
Discovering the Other—Understanding Ourselves 
 

Being a student of Elie Wiesel means being yourself and cultivating your humanity, your sensitivity to 
others…It means knowing you do not have to choose between your particular identity and your concern for 
all people…that the particular and the universal can be mutually reinforcing.”   [Witness Ariel Burger, pgs. 253-254] 
 

 

 
 

 

Key KOSHI: 

WHAT does the ladder vision teach us about God’s Presence? 
HOW might Jacob’s response inform the spiritual journey daily before us? 

P’SHAT…The Story that Unearths THE Question: WHAT Are We to Become 

 
10] Jacob left Beer-sheba, and set out for Haran.  
11] 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. 12] He had a dream; a stairwayb was set on 
the ground and its top reached to the sky, and angels of 
God were going up and down on it.  
13] And the Lord was standing beside him and He said, 
“I am the Lord, the God of your father Abraham and the 
God of Isaac: the ground on which you are lying I will 
assign to you and to your offspring.  
14] Your descendants shall be as the dust of the earth; 
you shall spread out to the west and to the east, to the 
north and to the south. All the families of the earth 
shall bless themselves by you and your descendants. 
15] Remember, I am with you: I will protect you 
wherever you go and will bring you back to this land. I 
will not leave you until I have done what I have 
promised you.” 
16] Jacob awoke from his sleep and said, “Surely the 
Lord is present in this place, and I did not know it!” 17] 
Shaken, he said, “How awesome is this place! This is 
none other than the abode of God, and that is the 
gateway to heaven.” 18] 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.  
19] He named that site Bethel;c but previously the name 
of the city had been Luz. 

ָנה:  10 ַבע ַוֵּיֶֹ֖לְך ָחָרַֽ ר ָׁשָ֑ ב ִמְּבֵאֵ֣ א ַיֲַֽעק ֹ֖ ע  11ַוֵּיֵצֵ֥ ַוִּיְפַּגַ֨
ֶמׁש ַוִּיַּק֙ח ֵמַֽ  א ַהֶּׁשֶ֔ ַאְבֵנֵ֣י ַּבָּמ֜קֹום ַוָּיֶָ֤לן ָׁש֙ם ִּכי־ָבֵ֣

ֹום  ב ַּבָּמקֵ֥ יו ַוִּיְׁשַּכֹ֖ ָתָ֑ ֲאׁש  ֹום ַוָּיֶֹׂ֖שם ְמַרַֽ ַהָּמקֶ֔
ּוא: ְרָצה  12 ַההַֽ ב ַאֶ֔ ם ְוִהֵּנָ֤ה ֻסָּל֙ם ֻמָּצֵ֣ ַַּֽיֲַֽחלֹ֗ ַוַֽ

ים  י ֱאלִהֶ֔ ְיָמה ְוִהֵּנ֙ה ַמְלֲאֵכֵ֣ יַע ַהָּׁשָמָ֑ ֹו ַמִּגֵ֣ ְור אׁשֹ֖
ֹו:  ים ּבַֽ ְרִדֹ֖ ים ְוי ַֽ ִלֵ֥ ב ָעָלי֘ו  13ע  ה ְיהָֹו֜ה ִנָּצֵ֣ ְוִהֵּנַ֨

י ַוּי אַמ֒ר ֲאִנֵ֣  יָך ֵוַֽאלֵהֹ֖ ם ָאִבֶ֔ י ְיהָֹוֹ֗ה ֱאלֵה֙י ַאְבָרָהֵ֣
יָה ְלָךֵ֥ ֶאְּתֶנָֹּ֖נה  ב ָעֶלֶ֔ ֵכֵ֣ ר ַאָּת֙ה ׁש  ֶרץ ֲאֶׁשָ֤ ק ָהָאֹ֗ ִיְצָחָ֑

ָך:  ַרְצָּתָ֛  14ּוְלַזְרֶעַֽ ֶרץ ּוָפַֽ ר ָהָאֶ֔ ֲעַפֵ֣ ְַֽרֲעָ֙ך ַּכַֽ ְוָהָיָ֤ה ַזַֽ
ּו ְבָךָ֛ ָּכל־ ָנה ָוֶנְַָֽ֑גָּבה ְוִנְבְרכֵ֥ ְדָמה ְוָצפ ֵ֣ ָיֵָּ֥מה ָוֵקֹ֖

