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It is quite interesting to analyze the Torah’s description 
of Yaakov Avinu. In parshas Toldos, Yaakov is described 
as an “ish tam yoshev ohalim” – “a simple man, a dweller 

of tents.” We see from here that Yaakov had a tremendous 
love for limud haTorah – Torah study – so much so that 
the Midrash states that he spent fourteen years learning in 
Yeshivas Shem v’Eiver. The question that can be raised is 
why the Torah deems it so important to emphasize the fact 
that Yaakov valued limud haTorah so much.

We do know that Yaakov Avinu serves a role as av b’galus, 
a leader in exile, as he spent a significant amount of time 
dwelling in Mitzrayim. In the darkness and depression of 
galus, one cannot survive without the constant study of 
Torah. The mida of chesed alone – for which Avraham Avinu 
was so renowned – would not suffice. This can be borne out 
very clearly by observing the United States. Despite the fact 
that there are many philanthropic institutions and the like, 
they do not preserve our Jewish identity and we watch the 
rate of assimilation climb with each passing day.

Similarly, the mida of t’fila, for which Yitzchak was 
so renowned would not be sufficient in galus. Again, by 
observing modern times, this can be proven to be a factual 
truth. The flourishing Reform and Conservative movements 
place a great deal of emphasis on prayer and yet are sadly 
lacking in their religious observance. Only Torah then is 
capable of preserving the Jewish people in galus.

The question to be asked is why only Torah is capable of 
accomplishing this feat. The Torah is intent upon placing 
emphasis on the past, the present and the future. We always 
are reminded of past events and warned about what will 
happen in the future if we do not adhere to the dictates of the 
Torah. Those who do not live their lives through the Torah, 
however, live only for the present. Thus, an exile can very 

easily destroy their world, and this has proven to be the case 
time and time again. However, a person who lives his life 
with an eye toward the future can always cling to a belief in 
the impermanent nature of galus.

The importance of synthesizing events of the past present 
and future to help us keep a proper perspective while in 
galus is reflected in the “ha lachma anya” at the beginning of 
the Hagada. “Ha lachma anya di achalu avhasana” – “This is 
the bread of affliction that our fathers ate” – reflects a view 
of the past while “kol dichfin yeisei v’yeichol” – “Whoever 
is hungry come and eat” – places the stress on the present. 
Finally, we conclude with a hope for the future: though 
we are now slaves (“hashta avda”) next year we will be free 
(“l’shana haba’a b’nei chorin”). We are confronted by the 
knowledge that the present exile is merely a temporary 
phenomenon which will soon pass.

Another important aspect of Torah is that it teaches us 
about the importance of hashgacha pratis, divine providence, 
a phenomenon by which Yaakov lived his entire life. In 
parshas Vayeitzei (25:20), Yaakov swears: “If Hashem will be 
with me and guard me in this path and give me bread to eat 
and clothing to wear, and I will return to my father’s house 
in peace, and Hashem will be my God.” We see that Yaakov’s 
life was one that was dependent upon the intervention of 
divine providence. This can be clearly reflected in his dealing 
with Lavan and Eisav, who would have killed Yaakov if not 
for the intervention of the hashgacha pratis. Similarly, Yaakov 
would have never been able to endure his arduous journeys 
and flights without the help of Hashem. Undoubtedly, 
Yaakov’s limud haTorah provided him with the knowledge 
that everything is dependant upon the will of Hashem; no 
other source reflects hashgacha pratis more than the Torah. 

How can we apply this lesson to our daily lives? The 

Yaakov Avinu and Limud Hatorah
Rabbi Hershel Reichman 
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Jewish people have clearly received a special hashgacha. But 
we must constantly be aware that it is only because of limud 
haTorah that we have merited this hashgacha. The midrashic 
interpretation of Yaakov’s words to Eisav’s messenger, “Im 
Lavan garti,” – “I lived with Lavan” – is that “I kept the 613 
mitzvos.” Yaakov is stating that the observance of the mitzvos 

is what preserved him in exile. A synthesis of past, present 
and future events, aided by limud haTorah will allow us to 
remain optimistic in galus. We must always remain cognizant 
of the fact that our future is meaningless without limud 
haTorah. In merit of limud haTorah may we be zoche to see 
the coming of Mashiach speedily in our days.

