
5780 – Genesis 28-32 – Vayetze (And he left) 
 
Jacob leaves home in flight from Esau who had sworn to kill him, only to 
find himself in a fraught relationship with Laban, his uncle, with whom 
he takes refuge. He falls in love with Laban’s younger daughter Rachel, 
and agrees to work the seven years to earn her hand in marriage. When 
the wedding eventually takes place, Jacob wakes the next morning to dis-
cover that Laban has substituted the elder, Leah, in place of Rachel. Jacob 
later marries Rachel as well, but there is tension between the sisters. 
Leah, unloved, is blessed with children; Rachel, loved, is not. Interwo-
ven with this is another tension between Jacob and Laban — about flocks, 
wages and ownership — which eventually leads Jacob to flee again, this 
time homeward. The parasha is framed by these two journeys. 

The first three of the following essays are about different aspects of 
Jewish prayer in the light of Jacob’s vision of a ladder between earth 
and heaven, one of the supreme metaphors of prayer. The fourth is 
about Jacob’s love for Rachel, while the fifth examines the plight and pa-
thos of Leah, and its message that God loves those who feel unloved. 
 
When the “I” is Silent1  
We return to the powerful, primal vision of prayer: Jacob, alone and far 
from home, lies down for the night, with only stones for a pillow, and 
dreams of a ladder set on earth but reaching heaven, with angels ascend-
ing and descending. This is the initial encounter with the “house of God” 
that would one day become the synagogue, the first dream of a “gate of-
heaven” that would allow access to a God that stands above, letting us 
know finally that “God is truly in this place.” 
 

Encountering God2  
It is one of the great visions of the Torah. Jacob, alone at night fleeing 
from the wrath of Esau, lies down to rest, and sees not a nightmare 
but an epiphany:  

And he lighted upon a certain place [vayifga bamakom] and stayed 
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 to sleep. And he 
dreamed, and behold a ladder resting on the earth, with its top 
reaching heaven. God’s angels were ascending and descending on 
it. and there about it stood God …  
Jacob awoke from his sleep and said, “God is truly in this place, 
and I knew it not.” He was afraid and said, “How awesome is this 

 
1 Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, Covenant & Conversation: Genesis, (Maggid Books & The 

Orthodox Union), pp. 191-193. 
2 Ibid., pp. 179-180. 

place! This is none other than the house of God and this is the gate 
of heaven.” (28:11-17).   

On the basis of this passage the sages assert that “Jacob instituted the 
evening prayer.” (Berakhot 26b) The inference is based on the word 
vayifga which denoted not only, “he came to, encountered, happened 
upon” but also “he prayed, entreated, pleaded” as in Jeremiah 7:16, 
“Neither lift up cry nor prayer for them nor make intercession to Me 
[ve’al tifga bi].” The sages also understoon the word bamakom, “the 
place” to mean “God,” for God is the “place” of the universe … 

 
The Ladder of Prayer3  
What does this vision signify? There are many interpretations given 
by the sages and commentaries, but the simplest is that it has to do 
with the encounter between the human soul and God, the encounter 
that later generations would know as prayer …  
The House of God came to refer to the synagogue, for prayer is the 
gate of heaven. And when we have truly prayed, the most profound 
result is that we too are conscious of the feeling: “God is truly in this 
place, and I knew it not.” 

The Zohar (1, 201b) identifies the ladder in Jacob’s vision with 
prayer: we who pray stand on earth, yet our prayer reach heaven, as is 
said: “May You hear from heaven, Your dwelling place” (I Kings 8:39) – 
Solomon’s prayer about prayer at the dedication of the Temple … 

 
John 1:43-51 
50Yeshua said, "You believe because I told you I saw you under the fig 
tree. You shall see greater things than that." 51He then added, "I tell 
you the truth, you shall see heaven open, and the angels of God as-
cending and descending on the Son of Man."  
a. Genesis Rabbah LXVIII:12 

Bar Kappara taught: No dream is without its interpretation. AND 
BEHOLD A LADDER symbolises the stairway(2); SET UPON THE 
EARTH—the altar, as it says, An altar of earth thou shalt make unto 
Me (Ex. XX, 21); AND THE TOP OF IT REACHED TO HEAVEN —the 
sacrifices, the odour of which ascended to heaven; AND BEHOLD 
THE ANGELS OF GOD—the High Priests; ASCENDING AND 
DESCENDING ON IT—ascending and descending the stairway. AND, 
BEHOLD, THE LORD STOOD BESIDE HIM (XXVIII, 13)—I saw the 
Lord standing beside the altar (Amos IX, 1).  
The Rabbis related it to Sinai. AND HE DREAMED, AND BEHOLD A 
LADDER symbolises Sinai; SET UPON THE EARTH. as it says, And 
they stood at the nether part of the mount (Ex. XIX, 17); AND THE 

