after Jacob’s marriages, the Talmud tells us that
Abraham, Isaac and Jacob observed the Torah
even before it was decreed at Sinai. So why did
Jacob marry two sisters, contrary to the code of
behaviour he had accepted upon himself?
This question is asked by many of the Torah
commentaries, and many interesting and innovative explanations are given. The Lubavitcher
Rebbe discusses several of these explanations,
raises some legal objections to each of them,
and then offers a profoundly simple explanation
of his own: Jacob married Rachel because he
had promised her that he would.
To accept upon yourself a moral standard beyond what is required by law, explains
the Rebbe, is a noble and desirable thing — as
long as it only involves a sacrifice on your part.
But if your pious conduct also imposes hardship
and suffering on others, you must then ask
yourself: what right do I have to aspire to greater spiritual merit at another's expense?
Not to marry Rachel, after she had waited seven years in promise of a life together, would
have caused her grievous hurt and insult. (To
divorce Leah, in addition to the hurt and insult
to her this would have involved, would not
have solved the problem — the Torah's prohibition against marrying two sisters applies also
to the sister of one's living divorcee). Since Jacob was not obligated to obey the biblical prohibition against marrying two sisters, he had no
right to accept upon himself a higher set of
values if it was at the expense of another human
being.
How pious should you be? As pious as you can.
As long as it's only you who's paying the price.

Yiddishe Kop
Moishe walks into a post office to send a package to his wife. The postmaster says, “This
package is too heavy, you’ll need another
stamp.” Moishe replies, “And that should make
it lighter?!”
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Philosophers have long struggled with the
great question of our freedom of choice on
the one hand and our belief in a higher destiny on the other. Is life determined by fate
or do we enjoy genuine freedom?

-

·

Generally, Judaism would seem to subscribe
to a personal freedom in matters of morality,
faith and the ethical choices we make in life.
But when it comes to things like life and
death and even health and wealth, much as
we would like to think we are in the driver’s
seat, we do seem to be subject to forces beyond our control. Where we live, how long
we will live, how comfortably we will live –
these are all in G-d’s hands. Where we can
and must choose is what kind of life we will
lead. Whether it will be a G-dly, righteous,
upstanding, decent and honest life – this is
up to us and us alone. G-d steps back to
grant us the freedom to determine how
good, how kind and how Jewish we will, or
will not, be.

-

¨
¨
¨
¨
¨

And Jacob lifted his feet and went on his
way. (Genesis 29, 1) This verse from our
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Parsha tells of Jacob’s journey in his escape
from the wrath of Esau. He was on route to
Haran where he would eventually establish
his family and lay the foundations for the
Jewish People. But why the strange language
And Jacob lifted his feet? Does the Torah
really need to tell us that in order to move
we have to lift our feet first? Was he stuck in
a swamp or something?
So many of us look at our circumstances and
shrug our shoulders, Nu, what can you do?

If we were born into poverty or raised in a less
than privileged environment, we resign ourselves
to being doomed to failure. So many people have
told me that they were part of the ‘lost generation’ of Jews who had no Jewish education or
upbringing. Their immigrant parents were so
busy surviving in a new world that they had no
time or headspace to raise their children with the
Jewish value system they themselves had back in
Europe. Tragically, these individuals felt that,
Jewishly, they were lost forever.
Rabbi Jonathan Sacks tells the story of how as a
young philosophy student at Cambridge he traveled the world visiting great leaders. When he
came to see the Lubavitcher Rebbe, the Rebbe
asked him what he was doing for the Jewish students at Cambridge. He began by saying that “In
the circumstances I currently find myself…”
whereupon the Rebbe interrupted him and said,
“No one finds himself in circumstances. We create our own circumstances.”

Of course, there are times when we will find ourselves in circumstances beyond our control but
throughout life, we will find ample scope and
opportunities to improve our own circumstances.
G-d gives each of us our own unique qualities,
talents and potential and it is up to us to use and
develop these gifts. Life is full of inspiring examples of individuals who have overcome disabilities
and disadvantages of one kind or another. In the
Jewish world, many have risen to prominence
from the humblest beginnings. The Torah is the
birthright of every Jew. We just have to go out
and claim it.
The words of our Parsha are quite deliberate and

well chosen after all. Jacob lifted his feet and
went on his way. Some people follow their
feet wherever they will take them. No matter
the direction, they simply coast along allowing their feet to lead them.
Not so Jacob. He was master of his feet and
master of his circumstances. He set his feet
on the right road and became master of his
destiny. May we all be inspired to lift ourselves beyond our circumstances.

Jacob leaves his hometown Be'er Sheva and
journeys to Charan. On the way, he encounters "the place" and sleeps there, dreaming of
a ladder connecting heaven and earth, with
angels climbing and descending on it; Gd appears and promises that the land upon
which he lies will be given to his descendents. In the morning, Jacob raises the stone
on which he laid his head as an altar and
monument, pledging that it will be made
the house of G-d.
In Charan, Jacob stays with and works for his
uncle Laban, tending Laban's sheep. Laban
agrees to give him his younger daughter Rachel -- whom Jacob loves -- in marriage, in return for seven years' labor. But on
the wedding night, Laban gives him his elder
daughter, Leah, instead -- a deception Jacob
discovers only in the morning. Jacob marries Rachel, too, a week later, after agreeing
to work another seven years for Laban.