Jacob’s Ladder
Rabbi Chaim Eisenstein 

Jacob’s ladder is a metaphor that is used by many 
because of its vivid and dramatic imagery. Nevertheless 
its exact message is unclear. Although Rashi clearly 

describes the angels ascending and descending as being the 
angels of chutz la’aretz and Eretz Yisrael, there are many parts 
of the story which require further elaboration.

The Nesivos Shalom describes a few interesting details 
that appear in the psukim and in the midrashim and then 
posits a very interesting message that can be gleaned from 
Jacob’s ladder. Firstly, the Torah emphasizes that the ladder 
was not only in the heavens but rooted in the ground - 
mutzav artzah. Why does the Torah emphasize something 
that is relatively obvious and at first glance doesn’t seem to 
have much significance?

Secondly, the midrash points out that the gimmatria 
of sulam is the same as that of Sinai - what is the parallel 
between Jacob’s ladder and Mount Sinai?

Finally, the midrash also emphasizes a parallel between 
the ladder and the ramp of the mizbeach (Altar) in the 
midkash - in what way are they similar?

In Chassidus, according to the Nesivos Shalom, the ladder 
represents a tool for change in Yaakov’s life that is a metaphor 
for all of us. Yaakov, after rising in the holiness of his father’s 
home and studying in the Yeshiva of Shem and Ever, became 
very scared of traveling the challenges of “the real world”. 
This was the first time he was going to live in an atmosphere 
of idol worshippers and there he would have to try to raise a 
family and earn a living. 

This is the meaning of the midrash on vayifga bamakom 
- Yaakov attempted to pass but the whole world was a brick 
wall in front of him. The kedusha Yaakov had achieved was 
comfortable in his previous environment, but how was he to 
maintain that sanctity when going out into “the real world”.

In response to this fear, Hashem shows Yaakov a ladder 
that is rooted in the ground with angels ascending and 
descending to say that even when a person is involved in 
the earthly challenge of the material world, he can still 
maintain his kedusha. The Slonimer Rebbe goes so far as to 
say that Hashem was telling Yaakov that G-d wills a Jew to 
involve himself in the material world and in that manner he 
will attain holiness. This is why the Torah emphasizes that 
the ladder was rooted in the ground, emphasizing that the 
appropriate path to holiness actually starts with taking the 
corporeality of this world and channeling it towards a higher 
purpose. In fact, there isn’t a single part of Hashem’s creation 
that cannot be utilized in this direction if the proper tool is 
used.

The proper tool is the ladder whose gimmatria is Sinai. 
The experience of kabbalas HaTorah and the halachic system 
received at Sinai are there to generate holiness from every 
part of the material world. That system is rooted in the 
ground but reaches the heavens as well. At the same time, it 
is a system that demands self-sacrifice as represented by the 
mizbeach. How else can it be insured that the participation 
in all parts of the material world be an expression of holiness 
and not hedonism?

Often an individual who strives for growth in Torah 
encounters a fissure between the clarity and spiritual security 
of the Beis HaMidrash and the hedonistic culture that exists 
outside. When faced with that challenge, the beautiful 
metaphor of Jacob’s ladder and all its import as described in 
chassidus can be a very helpful starting point.
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Fearing his brother Esav’s homicidal threats, Yaakov 
flees his parental home in search of safety and in 
hope of securing his future. The actual description 

of Yaakov’s departure, however, seems verbose, as we are 
told, “And Yaakov departed from Be’er Sheva and went 
to Charan.” Rashi notes that the opening of the pasuk 
is unnecessary, after all, we know where Yaakov was 
leaving from; why not just tell us where he was going? 
Rashi cites the well know teaching of Chazal that this 
additional information is mentioned, not as part of a 
travel log, but rather, to communicate the message that, 
“yetzias tzaddik min ha-makom oseh roshem,” when 
Yaakov left his absence was felt by those who remained 
behind. 

While this teaching is certainly a beautiful testament to 
the special character of Yaakov, the Keli Yakar wonders why 
Chazal never make this point regarding our other forefathers. 
After all, Avraham and Yitzchok also travelled quite a bit, 
so why is there no statement about the impact that their 
respective departures had on the people? 

