
This Week in Torah Vayatze 

There is a great quote from Ed Catmull, who founded Pixar: “There is a sweet spot 

between the known and the unknown when originality happens; the key is to be able to 

live longer there without panicking.”  In that liminal state, all of one’s senses are alive; 

anxiety and insecurity actually can be beneficial from time-to-time! I wonder if Ed 

Catmull was thinking of our patriarch Jacob when he said this. It surely does apply as 

we look at this week’s parasha. 

When we last saw our “hero”, Jacob is fleeing from his parents’ tent after receiving his 

father’s blessing. Still wearing the garb of his brother, Jacob stopped to rest for the night 

in the middle of nowhere. He is not only running away from an angry brother who was 

last heard shouting, “is there no blessing for me?” Esau spurned his birthright and was 

passed over for a blessing. For Jacob, it was essential for the fulfillment of Rebecca’s 

prophecy that she obtained from God. For Esau, he found himself where he should be 

but without a destiny which the rabbis claimed he discarded.  

Our narrative follows Jacob’s course. He was alone—untethered, unfocused, and in 

uncharted space. This is the definition of the wilderness. Prior to this moment, Jacob 

had direction—to fulfill his mother’s prophecy that she obtained from God. He was to be 

a great nation. His brother was to serve him. Thus, he obtained both the birthright and 

the blessing; his future was secure.  

Or was it?  

Now he was alone. Perfect time to find that sweet spot as Catmull would say—between 

the known and the unknown. Instead of the panic, there was a theophany—a moment 

when the Divine presence was shown to Jacob. As he puts his head down on a stone, he 

had that dream of a ladder ascending to heaven. That is where our synagogue gets its 

name. There Jacob finds reassurance to persevere—to move onward.  

How did he do that? 

It was the trifecta of faith! First, he found faith in God that he was not alone. God was 

with him. Second, he was in the wilderness at night and he could look up at the stars and 



get physical direction to where he wanted to go. And third was an inner confidence that 

gave him the courage to trust the first 2 elements. 

To understand that third part, let’s play with the Hebrew in the text. There are two 

words that we should understand: Achen [behold!] and Anochi [a formal “I” pronoun]. 

The two words have 3 letters in common—the alef, nun, and chof. Those three letters are 

also the initials of a prophetic vision. In the book of Ezekiel, there is a vision of a fiery 

chariot going across the sky; there are no wheels on this but it’s sustained by four things; 

3 of them are: a ram [ayl], an eagle [nesher] and a cow used in a sacrifice [keves]. 

There are those three letters again-- the alef, nun, and chof. The only additional letter 

in Anochi is a yod, which is the fourth component of the chariot—Ya’akov/Jacob.  

In the wilderness, Jacob’s realization was that he was part of the prophetic vision and 

that there was purpose and meaning in what he was facing. That, my friends, is the 

definition of the sweet spot that Pixar Founder Ed Catmull wrote about! For us, we often 

find ourselves in a similar wilderness between the known and the unknown. Anxiety and 

insecurity often are symbols of our beginning to panic. Yet, if we framed it differently as 

a liminal moment that could transform us for the good, we would emulate Jacob’s 

journey. Then we would be able to see that we had inner tools of opportunity. Then we 

would be able to look forward and find our bearings to get direction…. Then we would 

acknowledge as Jacob did: “God was in this place and I did not know it!”  


