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There times and places when we feel a sudden jolt of connection to the world around us, 

and to what is beyond this world. Those experiences are rare and unpredictable, but when they 

happen we can understand our place in life in a deeper and more meaningful way. 

At the beginning of parshat Vayeitzei this week, we read the famous passage of Jacob’s 

dream, in which he sees angels going up and down a ladder that stretches from earth to the 

heavens. Upon awakening, he realizes that the dream is a sign of the sanctity of the place he has 

slept and he names it as the lodging of God, Beit El. 

One way to understand that revelation to Jacob is to note when it occurs: after Jacob flees 

from his brother’s wrath and before he meets his future wife Rachel. He is in transition, running 

from a past that threatens him and toward an unknown future. He is alone, perhaps frightened, 

and carrying the weight of his deception of his brother and father, as well as the expectations for 

his own, and his family’s future. 

At that point, in the middle of the night, in a place he would not have otherwise noticed, 

Jacob has an overwhelming experience of the Divine. You don’t have to be a psychologist to 

suspect that when he most needed God, God was there. But saying that Jacob needed God then 

doesn’t mean that God is merely a projection of Jacob’s hopes and fears. Rather, Jacob is open to 

that relationship in a way that he was not before or after. Years later, having built up a large 

family, Jacob will return home and again have a nighttime experience of the divine that prepares 

him for a fateful meeting with his brother. In each case, it is in the quiet of the night, on the 

threshold of a new chapter in life, that Jacob, and we, most need to feel a connection to a power 

greater than ourselves. Our tradition teaches that the gates of heaven are always open, but 

perhaps we are mostly keenly aware of that fact when we are alone and apprehensive, when we 

know how much is at stake. 