The Keli Yakar offers two different – and in fact opposite – 
answers. His first suggestion is that there was noting unique 
about Yaakov’s departure; the same sense of loss occurred 
whenever Avraham and Yitzchok travelled. Nevertheless 
Chazal highlight Yaakov’s impact because it was somewhat 
surprising. He explains that when Avraham and Yitzchok 
moved from place to the place their families and students 
came with them, thus leaving no religious role models 
behind. Of course, given such a spiritual exodus, their 
absence was felt by those who stayed.  

But when Yaakov fled, his parents – both great tzaddikim 
– remained. One might have reasonably thought that in 
such circumstances the impact of the departure of yet 
another tzaddik would be negligible. Therefore, the Keli 
Yakar suggests, Chazal emphasize that Yaakov’s greatness 
was so extraordinary that despite the continued presence of 
Yitzchok and Rivka, his loss was still felt.  

This understanding of Chazal’s insight should inspire us 
to ask ourselves a simple, but powerful, question: If we were 
to leave a community would we be missed? In other words, 
have we made enough of a difference that our absence would 
be noticed? For some of us the answer to this question is yes 
– like it was for Yaakov – and we can take justifiable pride in 

our accomplishments.  
But for others, the honest answer to this question is no, 

we would not be missed. In this case, rather than being 
dispirited, we should recommit ourselves to the tzibbur 
and reconsider which areas of communal life we can best 
contribute towards. No matter how thriving a neighborhood 
we live in, there is always more to be done and there are 
ways for everyone to make a difference. Like Yaakov before 
us, we all have the potential to make a lasting and unique 
contribution. 

The Keli Yakar offers a second explanation, as well, and 
suggests that perhaps Chazal limited their comments to 
Yaakov because his departure was actually the first to be 
noticed. He explains that in order for a “yetzias tzaddik” to 
be “oseh roshem,” it’s not enough for there to be a tzaddik 
present, but there must also be a community of sufficient 
spiritual sensitivity to appreciate the tzaddik. If the people 
don’t appreciate the tzaddik before he leaves they certainly 
won’t notice the loss upon his departure. 

Despite their obvious greatness, when Avraham and 
Yitzchok travelled from place to place their absence was 
never felt because the people left behind weren’t the type 
who value spiritual contribution. When Yaakov left Be’er 
Sheva, however, his parents, Yitzchok and Rivka, remained 
and they were attuned to the value – and therefore the loss – 
of Yaakov.  

This second explanation of the Keli Yakar should also 
inspire self-reflection. We are blessed to live among special 
people whose lives are focused on spiritual aspirations and 
who are selflessly committed to the welfare of others. Too 
often we are but one step ahead of Avraham and Yitzchok’s 
neighbors – we at least appreciate people after they have 
moved on. But the challenge for us is not to wait until they 
depart, but rather to value them while they are in our midst. 
Even if we cannot reach the level of the tzaddik, we must 
– and can – appreciate the contributions that the tzaddik 
makes to our community. 

The sense of loss felt upon Yaakov’s departure spoke 
volumes about both Yaakov and the people he left behind. 
We too should strive to live lives of meaning that benefit 
those around us and, at the same time, appreciate those 
people whose contributions enrich our communities.

The Two-Fold Lesson of Yaakov’s Departure
Rabbi Dovid Gottlieb
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The Dream of Jacob
Rabbi David Horwitz 

Genesis 28:10-14 ( JPS translation) reads as follows:
Jacob left Beer-Sheba, and set out for Haran. 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. 
He had a dream; a stairway was set on the ground and its top 
reached to the sky, and angels of God were going up and down 
on it. And the L-RD was standing beside him and He said, “I 
am the L-RD, the God of your father Abraham and the God 
of Isaac: the ground on which you are lying I will give 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. All the families of the earth shall 
bless themselves by you and your descendants. Remember, 
I am with you: I will protect you wherever you go and will 
bring you back to this land. I will not leave you until I have 
done what I have promised you. (The translation of sulam 
as stairway differs from other translations: ramp or the most 
common one of ladder. The Rambam in The Guide of the 
Perplexed I:15 translates And the L-RD was standing on the 
ladder [and not “standing beside him( Jacob)] ).