ָך: ִמְׁשְּפח ֵ֥  ה ּוְבַזְרֶעַֽ ֲאָדָמֹ֖ ְך  15ת ָהַֽ י ִעָּמֹ֗ ִכ֜ נ  ה ָאַֽ ְוִהֵּנַ֨
יָך ֶאל־ ִתֶ֔ ב  ֲהִׁשֵ֣ ְך ַוַֽ ל ֲאֶׁשר־ֵּתֵלֶ֔ יָ֙ך ְּבכ ֵ֣ ּוְׁשַמְרִּתַ֨

ר ִאם־ ד ֲאֶׁשֵ֣ ֱעָזְבָךֶ֔ ַעִ֚ א ֶאַֽ י ל ֵ֣ את ִּכִ֚ ה ַהּז ָ֑ ֲאָדָמֹ֖ ָהַֽ
ְך:  ְרִּתי ָלַֽ ת ֲאֶׁשר־ִּדַּבֹ֖ יִתי ֵאֵ֥ ֘ב  16ָעִׂשֶ֔ ץ ַיֲַֽעק  ַוִּייַקֵ֣

אֶמר  ֹום ַהֶּזָ֑ה ִמְּׁשָנתֹ֒ו ַוּי ֹ֗ ָאֵכ֙ן ֵיֵׁ֣ש ְיהָֹוֶ֔ה ַּבָּמקֹ֖
ְעִּתי:  א ָיָדַֽ י ל ֵ֥ ִכֹ֖ נ  א  17ְוָאַֽ ר ַמה־ּנֹוָרֹ֖ ַוִּייָר֙א ַוּי אַמֶ֔

ה  ים ְוֶזֹ֖ ית ֱאלִהֶ֔ י ִאם־ֵּבֵ֣ ה ִּכִ֚ ין ֶזֹ֗ ֹום ַהֶּזָ֑ה ֵאֵ֣ ַהָּמקֵ֣
ִים:  ַער ַהָּׁשָמַֽ ח ֶאת־ 18ַׁשֵ֥ ֶקר ַוִּיַּקָ֤ ב ַּבּב ֹ֗ ם ַיֲַֽעק ֜ ַוַּיְׁשֵּכַ֨

ָתֶ֔  ֲאׁש  ם ְמַרַֽ ֶב֙ן ֲאֶׁשר־ָׂשֵ֣ ה ָהֶאַ֨ ּה ַמֵּצָבָ֑ יו ַוָּיֵֶׂ֥שם א ָתֹ֖
ּה:  ֶמן ַעל־ר אָׁשַֽ ק ֶׁשֹ֖ א ֶאת־ֵׁשם־ 19ַוִּיצ ֵ֥ ַוִּיְקָרָ֛

יר  ּוז ֵׁשם־ָהִעֹ֖ ם לֵ֥ ל ְואּוָלָ֛ ּוא ֵּבית־ֵאָ֑ ֹום ַההֹ֖ ַהָּמקֵ֥
ָנַֽה אׁש   ָלִרַֽ

 

  

 
Genesis 28:10-19 

 



REMEZ…An Interchange of Truths: The More Jewish—The More Human 

 
   V.12-13    He had a dream: a ladder was set on the ground with its top reaching heaven, and angels of God were going up and down on it. And there Adonai  

was standing beside him saying: I am Adonai, the God of your father Abraham & the God of Isaac. The ground on which you lie I will give to you  

and your offspring. 

PeSIKTA D’Rav KAHANA…The angels ascending & descending refers to the nations.  The Holy One showed Jacob 

the Prince of Babylon go up and go down. So too, the Princes of Greece and Medea and Rome.  Said the Holy One 

to Jacob, “Why don’t you ascend.”  Fearful, Jacob replied, “I don’t want to suffer the same descent!”  But God 

answered, “If you ascend you will not descend.”  But Jacob did not believe.  Thus, the Holy One reckoned, because 

you did not have the faith to climb, these four kingdoms will reign over you.  “Forever?” Jacob trembled.  Then 

God responded, “Fear not my servant Jacob; be not dismayed O Israel.  I shall save you from afar and bring you 

back from the lands of your captivity.” 

