
Rolling Stones 

 

Two beggars are sitting on the street outside of the Vatican. 

One of them has a large cross set up in front of him and the other 

guy is sitting in front of a huge Magen David. Tourists and locals 

stream by and of course notice both beggars, but only the beggar 

behind the cross is receiving any donations. 

A priest comes by and stops to watches the throngs of people 

giving money to the beggar behind the cross, but no one giving 

anything to the other fellow. 

Finally, the priest goes over to the beggar behind the Star of 

David and says, "My poor fellow, don't you understand? This is a 

Catholic country; this city is the seat of Catholicism. People aren't 

going to give you money if you sit there with a Star of David in 

front of you, especially when you're sitting beside this fellow with 

a cross. In fact, they would probably give to him just out of spite." 

The beggar behind the Star of David listens to the priest, 

turns to the other beggar with the cross and says: "Hey Moishe, 

look who's trying to teach the Goldstein brothers about marketing!! 

 

 Let me ask you a question: What’s your image of Yaakov 

Avinu? From a purely physical perspective – does he strike you as 

a big strong man or is he more the diminutive type? 

 Based on what we know of Yitzchak’s two sons, it seems 

pretty clear that Yaakov is the smaller and weaker of the two. 

When we find him at the opening of our parsha, he is after all 

running for his life – Esav wants to kill him. So it stands to reason 

that he wasn’t thrilled at the prospect of duking it out with his 

brother. 

  

 But if this is our working assumption, then something doesn’t 

add up. After his dream, Yaakov finds himself at a well in Charan. 

He strikes up a conversation with the local shepherds and wonders 

why they haven’t watered their flocks. And the shepherds tell him: 



ויאמרו לא נוכל עד אשר יאספו כל העדרים וגללו את האבן מעל פי הבאר 

  והשקינו הצאן:

They said: We can’t until all the flocks have been gathered – then 

we’ll roll the stone off of the well and water our flocks.  
 

 The stone, it appears, is too heavy to move – they have to 

wait until the rest of the shepherds arrive before they can 

accomplish the feat. Yet not a moment later, the Torah says, 

Yaakov steps forward and single-handedly rolls the stone off the 

well so he can water Lavan’s sheep.  

 So which is it? Is Yaakov the weakling brother of Esav or he 

is he somehow possessed of superhuman physical ability?   

   

 What’s fascinating is that this narrative at the well is really 

just the third in successive stories about Yaakov and stones. The 

first occurs in the second pasuk of ויצא. It’s the introduction to 

Yaakov’s dream. He lies down.  

 ויקח מאבני המקום וישם מראשתיו וישכב במקום ההוא. 

He took some stones from that place and arranged them around 

his head and went to sleep. 

 

 And then – when the dream is over – when he wakes up:  

 וישכם יעקב בבקר ויקח את האבן אשר שם מראשתיו וישם אתה מצבה.

He got up in the morning and took the stone and put up a 

monument.  

 

 What I’d like to suggest is that there’s a pattern here. At the 

end of the day Yaakov is not in fact a man of super-human 

strength. His debate with the shepherds at the well actually has 

very little to do with physical ability. It’s rather a clash of two very 

different life philosophies.  

 For the shepherds, there is a convention – they don’t open the 

well until all the shepherds arrive. It’s not a question of ability – 

it’s a question of will. Surely they could open the well if they 

choose, but theirs is an abiding commitment to local custom – 



which in this case translates into their loitering at the well rather 

than doing something more productive. 

 But Yaakov has a very different outlook. And we’re privy to 

three glimpses into this outlook at the beginning of our sedrah. 

Think about what a rock represents. Stones have a kind of eternal 

memory. They’ve always been here and always will be. Yaakov 

comes along and says – even given that – I can give them a new 

identity. The stone can serve some constructive purpose. When 

Yaakov goes to sleep, as Rashi says, the stones can serve as his 

protective barrier against wild animals. When he wakes up, the 

same stone can turn into a monument. (And generations later, חז"ל 

say, the stone’s identity will change one more time and will beome 

the cornerstone of the בית המקדש.)  

 

 This is the dispute with the shepherds. We’ve always waited 

for everyone to come before moving it – that’s our custom, they 

say – that’s always how it’s been. Yaakov – as he’s been 

demonstrating right along – insists that the past need not always 

serve as a model for the future. Even the identity of a rock – that 

most staid and stable object – can change when circumstance 

dictates that it does. Just because it’s always been a certain way 

need not mean there is no possibility for change. In a case of need, 

the standard custom can give way. When the opportunity arises to 

perform a chesed for Rachel and her flock, Yaakov treats the local 

custom with reckless abandon. Whereas the shepherds choose to 

continue doing things the way they’ve always been done, Yaakov 

chooses a very different route.  

 

Sometimes the evolution of language can be very revealing.  

How do you say custom in Greek? It’s nomos – which means 

the norm – the convention. In early Greek, the same word actually 

meant Pastureland. Euronomy was the Greek goddess of the 

pastures. These lands, of course, were separated by convention – 

by a heap of stones – to designate that my land ends here and this 



is where your land begins. The normative behavior – the 

agreement we’ve entered into – becomes the custom.  

And so it appears it was in Charan. The stones signified the 

local custom. It’s the barriers that set the norms. Stones – tellingly 

– are the keeper of convention. 

 

But how do we say custom in Hebrew? It’s מנהג. From the 

root נהג – to drive, to lead – to act.  

Yaakov’s ethic is the Jewish one – it’s not the stone – it’s not 

inaction that creates the local custom; it’s the movement – it’s the 

leadership – it’s the willingness to act and react when circumstance 

dictates as much. For Yaakov, it’s the vehicle for performing an 

act of chesed. 

And it’s so fitting because the process mirrors the product. 

That’s the power of tzeddakah. Just because someone is a little 

down right now – doesn’t mean it always has to be that way. As 

Yaakov demonstrates over and over again, things need not always 

remain as they have been. It’s possible to raise people up and give 

them a new sense of identity. The problem is – we don’t always 

know where to look. Sometimes the situation is obvious. The 

beggars on the street – unless it’s a really good marketing scheme 

– we can presume to know who’s who. But it’s much harder when 

the people who need help don’t make it known to all of us.  

  

As you know, this Chanukah will mark the 20
th

 yarhzeit of 

Rabbi Dr. Leo Jung and we’ve moved our annual appeal up a few 

weeks in anticipation of that special occasion.  

The Rabbi Leo Jung Memorial Fund was established at The 

Jewish Center in memory of Rabbi Jung to perpetuate not only his 

memory, but his legacy of chesed and his acts of charity that 

earned him a reputation as one of the great leaders of his 

generation. Through this fund, The Jewish Center is able to assist 

those in need with both discretion and dignity. Whether it means 

making a loan to a member of our community who’s fallen on hard 



times, or helping pay the medical bills of someone who’s taken ill 

– this is a true קיום in the mitzvah of צדקה.   

 are the people צדקה our first priorities in – עניי עירך קודמין

closest to us. Whatever their challenge, it need not always be so. 

Like Yaakov, each of us has the capacity to make a difference – if 

only we are willing. 

 

 The officers will be walking up and down the aisles. Please 

give them your pledge as they pass by.   
 