The meaning of the dream of Jacob is one that has elicited 
numerous interpretations over the years. For his part, the 
Rambam offered at least three different interpretations of the 
episode. Rambam understood that Jacob’s dream represented 
a prophecy. The elements of the dream constitute an allegory 
that has to be reinterpreted. What is most particularly 
fascinating is that in this case, Rambam utilized a Midrash on 
the dream for his own purposes. [Over twenty years ago, in 
a Hebrew article in Bar Ilan: Annual of Bar Ilan University: 
Studies in Judaica and the Humanities, Vol. XXII-XXIII 
(1987), pp. 329-49, Professor Sara Klein-Braslavy discussed 
the various interpretations that the Rambam offered to the 
narrative, and my presentation is largely based upon her article. 
One of the points she makes is that according to the Rambam, 
a prophetic dream can have multiple meanings, and, if one 
takes the different interpretations of the Rambam of the dream 
in their entirety, that is exactly what we have here.]

The first interpretation of Rambam is given in his halakhic 
magnum opus, Mishneh Torah, Hilkhot Yesode Ha-Torah 3:7. 
The 2nd one can be found in his philosophic magnum opus 
The Guide of the Perplexed 1:15, and the 3rd is further along 
in the same book, 2:10. In Mishneh Torah, the point of the 

dream of the ladder is the revelation of the future history of the 
children of Israel.  In both expositions in The Guide, however, 
the subject of the dream is Sitrei Torah: the mysteries of the 
Torah. According to the first interpretations of that book, the 
subject of the dream deals with the physics of the sublunary 
world and the world of the celestial spheres, and human 
apprehension of the universe and the image of the prophet 
as the ideal leader. According to the second interpretation 
found in the Guide, the point is simpler: it only concerns the 
nature of the sublunary universe. (One should remember that 
Rambam understood physics as such to be the referent of the 
Talmudic phrase ma‘aseh bereshit, the esoteric discipline that 
along with ma‘aseh merkavah (in the Maimonidean scheme, 
metaphysics) composes the subject matter of sitrei Torah)  (It 
should be noted that there may even be a fourth interpretation  
by the Rambam, one cited in his letter to R. Hasdai Ha-
Levi, but, as Prof. Klein-Braslavy notes, there are problems 
with assuming that it is indeed a separate Maimonidean 
explanation., most notably because many scholars reject the 
authenticity of this letter.)

      In his interpretation of the dream in Mishneh Torah, 
Rambam does not write that he is “homiletically” interpreting 
the dream but rather is presenting the plain meaning or 
“peshat.” The rungs of the ladder symbolize the oppression 
with which various kingdoms will oppress the Jewish people. 
This idea was already stated in various Midrashim, such as 
Pesikta de-Rab Kahana, and Midrash Tanhuma. According 
to this explanation, the ladder represents the ladder of time. 
The angels represent kingdoms. This fits quite nicely with the 
Maimonidean interpretation of angel as messenger. The four 
kingdoms were the messengers of God Who acted to fulfill 
His plans for the Jewish people. In his Iggeret Teman as well, 
Rambam refers to God’s promise to Jacob that the nations 
who would oppress the Israelite would eventually vanish from 
the scene.

In Guide of the Perplexed 2:10, Rambam develops his 
thesis that the number 4 plays an important role in the 
structure of sublunary physics. There are four basic elements 
(earth, air fire and water). There are four essential forms of 
being on the earth (minerals, plants, animals and humans. 
There are four subdivisions among the celestial bodies that 
cause effects on the sublunary sphere: the sphere of the moon 
itself, the sphere of the sun, the sphere of the planets, and the 
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sphere of the fixed stars (Rambam, of course, was operating 
within the pre-Copernican, Ptolemaic worldview). Then, in 
a remarkable move, Rambam quotes the Midrash Tanhuma 
that claims that there were four rungs on the ladder that 
Jacob saw in his dream. (Rambam admits that were other 
texts of the Midrash that claimed that a different number of 
rungs existed.) Moreover, Rambam maintained that there 
were precisely four angels, and that they were all on the same 
rung of the ladder.  Two were “going up” and two were “going 
down.” Thus, what is represented by the angels? The four 
elements (fire, air, earth and water) Thus, the dream expresses 
the basic tenets of Aristotelian physics! The four elements are 
“all on the same rung,” they are the four elements of this world 
of generation and corruption, as opposed to the fifth element 
which constitutes the nature of the heavenly bodies.

