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Knowledge or Wisdom?

Reader: | love about 95% of your audio discussion on the
Torah and philosophy, but what is very disturbing is that the
Rabbi uses the word “knowlegde” of the Holy Torah, when |
feel he should say “wisdom” which is Holy. | have this issue
because Adam and Eve were defiant and ate of the Tree of
Knowlege of Good and Evil within an hour of when God told
them not to eat from it. To me, that's a major mistake for any
Rabbi to say knowlege of the Holy Torah, when its truly Holy
Wisdom. Please correct all including myself.

Rabbi: Not knowing the context to which you refer, |
cannot determine if | was in error using “knowledge”
(da'as) instead of “wisdom” (chochma).

With regards to the Tree of Knowledge (da'as), Adam and
Eve immediately received that knowledge, or an aware-
ness (of morality). In contrast, | understand wisdom to refer
not to awareness, but the ability to analyze and discern, as
God granted Solomon “wisdom” (Kings I, 5:26). Subse-
quently, Solomon was shown to have greater analysis and
discernment. W

(continued on page 12)
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Weekly Parsha

VAYETZE

Yaakovs Acquisition of the

Land of Israel

RABBI BERNIE FOX

And Hashem stood over Him. And
He said: I am Hashem the G-d of your
father Avraham, and the G-d of
Yitzchak. The land upon which you lay
1 shall give to you and to your descen-
dants. (Sefer Beresheit 28:13)

1. Hashem told Yaakov he
would acquire “the land upon
which he lay”

Yaakov leaves the home of his
parents to travel to Charan. Night falls
and he suspends his journey until
morning. That night Yaakov has a
dream. In that dream he observes a
ladder whose feet rest upon the ground
and whose top extends into the
heavens. Hashem’s angels are ascend-
ing the ladder and other angels are
descending.  Hashem stands over
Yaakov and addresses him. The first
element of Hashem’s message is
described in the above passage.
Hashem tells him that the land upon
which he lay shall be given to him and
to his children.

The intention of Hashem’s message is
clear. He is telling Yaakov that he will
give the Land of Cana’an to him and to
his descendants. However, the phras-
ing of Hashem’s message is odd.
Hashem does not tell Yaakov the He
will give to him the Land of Cana’an.
Instead, He describes Yaakov’s legacy
as “the land upon which you lay.” Why
does Hashem use this description?

2, The entire Land of Israel was
folded under Yaakov

Rashi quotes the Sages of the Talmud
who explain that Hashem folded all of
the Land of Israel under Yaakov. When
Hashem said to Yaakov that He would
give to him and to his descendants the
land upon which he lay, He was
describing the entire Land of Israel. At
that moment the entire Land was
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folded under Yaakov.

Of course, these comments only
create a far greater difficulty. The Sages
have explained that the reference to the
“the land upon which you lay” is in fact
a description of the entire Land of

Cana’an. Yaakov — in fact — lay on the
entire Land. However, these comments
do not explain why Hashem did not
describe Yaakov’s legacy in more
simple terms — the Land of Cana’an.
Why did Hashem resort to folding the
Land under Yaakov and describing the
Land as “the land upon which you lay”?

The Sages respond that this expres-
sion was used in order to allude to the
ease with which the Land would be
captured. It would be possessed by
Yaakov’s descendents with the same
ease that Yaakov took for himself this
place to lay for the night. In other
words, the message was that the entire
Land of Cana’an would be captured as
easily as one occupies a space of a few
square feet.

What are the Sages teaching through
this interpretation of the passage? The

Sages seem to begin their discussion by
observing a difficult phrase in the
passage and resolve the difficulty by
presenting an interpretation that is
even more enigmatic! Before consider-
ing this question, it will be helpful to
review an alternative interpretation of
the passage.