TANCHUMA… “Olim v’Yordim bo” That is, ascending and descending on him—Jacob.  Israel’s essence would 

determine the presence of God’s messengers here on earth. 

HIRSCH… “Olim v’Yordim bo” That is, “against Jacob!” For the angels came from on High with the celestial image of man as 

he should be.  The reality of man as he is turns the angels against Jacob.  As the Midrash suggests, the angels were 

angered that Jacob had the chutzpah [temerity] to fall asleep in such a sacred place.  Thus, God “nitzav alav”—stood guard 

over him! 

   V.16    Jacob awoke from his sleep and said: “Surely God was in this place and I, i did not know!” 

RAMBAM… Jacob did not awake and say, ‘It was only a dream.’ Rather he awoke and declared, “Surely God is in this 

place!” When prophets are shown a vision, they know. 

RASHBAM… “Achen” is two words, ACH—But, and KEN—it’s so. Idiomatically it connotes a new perception, 

implying, things are not as I thought at first, ‘but [rather] it is so!’ 

MALBIM… Jacob perceived that the spirit descended upon him solely because of the nature of “this place,” 

even though he had not made the necessary preparations to receive it. 

HIRSCH… Jacob modestly assumes that “this place” is responsible for God’s proximity, but then he realizes, God is 

seeking human beings…They must be bearers of His Presence.    

N.SARNA… “in this place” This reaction of amazement is unprecedented in the patriarchal stories.  Neither Abraham 

nor Isaac exhibits any surprise at their experience of God’s sudden self-revelation.  Jacob’s emotional response 

lies, at least partially, in his realization of the baseness of his behavior…He must have been beset with feelings of 

complete abandonment by God. Having fallen prey to guilt and despair, he’s surprised that God is still concerned 

for him. At the same time, the place he’s stumbled upon possesses no intrinsic value for Jacob. 

ZOHAR… “Anochi lo yadati”  As if to teach—God was in this place, yet I did not know God as ANOCHI. 

For the first time Jacob has a revelation, just as his father Isaac “Anochi Elohei Avraham” [Gen 26:24] and Abraham 

“Al Tirah Avram, Anochi magen lach” [Gen 15:1] that Adonai is ANOCHI. 

PANIM YAFOT…  When does man ultimately experience God’s nearness?  Only when he is suffused by “lo yadati—

I do not know.” That is, when he himself knows that—for all he knows—he does not know, and no longer pretends 

to possess wisdom and insight. 

TIFERET SH’LOMO…  If the Presence of the Holy One indeed dwells here, if I have invoked the holiness of this 

place, it can only be because “my I—I did not know.”  I obliterated everything that was my ego, my sense of 

“Anochi-ut,” any trace of self-intention.  Everything was now only for the sake of the Holy One of Being, for the 

sake of bringing together the Divine Presence within all and every being. 

RASHI… “I did not know.”  For had I known [that God would be in this place], I would never have gone to sleep! 

   V.17    Awestruck, he said: How awesome is this place! This is the very House of God, and that is the gateway to Heaven! 

R’ AZRIEL FELLNER… Strangely, no spiritual awakening took place when God appeared before Abraham or Isaac.  Jacob is 

the only one who responded with awe.  What was it about Jacob’s experience of God that caused him to react with 

wonder? 

