
 

The Parsha in Practice  

Yaakov’s Stone 

Yaakov was alone. He set out from his parents’ home 

in Beer Sheva due to the threat of Esav’s retribution 

and now was traveling to the home of Lavan in 

Charan, where his mother had advised he take 

refuge - and maybe marry – until the fury of Esav 

would subside.  

The pasuk describes how: 

ָ֑יו   ֲאֹשתָּ ֶָּ֖שם ְמַרַֽ קֶֹּׁ֔ום ַויָּ ַקח֙ ֵמַאְבֵנָ֣י ַהמָּ ָ֣א ַהֶשֶֶּׁ֔מש ַויִּ י־בָּ ם֙ כִּ ֶָּ֤לן שָּ קֹ֜ום ַויָּ ְפַגַּ֨ע ַבמָּ ַויִּ
ּוא׃  קֹ֥ום ַההַֽ ְשַכָּ֖ב ַבמָּ  ַויִּ

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. 

We know that in this moment of loneliness and fear, 

Yaakov has a dream in which G-d appears to him and 

reassures him that the path he is on will be safe and 

that he will yet return to the land of “Israel” that he is 

now escaping. 

In the backdrop of this important moment is the story 

of a stone. The pasuk mentions how Yaakov takes 

קֶֹּׁ֔ום  on which to sleep and the commentaries ֵמַאְבֵנָ֣י ַהמָּ

debate what this means. Did he take one stone to 

rest on? Were there many? When he arises the next 

morning, the verse is clear that there is only one 

stone there and that stone had developed great 

meaning to Yaakov as he set it up as a symbolic 

pillar, as the pasuk describes: 

ָ֑ה  ָּּ֖ה ַמֵצבָּ ֶ֥שם ֹאתָּ ֶּׁ֔יו ַויָּ ֲאֹשתָּ ָ֣ם ְמַרַֽ ֶאֶ֙בן֙ ֲאֶשר־שָּ ַקָּ֤ח ֶאת־הָּ ַוַיְשֵכַּ֨ם ַיֲעֹק֜ב ַבֹבֶֹּ֗קר ַויִּ
ּה׃  ֹצ֥ק ֶשֶָּ֖מן ַעל־ֹראשַָּֽ  ַויִּ

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. 

Then, after renaming the place: 

ם־ ַד֥ר ַיֲעֹקָּ֖ב ֶנֶָ֣דר ֵלאֹמָ֑ר אִּ ָ֑ים  'הַויִּ ָ֣י ֱאלקִּ י֙ ַבֶדֶָּ֤רְך ַהֶזה֙ ֲאֶשָ֣ר ָאֹנכִּ ַר֙נִּ ֹּ֗י ּוְשמָּ דִּ מָּ הֹוֵלְֶּׁ֔ך   עִּ
ש׃ ְלֹבַֽ ֥י ֶלֶֶ֛חם ֶלֱאֹכָּ֖ל ּוֶבֶ֥גד לִּ ַתן־לִּ לָֹּ֖ום ֶאל־ֵבָ֣ית ָא   ְונַָּֽ ֥י ְבשָּ ָ֧ה ְוַשְבתִּ יָּ ָ֑י ְוהָּ ָּ֖י  'הבִּ לִּ

ָ֑יםלֵ  ְהֶיָּ֖ה ֵבָ֣ית  ׃ֱאלקִּ ֶּׁ֔ה יִּ י֙ ַמֵצבָּ ֶאֶָ֣בן ַהֹזֹּ֗את ֲאֶשר־ַשְ֙מתִּ ָ֑יםְוהָּ ֶּׁ֔י    ֱאלקִּ ֶתן־לִּ ְוֹכל֙ ֲאֶשָ֣ר תִּ
ְך׃   ַעֵשָּ֖ר ֲאַעְשֶרּ֥נּו לַָּֽ

Jacob then made a 
vow, saying, “If God 
remains with me, if 
He protects me on 
this journey that I am 
making, and gives 
me bread to eat and 
clothing to wear, and if I return safe to my father’s 
house—the LORD shall be my God. And this stone, 
which I have set up as a pillar, shall be God’s abode; 
and of all that You give me, I will set aside a tithe for 
You.” 

This stone would become the checkpoint for whether 

Yaakov would maintain the covenant that G-d had 

made with Yaakov. Why does this stone become the 

symbol for Yaakov’s previous night’s dream and 

future ambitions? 

The story of these stones is unclear. While Rashbam 

explains that he had taken one stone to sleep on and 

awoke with that same stone, Rashi claims that the 

language קֶֹּׁ֔ום  implies that he had taken many ֵמַאְבֵנָ֣י ַהמָּ

stones and awoke with them fused into one. Rashi 

explains (based on Chulin 91b) that the stones had 

“argued” over which would hold the righteous 

Yaakov’s head and so they were fused together to 

avoid dispute. Another tradition teaches that the 

symbolism in the fusing stones was that unlike his 

father and grandfather who had children who ranged 

widely in their beliefs and behavior, Yaakov’s 

children would all be uniformly true to Yaakov’s 

tradition.  

