
Vayetzei: Where Is God In This Space?

Two aliens land on earth. They are disguised as humans and they come with a mission.
The mission is successful but they make a serious blunder and are marooned on Earth
for 138 years until a portal opens up, the aliens find a way to repair their error, and they
are able to return to their own domain.
If this feels like an episode from a science fiction series, that makes sense. But it’s not.
It’s actually a Midrash1 from Breishit Rabbah based on this week’s Parashah.
Who were the aliens? Two angels, sent by God
What was their mission? To destroy Sodom and Amorah
What was their misstep? When they appeared before Lot, Avraham’s nephew in
Sodom, they told him to call his family together: wife, sons, daughters, sons-in-law and
leave Sodom as soon as they can. [Gen 19:13]

ַהּזֶהֶאת-ַהָּמקֹוםֲאנְַחנּו,ִּכי-ַמְׁשִחִתים Because we are destroying this place
The Midrash says that this is why they were punished. They said ֲאנְַחנּוַמְׁשִחִתים , we are
destroying this place and not Hashem - God is destroying this place!
For this serious omission, this not-recognizing that God was right there, in that place,
the actual Destroyer of Sodom, these two angels were punished with exile from the
heavenly court for 138 years, until Yaakov came along and dreamed his dream of a
sulam, a ladder, connecting heaven and earth.
Let’s take a closer look to see how the Midrash links these two stories through the text’s
use of the word makom - place:
The angels omitted God’s name, ignoring God’s role and power when they told Lot

ֶאת-ַהָּמקֹוםֲאנְַחנּו,ַמְׁשִחִתים that they were destroying the makom, the place.
When Yaakov left his home in Be’er Sheva, he also came to a makom, [Gen 28:11]

ָׁשםַוּיֶָלןַּבָּמקֹוםַוּיְִפַּגע
“He chanced upon the makom, the place, and he stayed there overnight.”
Before going to sleep, Yaakov does not mention God’s name, but upon awakening he
exclaims: יָָדְעִּתי�אְוָאנִֹכי,ַהּזֶה;ַּבָּמקֹוםה'יֵׁשָאֵכן .
“Surely, God is in this place, and I did not know that.”
What happened during the night to enlighten him?
Rav Avichai Katzin in his book HaParasha - Bein Peshat LeDrash, suggests that the angels
had learned their lesson in the 138 years that they were marooned on earth. They
understood that they were God’s emissaries in this world. They were the ones to teach

1 Breishit Rabbah 68:12
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Yaakov that God is always present and that Yaakov’s mission, and our mission, is to
bring God’s message and values into this world.
The angels were then forgiven for their blunder and ascended to heaven on the ladder
that appeared in Yaakov’s dream, a ladder that connected heaven and earth. This is also
a elegant explanation as to why the Torah says that the angels ּבֹוְויֹוְרִדיםעֹוִלים - first
ascending and then descending the ladder because these angels were stuck in the
earthly realm until this moment. They first needed to ascend in order to allow other
angels - or themselves - to descend.
I love this Midrash for the time travel, the closure on the angels’ journey, the connection
throughout the generations, and mostly for the tikkun, the possibility of repair after
making a mistake.
Still, I was left with some questions:

1) How could the angels have forgotten that they were God’s emissaries? Our
tradition teaches us that angels do not even have free will, they are sent down to
earth to perform a single mission and then disappear back to the heavens and the
heavenly court.

2) How did Yaakov reach a state where he did not feel God’s presence?
3) There are many interpretations as to what prompted Yaakov to realize that God

was present. I wondered what the angels might have told Yaakov that makes
their message unique?

Let’s take these one by one:
Q1: How could the angels have forgotten that they were God’s emissaries?
I can imagine that when the angels said we are destroying Sodom, they actually meant
that God is destroying Sodom. Perhaps they assumed that it was obvious that their
power came from God.
Lot seems to understand this: - when he spoke to his family, he said:

ֶאת-ָהִעירה’,ִּכי-ַמְׁשִחיתַהּזֶה,ִמן-ַהָּמקֹוםְּצאּוקּומּו :
“Get up and leave this place because God is destroying the city!”
But I don’t think that it was obvious to infer God’s handiwork from the angels’ words;
rather I think Lot’s recognition of God’s hand was attributable to the many years that he
spent with his uncle Avraham who was keenly aware of God’s presence at all times.
I suggest that the word makom here is key. The Midrash is reminding us that we should
always feel God’s presence, and even more so, we should always make space, a makom
for God in our world, in our words, and in our lives. The angels filled the space only
with themselves and left God out.
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Fast forward 138 years, the same angels are still on earth, contemplating the mistake
they made and it is at this point that Yaakov enters the picture.
Q2: How did Yaakov reach a state where he did not feel God’s presence?
We have a teaching that the first time we meet someone in the Torah, he or she is
described by the essence of their personality. Yaakov was introduced to us as an ָּתםִאיׁש