 

 

 



 

DRASH…A Dialogue of Celebrating Difference: Listening for the Light 
MORMON MATTERS [podcast, March 3, 2010] 

…The theme of the ladder to heaven is often used by the Early Church Fathers. Their interpretations of 
Jacob’s symbolic dream in Genesis 28 are similar to those made by Mormon General Authorities. In the 
2nd century, Saint Irenaeus described the Christian Church as the ladder of ascent to God. In the 3rd 
century Origen explained that there are two ladders in the Christian life; one of which is the ladder that 
the soul climbs on the earth increasing the virtues. In the 4th century Saint Gregory of Nazianzus spoke 
of ascending Jacob’s Ladder by successive steps towards excellence, interpreting thus the ladder as an 
ascetic path, while Saint Gregory of Nyssa wrote that Moses climbed on Jacob’s Ladder to reach the 
heavens where he entered the tabernacle not made with hands, thus giving to the Ladder a clear 
mystical meaning. The ascetic interpretation is found also in Saint John Chrysostom who wrote: 
“And so, mounting as it were by steps, let us get to heaven by a Jacob’s ladder. For the ladder seems to 
me to signify in a riddle by that vision the gradual ascent by means of virtue, by which it is possible for us 
to ascend from earth to heaven, not using material steps, but improvement and correction of manners.” 

The account of Jacob’s Ladder as an analogy for the spiritual ascetic of life is again found in the classical 
work Ladder of Divine Ascent by St. John Climacus. The ladder in Jacob’s dream represented a symbolic 
journey where each of the rungs suggest the steps needed to move upward. Man must climb up one 
level at a time as he participates in the saving principles and ordinances of the gospel offered by the 
Lord, who stands at the top.   

“Jacob realized that the covenants he made with the Lord … were the rungs on the ladder that he 
himself would have to climb in order to obtain the promised blessings—blessings that would entitle him 
to enter heaven and associate with the Lord” (“Temples—The Gates to Heaven,” Ensign, Mar. 1971, 16). 
Later Christian interpretation of Jacob’s ladder is quite different than the early Church fathers and 
demonstrates the dichotomy of thought between evangelicals and Mormons on the faith and works 
issue. In this exegesis, Jesus is seen as being the reality to which the ladder points in that he bridges the 
gap between heaven and earth. According to Martin Luther, Jacob’s vision of the ladder represented the 
incarnation of Christ. In the Gospel of John 1:51 there is a clear reference to Jacob’s dream pointing 
towards Jesus Christ, referred to by his title of the Son of Man: 

And he saith unto him, Verily, verily, I say unto you, Hereafter ye shall see heaven open, and the angels of 
God ascending and descending upon the Son of man. 
Adam Clarke, an early 19th century Methodist theologian and Bible scholar, elaborated upon this verse: 
“That by the angels of God ascending and descending, is to be understood, that a perpetual intercourse 
should now be opened between heaven and earth, through the medium of Christ, who was God manifested 
in the flesh. Our blessed Lord is represented in his mediatorial capacity as the ambassador of God to men; 
and the angels ascending and descending upon the Son of Man, is a metaphor taken from the custom of 
dispatching couriers or messengers from the prince to his ambassador in a foreign court, and from the 
ambassador back to the prince.” 
In this one Biblical symbol we find differing schools of thought over the issue of salvation: One group views 
the ladder as a way to reach heaven based on their own actions of improvement and obedience to 
covenants. The other group has access to heaven based on the provisions of God through the Mediator, Jesus 
Christ, who came to earth and became that ladder or stairway for the sinner to reconnect with God. 

In pondering this issue in the past, I have lamented that such a rift exists between our two faith 
traditions. It often seems to me that we are closer than we think, and that grace and works are both 
important. Mormons, I explain, emphasize works so much because we fear that if we don’t, the sinner 
might lapse into laziness or indifference. Christians emphasize the grace aspect of the equation so that 
no one will mistakenly trust in legalism rather than the Savior for their salvation. Isn’t the truth a 

http://scriptures.lds.org/gen/28/10-19#10
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balance between Paul and James? However, the evangelicals have labored hard to convince me that 
salvation must be accepted upon grace alone. Lately I’ve been pondering why I am reluctant to join 
them in their assurance. I’ve accepted Christ as my Savior, and it certainly would be a lot easier not to 
worry so much about whether I was paying my tithing, going to the temple regularly, or doing my 
teaching. But here’s what holds me back: if Jesus offers me the grace they describe, then I’ll be OK 
whether I’m doing my works or not. But if the Mormon view turns out to be the more accurate 
description of God’s will, I need to be trying my hardest to do all of those works which are in my power. 