Thus, the sitrei Torah that Jacob saw in his dream expressed 
the tenets of Aristotelian physics!

The most complex interpretation of the Rambm is that 
offered in the first part of the Guide. (I: 15) Rambam begins 
with the assertion that one cannot interpret passages that use 
the word nitzav (to stand erect) with reference to  

“God in a literal sense. Thus, one cannot interpret the verse 
“And behold, the L-RD stood upon it (the ladder) literally.” 
Rather, it has the meaning of something stable and constant. 
God is “stable” above the ladder, of which one end is upon 
the world of generation and corruption, the earth, and the 
other end in the heaven. What do the angels represent? The 
prophets. How does ascending and descending pertain to 
prophets? The prophet ascends intellectually, and receives 
prophetic inspiration from God. Then he descends to 
the people, with the decree of the prophecy, and teaches 
the people the contents of that decree. According to this 
explanation, the moral point of the dream was to teach the 
lesson that man should strive to become a prophet, which 
allows him to most perfectly engage in the act of Imitatio Dei, 
the Imitation of God, by guiding the religious community.

Remarkably, the three different interpretations of the 
Rambam all use different aspects of the Midrashic literature on 
the parable of the ladder. This case serves as an example of the 
point that Rambam did not simply abandon previous literature 
when propounding his own ideas. On the contrary, he worked 
the insights of various Midrashim into his own worldview.

Yaakov’s journey to Charan: a lesson in Bitachon
Rabbi Eli Ozarowski

Genesis 28:10-14 ( JPS translation) reads as follows:
It is interesting that in last week’s parsha, Rivka 

instructs Yaakov to flee to Charan, while here the 
Torah describes Yaakov’s journey as simply וילך, he went to 
Charan.  Furthermore, this week’s  Haftarah also refers to 
Yaakov’s journey as one of fleeing.   What is the basis for this 
discrepancy?  

The Sfas Emes (year 5661) and Rav Matityahu Salamon 
(Sefer Matnas Chaim) both suggest that perhaps Yaakov’s 
mentality was that of someone who was going, without the 
pressure of feeling chased and fleeing from an enemy.  True, 
Esav indeed wanted to kill Yaakov, and Rivka accurately 
describes the reality of Yaakov’s journey as one of running 
away from Esav.  Nevertheless, Yaakov himself had a 
tremendous level of Bitachon in Hashem, and felt that this 
was where Hashem wanted him to be; Esav was only the 
messenger to point him in the right direction.  This trait, says 
the Sfas Emes, is why Yaakov was called “Ish Tam,” meaning 
that he accepted everything that happened to him with 
“Temimus,” wholeheartedness, as being part of Hashem’s plan 

for him.  He didn’t let Esav’s murderous intentions faze him, 
but rather practiced the trait of Hishtavus, responding equally 
to compliments and antagonism from others, as described 
in Chovos HaLevavos.   Therefore, Yaakov himself didn’t 
perceive his journey as fleeing from Esav, but rather of a Divine 
beckoning towards an unknown future.  This allowed him to 
travel calmly and not feel as if he was running away.        

The Sfas Emes suggests that this is the meaning of the 
Medrash (Bereshis Rabbah, opening piece to our parsha) 
that the pasuk in Mishlei of אז תלך לבטח דרכך , then you 
will go in security on your way, refers to Yaakov, because it 
says ויצא יעקב.  On the surface it is difficult to understand 
how this pasuk supports the contention that Yaakov went 
with security and faith.  However, in light of the above 
explanation, it is perfectly clear how this shows Yaakov’s 
faith: the fact that he was not fleeing, but rather simply going 
where he was supposed to go.  This, in turn, allowed Yaakov 
to avoid feeling the pressure and fear normally associated 
with someone running for his life.  

