
1 
 

Help Me to Return to This Place 

Parashat Vayeitzei 

December 7, 2019; 9 Kislev 5780 

Rabbi Adam J. Raskin, Congregation Har Shalom, Potomac, MD 

 

I have a love-hate relationship with my pillow.  Honestly, some nights I feel like I’m laying my 

head down in a blissful cushion, and I doze off with contentment and peace. And other nights 

that very same pillow can feel like a pile of mush or as hard as a rock.  It totally eludes me how 

this same pillow…by the way it’s an expensive pillow!  Knowing my struggles with sleep, Sari 

bought me this special pillow, made with patented interlocking fill, promising to adjust to my 

exact individual needs, with a 10 year warranty and a trademark of—you ready for this? The 

World’s Most Comfortable Pillow!  It totally eludes me how this very fancy pillow can be 

incredibly comfortable one night, and totally miserable the next.  I wish I could sleep like our 

patriarch Jacob.  In the opening verses of the parasha we read:  Vayikach mei’avnei ha’makom, 

vayasem meirashotav, vayishkav ba’makom ha-hu.  Jacob, somewhere between Be’ersheva and 

Haran, stops for the night, and takes from the stones of wherever he made his campsite, put down 

his head, and went to sleep.  His pillow wasn’t hard as a rock, it was a rock!  The Midrash even 

says that it was the first decent sleep Jacob had gotten in years!  And not only does he really 

schluff, but he has a life altering dream: a ladder ascending into the heavens; angels ascending 

and descending; the voice of God who says to Jacob, I am the God of your father Isaac, and your 

grandfather Abraham, and just as I promised them offspring who will be a blessing to all the 

peoples of the earth, I continue that promise through you Jacob.  And remember, Anochi imach, I 

am with you Jacob; U’shmarticha bechol asher teilech…And I will be with you wherever you 

go… 

Jacob wakes up astonished by what he dreamt.  He is in a state of utter euphoria: Achen!  He 

says:  Holy Cow (loose translation)…There is God in this place and I did not realize it:  Yesh 

Hashem bamakom ha’zeh ve’anochi lo yadati.  In all the time that Jacob has been 

alive…growing up in Isaac and Rebekka’s house, living with Esau, acquiring the birthright and 

his father’s blessing, and now into the wilderness, running away from home to his uncle’s house 

where he will live for the next 20 years…in all that time he has never once heard the voice of 
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God.  Unlike his parents or his grandparents, he has not experienced the ecstasy of being in 

God’s presence or knowing that God is with him…until now, until this night, in the middle of 

nowhere, as he sleeps with his head on a rock pillow.  And you can hear the utter amazement and 

enchantment in his voice.  The Torah says vayira, he was shaking.  Mah norah ha’makom 

hahu…how awesome is this place he exclaims.  He calls it the house of God, the gateway to 

heaven.  He took that pillow stone and turned it into an altar, poured oil all over it, declared it a 

holy site.  Tradition is that this is none other than Har Ha’Bayit, the future home of the Holy 

Temple.   

Now you might think that Jacob, enraptured by the divine presence, who sing and dance and 

celebrate…maybe say Hallel or chant some extemporaneous song as he skipped off toward 

Haran.  Instead, he says something totally unexpected…He tries to make a deal with God.  He 

makes a vow…If you take care of me on this journey, if you provide sustenance and safety, then 

you will be my God, and I will tithe to you from all that you have given me.  To tell you the 

truth, my whole life of studying this parasha I thought that this response was crazy.  How could 

you start making deals with God when you just had the most religious, the most spiritual 

experience in your entire life?!  I always regarded this as a rather selfish request…protect me, 

feed me, take care of me, AND THEN you will be my God.  As if God has more to prove to 

Jacob. 

