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We no longer live in the Biblical period. I realized that as I was reading the New 

York Times the other day. But before giving you the evidence for that, let me tell 

you about a man named Johann Kaspar Lavater. 

Johann Kaspar Lavater lived in Switzerland during the 1700s. Lavater was a 

student of physiognomy—the so-called “science” of using physical features, 

particularly those of the face, to “judge somebody’s character or temperament.” He 

looked at physical appearance and attempted to discern connections between it and 

someone’s personality. Lavater’s studies were very influential. In their aftermath, 

many writers—in England, in America, as well as elsewhere—would describe the 

outward appearance of a character in a way that suggested inner characteristics.  

Long before Lavater, there was the Bible, and in particular, this week’s parashah. 

Very few figures are described in the Bible. Those that are, are given few words to 

describe them, but the ones found in this week’s parashah are clearly suggestive of 

inner qualities. Esau is described as “hairy” as early as his birth: “The first one 

[i.e., of the two twins to be born from Rebecca’s womb] emerged red, like a hairy 

mantle all over” (Gen. 25:25). Jacob, in contrast, has smooth-skin, which he 

himself describes: “My brother Esau is a hairy man and I am smooth-skinned” 

(Gen. 27:11). 

These descriptions are essential to the plot. (The plot depends on them looking and 

sounding very different from one another.) But more important for my purpose, 

these descriptions contribute to the way the characters of these two figures are 

drawn and contrasted. Esau’s ruddiness is meant to suggest a blood thirstiness. It is 

linked to his being a hunter, and to his like of red lentil stew. His hairiness suggests 

a wildness; it suggests that he is a brute who is more at home in the wilderness than 
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in civilized society. Jacob, on the other hand, has smooth skin—which suggests 

that he is somehow more refined, purer, than Esau. 

In next week’s parashah, we’re introduced to two other characters who are 

described differently, again in order to highlight their internal differences. Rachel 

is described as shapely and beautiful and Leah is described as having “weak eyes.” 

(Gen. 29:17). Which one do you think is viewed more favorably as the story 

continues? 

There is something disturbing about these stories—and it’s not just the favoritism 

of the parents that Matthew pointed out, or Max’s point that Jacob, a Jewish 

ancestor, turns out to behave improperly. What is disturbing about these stories is 

the way that the text suggests that you can figure out what a person is like inside by 

looking at their outside. It seems to suggest that we are as we appear to be; that is, 

that external appearances—which we have only limited control over—determine 

who we are inside and therefore our destiny. If we look like a brute, we’ll turn out 

to be a brute; if we look refined—like Jacob—or beautiful– like Rachel—we must 

be desirable and wonderful. 

A large number of studies of court cases and experiments with mock juries indicate 

that physically attractive defendants are more likely to be acquitted than less 

attractive ones. There clearly is a general human tendency to regard attractive 

people as more trustworthy and honest. People whose appearance—by which I 

don’t just mean physical appearance, but their voice and their mannerisms as 

well—leave something to be desired are regarded less well than “attractive” 

people. 

In our society, it’s the pretty people, the handsome people that tend to succeed. Do 

you remember Susan Boyle, the rather dowdy singer who showed up on the stage 

of “Britain’s Got Talent”? Do you remember how the audience related to her when 

she first stepped out onto the stage? Do you remember how—before she opened 

her mouth—the audience was predisposed not to like her? Some people were 

apparently surprised by how blatantly negative the expressions on the audience’s 

faces were—but social psychologists weren’t. The tendency to discriminate against 

physically unattractive people is one of the most documented of all human biases. 

It’s the rare person who can overcome all of those negative stereotypes. 
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At first glance, today’s Biblical story is disturbing because it appears to contribute 

to that kind of typecasting, that kind of profiling. It appears to confirm the thinking 

of pre-scientific thinkers like Johann Kaspar Lavater. 

But in fact, the way that the story turns out, turns that on its head. 

Esau, the ruddy, hairy man who is described so negatively, who seems to be 

perfectly cast for a criminal role in some Biblical soap opera, in fact turns out to be 

the innocent victim in this tale of twins. And Jacob, who is smooth-skinned, turns 

out to be smooth in more ways than one. (In fact, when you look at the uses of the 

word “halak”—the word used to describe Jacob—in the Bible, you discover that 

just like the word “smooth” in English, it can mean “slick” or “wily;” it can refer to 

someone who is prone to use sly, misleading words, someone like Jacob.) 