3. The passage demonstrates a
legal principle

The Midrash suggests an alternative
explanation of the passage. According
to the Midrash, the passage reflects a
legal ruling found in the Talmud. The
ruling deals with the following case:
Reuven agrees to sell Shimon ten fields
in ten different locations. They agree
that the fields will become Shimon’s
upon his assumption of possession.
Shimon travels to the closest field and
assumes possession of that single field.
The Talmud rules that by assuming
possession of one field, all ten of the
fields become Shimon’s. The Talmud
explains that the fields are joined
together by the terms of the agreement.
Therefore, assuming possession of a
single field transfers ownership of all of
them to Shimon.

According to the Midrash, this law is
derived from or at least reflected in the
above passage. Yaakov lay on a small
piece of land. Yet, through his assum-
ing control over this single small area,
he acquired all of the Land of Cana’an.

4. The entire Land of Israel is a
single integrated whole

The suggestion of the Midrash that
the Talmud’s ruling is referenced in this
passage requires further analysis. In
the case in the Talmud all of the fields
acquired by Shimon are grouped
together by the terms of his agreement
with Reuven. Therefore, his possession
of a single field provides Shimon with
legal possession of all of the fields
identified in the transaction. How does
Yaakov’s seizure of a small parcel of
land on an isolated hilltop in the Land
of Cana’an provide him possession of
the entire land — including territory
hundreds of miles away? Apparently,
the Midrash’s position is that the entire
Land of Israel is a single integrated
whole. It is a single continuous entity.
Therefore, by taking possession of the

(continued on next page)



land upon which Yaakov made his
bed, he took possession of the
entire integrated whole of the
Land of Israel. In other words, in
the Talmud’s case the fields are
joined into a unit by the terms of
the agreement. The Land of Israel
in merged into a single entity by
halachah — Torah law.

5. Comparing the two inter-
pretations of the passage

Torah Temimah suggests that
these two interpretations of the
passage are at odds with one
another. Both understand that
Yaakov acquired the land upon
which he lay. The first, suggests
that all of the Land of Israel was
folded under him. He lay upon

the entire Land of Israel and

Weekly Parsha

thereby, acquired it. The second
interpretation  suggests  that
although he lay only upon a small
portion of the land, this portion is
part of an integrated whole. By
seizing possession of a portion of
the whole, he gained possession of
the entirety.

Perhaps, the Midrash and the
Talmud are not disagreeing but
are simply addressing two differ-
ent issues. The first interpreta-
tion suggests that the entire land
was folded wunder Yaakov.
Reduced to its most basic
element, this statement means
that the land on which Yaakov
slept was connected to and
representative of the entire Land
of Israel. The interpretation is
describing the relationship of the
small piece of earth on which

Yaakov lay to the entire Land of
Israel. It is explaining that by
resting on this small plot of land,
Yaakov lay himself down on the
entire Land of Israel.  This
interpretation uses a figure to
describe this phenomenon — the
Land was folded beneath him. It
is not attempting to explain the
technical basis of the relationship.
In other words, the interpretation
simply asserts a fact — Yaakov’s
resting on this plot was equal to
resting his body on the entire
Land of Israel. The “how and
why” of this equation is not the
subject of the interpretation.
Instead, this interpretation is
focused upon why the Torah
expresses itself in this manner.
The Talmud responds that this
expression is intended to suggest

the ease with which Yaakov’s

descendants will capture the
Land.

The second interpretation does
focus on the mechanics of the
relationship and through this
analysis suggests that a legal
principle is expressed in the
passage. It explains that the
passage is treating the entire Land
of Israel as an integrated whole.
Through his acquisition of a
portion of this whole, Yaakov
acquired the entirety. However,
this interpretation focuses solely
on the issue of mechanics — how
the acquisition was affected. This
interpretation does not address
the question of why the Torah
does not express itself in more
simple terms. H
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The Oix LI of a
Palestinian People
and the Significance
of Jerusalem and the
Temple Mount ..........

et’s be clear: “Israel” is named after the patriarch Jacob,
whom God renamed to Israel. Jacob fathered the 12
Tribes who commenced our great nation. In this week”s
parsha, Vayeitze (Gen. 28:13), God promised the land of Israel
to Jacob and his seed. God rejected all other nations’ claims
to Israel, and the “Chosen People” status claimed by Chris-
tians and Muslims (Wwww.mesora.org/chosen). In that article,
we clearly show God’s intent, that the land of Israel remain
eternally the possession of Jacob’s seed. What the world
needs to learn, is why Israel is so vital: not to Jews, but to all

mankind.