We can learn a tremendous lesson from the Sfas Emes’ 
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The Importance of Work
Rabbi Meir Goldwicht 

After Yaakov leaves Eretz Yisrael, his first interaction 
with people is with the shepherds gathering around 
the well in Charan. When Yaakov sees them, he 

comments to them, “The day is still long and it is not time to 
gather the flocks; water the sheep and go feed them.” Rashi 
explains that when Yaakov saw them lying down around 
the well, he thought they wanted to gather the livestock 
and go home for the day. He said to them, “The day is still 
long,” meaning that if you were hired for the day, you have 
not completed the day’s work, and if the animals belong to 
you, “It is not the time to gather the flocks” nevertheless. 
The question that must be asked is why Yaakov, who was 
unfamiliar with the people, the culture, and the customs of 
Charan, was driven to say anything in the first place? The 
importance of this question is bolstered by the fact that sefer 
Bereishit is ma’aseh avot siman babanim.

When we contemplate Yaakov’s life, we discover 
something very interesting. On his last night in Eretz Yisrael, 
the Torah says, “And he lay down in that place.” Rashi 
explains that only in that place did he lie down, but during 
his fourteen years in the yeshiva of Shem and Eiver, he did 
not lie down at night. While he certainly slept, for he was 
human, he never went to sleep; he simply crashed over his 
sefarim. His last night in Eretz Yisrael was the first time he 
actually lay down to sleep.

When Yaakov confronts Lavan many years later, he says, 
“During the day I was consumed by heat and by frost at 
night, and my sleep wandered from my eyes.” The gemara in 
Bava Metzia (33) explains that Yaakov worked day and night, 
much more than he needed to. In other words, Yaakov was 
a person who could squeeze every moment for all its worth. 
Yaakov could not tolerate batala (inactivity).

In Avot d’Rabbi Natan (11), it says, “A person only dies 
while engaged in batala.” Chazal say in the Midrash that work 
is greater than the patriarchal merit, because Yaakov says to 
Lavan, “Were it not for the G-d of my fathers…you would 
have sent me away empty-handed”—in the merit of his 

fathers, he received his wages—“and the L-rd saw my hard 
work and rebuked you last night”—in the merit of his hard 
work, Lavan was unable to lay a finger on Yaakov to harm 
him. Yaakov teaches us the importance of hard work and 
avoiding inactivity.

This is why the mishnah in Avot says, “Hamefaneh libo 
l’vatalah mitchayev b’nafsho, One who turns his heart to 
inactivity has brought a death sentence upon himself.” When 
HaKadosh Baruch Hu blesses us in Parashat Bechukotai, one of 
the berachot is “ufaniti aleichem, lit. I will direct my attention to 
you.” The Admor of Gur comments homiletically that “ufaniti 
aleichem” appears in Bechukotai as both a klalah and a berachah, 
suggesting that zman panui (related to the root of “ufaniti”), free 
time, can be both a blessing and a curse, depending on whether 
you take advantage of it or let it go to waste.

Yaakov Avinu could not stand to see the shepherds 
wasting their time around the well and wished to teach 
them the importance of work. When Yaakov goes on in the 
parasha to build his family and his home, he teaches us that 
this requires a person to go out and work. Working is not a 
b’dieved lifestyle. Quite the opposite – Shlomo haMelech 
says in Kohelet, “See a life with your wife whom you love.”

Rashi explains that this is a craft to go hand-in-hand with your 
Torah learning. The same lesson is clear in Rabbeinu Bechayey’s 
interpretation of the passuk, “Six days shall you work (ta’avod, 
lit. serve) and complete all your work”: Six days shall you serve 
Hashem by completing your work, like the Avot.

R’ Hutner writes in Iggeret 94 that having a career is not a 
double life. If it is centered around Hashem, it is a broad life. 
This is the path to Hashem – when a person’s work connects 
him to kedushah, he merits hashra’at haShechinah. As R’ 
Tarfon says, “HaKadosh Baruch Hu only infused Yisrael with 
his Shechinah once they did melacha.”