Am I living my life based on fear rather than faith? Maybe. Will it count against me in the end?  I don’t 
see how it could. What’s your take on Jacob’s ladder? Do we walk up, or does God descend to meet us 
where we are? Can this scriptural metaphor be of any help to us in our faith journey? 

 

Rabbi DANIEL PRESSMAN…  [Conservative Rabbi Emeritus of Temple Beth-David, Saratoga, Calif.] 

There is a remarkable midrash that derives from the ambiguity of the Hebrew: v’hinei Malakhei Elohim 
olim v’yordim bo—and behold, angels of God were ascending and descending upon it. Bo refers to the 
ladder, but it can also mean “upon him,” which leads to a dispute. 

Rabbi Hiyya the Elder and Rabbi Jannai disagreed. One maintained: [The angels] were ascending and 
descending the ladder; while the other said: they were ascending and descending on Jacob. The midrash 
then explains “ascending and descending on Jacob” to mean that some of the angels were praising him, 
and some were maligning him. They were raising him up and tearing him down. 

Jacob’s dream is a decisive moment in his life. He awakes to declare, “Indeed, the Lord is in this place, 
and I did not know [it].” What is it about this mysterious moment that causes Jacob to know that he has 
been in God’s presence? And what should we make of this strange midrash?... 

The Hafetz Hayim writes: The ladder Jacob saw in his dream symbolizes the situation of every person in 
this world. There are two actions a person performs on a ladder. Either he goes up from the bottom to 
the top, or else he goes down from the top to the bottom. Each day in a person’s life he faces new 
challenges. If he has the willpower and self-discipline to overcome those challenges, he goes up in his 
spiritual level. If, however, a person fails to exercise the necessary self-control, he lowers himself. This is 
our daily task to climb higher every day.  (The Hafetz Hayim, Torah Habayit) 

So the ladder symbolizes our earthly challenge: to keep growing: to do and be better. There is no 
equilibrium. You never get “there.” But how do the contending angels fit into this fairly conventional 
idea? 

The Degel Machaneh Ephraim, one of the Chassidic masters, said that the ladder is the secret of gadlut 
and katnut. Literally, “bigness” and “littleness.” These terms refer to our spiritual state. Conservative 
Rabbi Baruch HaLevi, explains, “There are times when we are in ‘expanded consciousness’ and feel a 
deep connection to God and Torah (we are, in those moments, ‘ascending the ladder’), but there are 
also times when we are afflicted by ‘contracted consciousness’ and feel far away from God (we are then, 
of course, ‘descending the ladder’).” The angels represent this ascent and descent, our spiritual and 
ethical struggles. 

This is a portrait of a normal religious life. If we assume that people are learning something once and for 
all, if we believe that people learn from their mistakes the very first time they make them and never 
make that mistake again, if we assume that Torah study and prayer immunize us against temptation, 
then nothing in Judaism makes sense. There would be no reason for the daily confessions in the Amidah, 
let alone Yom  Kippur. There would be no value to the wealth of ethical teachings and laws, the 
repeated prayers, the stories of our spiritual exemplars. You’d just learn the basic rules of right and 
wrong; you’d master the siddur, you’d follow the example of the righteous, and that would be that. 
You’d be perfect.  

http://scriptures.lds.org/en/eph/2/4-9#4
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Except, of course, that people aren’t made that way. Even the best of us find ourselves at times on 
different rungs of the ladder. That’s one of the great lessons of the Torah stories: our sainted Patriarchs, 
our greatest kings, even Moses our Teacher, all made mistakes, all faltered in their constancy. No one is 
perfect, and that’s OK—because Judaism has given us the tools to keep progressing despite our ups and 
downs.  

Look at Jacob. Why is he at that spot sleeping on rocks?   The ladder of ascent and descent teaches 
Jacob and us that it is the striving that is the essence of a spiritual and ethical life. It is the reaching for 
heaven while still grounded on earth the leads us up the ladder, even when we fall back. 

