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Light in Dark Times
What is it that made Jacob – not Abraham or 
Isaac or Moses – the true father of the 
Jewish people? We are called the 
“congregation of Jacob,” “the Children of 
Israel.” Jacob/Israel is the man whose name 
we bear. Yet Jacob did not begin the Jewish 
journey; Abraham did. Jacob faced no trial 
like that of Isaac at the Binding. He did not 
lead the people out of Egypt or bring them 
the Torah. To be sure, all his children stayed 
within the faith, unlike Abraham or Isaac. But 
that simply pushes the question back one 
level. Why did he succeed where Abraham 
and Isaac failed?

It seems that the answer lies in parshat 
Vayetse and parshat Vayishlach. Jacob was 

the man whose greatest visions came to him 
when he was alone at night, far from home, 
fleeing from one danger to the next. In 
parshat Vayetse, escaping from Esau, he 
stops and rests for the night with only stones 
to lie on, and he has an epiphany:

He had a dream in which he saw a
stairway resting on the earth, with 
its top reaching to heaven, and the
angels of God were ascending 
and descending on it…. When 
Jacob awoke from his sleep, he 
thought, “Surely the Lord is in this 
place, and I was not aware of it.” 
He was afraid and said, “How 
awesome is this place! This is 
none other than the house of God;
this is the gate of heaven.” (Gen. 
28:12–17)

In parshat Vayishlach, fleeing from Laban 
and terrified at the prospect of meeting Esau 
again, he wrestles alone at night with an 
unnamed stranger.

Then the man said, “Your name will no longer
be Jacob, but Israel, because you have 
struggled with God and with humans and 
have overcome.”…So Jacob called the place 
Peniel, saying, “It is because I saw God face 
to face, and yet my life was spared.” (Gen. 
32:29–31)

These are the decisive spiritual encounters of
Jacob’s life, yet they happen in liminal space 
(the space between, neither a starting point 
nor a destination), at a time when Jacob is at 
risk in both directions – where he comes from
and where he is going to. Yet it is at these 
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points of maximal vulnerability that he 
encounters God and finds the courage to 
continue despite all the hazards of the 
journey.

That is the strength Jacob bequeathed to the 
Jewish people. What is remarkable is not 
merely that this one tiny people survived 
tragedies that would have spelled the end of 
any other people: the destruction of two 
Temples; the Babylonian and Roman 
conquests; the expulsions, persecutions, and
pogroms of the Middle Ages; the rise of 
antisemitism in nineteenth-century Europe; 
and the Holocaust. What is remarkable is 
that after each cataclysm, Judaism renewed 
itself, scaling new heights of achievement.

During the Babylonian exile Judaism 
deepened its engagement with the Torah. 
After the Roman destruction of Jerusalem it 
produced the great literary monuments of the
Oral Torah: Midrash, Mishnah, and Gemara. 
During the Middle Ages it produced 
masterpieces of law and Torah commentary, 
poetry, and philosophy. A mere three years 
after the Holocaust it proclaimed the State of 
Israel, the Jewish return to history after the 
darkest night of exile.

When I first became Chief Rabbi I had to 
undergo a medical examination. The doctor 
had me walking at a very brisk pace on a 
treadmill. “What are you testing?” I asked 
him. “How fast I can go, or how long?” 
“Neither,” he replied. “I will be observing how 
long it takes for your pulse to return to 
normal, after you come off the treadmill.” 
That is when I discovered that health is 

measured by the power of recovery. That is 
true for everyone, but doubly so for leaders 
and for the Jewish people, a nation of 
leaders. (This, I believe, is what the phrase 
“a kingdom of Priests” [Ex. 19:6] means).

Leaders suffer crises. That is a given of 
leadership. When Harold Macmillan, Prime 
Minister of Britain between 1957 and 1963, 
was asked what the most difficult aspect of 
his time in office was, he famously replied, 
“Events, dear boy, events.” Bad things 
happen, and when they do, the leader must 
take the strain so that others can sleep easily
in their beds.