Through this lesson, we will merit the blessing of, “And 
you shall spread westward and eastward, northward and 
southward, and all the nations of the world will be blessed 
through you and your descendants.”

description of Yaakov Avinu.  A person who undergoes trials 
and tribulations often may ask why G-d is doing this to 
him.  However, the proper response is that of Yaakov, who 
understood that it was part of the Divine plan and that this 
was his job in life at this particular stage, even if he didn’t 

understand why.  Furthermore, this feeling of pure faith can 
help us, as it did Yaakov, to retain composure in the face 
of adversity and not let our fears control us.  We should all 
merit to develop the trust in Hashem of Yaakov Avinu and 
in that merit be saved from all of our enemies.  
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And Yaakov arose and placed his children and wives 
on the camels…to go to Yitzchak his father in the 
Land of Canaan…And Rochel stole her father’s 

teraphim (divination oracles).” (Bereshis 31:17-19)
Why did Rochel steal her father’s teraphim? Although 

there are various interpretations, Rashi (on v. 19) invokes 
the explanation of Bereshis Rabbah that Rochel sought to 
impede her father from further avodah zarah (idol worship), 
and she therefore took away his teraphim before departing 
Charan.

Why did Rochel seek to prevent Lavan from avodah 
zarah? Of course, it is always commendable to prevent others 
from engaging in avodah zarah or sinning in any manner, 
but we do not find that Rivka took her family’s idols with 
her when she departed from Charan, in order to stop her 
family’s idolatrous practices. According to the opinion in 
Chazal that Rivka was a grown woman when she left Charan 
with Eliezer, she certainly would have been able to confiscate 
the avodah zarah of her family’s home. Similarly, we do not 
have any record of other members of the families of the Avos 
confiscating idols of their idolatrous relatives. Why then did 
Rochel steal Lavan’s avodah zarah? Why is this case different?

Chazal record (Bereshis Rabbah, in Rashi on 29:12) that 
when Yaakov first met Rochel and was told that she was 
Lavan’s daughter, Yaakov remarked that should Lavan act 
dishonestly toward him, he would have to treat Lavan in 
kind, and should Lavan act in good faith with him, he would 
act in good faith with Lavan as well. As is known, the former 
path had to be taken. “And he (Yaakov) said unto Lavan: ‘…
Why did you deceive me?’ and Lavan replied, ‘Such a thing 
shall not be done in our place, to marry off the younger 
before the older. In another week, this one (Rochel) too shall 
be given to you in exchange for seven additional years that 
you will work for me.’ “ (ibid. 29:25-27) Due to his deceptive 
and manipulative ways, the only way to succeed with Lavan 
and to protect oneself was to act stealthily – even though 
Yaakov conducted himself with total honesty as Lavan’s 
shepherd for the 20 years that he was with him.

In light of Lavan’s manipulative character, he seems to 
have forfeited the respect of his daughters, who were ready 
to part ways with him when given the choice, noting that he 
treated them like strangers (or chattel), basically selling them 
into marriage in exchange for Yaakov’s employment. (ibid. v. 

15 with Rashi) One may initially be puzzled by Rochel’s and 
Leah’s rationale as to their readiness to leave Lavan, “for do 
we have a share any longer in his property?” (ibid. v. 14, with 
Rashi from Medrash); however, since Lavan’s manipulation 
and greed had reduced his relationship with his daughters to 
one of money, there was nothing else left that bound Rochel 
and Leah to him.

It is noteworthy that the sixth aliyah of the parshah, in 
which Yaakov and his family flee and are shortly thereafter 
confronted by Lavan, features the word ganov - to steal - 
eight times, in various permutations and usages. This alludes 
to and underscores the method by which one had to interact 
with Lavan, for his manipulative character compelled others 
to behave stealthily rather than openly when dealing with 
him.

How could Lavan in good conscience conduct himself 
with his own family as he did?

Upon establishing a truce with Yaakov, Lavan proposed 
a radical agreement - that neither he nor Yaakov could 
pass the stone marker between their lands, which was 
designated as “Gal’eid”. As such, Lavan and Yaakov would 
never again be in the relative proximity of one another 
(unless it was for business purposes - 31:52, with Rashi 
from Bereshis Rabbah). This effectively meant that Lavan 
would never again see his daughters or grandchildren - yet 
he nonetheless sought to enter into this pact in order to 
protect his possessions, as he viewed things. When swearing 
to heed to this agreement, Lavan invoked the name of “the 
god of Nachor”, referring to avodah zarah (Rashi on v. 53, 
from Bereshis Rabbah), in the belief that this idolatrous 
deity provided authority for the pact. We further find that 
Lavan’s understanding of his success was largely based on 
divination with his teraphim. (30:27 with Ibn Ezra, Ramban 
and Chizkuni)

