
The initial chapter in Jacob’s life is about to come to a close. This week’s Torah portion, 
Vayetze, opens with a very simple and, at the same time, decisive statement. “Jacob left 
Beer-Sheva and set out for Haran.” (Genesis 28:10) 
 
What is Jacob leaving behind as he leaves Beer-Sheva? 
 
Based on what we learned from last week’s portion, Jacob is running away from a very 
confusing family dynamic. He leaves behind a brother who, in his anger, is committed to 
killing him; a mother who, unequivocally, has taken his side in his noticeable effort to 
gain access to birthright privileges; and a father who is either confused or quietly 
playing into Rebekah’s plan. 
 
At this critical moment in Jacob’s life, Jacob feels tired and decides to rest by the side of 
the road. As he falls asleep, Jacob has a vision of a ladder (Jacob’s ladder) with angels 
going up and down this ladder. 
 
As part of this vision, God is right at the top of the ladder, promising Jacob land, a large 
progeny and permanent protection. 
 
Shaken by his dream/vision, Jacob awakens; “Surely Adonai is in this place and I did 
not know it,” Jacob proclaims. And the text continues, “Early in the morning, Jacob took 
the stone that he had put under his head and set it up as a pillar and poured oil on the 
top of it. He named that site Bethel.” 
 
Let’s pause for a moment. When was the last time Jacob spoke with God? We do not 
know. The text reflects no evident encounter between Jacob and God prior to this one. 
Therefore, God doesn’t seem to play a role in Jacob’s life until this moment. But let’s be 
honest and true to the story. Jacob doesn’t seem to play a role in his own life until this 
moment. It has all been his mother’s scheming and doing. 
 
Now, Jacob has run away. He is far from home. He cannot turn around and go back, at 
least for now. He is alone. He needs to find himself. And in the midst of this testing 
moment, in the midst of this moment of truth, Jacob finds God. He recognizes the same 
God who was God to his grandfather Abraham and to his father Isaac. Now God 
becomes Jacob’s God as well. 
 
From now on, God will appear and play a decisive role in Jacob’s life as well; not only 
here but on several occasions. 
 
Can we relate to this narrative? Can we identify, in our own lives, when we stop acting as 
the child of, become our own persona and embrace who we really are? 
 
If and when this happens, how will we feel? Confident? Afraid? Sad? How can we gain 
confidence about what the future will bring? Where do we find the strength to cope and 
to deal with all this anxiety ridden feelings and gain the necessary confidence to become 
ourselves? 
 



Jacob’s ‘aha moment’ comes through a dream. How do we become aware when this 
transformation takes place in our own lives? 
 
This is one of the many values of this Rebekah/Isaac-Esau/Jacob narrative; to help us 
find our own ‘aha moments,’ understand them and figure out what will be next. 
 
It is no coincidence that this happens as the new generation (Jacob) is about to take 
over. 
 
Our parents, grandparents and great-grandparents immigrated to the United States. As 
they established themselves in this country, they developed the type of Judaism that was 
appropriate and relevant to their needs. Every generation thereafter had to review those 
principles and foundations and reformulate them as they saw fit. As part of this process, 
intrinsically not that different than the one our Patriarch Jacob went through, they had 
to revise, review and reexamine their relationship with God. 
 
At this pivotal moment, Jacob discovers God and immediately turns the stone that he 
used to lean his head on into a matzeva, into a place of worship – Beth El – the ‘House 
of God.’ 
 
May this narrative and the insight of God’s sudden entrance into Jacob’s life, help and 
inspire us in our own search for ‘Beth El – the House of God,’ in our lives and for our 
generation. 
 
Our children and grandchildren will have to do this same introspective work in a way 
that will be suitable to their generation and relevant for their time. 
 
Shabbat Shalom! 
 
Rabbi Eliseo D. Rozenwasser 


