis 25:30. Shlomo Hamelech writes  טוב ללכת אל בית אבל...והחי יתן אל

 better to go to the house of mourning than to go to a house of ;לבו
feasting  for that is the end of all man, and the living should take it to 
heart (Koheles 7:2).  
22 See also Mayana Shel Torah 25:34. As the adage goes, ‘Some people 
live to eat while others eat to live.’ 
23 Shem Mishmuel, Toldos, תשעב 
24 Breishis 25:31 
25 Eruvin 22a. The Daas Zekanim (Devarim 11:27-8) brings a Midrash that 
gives the analogy of one who has two paths in front of him. One starts 
with thorns but then is smooth whereas the other path begins smooth 
and then has thorns- תחלתו קוצים וסופו מישור. Those who travel there 
instruct the man to take the path that has thorns first since the other 
path starts smooth but soon after has thorns continuing for the 
remainder of the path. Even though a little toil is required in the 
beginning but after that he can go in peace. If the other path is taken, 
he will stumble in the end. So too, one who transgresses in this world, 
when he dies goes to Gehinom- which is all thorns. But one who toils in 
this world with Torah and Mitzvos inherits the next world. In this light 
we can grasp עצת ה' היא תקום; the counsel of Hashem will prevail (Mishlei 
19:21), as תקום are the first letters of תחלתו קוצים וסופו מישור. 
26 Yeshaya 22:13. “If standard of living is your major objective, quality of 
life almost never improves. But if quality of life is your number one 
objective, your standard of living almost always improves.”  
27 In a similar vein, we have the 6 days of the week followed by Shabbos 
whereas the non-Jews have Sunday (their holiday) followed by the 
week.  
28 Breishis 25:32 
29 On the day Avraham died, Yaakov gets the message to take 
advantage of life, spirituality. This is in contrast to Esav who says  הלעיטני

 .pour into me now from this red stuff (Breishis 25:30) ;נא מן האדם האדם הזה
30 Devarim 11:26  