Leah gives birth to six sons - Reuben,
Shimon, Levi, Judah, Issachar and Zebulun and a daughter, Dinah, while Rachel remains
barren. Rachel gives Jacob her handmaid, Bilhah, as a wife to bear children in
her stead, and to more sons, Dan and Naphtali, are born. Leah does the same with her
handmaid, Zilpah, who gives birth to Gad
and Asher. Finally, Rachel's prayers are answered and she gives birth to Joseph.
Jacob has now been in Charan for fourteen
years and wishes to return home, but Laban
persuades him to remain, now offering
him sheep in return for his labor. Jacob pros-

pers, despite Laban's repeated attempts to swindle
him. After six years, Jacob leaves Charan in
stealth, fearing that Laban would prevent him
from leaving with the family and property for
which he labored. Laban pursues Jacob, but is
warned by G-d in a dream not to harm him. Laban and Jacob make a pact on Mount Gal-Ed,
attested to by a pile of stones, and Jacob proceeds
to the Holy Land, where he is met by angels.

Remember that dread feeling of walking your
child into the schoolyard on the first day of
school? Your feelings of loss and panic as you
entrusted your precious bundle to the ministrations of relative strangers? Who knows what humiliations he'll suffer, what difficulties he'll encounter, over the next decade and a half of formal
education! Wouldn't it make more sense to ask
them to return your school fees, and keep him
safely at home?
No one does it. Not just because school administrators are notoriously reluctant to provide refunds, but because we recognize that the benefits
and accomplishments our children will realize
during their time at school far outweigh the
stresses and distresses of leaving the home zone of
comfort.
Our one hope is that the warmth and reassurance
the kid has enjoyed till now; the compassion and
care provided in his early, formative years, will
support him through the occasional pockets of
difficulty he or she will inevitably encounter.
This week's Torah reading (Genesis 28-32) tells
the story of Jacob's 20-year journey from the land
of Israel to Charan and back. Jacob is forced to
leave the comforts of home and travel out into
the big wide world. He stops off on the way to
pray at the site of the future Temple, and there he
sleeps and dreams a fascinating dream: A ladder

was set on the ground and its top reached the
heaven, and angels of G‑d were going up and
down on It (Genesis 28:12).

Our sages explain that the angels going up the
ladder were "angels of the land Israel" who had
accompanied Jacob on his life journey up to that
point. Now, as he prepared to leave the holy land
and engage the alien outside beyond its borders, a

second group of angels came down the ladder,
dispatched from heaven to escort him on his
journeys.

This "changing of the guard" was occasioned
by the different purposes the two teams of angels were tasked with. The local troupe of angels, redolent with all the history and spirituality that the Holy Land invokes, had imbued
within Jacob his early training in greatness.
Now, however, as he crossed the wilderness
that lies beyond, his mission changed.
Also in our own journey through life there is a
constant interplay between staying faithful to
one's past and remaining open to new experiences.
When backpacking around Europe, my friend
and I would often marvel at the tour groups
riding by in homogenous groups in their airconditioned buses. They would stay at American style hotels and insist on eating at the same
fast-food franchises available at home. One
wonders why they bothered with the expense
of travel, when they could have enjoyed an
identical "experience" by staying home and
watching a travelogue on TV.
To truly develop as a citizen of the world one
must get out among the people, rub shoulders
with the locals, and learn and profit from each
new encounter. Equally important, however, is
ensuring that one's essential self, one's core
identity, not be adversely impacted by the cynicism of strangers.
Hence the two groups of angels who accompanied Jacob on the various stages of his journey
and their diverse roles. The "angels of the Holy
Land" acted like the moral guardians who nurture a child during his formative years, while
the group of angels who accompanied Jacob
into the world surrounded and protected him
as he sampled new influences and experiences,
and watched him develop into the confident
patriarch of Israel who emerged from the challenges of his journey.
-

-

-

"You're holy, but you stink!" That's what the
village children would yell at the bechor (firstborn animal) who would often be seen wandering about the shtetel.
(According to Torah law, the firstborn young of
a kosher domestic animal must be brought as an
offering in the Holy Temple in Jerusalem. Even
when conditions do not allow this — as has
been the case since the Temple's destruction
more than 1900 years ago — the firstborn animal retains its sacred status, and it is forbidden
to eat it or make use of it in any way. In the
shtetel, where raising a few head of cattle or a
small herd of goats was common practice, these
animals would run loose, getting into everything and wreaking general havoc. And since
they could not be shorn or groomed, their
stench was quite unbearable).
The lesson in this is that something holy can
also stink. You might be this really pious guy,
but if people hold their noses when you walk
by, you're doing something wrong. In the
words of one of the greatest sages in Jewish history, Rabbi Judah HaNassi: "Which is the right
path for a person to choose for himself? What is
harmonious for the one who does it, and harmonious for one's fellow man."
In the 29th chapter of Genesis we read of
Jacob’s marriages to Leah and Rachel.
Jacob loved Rachel, the younger of his uncle Laban's two daughters. Laban agrees to give
him Rachel's hand in marriage in return for
seven years' labour. Jacob keeps his side of the
bargain, but Laban tricks him: the veiled bride
given to Jacob is Rachel's older sister, Leah, and
Jacob discovers the deception only the next
morning. Laban agrees to let him marry Rachel,
too, in return for another seven years of shepherding his flocks.
Marrying more than one wife was common
practice in biblical times, and permissible under
Jewish law until a rabbinical ordinance forbade
it about one thousand years ago. But the Torah
expressly forbids to marry two sisters. And while
the laws of the Torah were officially commanded to Jewish people at Mount Sinai many years

