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Shabbat Vayetze
9 Kislev 5766
 December 9-10, 2005

Annual: Genesis 28:10 – 32:3

Triennial Cycle: Genesis 30:14 – 31:16

Haftarah: Hosea 12:13 - 14:10

Click here for links to resources.


This Week’s Torah Reading

I.  Summary: Jacob sets out from his parents’ home Beer-sheba toward his uncle’s home in Haran.  Why?  Two reasons are given in last week’s parashah.  (1) Jacob’s older twin brother, Esau, had married two Hittite women who “were a source of bitterness to Isaac and Rebekah.” (Gen. 26:34-5)  Lest Jacob do the same, “Rebekah [says] to Isaac [her husband], ‘I am disgusted with my life because of the Hittite women.  If Jacob marries a Hittite woman like these, from among the native women, what good will life be to me?’  So Isaac sent for Jacob and blessed him.  He instructed him, saying, ‘You shall not take a wife from among the Canaanite women.  Up, go to Paddan-aram, to the house of Bethuel, your mother’s father, and take a wife there from among the daughters of Laban, your mother’s brother.” (Gen. 27:46 - 28:1-2)  (2) Esau was furious that Jacob had deceived their father Isaac and was given the blessing that Isaac had intended to give to Esau.  “Now Esau harbored a grudge against Jacob because of the blessing which his father had given him, and Esau said to himself, ‘Let but the mourning period of my father come, and I will kill my brother Jacob.’  When the words of her older son Esau were reported to Rebekah, she sent for her younger son Jacob and said to him, ‘Your brother Esau is consoling himself by planning to kill you.  Now, my son, listen to me.  Flee at once to Haran, to my brother Laban.  Stay with him a while, until your brother’s wrath subsides…’” (Gen. 27:41-44)  

In a vision, with a ladder upon which angels were ascending and descending, God appears to Jacob and promises his His protection – and more: “[T]he land on which you are lying I will assign to you and your offspring.  Your descendants shall be as the dust of the earth; you shall spread out to the west and to the east, to the north and to the south.” (28:13-4).

Jacob will need that protection.  Upon his arrival in Haran, he meets his beautiful cousin Rachel and immediately falls in love with her.  He has no money to pay the bride-price, so he offers to work for his uncle Laban for seven years in exchange for Rachel’s hand in marriage.  When read carefully, Laban’s response – “Better that I give her to you than that I should give her to outsider.” (29:19) – is ambiguous enough not to obligate him to give Rachel to Jacob.  On the wedding night, Laban puts his older daughter Leah in Rachel’s place.  It was not until the next morning that Laban’s deception became apparent to Jacob.  Laban’s response to Jacob’s outrage: “It is not the practice in our place to marry off the younger before the older.” (29:26)  Jacob, who had fooled his father by dressing up as his older brother Esau, is now himself fooled by his father-in-law who disguised his older daughter so that Jacob would believe that he was marrying the girl he loved.

“That is, I have heard stories of younger siblings rushing ahead of older ones as you yourself did, but we don’t do that here.”  That is how the Etz Hayim interprets the import of Laban’s words “It is not the practice in our place…” Etz Hayim continues: “Jacob has just learned why it was wrong for him to deceive his father.  Rather than moralize, the Torah lets Jacob discover that people who give themselves permission to lie and cheat find themselves in a world where no one can be trusted.”

Jacob agrees to work another seven years for Rachel.  At the end of the seven days of feasting following his marriage to Leah, Jacob and Rachel are wed.  Jacob clearly favors Rachel over Leah; perhaps he even held her in contempt.  “Knowing what we know of human psychology, we can … suspect that Jacob did indeed hate Leah, because, by reminding him of the fraudulent circumstances of their wedding, she reminded him of his most shameful memory, the time he deceived his father.  We often hate people for confronting us with what we like least about ourselves.”

God sees that Leah was unloved.  He grants her the privilege of giving birth to Jacob’s firstborn son, Reuven.  Three other sons – Simeon, Levi and Judah – follow, while Rachel is unable to conceive.  To compensate, she give Jacob her maid Bilhah, to be his concubine.  Bilhah gives birth to Dan and Naphtali.  Not to be outdone by her younger sister, Leah gives Jacob her maid Zilpah as a concubine.  Zilpah gives birth to Gad and Asher.  Leah gives birth to three more children: two sons, Issachar and Zebulun, and a daughter, Dinah.  Finally, Rachel conceives and gives birth to Joseph.  (The birth of Benjamin will be recounted in next week’s parashah.)

Through his knowledge of animal husbandry, Jacob’s flocks grow more and more numerous, to the point that his brothers-in-law are jealous of him.  He decides that he has spent more than enough time in his father-in-law’s home.  He packs up his wives, concubines and all their children and begins his journey  back to Canaan, at a time when Laban was away to shear his sheep.  When Laban returns to find that Jacob had left and taken everything – including his two daughters and his grandchildren – with him, he pursues Jacob.  This is where God intervenes, fulfilling his promise to protect Jacob: “God appeared to Laban the Aramean in a dream by night and said to him, ‘Beware of attempting anything with Jacob, good or bad.’” (31:24)

The scene when Laban finally overtakes Jacob and his entourage is very emotional.  Jacob becomes incensed as his father-in-law, saying that it was only because of God’s protection that he was able to avoid becoming the complete victim of Laban’s deceitfulness.  “Had not the God of my father, the God of Abraham and the Fear of Isaac, been with me, you would have sent me away empty-handed.” (31:42)  They agree to a pact of mutual nonagression – a cold peace, if you will – and Jacob continues on his journey home. 