None of these explanations truly give meaning to 

why Yaakov would react so strongly to the stone 

when he awoke. Perhaps we can consider another 

direction. Traditionally, the location of this overnight 

event was what would become known as the Har 

Habayit, the Temple mount, the future location of the 

Beit Hamikdash. This Temple was the ֵָ֑בָ֣ית ֱאל ים קִּ  that 



Yaakov predicted would be the future of this 

location.  

What was its past? For that we need to look back 

some chapters to the story of the Akeida. According 

to most, the Akeida took place in this very spot.  

Yaakov was lying down to sleep in the precise 

location that his father and grandfather, Yitzchak and 

Avraham, had both established themselves as faithful 

“Jews” like no other had or ever would. The moment 

of the Akeida would serve to become the model of 

religious sacrifice, would animate millennia of debate 

relating to the lengths required of worship and 

would become the foundation of so much of Jewish 

liturgy, the sacrificial service, and the all-important 

Rosh Hashana prayers and Torah readings.  

Midrashim suggest that the stones that Yaakov was 

surrounded by were the very stones of the alter on 

which Yitzchak was tied! It was on these stones that - 

on this night - he rested and awoke upon.  

Perhaps Yaakov was more than just alone in this 

moment, he was uncertain. True, he knew of his holy 

lineage, and he had - through great difficulty - 

received the blessings of his father, but was he, 

himself worthy? 

His forbearers had the Akeida in which to prove 

themselves. He had simply been an Ish Tam; living, 

learning, and remaining untested in the sheltered 

tents of his home. Was he really worthy of being the 

third link in this powerful chain?  

And so as he travels, he stops at this important spot, 

rich with family history and perhaps was tinged with 

his own sense of inadequacy. He looks around, 

considers this place, and curls up with a stone from 

that alter in whose shadow he lived and lies down for 

a fitful sleep. And he dreams.  

In that dream Yaakov has his first communication with 

G-d, who refers to Himself as the G-d of his ancestors 

who will now be transitioning the promises made to 

them into the next generation and that: 

ך  ה ּוְלַזְרֶעַֽ ֶלֶּׁ֔יהָּ ְלך֥ ֶאְתֶנָּּ֖נָּ ה֙ ֹשֵכָ֣ב עָּ ֶֹּ֗רץ ֲאֶשָּ֤ר ַאתָּ אָּ  הָּ

The ground on which you are lying I will assign to you and 

to your offspring. 

This is a dream of reassurances. Don’t worry Yaakov. 

This location isn’t only the place associated with the 

great and overwhelming sacrifice of your Avraham 

and Yitzchak. It is a place which will value your efforts 

as well.  

We find that following the Akeida, G-d tells Avraham 

about how his future descendants will multiply a) as 

the stars of the sky and b) the sand on the shore. 

Rounding out these multiplier metaphors, in this 

moment G-d tells Yaakov that his descendants will be 

ֶֶּׁ֔רץ אָּ   .like the dust of the earth ,ַכֲעַפָ֣ר הָּ

The stars and the sand are stunning, but mostly 

useless. Stars are too distant to provide light and 

warmth and the sand, while beautiful, is devoid of 

nutrients and useful only for its weight, not its worth. 

The dust and dirt of the earth is quite different. It can 

be cultivated; it can be the bed in which we plant 

what we eat and what we see and enjoy. It is the 

setting in which practical things get done.  

Yaakov is at the spot of the Akeida and feels insecure 

that he has not been faced with that great test. In that 

dream it becomes clear that there are different 

versions of self-sacrifice. Not all tests have the “star-

power” or the elegant “beauty” of the Akeida. But 

Yaakov had been studying for all his life for another 

sort of test. These would be the “down-to-earth” and 

day-to-day tests that most lives are made of. His life 

would be of one at work in the world, of managing 

career and family. It would consist of navigating the 

ethical and religious dilemmas that a boss like Lavan 

and a brother like Esav would generate. It will be the 

story most of his descendants would share, living 

practical lives, remembering that not all heroes wear 

capes.  

The promise within this dream and the metaphor it 

relates are that his smaller consistent sacrifices are 

just as significant and that his descendants, as 

numerous as the dust of the earth, will succeed in 

integrating their G-dliness into the “down to earth” as 

well as the grandiose.  

And so Yaakov awakens and takes that very stone 

and establishes it as a pillar and symbol that Akeidas 

and sacrifices come in many shapes and sizes. In 

doing so he reminds us all that the alter of the great 

Akeida is made of these many small stones we pile 

up one at a time.   

Shabbat Shalom! 

Shmuel Ismach 