Leadership, especially in matters of the spirit,
is deeply stressful. Four figures in Tanach – 
Moses, Elijah, Jeremiah, and Jonah – 
actually prayed to die rather than continue. 
This was not only true in the distant past. 
Abraham Lincoln suffered deep bouts of 
depression. So did Winston Churchill, who 
called it his “black dog.” Mahatma Gandhi 
and Martin Luther King Jr. both attempted 
suicide in adolescence and experienced 
depressive illness in adult life. The same was
true of many great creative artists, among 
them Michelangelo, Beethoven, and Van 
Gogh.

Is it greatness that leads to moments of 
despair, or moments of despair that lead to 
greatness? Do those who lead internalise the
stresses and tensions of their time? Or is it 
that those who are used to stress in their 
emotional lives find release in leading 
exceptional lives? There is no convincing 
answer to this in the literature thus far. But 
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Jacob was a more emotionally volatile 
individual than either Abraham, who was 
often serene even in the face of great trials, 
or Isaac, who was particularly withdrawn. 
Jacob feared; Jacob loved; Jacob spent 
more of his time in exile than the other 
patriarchs. But Jacob endured and persisted.
Of all the figures in Genesis, he was the 
great survivor.

The ability to survive and to recover is part of
what it takes to be a leader. It is the 
willingness to live a life of risks that makes 
such individuals different from others. So said
Theodore Roosevelt in one of the greatest 
speeches ever made on the subject:

It is not the critic who counts; not the man 
who points out how the strong man stumbles,
or where the doer of deeds could have done 
them better. The credit belongs to the man 
who is actually in the arena, whose face is 
marred by dust and sweat and blood; who 
strives valiantly; who errs, who comes short 
again and again, because there is no effort 
without error and shortcoming; but who does 
actually strive to do the deeds; who knows 
great enthusiasms, great devotions; who 
spends himself in a worthy cause; who at the
best knows in the end the triumph of high 
achievement, and who at the worst, if he 
fails, at least fails while daring greatly, so that
his place shall never be with those cold and 
timid souls who neither know victory nor 

defeat.1

Jacob endured the rivalry of Esau, the 
resentment of Laban, the tension between 

his wives and children, the early death of his 
beloved Rachel, and the loss – for twenty-
two years – of his favourite son, Joseph. He 
said to Pharaoh, “Few and evil have been the
days of my life” (Gen. 47:9). Yet, on the way 
he “encountered” angels, and whether they 
were wrestling with him or climbing the 
ladder to heaven, they lit the night with the 
aura of transcendence.

To try, to fall, to fear, and yet to keep going: 
that is what it takes to be a leader. That was 
Jacob, the man who at the lowest ebbs of his
life had his greatest visions of heaven.

Shabbat Shalom

QUESTIONS (AROUND THE 
SHABBAT TABLE)

1. Do you think greatness leads to 
moments of despair? Do you think 
moments of despair can lead to 
greatness? 

2. How can we apply this message to our
lives today? 

3. With all the stories in the Torah, what 
is unique about the story of Jacob? 

NOTES

1. Theodore Roosevelt, “Citizenship in a 
Republic”, speech given at the 
Sorbonne, Paris, 23 April 1910. 
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Angels in the Architecture
While there may be a way to justify Yaakov's 
behavior in each of the episodes recounted 
in Parashat Toldot, the fact that there is a 
need for justification is more than a little 
troubling.

What kind of person was Yaakov? What is 
the personality that emerges from the 
verses? Was he a conniving, calculating 
huckster who left a trail of unwitting victims in
his wake? Or was Yaakov a victim of 
circumstances? Did he find himself, again 
and again, in extraordinary situations that 
required him to use extraordinary means to 
survive? Were the events described in the 
early chapters of Bereishit merely "outliers" in
a life otherwise characterized by holiness 
and morality?

The opening verses of Parashat Veyetze 
provide a partial answer: On the very first 
evening of his exile, as he flees the wrath 
incurred by his deceitful behavior, Yaakov 
falls into a slumber, and receives what is 
apparently his first prophetic vision. The very 
fact that God grants Yaakov revelation 
indicates that Yaakov is indeed the chosen 
one. The content of the revelation is no less 
significant , from the vision of angels to the 

words spoken to him: Yaakov understands 
that his life will be one of ups and downs – 
even the celestial beings in his vision expect 
no more than that – but he also understands 
that God will be with him, and despite his 
forced displacement, he will one day come 
home.