 
3 Ibid., pp. 185-186. 



TOP OF IT REACHED TO HEAVEN—And the mountain burned with 
fire unto the heart of heaven  (Deut. IV, 11). AND BEHOLD THE 
ANGELS OF GOD alludes to Moses and Aaron. ASCENDING: And 
Moses went up to God (Ex. XIX, 3); AND DESCENDING—And Moses 
went down from the mount (ib. 14). AND, BEHOLD, THE LORD 
STOOD BESIDE HIM—And the Lord came down upon mount Sinai 
(ib. 20).  
(2) Leading to the top of the altar in the Temple.  

b. Pesikta de-Rav Kahana 23:2; Tanhuma, Va-yetze, #3; Yalkut, Jer., #312 
The verse "Therefore fear thou not, O Jacob My servant, saith the 
Lord; neither be dismayed, O Israel" (Jer. 30:10) applies to an ep-
isode in Jacob's life, when "he dreamed, and behold a ladder … 
and … angels of God ascending and descending on it" (Gen. 
28:12). These angels were the princes of the nations of the earth. 
Further, this verse indicates that the Holy One showed to our father 
Jacob the prince of Babylon climbing up ... the ladder, then climb-
ing down; the prince of Media climbing up ...; the prince of Greece, 
... ; and the prince of Edom [Rome] climbing and climbing, no one 
can tell how many rungs. At the sight of Edom's climbing, our fa-
ther Jacob grew afraid and said: Is one to suppose that this prince 
will have no comedown? The Holy One replied, "Fear thou not, O Ja-
cob My servant" (Jer. 30:10). Even if—as though such a thing were 
possible!—you were to see Edom come up and sit next to Me, I 
will have him eventually brought down from there. Indeed, Edom 
is told in Scripture, "Though thou make thy nest as high as the ea-
gle, and though thou set it among the stars, I will bring thee down 
from thence, saith the Lord" (Obad. 1:4).   
1) Yoma 10a 

R. Judah said in the name of Rav: [Messiah] son of David will 
not come until the kingdom of Edom [Rome] will have spread 
its power over the whole world ... as is said, "Therefore will He 
give them up, until the time that she who is with child hath 
brought forth; then the residue of his brethren shall return with 
the children of Israel" (Mic. 5:2).   

c. Genesis Rabbah LXIX:7 
7. AND JACOB AWAKENED OUT OF HIS SLEEP ... AND HE SAID: 
SURELY ... THE LORD IS IN THIS PLACE, AND I KNEW IT NOT  (ib.). 
Where dwells the Shechinah? IN THIS PLACE, yet I did not know. 
AND HE WAS AFRAID, AND SAID: HOW FULL OF AWE IS THIS 
PLACE (XXVIII, 17). R. Leazar said in the name of R. Jose b. Zimra: 
This ladder stood in Beersheba and [the top of] its slope was 
over the Temple. What is the proof? And Jacob went out from 
Beer-sheba, etc.—AND HE WAS AFRAID, AND SAID: HOW FULL OF 

AWE IS THIS PLACE.(1) R. Judah b. R. Simon said: This ladder stood 
on the Temple site ... THIS IS NONE OTHER THAN THE HOUSE OF 
GOD AND THIS IS THE GATE OF HEAVEN (XXVIII, 17). R. Aha said: 
[God assured him]: 'This gate will be opened for many righteous 
men like thyself(2) ... Another interpretation: This teaches that the 
Holy One, blessed be He, showed Jacob the Temple built, de-
stroyed, and rebuilt again. Thus: AND HE WAS AFRAID, AND SAID: 
HOW FULL OF AWE refers to the Temple built, as in the verse, Aw-
ful is God out of thy holy places (Ps. LXVIII, 36). THIS IS NONE 
[OTHER] hints at it destroyed, as in the verse, For this our heart is 
faint (Lam. V, 17). THIS IS NONE OTHER THAN THE HOUSE OF 
GOD AND THIS IS THE GATE OF HEAVEN refers to it rebuilt and 
firmly established in the Messianic era, as in the verse, For He 
hath made strong the bars of thy gates (Ps. CXLVII, 13).  
(2) Mah.: Jacob said, THIS IS... HOUSE OF GOD, to which God replied, THIS IS 

THE GATE OF HEAVEN, and it will be opened for many more.  
d. Zohar, Vol. 1, p. 150a 