Alan Morinis, who has written eloquently about Mussar, the Jewish discipline of ethical growth, titled 
his first book Climbing Jacob’s Ladder. In it he writes about the ladder:  

…Without negating for an instant the realities of our humanness, each of us is endowed with the gift of 
spirit, so that we can climb the ladder of the soul to reach its heavenly heights. “How holy is this place,” 
says Jacob. “The Lord is here and I didn’t realize. This is surely the gate of heaven.” Jacob wasn’t referring 
to some special faraway place when he recognized that he was standing at the gate of heaven. It’s right 
here in this totally unremarkable place, and I realize it….The steps are there before us, waiting to climb. 

We can only climb the ladder if we see that it is always before us. We must take each day as a challenge 
and an opportunity to progress spiritually and ethically; to grow closer to God and to others; to sense God’s 
presence in the everyday, and to treat with kindness and compassion everyone who crosses our path.  We 
can listen closely to the Torah and discover its meaning for our lives, its exhortation to be active members 
of the covenant.  And we can use the silences and the quiet times to reflect on our position on the ladder 
and whether we are going up or going down. As Jacob learned, that’s the meaning of being spiritual, and 
being Jewish: to climb and re-climb the ladder, seeking our highest possible rung. When we do that, we can 
look about us and say, “How awesome is this place! This is none other than the house of God, and this is the 
gate of heaven.” 

  



SOD…Courage & Vulnerability: The Open Questioning that Leads to Love 

Rabbi AZRIEL FELLNER  [Spiritual Leader of Temple Beth-El of Patchogue, 50 year Conservative Rabbi] 

…Jacob’s sense of awe is not the result of the dream, or of God’s spoken words.  Instead, Jacob 
sensed  that the very setting of this revelation, this Makom which he happened upon, held 
within it a higher sanctity…The Midrash suggests that Jacob saw the Temple of Solomon 
destroyed, rebuilt and then destroyed again.  He also saw what would be Revelation at 
Sinai…The Rabbis, trying to determine what it was that made Jacob both fearful and awestruck 
developed the notion that only Jacob was given the gift of seeing into the future…Somehow, 
the Midrashic attempt is not fully satisfactory.  There is more here, a deeper and more 
powerful punch to the story… 

Through clever manipulation, Jacob, by buying the birthright from Esau and by tricking Isaac 
into blessing him rather than his brother, set in motion consequences he did not consider.  And 
God was nowhere to be found. When Jacob has his dream vision, the fear and shock is 
embedded in his response, “Surely the Lord is present in this place and I did not know.”  In this 
place is not a circumscribed location, so much as it is a realization that God was always there, 
here and everywhere, and that he did not need to intrude into God’s plan, especially not by 
cunning and craftiness.  Jacob had to open himself up to life.  He needed to become 
vulnerable…Later, when he sees Rachel for the first time, he allows his feelings to overwhelm 
him.  His relationship with his soon-to-be father-in-law is the obverse of cunning.  He learns 
that success will depend on hard work, and the belief that he must grow and develop into a full 
person… 

Jacob’s dream-vision is the catalyst that changes him from younger twin to patriarch, from a 
dweller of tents to a formidable character who will father the twelve tribal sons…For from that 
name Jacob, he becomes Israel—a towering figure yet all-too-human, who in his midnight 
dream-vision realized that God was not only in this place, but wherever he happened to 
journey. 

 

Rabbi LARRY KUSHNER  …The beginning of knowing about God is simply paying attention; 

being fully present where you are, or, as RASHI suggests: Waking up!  We realize, like Jacob, 
that we have been asleep.  We do not see what’s happening all around us.  For most of us, most 
of the time, the lights are on but nobody’s home…The concept of “spirituality” comes to us with 
the heavy baggage of early Christianity that divides the universe into material and 
spiritual…Judaism sees only one world.  For Judaism, all things—the garbage, the sweat, the 
bushes…are not impediments to but dimensions of spirituality…Judaism is about the immediacy 
of God’s presence everywhere.  It is about feeling, hearing, seeing things that only a moment 
ago were inaccessible…Feel it now in the moisture on your tongue; sense the effortless filling 
and emptying of your lungs…Just an inch or so behind your sternum…That is where the Makom 
is…Right here, all along… [Surely God was present in this Place, and I, i Did Not Know, LK] 

 

 