When he awakes, Yaakov realizes that he is 

on holy ground,1 and his reaction is a telling 
indicator of his truest self: Yaakov prays for 
the bare necessities, asking God to provide 
for his most basic material needs, and vows 
to build a house for God upon his safe return 
to his ancestral home (Bereishit 28:20-22).

In this response, so much of Yaakov's inner 
world is revealed: He seems to feel 
undeserving of what God has promised, 
either unentitled or uninterested in the 
physical world. He sums up the revelation he 
has received in a very particular way, leaving 
no room for us to err about his own 
preoccupations: Yaakov awakes with a very 
clear and startling insight regarding the 
holiness of the spot on which he stands. He 
understands that the Land of Israel is God's 
place, His earthly abode, as it were; to 
Yaakov, the other elements of the revelation 
are secondary. Yaakov hopes and prays for 
only one thing: to connect to this holiness. He
is filled with awe by the understanding that 
God has promised this holy land to him and 
his descendants, promised that he and his 
children will be permitted to dwell in this 
place of holiness. In return for God allowing 
him to stay in His house, Yaakov vows to 
build a house for God upon his return. This is
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what is on his mind; this is what occupies his 
thoughts – holiness.

When Yaakov mentions the "House of God," 
an almost imperceptible lacuna is filled: The 
events that have brought Yaakov to this point
were set in motion when Yaakov "acquired" 
the birthright from his older brother Esav – 
yet the Torah never indicates why Yaakov 
wanted the birthright, or why Esav did not. 
Now, when Yaakov speaks of a House of 
God, the mystery is solved: The birthright 
determines who will serve in the Temple as 

kohen;2 this is why Yaakov wanted the 
birthright, and why Esav did not.

Yaakov and Esav were not the first set of 
brothers in conflict; they were preceded by 
Kayin and Hevel. And yet, when viewed in 
this light, that earlier conflict may explain this 
later one: The offering brought by Kayin, the 
older brother, was rejected; Kayin, who by 
virtue of his birthright should have been the 
kohen, was passed over in favor of his 
younger brother; God accepted Hevel's 
service – and Kayin was enraged to the point
of murder. His punishment was exile.

Perhaps Esav drew his own lesson from the 
Kayin/Hevel conflict; perhaps his disdain for 
the birthright was a rejection of a role he felt 
was too tenuous. Was Esav worried by the 
mercurial reversal of the birthright? Was he 
afraid that he, too, would be rejected? Kayin 
had taken his anger to the ultimate degree; 
he had killed his younger brother. And while 
Esav did not actually kill Yaakov – although 
the thought had certainly crossed his mind – 
it was Yaakov who was exiled, bearing the 

punishment that had been reserved for the 
older brother in the past.

When Yaakov returns, a "House of God" will 
be built. He has only just set out into exile, 
but he is assured of his return, and he is 
assured that the holiness he seeks will be 
expressed at this spot. The vision of the 
angels ascending and descending conveys a
message that Yaakov grasps with every fiber 
of his being: Nations will rise and fall, peak 

and descend.3 While he must now go into 
exile and leave this place of holiness, he 
knows that this descent will be followed by a 
glorious ascent. He must leave, but he will 
return, and when he does – even greater 
holiness will be revealed. His children will 
build the "House of God," the Holy Temple. 
Even though the House of God will be 
destroyed and his descendants exiled, they 
will return and rebuild. Rome (also known as 
Edom, the descendants of Esav) might 
destroy the second House of God – but just 
as the angels in his vision ascend, so too will 
the Jewish People. Yaakov saw and 
understood all of this as he lay on the ground
in that awesome place.

Yaakov's inner world was a place of holiness;
he saw angels, he envisioned the Temples, 
and he yearned to connect to and actualize 
that holiness. He saw the future, and he 
knew, as he was leaving, that he would be 
back. God had promised that we, the 
Children of Israel would ascend, and return.