And inasmuch as that ladder is situated between two sides, God 
said to him: I AM THE LORD, THE GOD OF ABRAHAM THY 
FATHER, AND THE GOD OF ISAAC , these two being respectively 
of the two sides, one of the right and the other of the left. Ac-
cording to another explanation, the Lord was standing over him, 
to wit, over Jacob, so as to form the Divine Chariot, with the 
Community of Israel, EMBODIED IN JACOB, AS THE UNITING 
LINK IN THE MIDST, BETWEEN THE RIGHT AND THE LEFT. That 
Jacob was in the midst is proved by the fact that the text here calls 
Abraham “thy father,” but not Isaac, thus showing that Jacob was 
next to Abraham; and hence the text naturally continues: THE 
LAND WHEREON THOU LIEST, showing that the whole formed one 
sacred Chariot. Here Jacob saw that he was to be the crown of the 
patriarchs. The words “the God of thy father Abraham and the 
God of Isaac” SHOW THAT JACOB WAS ATTACHED TO EITHER 
SIDE AND HOLDING FAST TO BOTH OF THEM.  
1) Romans 5:15-17 

17For if, by the trespass of the one man, death reigned through 
that one man, how much more will those who receive God's 
abundant provision of grace and of the gift of righteousness 
reign in life through the one man, Yeshua the Messiah.  

2) 1Titus 2:1-7 
3This … pleases God our Savior, 4who wants all men to be 
saved and to come to a knowledge of the truth. 5For there is 
one God and one mediator between God and men, the man 



Messiah Yeshua, 6who gave himself as a ransom for all men—
the testimony given in its proper time. 

 
When the “I” is Silent (continued)  
There is, though, one nuance in the text that is lost in translation, and it 
took the Hassidic masters to remind us of it. Hebrew verbs carry with 
them, in their declensions,4 an indication of their subject. Thus the word 
yadati means “I knew,” and lo yadati, “I did not know.” When Jacob wakes 
from his sleep, however, he says, “Surely the Lord is in this place 
vea’nokhi lo yadati.” Anokhi means “I,” which in this sentence is super-
fluous. To translate it literally we would have to say, “And I, I knew it 
not.” Why the double “I”? 

To this, Rabbi Pinchas Horowitz (c. 1731- c. 1805) (Panim Yafot) gave a 
magnificent answer. How he asks, do we come to know that “God is in 
this place”? “By vea’nokhi lo yadati – not knowing the I.” We know God 
when we forget the self. We sense the “Thou” of the Divine Presence 
when we move beyond the “I” of egocentricity. Only when we stop think-
ing about ourselves do we become truly open to the world and the 
Creator. 

In this insight lies an answer to some of the great questions about 
prayer: What difference does it make? Does it really change God? Surely 
God does not change. Besides which, does not prayer contradict the most 
fundamental principle of faith, which is that we are called on to do God’s 
will rather than ask God to do ours? What really happens when we pray? 

Prayer has two dimensions, one mysterious, the other not. There are 
simply too many cases of prayers being answered for us to deny that 
it makes a difference to our fate. It does. I once heard the following sto-
ry. A man in a Nazi concentration camp lost the will to live – and in the 
death camps, if you lost the will to live, you died. That night he poured 
out his heart in prayer. The next morning, he was transferred to work in 
the camp kitchen. There he was able, when the guards were not looking, 
to steal some potato peelings. It was these peelings that kept him alive. I 
heard this story from his son. 

Perhaps each of us has some such story. In times of crisis we cry out 
from the depths of our soul, and something happens. Sometimes we on-
ly realise it later, looking back. Prayer makes a difference to the world 
— but how it does so is mysterious. 

There is, however, a second dimension which is non-mysterious. Less 
than prayer changes the world, it changes us. The Hebrew verb lehitpalel, 
meaning “to pray,” is reflexive, implying an action done to one self. Lit-
erally, it means “to judge oneself.” It means, to escape from the prison of 

 
4 The variation of the form of a noun, pronoun, or adjective, by which its gram-

matical case, number, and gender are identified. 

the self and see the world, including ourselves, from the outside. Prayer is 
where the relentless first person singular, the “I,” falls silent for a mo-
ment and we become aware that we are not the centre of the universe. 
There is a reality outside. That is a moment of transformation. 

If we could only stop asking the question, “How does this affect me?” 
we would see that we are surrounded by miracles. There is the almost 
infinite complexity and beauty ofthe natural world. There is the divine 
word, our greatest legacy as Jews, the library of books we call the Bible. 
And there is the unparalleled drama, spreading over forty centuries, of 
the tragedies and triumphs that have befallen the Jewish people. Respec-
tively, these represent the three dimensions of our knowledge of God: 
creation (God in nature), revelation (God in holy words) and redemp-
tion (God in history). 

Sometimes it takes a great crisis to make us realise how self-centred 
we have been. The only question strong enough to endow existence with 
meaning is not, “What do I need from life?” but “What does life need 
from me?” That is the question we hear when we truly pray. More than 
an act ofspeaking, prayer is an act of listening — to what God wants 
from us, here, now. What we discover – if we are able to create that si-
lence in the soul — is that we are not alone. We are here because some-
one, the One, wanted us to be, and He has set us a task only we can do. 
We emerge strengthened, transformed. 