History is replete with members of pagan cultures 
promoting and taking part in all types of hedonistic 
indulgences, base and abominable activities, pillaging, 
plundering and marauding, and so many other self-
serving crimes, all with the authority of their idols. Why 
is this? Because by definition, avodah zarah is subject to 
manipulation, for its deities are limited to certain powers and 
are bound by form, and often can be held and contained by 
people, thereby enabling people to control these idolatrous 

Stealing Lavan’s Teraphim
Rabbi Avraham Gordimer 
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deities and manipulate them, so to say, such that the people 
can do whatever they really want to do and proclaim that it 
is endorsed by their idols. Lavan likewise engaged in greed 
and extortion, using his teraphim and idolatrous beliefs as 
the authority for his actions. Thus, Lavan was able to treat his 
family as chattel and connive for wealth in good conscience, 
as he had a religious basis for all that he was doing. His 
avodah zarah was the “hechsher” for all that he did, as its 
authority could be invoked and manipulated to justify it all, 
just like other ancient heathens committed criminal, self-
serving and indulgent acts in the name of the idols which 
they crafted and controlled.

Rochel realized that Lavan’s fixation on wealth and 
his dishonest methods of enrichment had destroyed his 
relationship with his family and had compelled Yaakov to act 
stealthily and caused him to suffer. She felt that if she could 

somehow undermine Lavan’s sense of authority to act as 
he did, she could restore the relationship and also take the 
pressure off of Yaakov. Rochel thus stole her father’s teraphim 
in an effort to separate him from avodah zarah and thereby 
take away his basis and sense of divine justification and 
authority for acting manipulatively, in a last-minute effort to 
turn Lavan around and salvage her family’s relationship with 
him, while providing relief to Yaakov.

As B’nei Yisroel, we are privileged to bear allegiance to 
the One God, who is limitless, formless, all-powerful and 
eternal, and whose will is expressed in the unchanging Torah. 
This truth compels submission and surrender to Hashem’s 
command and precludes manipulation thereof. Like Rochel, 
we await the day when all will cease from misguided ways, as 
they renounce falsehood and submit to the true Divine.

Baby, We Were Born to Run
Rabbi Shlomo Einhorn 

Let us begin by quoting the classic words of Bruce 
Springsteen: In the day we sweat it out in the streets of 
a runaway american dream At night we ride through 

mansions of glory in suicide machines Sprung from cages out 
on highway 9, Chrome wheeled, fuel injected and steppin out 
over the line Baby this town rips the bones from your back 
Its a death trap, its a suicide rap We gotta get out while were 
young `cause tramps like us, baby we were born to run Some 
people are born to run. That is, we find them running more than 
other people. Yaakov is one such individual. At the bookends 
of our parsha - we find him running. He is returning from 
running at the beginning of the parsha, and he is running at the 
end of the parsha. Why is Yaakov always running? There are 
many reasons to run. One can run because they are leaving or 
abandoning something. Yaakov was clearly fleeing the wrath of 
Esav. However, at some point one has to stop running and find 
a circumstance or value that replaces the very thing that he or 

she has run from. You can’t run forever. Whenever we make a 
choice we must ask ourselves: are we running from something, 
something that scares us and are we therefore taking refuge in 
the safe alternative or are we choosing a new destination because 
that’s what we really want for ourselves. The verse says  “And 
Yaakov left Be’er Sheva and he went to Charan.” Why does the 
Torah use the language of “ויצא” (left) and “וילך” (went)? The 
Steipler Gaon answers, along the lines of our very idea, that 
people leave somewhere either because they’re running away 
from something or because they have to go somewhere. Yaakov 
was doing both. The word for “run” in Hebrew is רץ. It is also the 
route of the word רצון, which means “will.” For where you run to 
or from is the greatest expression of your will. Yaakov expressed 
us his will to stay clear of Esav and he in turn expressed his will 
to arrive at the next stages of his life - transcendence, marriage, 
and the building of a dynasty.


