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Yitzchak appreciated Eisav’s risk-taking. Through risk, you can reach greater heights. 
Unfortunately, in the case of Eisav, the risk did not pay off
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“Yizchok loved Eisav because he trapped game for him to eat.”

The Midrash says he “trapped” his father with his mouth by asking seemingly pious questions: “How do you tithe straw, how do you tithe salt?” making Yitzchak think his son was very religious.

Many commentaries suggest different approaches as to why Yitzchak preferred Eisav, who, to us, comes across as a violent, evil man.

The Mei HaShiloach writes that there are two approaches to serving G-d: The first one is the cautious approach. One is very careful to create a spiritually safe lifestyle to avoid any impropriety and any chance of sin. A second approach is to take risks; to be willing to expose oneself to spiritual danger in order to achieve greater accomplishment.

Here’s an example: According to our Sages, when Shimon and Levi rescued Dinah from the hands of Shechem, Shimon agreed to marry her. Although marriage to a sister was technically permitted before the giving of the Torah, there was undoubtedly spiritual risk in marrying Dinah. Shimon was willing to take that risk, and indeed it turned out well. Levi represents the non-risk taker. He refused to marry Dinah. His descendants, the Cohanim and Leviim, served G-d in purity and holiness in the Holy Temple, far removed from any spiritual danger.
Shimon’s descendant Zimri took a risk, however, that didn’t end so well. He took the Midianite woman Cozbi and challenged Moshe: “If you could marry a Midianite, why can’t I?” According to the Mei HaShiloach, Zimri’s intention was honorable. He felt that there was a redeemable holiness in Cozbi that he could salvage. He was willing to take the risk of marrying Cozbi. Unfortunately, he failed to achieve what he wanted. Instead, he brought not only death upon himself, but disaster to the Jewish people.

Eisav was a risk-taker. What was the risk he took? In order to have a closer relationship with his father and receive his spiritual blessing, he showed off his piety by asking, “How does one tithe the salt?” etc. He wanted Yitzchak to see how exemplary he was. But it is dangerous to try to impress others. It is much safer to be quiet, to be yourself, and not try to ingratiate yourself to others. Yaakov chose this safe path. He remained a simple man, a dweller in tents, inward, and not trying for self-publicity.
Yitzchak appreciated Eisav’s risk-taking. Through risk, you can reach greater heights. Unfortunately, in the case of Eisav, the risk did not pay off. Willingness to show his best side turned in the end to dishonesty and corruption.
The Nesivos Shalom has two other approaches in understanding Yitzchak’s preference of Eisav.

Avraham served Hashem, especially with the quality of chesed, love and kindness. Yitzchak served with gevurah, awe and fear of G-d. 
Rivkah, Yitzchak’s wife, provided the balance of chesed to Yitzchak’s gevurah. Thus, we see the selection of Rivkah to be Yitzchak’s wife was based on her kindness as she offered water to Avraham’s servant Eliezer and to his camels.

Yitzchak felt that this balance of chesed and gevurah would continue with his children. Yaakov would serve G-d with chesed and Eisav with gevurah. Since Yitzchak’s own approach was gevurah, he favored Eisav.

However, Eisav was not fit to continue as a partner in the future of the Jewish people. Instead, Yaakov assumed both qualities of love and fear, of chesed and gevurah, becoming the embodiment of the attribute of tiferes, which is a combination and balancing of chesed and gevurah.

The Nesivos Shalom suggests another way of understanding Yitzchak’s view of Eisav. Some righteous people are above temptation. They serve Hashem intensely and with pure holiness. Others have to struggle with the evil impulse and are constantly striving to overcome temptation and serve G-d.

Yitzchak looked at Eisav as a righteous man who has to struggle to overcome his lower nature. Yitzchak valued this as a greater way of serving G-d than the pure Tzadik and therefore wanted to bless Eisav.

The sages comment on the passage He (Yitzchak) smelled the fragrance of his garments: “Do not read b’gadav (garments), but bogdav (wicked ones),” that is to say that Yitzchak was blessing the wicked ones, the sinners who overcome their evil natures and return to G-d. This was something Yitzchak especially appreciated.
The Midrash tells two stories of extremely wicked people who returned to G-d and whose Tshuva was accepted.

Yosef M’shisa was a collaborator with the Romans during the period of the destruction of the Second Temple.

When the Romans pillaged the Temple, they asked Yosef to go in first and take whatever he wanted. Yosef entered and emerged with the Menorah. The Romans felt Yosef had overstepped his bounds. “The Menorah is too grand for you, but go in again and take what you like.”

Yosef suddenly felt the ignominy of his act. “I have angered my G-d once. I shall not do it again.”

The Romans insisted he go, but he steadfastly refused.

The Romans responded by brutally torturing and killing Yosef. All the while he cried out, “Woe, woe, I have angered my Creator.”

Another story: Yakum of Z’rorot was the nephew of the great sage Rabbi Yossi ben Yoezer. Rabbi Yossi was being led to his execution by the Syrian officials. (This was during the religious persecution in the era of the Chanuka story.) It was Shabbos, and Yakum was riding a horse in the procession of the government officials who were going to watch the execution.
Said Yakum to Rabbi Yossi, “See the horse that my master provided me with, and see the “horse” your master [Hashem] provided you with.” (Rabbi Yossi was walking towards his death.)

Rabbi Yossi responded, “If G-d so rewards those who anger Him, how much more will He reward those who obey His will?”

Said Yakum, “Has anyone fulfilled G-d’s will as much as you [and yet you receive such suffering]?”

Said Rabbi Yossi, “If this is the fate of those who obey His will, how much greater [will be the suffering] of those who anger Him.”

Rabbi Yossi’s words penetrated Yakum like a snakebite.

The Midrash goes on to describe how Yakum killed himself in order to atone for his sins. (It goes without saying that Halacha would not condone this. Yakum, however, acted on his own, with great sincerity.)

Rabbi Yossi had a vision of Yakum’s bier flying through the air. He remarked, “[Through his intense repentance], Yakum has preceded me into Gan Eden (Paradise).”
The rabbinic interpretation of Yitzchok blessing the bogdim, the sinners, reflects this notion of an appreciation of the power of repentance to totally transform the individual.

There are many more interpretations of what positive quality Yitzchak saw in Eisav. What all the interpretations have in common is that all the qualities Yitzchak saw in Eisav were at the end combined in Yaakov and thus in the Jewish people.

Some of us attempt to live lives of holiness separated to a certain extent from the world, while some of us are out there in the thick of it, taking risks aplenty. Some of us are more partial to the service of love and chesed, while others to the service of discipline and awe. For some of us, making the right choices in life seems to come easily. For others, there are terrible struggles, sometimes ending in falling spiritually. But we always have the strength to come back and return to G-d and the Torah.
We are a people filled with opposites and with contradictions. But each one of us has his or her part to play. Each one of us has a particular task to perform, a particular challenge to meet.

And all together, may we be worthy of the A-lmighty’s blessing.