More than prayer changes God, it changes us. It lets us see, feel, know 
that “God is in this place.” How do we reach that awareness? By moving 
beyond the first person singular, so that for a moment, like Jacob, we 
can say, “I know not the I.” In the silence of the “I,” we meet the 
“Thou” of God. 
 
1. Only when we stop thinking about ourselves do we become truly open to 

the world and the Creator ...  
a. Psalm 119:33-37 

36Turn my heart toward your statutes and not toward selfish 
gain.  

b. Luke 12:13-21 
15Then (Yeshua) said to them, "Watch out! Be on your guard 
against all kinds of greed; life does not consist in an abundance of 
possessions" … 21"This is how it will be with whoever stores up 
things for themselves but is not rich toward God."  

c. James 3:13-18 
16For where you have envy and selfish ambition, there you find 
disorder and every evil practice. 

 



2. Besides which, does not prayer contradict the most fundamental princi-
ple of faith, which is that we are called on to do God’s will rather than 
ask God to do ours?  
a. Matthew 6:7-15 

9"This, then, is how you should pray: "'Our Father in heaven, hal-
lowed be your name, 10your kingdom come, your will be done, on 
earth as it is in heaven. 11Give us today our daily bread. 12And for-
give us our debts, as we also have forgiven our debtors. 13And lead 
us not into temptation, but deliver us from the evil one. 14For if you 
forgive other people when they sin against you, your heavenly Fa-
ther will also forgive you. 15But if you do not forgive others their 
sins, your Father will not forgive your sins.  
1) The heart of every service contains the basic components of pray-

er; 1) praising God, 2) petitioning Him, and 3) thanking Him.  
2) The Structure of the Amidah  

a) The blessings of the Amidah were not haphazardly thrown 
together. The Talmud provides scriptural foundations for 
both the order and the content of the blessings (Megillah 
17b-18a).  

b) The Amidah is made up of three sections:  
1) An introductory section of three blessings wherein we 

praise God.  
2) A middle section of thirteen blessings wherein we petition 

Him to satisfy various needs.  
3) A closing section of three blessings wherein we thank God 

and take leave of Him.  
c) Introductory Section: Praise of God  

1) Fathers—Avot  
2) Powers of God—Gevurot 
3) Holiness of God—Kedushat HaShem 

 
d) Middle Section: Request of Needs  

Personal Needs—Spiritual  
4) Knowledge—Binah 
5) Repentance—Teshuvah 
6) Forgiveness—Selichah 
 
Personal Needs—Physical, Material and Emotional  
7) Redemption-Security—Geulah  
8) Health—Refuah 
9) Economic Prosperity—Birkat Hashanim  
Needs of the Jewish People and Society  

10) Ingathering of the Dispersed—Kibbutz Galuyot  
11) Restoration of Justice—Birkat Hamishpat 
12) Destruction of Israel’s Enemies—Birkat Haminim  
13) Prayer for the Righteous—Birkat HaTzadikim 
14) Restoration of Jerusalem—Birkat Yerushalayim   
15) Coming of the Messiah—Birkat David   
Summary Blessing  
16) Hear Our Prayer—K’bilat Tefilah  

e) Closing Section: Thanking God  
17) Worship (Temple Service)—Avodah 
18) Thanksgiving—Modim 
19) Peace—Birkat Shalom  

b. Luke 22:39-46 
42"Father, if you are willing, take this cup from me; yet not my 
will, but yours be done."  
1) Psalm 40:8 

8I desire to do your will, my God; your law is within my heart."  
c. James 4:1-3 

2You do not have because you do not ask God. 3When you ask, 
you do not receive, because you ask with wrong motives, that 
you may spend what you get on your pleasures. 

 
3. There are simply too many cases of prayers being answered for us to 

deny that it makes a difference to our fate. It does … Perhaps each of 
us has some such story. 
 

4. The only question strong enough to endow existence with meaning is 
not, “What do I need from life?” but “What does life need from me?”  
a. John F. Kennedy became the 35th President of the United States on 

Friday, January 20, 1961 at the eastern portico of the United States 
Capitol in Washington, D.C.  
John F. Kennedy’s inaugural address inspired children and adults 
to see the importance of civic action and public service. His historic 
words, “My fellow Americans, ask not what your country can do 
for you, ask what you can do for your country,” challenged every 
American to contribute in some way to the public good.5  

 
5 https://www.jfklibrary.org/learn/education/teachers/curricular-resources/ele-

mentary-school-curricular-resources/ask-not-what-your-country-can-do-for-you 