אַֹהִליםיֹוֵׁשב , a peaceful man, a tent dweller, who went against his own nature to acquire
Eisav’s blessing, invoking his brother’s fierce wrath, and was now on the run, leaving
behind his homeland and his family. As he lays down to sleep, resting his head on a
rock for a pillow, we can only imagine the turmoil and unease that he was feeling.
Yaakov was facing grim circumstances. It can be hard to feel God’s presence when
things are not going well and in Yaakov’s case, there were long periods of time when he
did not hear the voice of God. Later in the Parashah, after 20 years in Lavan’s house
when God did not speak with him, the Midrash imagines that Yaakov was wondering
about the lack of God’s presence and God’s silence.

2ְוָהיָה יַַעקֹב ְמַהְרֵהר ְואֹוֵמר ֶׁשָמא ִהנִַחנִי ַהָקדֹוׁש ָּברּו� הּוא

“Yaakov had doubts and thought, “Perhaps God has abandoned me.”
The angels may have sensed this same feeling of abandonment in Yaakov as he was
dreaming his dream. The dream itself might have represented Yaakov’s yearning to feel
God’s presence in his life, with the ladder symbolizing his longing for a more steady
connection.
This brings us to the third question:
Q3: What might the angels have told Yaakov that makes their message special?
These two angels were in a unique position to tell Yaakov that he must be the one to
make space for God in his life. Sometimes that even requires making a change, a shift, a
move. In the continuation of the previous Midrash describing Yaakov’s doubts at God’s
presence, Yaakov remembers what God said to him in the dream of the ladder: [Gen
28:15]

ִעָמ�ָאנִֹכיְוִהנֵה “Behold, I am with you!”; Yaakov wonders: “God, where are you?”
The Midrash imagines God’s answer to Yaakov:

ִעָמ�ֶׁשֶאְהיֶהְמַבֵקׁשַאָּתה , “You are asking me to be with you?
ִעָמ�ְוֶאְהיֶהַהָרָׁשע,ִמָלָבןַעְצְמ�ַהְפֵרׁש ,

Separate yourself from Lavan the Wicked, and I will be with you.”
And so Yaakov did, then feeling God’s presence on his journey back to the Land of
Israel.

2Tanchuma Buber Vayetze 21
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How do we create spaces for God in our lives?
Dr. Edith Eiger, 95, is a survivor of the Shoah. She has very difficult memories of her
time as The Ballerina of Auschwitz. When she and her mother were standing before Dr.
Mengele, he asked Edie, age 16: “Is this your mother or your sister?” She could not
forgive herself for saying: “It’s my mother.” Mengele pointed to the left and said: “Your
mother is just going to the showers, you will see her soon”. Edie never saw her mother
again. It did not feel to her that God was in the picture.
Edie was finally able to find forgiveness and find her way back to God. At age 45 she
went to college and acquired a doctorate in psychology to learn how to forgive herself
and how to let go of her hatred of the Nazis.
Now when people ask her: “Where was God in Auschwitz?” she is able to answer:
“God was with me, God is inside of me.”
But we don’t always have to do something so big to make room in our lives for God’s
presence. What we do need to do is make God more personal and rekindle our
relationship with God. Just as the Midrash imagines God telling Yaakov what he needs
to do, we need to look at ourselves and see what we need to do.
It could be about adding kavanah (intention and focus) to our prayers.
It could be about setting aside time for prayer, or coming to shul more often, on
weekdays or on Shabbat.
It could be about finding a chevruta - a study partner - and learn Jewish texts with them.
It could be about opening up personal conversations with God.
My brother told me a story that resonated with me and continues to inspire me. He was
in Sha’arei Tzedek hospital in Jerusalem and met a friend of his, a physician, in the
cafeteria. His friend got his tray of food and then took a piece of bread, washed on it, ate
his meal, and said Birkat Hamazon at the end. My brother asked him: “You are such a
busy person, why did you bother with eating bread at the meal and then spending the
time saying the bentching at the end? You didn’t even eat bread with your meal!”
His friend said: “That’s exactly why. I have so few moments to converse with God
during the day, I deliberately set aside the time at my meals to wash for bread, saying
the Brachot with kavannah, and then saying the full Birkat Hamazon.”
The Kotsker Rebbe once asked a group of scholars: “Where does God live?” They
laughed and said: עֹוָלםָמֵלאְּכבֹודֹו : Doesn’t it say that the whole world is filled with God’s
glory?”
The Kotzker Rebbe then answered his own question:
“ Where does God live? Wherever we decide to let God in.”
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