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 Esav was a man who knew hunting; a man of the field.” (Bereishis“ – ויהי עשו איש יודע ציד איש שדה
25:27) 
 
Rashi explains the phrase איש יודע ציד (“a man who knew hunting”) to mean that Esav knew  לצוד ולרמות

 how to deceive his father.  This is in contrast to Yaakov, whom the Torah describes as an – את אביו בפיו
 a term which Rashi interprets as referring to the opposite of deception, to somebody who does ,איש תם
not know how to deceive. 
 
Ibn Ezra adds that יודע ציד means, לעולם מלא מרמות, כי רוב החיות בדרך מרמה יתפשו – “he was always 
full of deceit, because most beasts are trapped through means of deception.”  In other words, Esav’s 
dishonesty stemmed from his work as a hunter.  Although hunting became permissible after the flood1, 
nevertheless, when a person spends his entire day involved in hunting, which requires deception, he 
becomes accustomed to deceptive behavior to the point where it becomes part of the essence of his 
being.  This was why Esav became deceitful, and, as the Midrash describes, deceived his father by asking 
questions that made it appear he was scrupulous in his halachic observance.  (For example, the Midrash 
relates that Esav would ask Yitzchak how salt and straw are tithed.)  He even went so far as to try to feed 
his father non-kosher food; Targum Yonasan (27:31) writes that Esav killed a dog and cooked the meat 
to serve his father. 
 
Remarkably, Chazal lavishly praise Esav for the way he honored his father.  The Midrash (Bereishis 
Rabba 65:16) cites Rabban Shimon ben Gamliel as making the following statement: 
 
My entire life I would serve my father, but I did not serve him 1/100th of the way Esav served his father.  
When I would serve my father, I would serve him with soiled clothing, and when I would leave on a trip, I 
would leave with clean clothing.  But Esav – when he served his father, he would serve him only in royal 
garments.  He said, “It is not respectful to Father to serve him in anything but royal garments!” 
 
Yet, despite the great respect Esav had for his father, he would trick him, because Esav’s entire essence 
was his being an איש ציד.  All his thoughts and actions revolved around luring animals through 
deception, and this resulted in deception becoming such a vital part of his being that he eventually saw 
nothing wrong with intentionally misleading his righteous father. 
 
If we analyze the nature of deception and dishonesty, we find that it is rooted in laziness, in the desire to 
avoid hard work and effort.  The way the world works, normally, is that a person needs to put in a great 
deal of work to obtain something he wants.  A person’s wishes can generally be fulfilled only through 
work and effort.  The trickster is somebody who seeks to obtain what he wants without having to invest 
the effort that is normally required.   
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Indeed, Esav utilized shortcuts even in hunting.  The Midrash (Yalkut Shimoni, Toldos, 111) tells that Esav 
had a garment that had belonged to Adam Ha’rishon, and whenever he would wear it and go out into 
the fields, all the beasts and birds would gather around him, thus enabling him to hunt without any 
effort.  Although all hunters need to employ deceptive tactics to catch their prey, as the Ibn Ezra wrote, 
they nevertheless need to invest time and hard work.  Esav, however, used a technique that obviated 
the need for any effort.   
 
This quality was the root of Esav’s deceptive nature.  He wanted to respect his father and bring him 
pride, but he did not want to have to invest effort by engaging in Torah, like Yaakov did, in order to 
achieve this result.  He therefore resorted to trickery, asking Yitzchak questions that made him appear 
righteous so that Yitzchak would be proud of him.  Similarly, when he did not easily find an animal from 
which to prepare meat for Yitzchak, he prepared the meat of a dog, which he had with him and did not 
need to trap. 
 
This was true not only of physical exertion, but also in regard to spiritual challenges.  The Midrash 
(Bereishis Rabba 63:11) tells that when Esav returned to the field and saw Yaakov preparing lentils, 
Yaakov explained to him that he was cooking lentils – the food given to mourners – because their 
grandfather, Avraham Avinu, just died.  Esav was bewildered that a righteous man like Avraham would 
die, and thus proclaimed, “If so, then there is no granting of reward, and no resurrection of the dead!”  
Esav rejected the basic tenets of faith because of his distress over Avraham’s passing, because he did 
not try to overcome the difficult religious challenge posed by this event.  It was far more difficult to 
maintain pure faith at that difficult time, upon the passing of his saintly grandfather, then to simply 
reject faith altogether.  Yaakov, who spent his days toiling in the study of Torah, was prepared to 
withstand this challenge, and thus HKB”H said about him, “I did not perform miracles for him, and yet 
his entire life he was straight with Me” (Tanna De’bei Eliyahu Rabba 6:2).  This is also why he prepared 
lentils, which were fed to mourners because they have no “mouth” or opening, symbolizing the silent 
acceptance of tragedy with unwavering faith.   
 
Esav’s lazy quality is alluded to even in his name.  Rashi (25:25) writes that the name עשו stems from the 
word עשוי (“readymade”).  Esav was given this name, Rashi explains, because he was born with hair on 
his body, like a grown man, and thus came into the world עשוי, physically mature.  This name signifies 
shortcuts, obtaining things without the hard work and long process that is normally required, which was 
the root of Esav’s evil. 
 
This is the essential difference between the quality of אמת, truth, which was Yaakov’s defining 
characteristic, and Esav’s deceitful character.  The quality of אמת is something which is very difficult to 
achieve, whereas falsehood and deceit requires no effort. 
 
Throughout our nation’s history, Jews made great sacrifices for the sake of אמת, to remain true to their 
faith, to Hashem and to the Torah.  We saw this with our own eyes in the survivors of the Holocaust, 
whose faith not only survived, but even strengthened as a result of their experiences.  It would have 
been far easier for them to simply give up their faith and live like gentiles, but they chose the difficult 
path of retaining their pure faith. 
 
The rule is that if a person attains something smoothly and easily, with a simple shortcut, this is a sign 
that this path is the path of Esav.  By contrast, when a person attains something through hard work, this 
is the path of Yaakov Avnu, which leads to eternal life.  For example, if a person gets up late in the 
morning and davens quickly, starting with ברוך שאמר and then removing his tefillin immediately after 



the Shemona Esrei, he must realize that this is the path of Esav.  This is the path that can lead to 
destruction, for as Chazal teach us, the yetzer ha’ra first tells a person to commit one small violation, 
then another, and then another, until eventually he worships idols.  Esav’s evil, too, began with hunting, 
which did not entail any sin whatsoever, but this resulted in his becoming deceitful by nature.  And the 
same is true of somebody who wakes up late and runs through davening.  The path of Yaakov, by 
contrast, is the path of hard work and toil, waking up early, preparing oneself properly for davening, and 
davening slowly, making an effort to concentrate on all the words from beginning to end.   
 
The tzaddikim taught that the word כסלו – the name of the month we are now beginning – means כיס לב 
(“the pocket, the heart”).  When it comes to כיס, earning a livelihood, the proper method is working 
hard to earn a living honestly, whereas those who want to earn wealth effortlessly generally resort to 
deceit.  We must strengthen ourselves in this regard, and not be afraid of hard work and effort.  To the 
contrary, we should rejoice over choosing this path, the path of Yaakov Avinu, the path of אמת, the path 
which our ancestors have followed since time immemorial.  By emulating their example and adhering to 
the path of אמת, we will be blessed with children, grandchildren and future descendants committed to 
the legacy of Yaakov Avinu, אמן כן יהי רצון. 