Our story makes the point that sometimes, the attractive, appealing-looking person, 

the one with the smooth skin or the smooth face or the smooth voice—that’s the 

one who could be trying to put one over on you. That’s the one who could be 

trying to trick you out of what’s rightfully yours. That’s the one who is not to be 

trusted. And the hairy, earthy-looking fellow—maybe he’s more civilized than you 

think. 

And so actually this story which appears to stand for one thing in fact stands for its 

exact opposite. 

The message of the story is that of Pirke Avot, where it says, “Al tistakel b’kankan, 

elah b’mah she-yesh bo.”—“Don’t look at the barrel, look at what’s inside it.” The 

“barrel” is referring to a wine barrel, and sure enough, wine barrels can be pretty 

yukky on the outside, and yet contain terrific wine inside. Similarly, unattractive 

people can be very menschlich. They can be very special people. They can have a 

lot of talent. I’m always amazed at the continued success of Diane Rehm. She is a 

brilliant, focused journalist. Eleven years ago, she developed a rare neurological 

condition called Spasmodic Dysphonia. Many find her voice disturbing. Yet she 

remains on the air, because as unattractive as the voice may be, people recognize 

that there’s a lot of depth within it. Appearances—people realize—can be 

deceiving. 
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The Bible isn’t the only classical literature that recognizes this. Classic folktales 

like “The Frog Prince” or “The Beauty and the Beast” play with this notion that we 

need to look beyond external appearance to reveal the beauty within. 

Ultimately, I’m happy to say, the scientific world came to reject Johann Kaspar 

Lavater’s research. He didn’t know what he was talking—or writing—about. 

Handsome people sometimes behave reprehensibly, and ugly people sometimes 

behave very nicely. 

The message is clear: it’s what is inside that counts. In fact, the way we refer to a 

trustworthy person, in our tradition, is “tocho kbaro”—one whose insides matches 

his outsides. 

Which brings me back to Wednesday’s New York Times. I had to laugh. After 

reading the parashah of the week, and having in my head the two iconic images of 

our two ancestors, Jacob and Esau, I read an article about the mayor of New York 

City, Michael Bloomberg. You may or may not be aware that the mayor was just 

re-elected to a third term, but he only got 50.6% of the vote. Now, he’s calling that 

a mandate, but a lot of New Yorkers are thinking that he needs to do something to 

improve his popularity. It appears, some say, that he lacks humility. And so 

everyone has advice for him—how to seem more humble. One self-appointed 

advisor is Lauren Solomon, president emeritus of the Association of Image 

Consultants International. She recommends that Mr. Bloomberg do a few things 

differently to improve his image. And what do you think is the first thing that she 

recommended that he do? It’s to shave less often. He should “grow a little stubble 

or even a beard,” she suggested, “just for the fun of it.” She felt that such a step 

would make him more attractive, more down to earth, to the citizens of New York 

City. 

Two things occurred to me. First, forget the Biblical era; even forty years ago, it 

would have been unthinkable that a mayor of New York City would consider 

growing a beard, much less leaving his face unshaven for a few days. Forty-nine 

years ago, a critical election for president of the United States may very well have 

turned on this. I’m referring to the Nixon/Kennedy debates. Those who listened to 

the debates on the radio said that Nixon won; but those who watched them on TV 

were disturbed by the appearance of a so-called five o’clock shadow on his face. It 
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made him less attractive than the youthful, clean-shaven Kennedy. So clearly, 

times have changed. Hairiness is seen in our culture differently from the way it 

once was. 

But the second thing that occurred to me is that the election is over. Maybe the 

mayor should be focusing more on doing his job and less on how he looks. Maybe 

he can skip the image step, and focus on being humble rather than looking humble. 

(I’m reminded of the famous remark attributed to Richard Daley—the elder, the 

man who was mayor of Chicago during the Democratic National Convention in 

1968. He used to say that the most important quality for the success of a politician 

is sincerity. “If you can fake that,” he said, “You’ve got it made.”) 

Well, my advice to Mayor Bloomberg, and the citizens of New York City, is to 

read the Bible and to remember this tale that we studied today, this tale of Jacob 

and Esau. Just as there’s nothing intrinsically better about being smooth-faced, so 

too there is nothing intrinsically better about being hairy. What citizens of New 

York should probably be most concerned with is not so much how their mayor 

looks on the outside, but what he’s thinking, and what he’s feeling, and what he’s 

planning to do, on the inside. 

Shabbat shalom. 


