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Yaakov’s Time in Yeshiva 
 
 
The Torah tells us that Yaakov set out on a journey away from his family and towards Charan he 
came to a place on the road and lay down to sleep at which time he dreamt of a ladder with 
angels going up and down the ladder.  Says the Torah: “Vayikatz Yaakov mishnato, Jacob awoke 
from his sleep” (28: 17).  About this verse, Rabbi Yochanan taught: “Do not read, ‘from his 
sleep,’ but rather from his Torah studies (mi-mishnato)” (Bereishit Rabbah, 69:7). 
 
A tzaddik somehow studies Torah even while sleeping. 
 
The story is told about the rebbe, Reb Bunim, that he only slept two hours a night.  During 
those two hours that he was “sleeping,” his two students, Reb Yitzchak Vorka and Reb 
Menachem Mendel of Kotzk, used to sit at his bedside.  During the first hour of sleep, Reb 
Yitzchak would read aloud from the words of the Midrash and during the second hour the 
Kotzker would read aloud from the holy Zohar. Once in a while, when it appeared to the 
students that their rebbe was actually sleeping they would stop reading so that the rebbe could 
sleep undisturbed.  But when that happened, immediately the rebbe would wake up and start 
to recite the Midrash or Zohar from the exact place where his students had stopped! 
 
Clearly this story cannot be taken literally as it is physically impossible. To me the message of 
the story is that a true tzaddik doesn’t sleep for the sake of sleeping but only for the sake of 
being able to study Torah.  Every second of the day is geared towards maximizing Torah study. 
 
There is another classic Midrash on a verse from Vayetzei that refers to a tzaddik not sleeping 
in order to study Torah. 
 
The Torah says that Yaakov set out on his journey: 
 
“He came upon a certain place and stopped there for the night, for the sun had set. Taking one 
of the stones of that place, he put it under his head and lay down in that place” (28:11). 
 
Says Rashi: 
 
“AND [HE] LAY DOWN IN THAT PLACE —The word ההוא, that, has a limitative force: in that place 
he lay down to sleep, but during the previous fourteen years when he sat under his teachers in 
the School of Ever he never slept at night for he was incessantly engaged in the study of the 
Torah.” 
 
This Rashi is based upon an ancient Midrash and also upon a text from the Talmud, tractate 
Megillah (16b-17a). 
 



The Talmud goes through the chronology of Yaakov’s life and notices that there are 14 years 
that are unaccounted for.  In addition, the Talmud also notices that Yosef was away from his 
father for 22 years, while Yaakov was away from his parents for 36 years.  The Talmud 
therefore concludes that: a) Yaakov spent those missing 14 years studying Torah in the Yeshiva 
of Shem Ve’Ever; and b) he was punished for the 22 years he was away from his parents, but 
not for the 14 years he spent time studying in Yeshiva. 
 
The Talmud states: 
 
Where are the missing fourteen years from Jacob’s lifetime? Rather, learn from here that the 
fourteen years that Jacob spent in the house of Eber are not counted here. As it is taught in a 
baraita: Jacob was studying in the house of Eber for fourteen years while in hiding from his 
brother Esau. If we were to calculate the life spans recorded in the Torah, we would find that 
Eber died when Jacob was seventy-nine years old, two years after Jacob our father went down 
to Aram-naharaim, to the house of Laban. When Jacob left after completing his studying there, 
he then went immediately to Aram-naharaim. Therefore, when Jacob stood at the well upon his 
arrival in Aram-naharaim, he was seventy-seven years old. And from where do we derive that 
Jacob was not punished for the fourteen years that he was in the house of Eber, during which 
time he failed to fulfill the mitzva of honoring one’s parents? As it is taught in a baraita: It turns 
out that Joseph was away from his father for twenty-two years, just as Jacob our father was 
away from his own father for that same period of time. According to the previous calculation, 
however, the baraita is difficult, as Jacob was absent for thirty-six years. Rather, conclude from 
here that the fourteen years that he was in the house of Eber are not counted, as he was not 
punished for them. 7The Gemara raises an objection: But ultimately, Jacob was in Laban’s house 
for only twenty years. Why, then, is he faulted for being away from his father for twenty-two 
years? Rather, he was punished because on his journey back from Aram-naharaim he tarried 
another two years before returning home to his parents, as it is taught in a baraita: Jacob left 
Aram-naharaim and came to Sukkot, and spent eighteen months there, as it is stated: “And 
Jacob journeyed to Sukkot, built himself a house, and made booths [sukkot] for his cattle” 
(Genesis 33:17). The Gemara understands this verse to mean that first he made booths [Sukkot], 
to live in during the summer, and then he built a house in the winter, and afterward he again 
made booths [sukkot] during the next summer, indicating that he must have been there for 
eighteen months. He then was in Bethel for six months, and he brought offerings, totaling two 
years in all. In this way, all the various calculations of years are reconciled. 
 
The reason why Rashi states that Yaakov never slept during his time in yeshiva is because if he 
had slept then he would have been punished for that time in which he didn’t honor his parents 
and wasn’t studying Torah. Symbolically this means that Yaakov spent his time in Yeshiva in a 
meaningful manner.  He maximized every possible second in a productive manner. 
 
But this leads to more fundamental questions: 
 
What is this Yeshiva of Shem Va’Ever? Why did Yaakov have to go and study there? 
 



Shem was the son of Noach and Ever was his grandson.  There are several midrashim that refer 
to their spiritual influence upon the world.  For example, the Midrash says that Rivkah went to 
inquire of Shem about the discomfort she was feeling during her pregnancy (Rashi, 26:22).  
Also, the Midrash states that Yitzchak went to study in the Yeshiva of Shem Va’Ever after his 
near-sacrifice (Bereishit Rabbah, 56:11).  We are also told that Yaakov transmitted to Yosef 
everything that he had learned in the yeshiva of Shem Ve’Ever (see Rashi, Bereishit, 37:3). 
 
