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In a piece last year for The American Scholar, the author Paul Roberts, made a thoughtful 

argument about the dangers of a culture that every day gets better at satisfying our immediate, 

self-serving needs.  “I don’t just mean,” he wrote, “the way smartphones and search engines and 

Netflix and Amazon anticipate our preferences. I mean how the entire edifice of the consumer 

economy, digital and actual, has reoriented itself around our own agendas, self-images, and inner 

fantasies… It is now entirely normal to demand a personally customized life. We fine-tune our 

moods with pharmaceuticals and Spotify. We craft our meals around our allergies and 

ideologies. We can choose a vehicle to express our hipness or hostility. We can move to a 

neighborhood that matches our social values, find a news outlet that mirrors our politics, and 

create a social network that “likes” everything we say or post. With each transaction and 

upgrade, each choice and click, life moves closer to us, and the world becomes our world.” 

 

And of course the cost of focusing so intensely on the present and on ourselves is that we focus 

so much less on the future and so much less on others.  

 

The question is: From the perspective of our Jewish values, should we simply concede the point? 

Or is there a counter-argument to be made? Is the march toward self-focus inexorable, or are 

there still ways and means by which we can stem the tide?  

 

On this issue, there is perhaps no more poignant commentary in the Torah than the iconic scene 

from our parsha this morning of Esav’s decision to sell his birthright.  

 

Weary and hungry from a day in the field, Esav returns home to find Yaakov cooking a stew. At 

the cost of his בכורה, he spurns the future. And forever more, Esav’s identity becomes bound up 

with the notions of impulsivity and instant gratification.  

 

 .ּזֶה ִלי, ְּבכָֹרה-ָלָּמהַוּיֹאֶמר ֵעָׂשו, ִהּנֵה ָאנִֹכי הֹוֵל� ָלמּות; וְ  

What need have I for the promise of the future?  

 

But we of course had a sense of this right from the start.  

 ויאהב יצחק את עשו כי ציד בפיו
 

What stood out about Esav from his youth is that what he caught was already in his mouth. Why 

save for tomorrow what you can enjoy today?  

 

And the pattern continues when the Torah tells us that he took two wives from among the local 

Hittites. Rather than perform a painstaking search for a suitable match as Avraham had done a 

generation before, Esav pursues the path of the quick and the painless.  

 

In all of Yaakov’s craftiness, it’s easy to miss that the Torah paints him not only as Esav’s 

fraternal rival, but as his philosophical opposite. Yaakov will happily part with today’s pleasures 
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for the prospect of future blessings. Of course he promises the Almighty that down the road he’ll 

return to his father’s house. And when he meets the woman he wants to marry, he offers 

immediately to wait seven years before doing so. 

 

The tale of Yaakov and Esav is the tale of two psyches: one insistent on instant self-satisfaction; 

the second content to delay gratification in the pursuit of a long-term goal.  

 

As a young boy, Walter Mischel fled Vienna with his family in 1938. Today, he’s is a 

distinguished professor of psychology at Columbia University. In 1972, he performed a study 

that students in the field have been talking about ever since. It came to be known as the Stanford 

Marshmallow Experiment. A group of four year old children were presented with a test. They 

were offered a marshmallow, but were told that if they waited twenty minutes before eating it, 

they would receive a second one. 

 

Some of the children gave in to temptation immediately and ate the marshmallow. Others 

concocted all kinds of strategies to stop themselves. Some closed their eyes or turned away from 

the marshmallow; others talked quietly to themselves or sang. Some even stroked the 

marshmallow, pretending it was a pet. In the end, about a third succeeded in waiting the twenty 

minutes and received their reward. 

 

What made the test a classic was a series of follow-up studies conducted years later. It turned out 

that their behavior at age four was a highly accurate predictor of their later success in life. The 

children able to resist the temptation were – ten and even thirty years later – psychologically 

better adjusted, more dependable, did better in school and enjoyed more success in their careers. 

The differences were measurable over a lifetime. The research made clear that impulse control 

matters. Veruca Salt was fond of saying in Willy Wonka and the Chocolate Factory, “I want it 

now.” And she ended up in a garbage chute. It’s the ability to delay gratification that’s so 

indispensable in the struggle against a culture of obsessive consumerism.  

 

But even as much as Yaakov and Esav emerge as character types, it’s important to notice that 

they are not pure typologies. When Esav finds out what Yaakov has done, he’s filled with 

murderous rage.  

 .ַיֲעֹקב �ִחי�ַוֹ�אֶמר ֵעָ�ו ְ�ִל�ֹו, ִיְקְרב� ְיֵמי ֵאֶבל �ִבי, ְו�ַהְרָגה, ֶאת

 

In his own mind, he’ll have to defer his plans of fratricide until after the death of his father. Even 

the archetypal man of impulsivity is capable of reining in his passions from time to time.  

 

And, by the same token, the even-tempered Yaakov – a paragon of strategy and forethought – 

cannot contain himself on seeing the beautiful Rachel. Yes, he ultimately waits seven years 

before marrying her, but he hardly waits seven seconds before running to greet her with an 

affectionate kiss.  

 

And so it is with each of us.  
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Surely, some of us are naturally or by training better at impulse control while others of us fail the 

marshmallow test more often than we pass it. But the world is not so binary and each of us is 

possessed of the capacity to develop ourselves further. 

 

Living in a consumer culture doesn’t mean we have to be consumed by that culture. It’s also 

possible to be part of a counter-culture: a culture that privileges the service of others before 

ourselves; a culture that stakes a claim to one day of every seven and insists that we consciously 

control our impulses; a culture that demands we teach history to our children so that their future 

is brighter than their past. 

 

November is membership month at The Jewish Center. If you’re already a member, you know 

that the greatest strength of this storied institution is its people. They’re thoughtful and 

compassionate; they’re generous and idealistic; they’re devoted and devout.  Both within the 

physical walls of this building and in the relationships that transcend them, we’re a community 

committed to one another and to the larger ambitions of the Jewish people.  

 

When you join us, you become part of something that’s bigger than any one person. In a world 

and in a city that is so taken with the centrality of the individual, we remain The Jewish Center – 

your Jewish Center: 

 

• A refuge in which to reflect and re-focus;  

• A safe space in which to be challenged and encouraged;    

• An incubator for the synthesis of Torah and wisdom;  

• A launching pad for creative ideas and initiatives.  

• And a home to nurture and develop our very best selves in the pursuit of a greater good.  

 

Don’t be left on the sidelines. Become an insider. The Jewish Center is where you belong.  

 

 