NOTES



1. The rabbis teach that Yaakov slept on 
the very spot where the Temple would 
one day stand. See Rashi, Bereishit 
28:11. 

2. Rashi, Bereishit 25:34. The imagery of
the angelic figures ascending and 
descending is associated in rabbinic 
tradition with the kohanim ascending 
and descending the altar to perform 
their holy duties (see Bereishit Rabbah
68:12). Also note that the haftarah 
reading associated with Parashat 
Toldot (Malachi 1,2) shifts from Yaakov
and Esav to a discussion of 
appropriate versus inappropriate 
kohanim. 

3. See Bereishit Rabbah 68:14. 

Torah Teasers Vayetzeie
1. After Yaakov has a dream he takes a 
neder, a vow (Genesis 28:20). Where else in 
the Torah is an actual neder taken (not a 
shvuah)?

In Numbers 21:2, the Jews vow to 
consecrate all of the spoils of war.

2. Which of the sons of Yaakov, whose birth 
is recorded in this parsha, is not named by a 
mother?

In naming all the sons, the verse states "And 
she called." Only with Levi does it state "he 
called his name Levi," implying that he was 
not named by his mother (Genesis 29:34).

3. For which child born to Leah is there no 
reason given for the name?

The Torah does not state any reason for the 
name of Leah's daughter, Dina (Genesis 
30:21).

4. In this parsha, Rachel steals the terafim 
(idols) from her father Lavan. Where else in 
Tanach does another woman handle terafim?

Michal placed terafim in the bed of David to 
help him escape from her father, Shaul (1-
Shmuel 19:13).

5. In this parsha, in what context are the four 
directions, north, south, east and west 
mentioned? Where else in the book of 
Genesis are the four directions mentioned?

In this parsha, Hashem promises Avraham 
that his children will spread out in all four 
directions of the earth (Genesis 28:14). In 
Genesis 13:14, Hashem tells Avraham to 
look in all four directions, since his children 
would inherit the entire land - i.e. everywhere
that Avraham looked.

6. Aside from the Matriarchs, which two other
women in Tanach are described as "barren" 
(akara)?
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The mother of Shimshon is called akara, a 
barren woman (Judges 13:2). Chana, the 
mother of Shmuel, refers to herself as akara 
(1-Shmuel 2:5).

7. Where are flowers mentioned in this 
parsha?

Reuven collects duda'im for his mother 
which, according to some commentators, is a
type of flower (Genesis 30:14, with Rashi).

8. Where is ice referred to in this parsha?

Yaakov describes his devotion to Lavan by 
saying that by day heat consumed him and 
by night ice consumed him (Genesis 31:40).

9. Aside from the seven years that Yaakov 
worked for Rachel and Leah, where else in 
this parsha is the number seven mentioned?

After Yaakov and family run away, Lavan 
catches up with them after seven days 
(Genesis 31:23).

10. What item, mentioned in this parsha, is 
the tallest thing described in the entire Torah?

The ladder in Yaakov's dream stands on the 
ground and reaches to the heavens (Genesis
28:12).

The Jewish Home
Not like Avraham who called [the 
Temple] "mountain," and not like 
Yitzhak who called it "field," but 
rather like Yaakov who called it 
"house"... (Talmud - Pesachim 
88a)

Maimonides in the beginning of Hilchos Beis 
HaBechirah lists three functions of the Holy 
Temple in Jerusalem, the Beis Hamikdash:
(1) to be a bayis laHashem - literally, God's 
house; (2) to be the place where sacrifices 
will be offered; and (3) to be the place to 
which the Jewish people will ascend three 
times yearly to celebrate the festivals.

The Beis Hamikdash serves as a mountain 
(har), a place to ascend to, to look up to, a 
place that inspires one to feel that he is in the
shadow of the Shechina, the Divine 
Presence. That is the function of the Beis 
Hamikdash emphasized by Avraham: Har 
Hashem yera'eh - "the mountain upon which 
God will be seen" and from which the Jewish 
people will be observed by God. This refers 
to the first Beis Hamikdash, on which the 
Shechina devolved and which made a 
profound impression on those who stood in 
its shadow.
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Yitzchak emphasized the second function of 
the Beis Hamikdash by calling it a "field" 
(sadeh), a place for growth and development,
an environment conducive to bringing out all 
man's various emotions and expressing them
in God's service. This was the essence of the
second Beis Hamikdash, which lacked the 
full measure of Shechina, but which still 
served as a place for prayer and the bringing 
of the sacrifices.

