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On November 9, 1938 – 75 years ago to the day – Arnold Goldschmidt was a 16 year old 

German Jew living in the town of Fulda. What first alerted him to the sense that something was 

terribly wrong, was the smell of smoke – which he soon discovered was coming from the local 

synagogue that the Nazis had set aflame.  

 

It wasn’t long before the Nazis made their way to the Goldschmidt home – which they promptly 

ransacked and plundered. Arnold, along with dozens of other Jewish men and boys, were 

summarily arrested on that infamous day that we now call Kristallnacht.  

 

As Arnold described it, he was placed on a train and taken to the town of Hanau which was about 

100 kilometers away. Arnold knew it because it was the town where his grandfather lived.  

 

He and the other Jews were taken to an assembly point. The SS were sitting at a large table in the 

center of the room, pouring over their lists.  

 

Beyond the table, on the other side of the room, out of the corner of his eye, Arnold spotted his 

grandfather. They were too far apart to speak, but their eyes connected – each wondering about 

the fate of the other.  

 

After identifying that Rachel would be his bride, Yaakov goes on to spend 20 years in the house 

of the Lavan. He’s industrious. He works hard. He marries. He has children. He builds a family 

and a small fortune. The storyline proceeds seamlessly with one glaring exception.  

 

How is it possible that Yaakov falls for Lavan’s trap and ends up marrying the wrong sister? If 

you would have told me this story about Yitzchak – who’s always characterized by a kind of 

naiveté or innocence – perhaps I would be more persuaded. But Yaakov is the wiliest and 

shrewdest character in ספר בראשית. As Esav himself testified upon discovering that Yaakov has 

stolen his bracha:  

  בראשית פרק כז 
  (לו) ַוּיֹאֶמר ֲהִכי ָקָרא ְׁשמֹו יֲַעקֹב ַוּיְַעְקֵבנִי זֶה ַפֲעַמיִם 

Now I understand why he’s called Yaakov – because he’s Yaakoved me – he’s outwitted me not 

once – but two times.  

 

And it’s not as if Lavan’s reputation for deception is lost on him. When the two men enter into 

their agreement, Yaakov knows exactly what he’s up against and takes every possible 

precaution.  

  בראשית פרק כט 
  ֶאֱעָבְד% ֶׁשַבע ָׁשנִים ְּבָרֵחל ִּבְּת% ַהְּקַטּנָה:(יח) ַוּיֱֶאַהב יֲַעקֹב ֶאת ָרֵחל ַוּיֹאֶמר 

In case you try anything, Lavan, let me just be clear:   

  רחל בתך הקטנה

 As the Midrash explains: 
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  רש"י בראשית פרק כט 
ן השוק, תלמוד כל הסימנים הללו למה, לפי שיודע בו שהוא רמאי אמר לו אעבדך ברחל, ושמא תאמר רחל אחרת מ

לומר בתך, ושמא תאמר אחליף ללאה שמה ואקרא שמה רחל, תלמוד לומר הקטנה ואף על פי כן לא הועיל לו שהרי 
  רמהו:

Yaakov doesn’t just say Rachel. Lavan may find some other woman with the same name. So he 

specifies, Rachel your daughter. But Lavan might resort to changing the names of his daughters 

– so Yaakov says, Rachel, your younger daughter. Let there be no mistake. 

 

That Lavan is a trickster is self-evident from the very beginning. So Yaakov takes every 

precaution imaginable to assure that when his seven years of servitude have elapsed, he’ll be 

delivered the bride he’s intended to marry. 

 

And yet, when the wedding night arrives, Yaakov falls right into the very trap he had taken such 

elaborate efforts to avoid. It was a setup from the word go and Lavan is only too eager to spring 

his trap and show up his son-in-law’s hypocrisy. When Yaakov discovers that he’s been duped 

and complains, מה זאת עשית לי – what have you done to me – Lavan parries with:  

  בראשית פרק כט 
  (כו) ַוּיֹאֶמר ָלָבן /א יֵָעֶׂשה ֵכן ִּבְמקֹוֵמנּו ָלֵתת ַהְּצִעיָרה ִלְפנֵי ַהְּבִכיָרה: 

Such is not our practice in this place. You – Yaakov – may play fast and loose with distinctions 

between older and younger siblings – but – Lavan in a flash of self-righteousness declares – we 

are careful to accord due preference to the eldest sister.  