But then I heard a lecture by Rabbi Moshe Taragin, from Yeshivat Har Eztion in Israel that 

challenged me to think differently about what Jacob is up to here.  Maybe what’s going on is not 

all that dissimilar to what happens to many of us after we have peak religious experiences.  It’s 

in those moments, when we feel close to God, when we feel grateful for something miraculous in 

our lives, when we feel that things are really going right for us, and what do we want…we want 

more of the same.  We want those blessings to continue. We want to be able to hold onto that 

feeling and continue experience the exaltation and the holiness…but what happens?  Life 

happens.  Just like Ya’akov, just like Jacob.  He gets married to two different women, has two 

others as concubines, becomes the father to 12 sons and one daughter.  Has to deal with a nudnik 

of a father-in-law, not to mention all the sheep.  Oy so many sheep.  He’s a long way from that 

great night of sleep and that breathtaking dream.  Imagine all the doctor’s appointments, the 

carpools, the swimming lessons, the tutors…I’m exhausted running around after three kids, 



3 
 

imagine 13!  And for all those years, he again doesn’t hear God’s voice.  The Torah doesn’t 

report any particularly otherworldly experiences.  He’s busy with life.  Maybe the vow that Jacob 

made to God 20 years earlier was actually a declaration that that moment of spiritual ecstasy 

would not be a once in a lifetime experience; that he wanted more of that in his life, and that he 

was determined to return to that holy place and to stay connected to God.  And wouldn’t you 

know that the very last verses in the parasha are like a closed parentheses.  The parasha opened 

with angels and a vivid spiritual encounter and it ends with one too…Genesis 32 says that after 

all those years in Laban’s household, as he finally departs and heads back to his ancestral home 

vayifg’u bo malachei Elohim, he is met by angels of God.  And again, Jacob has an awakening: 

Machane Elohim ze, he says.  This is God’s camp.  The vow has been fulfilled.  The promise has 

been kept.  His first encounter with God would not be his last.  And though he still has tsurris 

and aggravation and challenges in his life, his sense of God’s presence is much more frequent, 

much more of a regular part of his existence. 

I want to ask you to think about a peak religious or spiritual experience in your life... 

Maybe it was when you visited Israel, when you experienced the Jewish homeland for the first 

time; maybe it was at a Jewish summer camp, singing the melodies of Kabbalat Shabbat as the 

sun set over the lake; maybe it was at your bar or bat mitzvah; If you are a Jew by choice, maybe 

it was your conversion. Maybe you were a participant in the holy act of tahara…preparing the 

body of another Jew for burial.  Perhaps it happened at a youth group Shabbaton, or at the 

beginning of a new year when you were filled with optimism and hope and eagerness for what 

you promised yourself you would accomplish in the new year.  Go back in your mind to that 

peak experience and ask yourself how long it’s been since you felt that way about your Judaism, 

about God; how long has it been since you felt that spiritually alive or that deeply committed to 

the Jewish people.  You don’t have to wait 20 years like Jacob did to rediscover it.  You may not 

be able to achieve a sense of spiritual intoxication every single time you pray or do a mitzvah, 

but what if we really strove to draw on those unique moments for sustenance?  What if, like 

wells, we drew from them throughout our lives as a sources of ongoing connection and meaning?  

Marni, I certainly hope you will remember this day in your life, not as a once in a lifetime 

experience, but as a catalyst for continuing Jewish experiences throughout your life.  
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I believe this was what Jacob was asking of God at the beginning of our parasha…help me to 

return to this place, this moment, this bliss over and over in my life.  Help me sense that God is 

not only in this place but every place.  Help me to know that You, God, are always with me, and 

that I am connected to You also through the ancestors who came before me.  Help me not to let 

life get too much in the way of my quest for spirituality, and give me the wisdom to integrate it 

into my life even in my busy-ness and frenzied schedule.  The holy Baal Shem Tov once said:  

“A Jewish heart is alive, but a person has to dig within him or herself to uncover it.  It’s like 

digging a well, he said: Sometimes water is discovered immediately, other times you have to dig 

for a long time and remove a lot of earth before finding it.”  I believe that every one of us here 

today has a well inside of us.  Dig deeply, remove the earth that surrounds it, and feel the 

presence of God and Torah reenter your lire.  May this be our blessing today. 

Shabbat Shalom.  