It was left to Yaakov, however, to perceive 
the all-encompassing nature of the Beis 
Hamikdash as the House of God. Yaakov 
clearly knew the place of the future Mikdash 
as one where his forefathers prayed. That is 
why he returned after having passed by on 
his way to Charan. Nevertheless after 
awakening from his dream, he exclaimed:

"...surely God is in this place and I 
did not know it.... How awesome is
this place. This is none other than 
God's House, and this is the 
Gateway to Heaven." (Genesis 
28:16-17)

Although he knew of the distinction of this 
site as a mountain and a field, its significance
as a house, which he perceived at that 
moment, overshadowed either of those 
designations. That designation applies to the 
third Beis Hamikdash, which will be eternal 
and influence the entire world.

Yaakov perceived this aspect of the Beis 
Hamikdash as he was ready to descend into 
exile, where his children would be as the dust
of the earth, trod upon by all the nations of 
the world, yet, at the same time, a source of 

inspiration and blessing to the entire world. In
exile the concept of "God's House" would be 
embodied in the House of Prayer, House of 
Study, and the Jewish Home. These three 
would preserve the Jewish people in exile 
and enable them to return to Israel and 
receive the ultimate House of God, the third 
Temple.

To appreciate the precise function of the 
House of God, we must understand what a 
house is. A house is basically four walls, a 
door, and perhaps a window. The four walls 
serve three functions. First, they create an 
interior area, a private inner domain, 
separated from the public domain. The 
Jewish home must create an environment of 
Jewish values and morals, an inner sanctum 
of spirituality that serves as the foundation of 
Torah learning and observance.

Secondly, the walls form a partition that 
encompass and unite all the individuals who 
occupy this inner area. Peace in the home 
(shalom bayis) refers to the perfect harmony 
that the home engenders, where each 
individual feels himself part of a unit that 
must function together - each using their 
unique talents for a common goal.

And finally, the walls of the house serve as 
buffers against destructive foreign influences,
hostile to Torah values.

Once the inner area is infused with sanctity 
and purpose, then the light from the inside 
can be projected from the windows, and the 
intense sanctity of this home environment 
can be exposed to the outside world
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There are several Mitzvot that apply 
specifically to a house. The Mitzvah of 
Shabbos lights symbolizes the sanctity that 
the house must engender and the 
enlightenment of Torah values and ethics. In 
addition, the Shabbos lights symbolize the 
harmony that is produced when each 
member takes care not to step on others in 
the darkness of ignorance and selfishness.

The Mezuzah and ma'akeh (guardrail) 
represent the protection the house offers 
from the physical and spiritual dangers of the
outside world. Checking for Chametz prior to 
Pesach teaches us that we must from time to
time check to see if foreign influences have 
succeeded in invading the house and remove
them.

Lastly, the Mitzvah of Chanukah lights placed
outside the door or in the window symbolizes
the influence that the Jewish home can have 
on the outside world.

The letters of the word bayis (house) itself 
hint to its function. The first letter, bais, 
represents bina, understanding - 
understanding of what to let in and what to 
keep outside. Yud is a letter of holiness, but it
also represents the unity of all the separate 
integers that unite to form one unit of ten. 
The yud represents the holiness that 
pervades the home when all of the 
individuals unite in service of God with a 
common goal. And finally, the suf is a sign - a
sign to the outside world of the Jewish 
home's influence on the entire world.

It is significant that the Parsha that depicts 
Yaakov's first exile deals primarily with our 
matriarchs. The woman is the essence of the 
house itself (Talmud - Shabbos 118b). To 
survive in exile and prepare for the Third 
Temple, we must strengthen our public 
houses, shuls, study houses, as well as our 
individual homes, to reflect the ultimate 
functions of that future house of God.
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