 

What I’d like to suggest is that Yaakov’s inability to escape Lavan’s duplicity is symptomatic of 

a more fundamental challenge that plagues Yaakov throughout this phase of his life. Simply put, 

he’s not yet able to recognize that yesterday’s bag of tricks – successful as it may have been – is 

ill-suited to the challenges of his contemporary moment. Or as Abraham Lincoln might put it: 

“The dogmas of the quiet past are inadequate to the stormy present.” When it came to dealing 

with Esav and his father, Yaakov used two tactics to great affect: His smooth talking carried the 

day and when it finally failed him, he saved himself by running away.  

 

Throughout his stay in the house of Lavan, he’s still playing with the same deck. And when his 

words fail, he once again skulks off in the middle of the night.  

 

It’s only in the episodes that follow – when he’s finally able to confront Lavan and Esav – when 

he’s finally able to be honest with them in face-to-face conversations – that he turns the corner 

and begins to transition from Yaakov to Yisrael.  

 

Yaakov falls into Lavan’s trap because he’s still relying on the success of his past even though 

his circumstances have drastically changed.  

 

On seeing his grandson, Arnold’s grandfather suddenly turned pale. He was beside himself. Was 

there nothing he could do? He broke through the line and approached the SS officer at the center 

of the room. He reached into his pocket and he pulled out his iron cross, first class. He had 

fought for the Germans in World War I and had been decorated with one of the country’s highest 

medals of distinction. “I’m a hero from the First World War,” he said. “You see that boy over 

there? He’s only 16 years old. I want you to send him home.” 
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“You can go home,” the Nazi said. “But the boy is staying right here.” 

 

Arnold was sent to Buchenwald but eventually made his way back to Fulda and escaped to 

Holland. He survived the war and ultimately made aliyah in 1966.  

 

The most prized medal of 1917 had no value in November, 1938. The world had changed. What 

was once considered the paradigmatic symbol of loyalty, courage and patriotism had suddenly 

lost its meaning.  

 

The world changed again in 1948. And when we think about the 75
th

 anniversary of 

Kristallnacht, we have to recognize that the world is not the same – and neither are we.  

 

Our principles, our values and our loyalties remain eternal. But we no longer pin our hopes on an 

iron cross. We point instead with pride to our Magen David as it flies freely over the sovereign 

state of Israel – the realization of a 2000 year old dream. We place the strength of our faith in 

Hashem and we place our soundest weapons in the hands of Israel’s bravest soldiers. 

 

It’s always been among our highest values to recognize and thank the men and women who risk 

life and limb to defend the State of Israel. On most weeks, we think of our soldiers and daven for 

them from afar.  

 

Thanks to our friends at Piece of Mind and our extraordinary host committee, this Shabbos we 

have an opportunity to do something more. For in this area we’ve come a long way, too. We 

aren’t just expressing our הכרת הטוב in an outward way. Through the work that Piece of Mind 

does, we’re also expressing our care and concern for the inner lives of our חיילים as they re-

integrate into society following their years of service to our people and our land.  

 

To each of our חיילים here today: We express our unending thanks. Every time you put on your 

uniforms, you represent not just the State of Israel, but every Jew the world over. As our agents 

entrusted with safeguarding our land, you represent each and every one of us. When you return 

to Israel, I hope you do so not just with lifted spirits, but with an image in your mind: The image 

of every person in this room davening for you, caring for you and cheering you on. Each time 

you do, you will breathe new life into Hashem’s eternal promise to Yaakov: חות ונברכו בך כל משפ
 From their home in the land of Israel, may the Jewish people be an ongoing source of – האדמה

blessing to all the peoples of the Earth. And let us say, Amen.  