Who was Shem?  Who was Ever?  Shem was the son of Noach.  Ever was the grandson of Shem. 
Why would Yaakov have to go and study in their yeshiva?  What could he possibly learn from 
them?  After all, he had the greatest rebbes in the world—Yitzchak and Avraham!   
 
Rabbi Yaakov Kamenetsky (1891-1986) address this question in his classic work, Emes 
Le’Yaakov: 
 
In order to understand the urgency in Yaakov’s decision to go and study in the Yeshiva of Shem 
Va’Ever, we need to first understand the special Torah that was taught in this Yeshiva.  The 
Torah of Yeshivas Shem Va’Ever was completely different that than the Torah taught by 
Avraham and Yitzchak.  Avraham and Yitzchak sat in Yeshiva [see Yoma, 28b] and taught Torah 
to everyone who came to study with them and follow their path.  In the Beit Midrash of the 
Patriarchs, Torah was studied on a very high level—with tremendous faith in Hashem and a 
deep commitment to service of Hashem.  Their yeshiva was completely inoculated from the 
external forces of the world….   
 
Not so the yeshiva of Shem Va’Ever.  Shem was the son of Noach.  He was a survivor of the 
generation of the flood.  He was not only saved from the waters of the flood but also from the 
wicked forces and influences of that generation.  Ever was born during the generation of the 
dispersion (dor haflagah) who desired to build a tower to rebel against Hashem.  But Ever was 
not influenced by them.  He remained righteous.   
 
Only Shem and Ever – two men who were uniquely able to withstand the negative influences of 
their generations -- were able to teach Yaakov the Torah necessary to survive spiritually in the 
wicked environment of Lavan.  Lavan was a wicked and deceitful man.  Not only Lavan—also, 
his entire community was wicked and deceitful….  Therefore, Yaakov needed to absorb from 
Shem Va’Ever this lesson of how to live amongst wicked forces and still be able to walk a path of 
spiritual purity.   
  
According to Rav Kamenetsky, the reason why Yaakov needed to stop in the yeshiva of Shem 
Va’Ever was to learn a fundamental spiritual lesson that he was unable to learn from his own 
family: how to survive amongst wicked people. 
 
According to Rav Kamenetzky, Yaakov’s sojourn in yeshiva was meant to teach him values that 
he could not acquire in his own house.  Thus, his conclusion that it was to teach Yaakov how to 
live amongst wicked people.  But there is another possible lesson that Yaakov needed to learn.   
 



Yaakov had spent his whole life living under the shadow of the covenant that his father and 
grandfather had made with Hashem.  The overarching principle of their teaching was that 
Hashem had selected Avraham’s tribe to be the great nation – the great nation of the world.  It 
was a message of particularism.  It was a message that Avraham’s tribe had a special 
responsibility to influence the world.  But now, Yaakov was traveling out to see a world that he 
himself was ignorant of.  His own father, Yitzchak, had never even left Canaan.  Before Ya’akov 
could go and influence others on the path of Hashem, he himself needed to learn a message of 
universalism.  He needed to learn about the values of other families and tribes.   
  
The Yeshiva of Shem Va’Ever represented a different type of yeshiva than the one that Yaakov 
had grown up in.  It was not dedicated to Avraham’s message, but to the message of Shem and 
Ever.  Shem and Ever had chosen a different path to Hashem. Their path did not emphasize that 
Avraham’s tribe was the focus on the world.  Rather, it focused on all the nations of the world 
being children of Gd.  It was a message that spoke about Gd’s relationship with the entire 
world.  It is a powerful spiritual message that in Yaakov Avinu needed to stop and spend time in 
yeshiva in order to grow spiritually and learn anew about how to interact with the world in the 
best manner possible.   
 
The Talmud tells us that wherever the Jewish people lived, our ancestors established yeshivot 
to help them remain rooted in the teachings of tradition while navigating the tricky situations of 
the present (Yoma, 28b). 
  
A Yeshiva is a place where people study Torah so that they can learn from the Torah how we 
address the most fundamental questions of life.  Questions like – why we are here; what are 
our values; and what we should be doing with our limited time on earth? 
 
Most people when they think of a yeshiva think of a place for men with black hats who have no 
interest in the world around them and are completely divorced from the rest of the world.  But 
at its core that is not what a yeshiva is about.  A yeshiva is about finding a path to Hashem 
through the study of our most sacred texts.  In its purest and truest sense, a yeshiva should 
really be a place for everyone in the world to come and study and grow spiritually.   
 
Yaakov went to study Yeshivas Shem Va’Ever at a low point in his life.  He was forced to run 
away from home—penniless and without direction.  He was bereft spiritually and needed a new 
path.  Before he could set out to build his own tribe he needed to stop and evaluate himself 
and discover who he was in his core.  For that he needed to spend time studying in a yeshiva. 
 
This speaks to the power of a yeshiva and what it can do for a person. 
 
It can prepare one for the world; it can reinforce a message of universal values and teach one 
how to impact the world.  It can help us find the light in our life. 
 
Most yeshivas in the world right now do not fit that bill.  They don’t fit the image of a place to 
interact and respect the world around us; most are only open to men of a certain ilk.  The world 



is ready for a new kind of yeshiva—a yeshiva that is open to all serious students who are 
genuinely seeking answers to life’s most important questions and would like to use those 
answers to make a better world. 
 
You can now watch a YouTube recording of Rabbi Herzfeld’s D'var Torah at: 
https://youtu.be/rg5_455tlfU 

https://youtu.be/rg5_455tlfU