II. Commentary

A.  “Adonai saw that Leah was unloved:” A Reflection 
Perhaps the presence of people who suffer through no real fault of their own makes us squeamish because it reminds us both of our own mortality and the simple dumb luck behind our good fortune. Maybe we keep those who are suffering out of sight because at some level, they remind us that our own blessings don’t come with a "lifetime guarantee" and we'll have no basis for complaint if and when they disappear.

This impulse, to turn away while others suffer, is nothing new. In Parashat Vayetze, Leah, the last of the matriarchs, is despised by everyone around her. Fearing nobody would want to marry her, her father Laban foists her off on Jacob in a colossal act of deception. Throughout their marriage, Jacob remains distant from Leah, even after she bears him six sons. The Torah mentions no willing physical relationship or even any conversation between her and her husband, making it seem as if she conceived and bore her children alone. But it’s not just Jacob who despises Leah – even the vagrants think that she’s the lowest of the low.

God knows that Leah is miserable and isolated, and the Holy One resolves to help her. Presumably, the Creator of the Universe could have simply made Jacob love Leah, but that is not the miracle that God performs. Rather, God opens Leah’s womb, making her the mother of seven children. The miracle God sends to Leah is Reuven, a child who loves this detested woman. The fact that Leah bore children is only the necessary prerequisite for the real miracle – that her son Reuven loves her, even though she is hated by everyone else. While others see her as an object to be acted upon, and she sees herself as worthless without her husband’s love, her firstborn child Reuven is different. When he brings Leah food (Gen. 31:14), he becomes the very first person, perhaps in her entire life, to do something expressly for her – not to manipulate her or use her as a pawn to manipulate someone else. Reuven sees her not as an object, but as a person, worthy of love. In a family founded on manipulation, deception and betrayal, he simply loves his mother and takes care of her.

Although Reuven’s status as Jacob’s first-born son was negated because his mother was hated, he didn’t look away from his Leah’s suffering. Faced with her pain, Reuven might have seen his mother as a threat to his standing with Jacob and tried to distance himself from her. Instead, he sees Leah’s misery and turns toward her in love. His actions comprise the miracle that God sent to Leah.

The end of Birkat HaMazon, the traditional blessing said after a meal, reads, “I was young, and I have grown older, but I have not seen a righteous person forsaken, nor his children begging for bread.” Many contemporary Jews choose to read this as a dirge, because they know it’s not true – they have seen righteous people forsaken, begging for bread. They are overwhelmed by the suffering and lament what they see. But Reuven did not wring his hands and he did not turn away from the suffering of the innocent. He responded to the challenge of human pain with love. 

It is no secret that there are righteous people today who are begging for both bread and love…, looking for some kind of human connection. They challenge our sense of complacency and our sense of entitlement just as Jacob’s rejection of Leah challenged Reuven’s position as firstborn son. But although Leah’s pain touched on his deepest fears, just as the suffering of the world touch on ours, Reuven understood that he was not free to simply see Leah’s suffering and do nothing. He understood that it was on him to act. Indeed, Reuven never did see “a righteous person forsaken,” because when he perceived such a situation, he changed it. And so it is on us, to not merely stand by and watch the righteous beg, but to actually manifest God’s open hand, and help them obtain what they need.

The above was written by Brent Chaim Spodek, a fourth year rabbinical student at the Jewish Theological Seminary, wrote it.  He can be reached at bspodek@ajws.org. If you want to receive the AJWS’s weekly D’var Torah on social justice, you may subscribe at http://action.ajws.org/ajws_centerhome/parshat_hashavua.html.
B.  Jacob’s ladder: Last year’s “Shalom Africa” for Parashat Vayetze contained various interpretations of the symbolism of Jacob’s dream. (See archive.)  Those interpretations were from the classical Midrash. Equally interesting and instructive is how a contemporary rabbi interprets the dream.  The following is from Rabbi David J. Wolpe’s lovely book, “Floating Takes Faith: Ancient Wisdom for a Modern World.”

In Jacob’s dream, why do angels who ascend and descend need a ladder?  Aren’t angels able to fly?

The angels and their ladder teach us that realizing dreams requires a step-by-step approach.  Ascent is not quick.  While they take just a moment to conceive, dreams demand time and effort to achieve.  The ladder is rich in symbolism: Not only does it remind us that reaching toward heaven is often a rung-by-rung process, but it may be climbed in either direction.

Asked what God has been doing since the completion of creation, Rabbi José ben Halafta replied that God has been building ladders for some to ascend and others to descend.

To my brothers and sisters in Nigeria: Please keep Rabbi Wolpe’s teaching in mind has we go forward, step-by-step, rung-by-rung, to transform our community into the community that we dream of and long for.

♥  ♥  ♥

May God grant us a life in which our hearts’ desires for goodness will be fulfilled.  May God bless us all until we meet again







Rabbi Howard Gorin, Rockville, MD
Resources:

(1) A luach (Hebrew calendar) for November can be found at http://rabbihowardgorin.org/12.05.htm
Candlelighting times will be found at the bottom of the calendar.

(2) To find commentary on this week’s reading: http://rabbihowardgorin.org/DvarTorah.htm#Internet
(3) For archived issues of Shalom Africa: http://rabbihowardgorin.org/ShalomAfricaArchive.htm