The unprovoked hatred and Arab
murdering of Jews is age-old. The Jew
was selected by God; not them. Their
religion of murder is their attempt to
reject the Jews' "Chosen" status. Knowl-
edge alone will once and for all lay
anti-Semitism to rest. Unfortunately,
the UN, and those reporting "facts" and
the news worldwide expose their utter
ignorance of the facts and readily-
available world history. And the public
too has bought in to the Big Lie of a
"Palestinian People."

Before 1947, "Palestina" was a land
owned by the Ottoman Empire. The
name came down from the Philistines
who did not live there. From the 1500s
through the 1800s it was reported there
were about 300,000 citizens (Arab,
Christian and Jews). And then in 1917 it
was owned by the British Mandate and
renamed "Palestine", (about same
amount of people, Arabs, Christians and
Jews). The Arab country of Palestine
never existed. When a different perim-
eter of that land was offered to the Arabs
to be named "Palestine" and become an
Arab country, the Arabs refused it. At
the same time a different partition of
land was offered to the Jews as a Jewish
country — in 1947 as a way of stopping
the Arabs from continually killing the
Jews. The Jews accepted their portion
of land, Israel. The very next day, the
Arabs started murdering the Jews who
already lived there, as well as the new
civilians who just arrived after surviving
the Holocaust. The people the Arabs are
now calling "Palestinians" are the
children and grandchildren of those
Arabs, and they are calling them
refugees even if they never lived there,
even though they lived in a different

(continued on next page)
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country, but their grandparents lived in
the British mandate. Never in History
has anyone called generations who
never lived in a country "refugees" of
that country, and given them rights as
refugees. So there never was, and there
is not today, a "Palestinian People." But
as that term has been used for so long,
the ignorant public and the media
blindly believe facts that contradict
history.

In contrast, not only has there been a
Jewish people for thousands of years,
but historically, God gave the land of
Israel to the children of Jacob, to the
exclusion of all other peoples. This was
and is an eternal territorial gift, from the
Creator of all territories.

Let us understand why God gave a
land in the first place; what is so vital
about the land of Israel? And I don't
mean for the Jews, but for all mankind.
As the Torah are God's choice words,
there must be a deep lesson enclosed in
every verse.

Parshas Vayeitze

We are told that Jacob travelled from
Beer Sheva towards Charan. The sun
had set, so he took a stone from that
place and placed it to protect himself
(Rashi). He dreamt of a ladder standing
on the ground with its top reaching
heaven; God's angels were ascending
and descending upon it. God stood
upon it and said,

"I am God, God of your father
Abraham and Isaac. The land upon
which you lie, I give to you and your
seed. And your seed will be as the
sands of Earth, and you will flourish
westward, eastward, to the north
and south, and in you will be blessed
all the families of the land and in
your seed. And behold, I will be with
you and guard you in all your
travels, and I will return you to this
land, for I will not forsake you until I
Sfulfill what I have spoken of to you."

Jacob awoke from his sleep and said,
"God is certainly in this place and I did
not know." Jacob was fearful and said
further, "How awesome is this place,
this can only be the House of God, and
this is the gate to heaven."

When Jacob arose, he took the stone
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that he placed for his head, and made it
into a monument and anointed it with
oil. He called the name of that place
"House of God", for it was called Luz
prior to that. Jacob then swore, in
response to God's providence, that the
stone monument he erected would be a
monument to God's House, and that he
would tithe what he received from God.

A number of questions arise. What is
so important about Jacob protecting
himself with a stone, that God records
it? And why must Jacob use "that" stone
as a monument to God? Quite puzzling
are Jacob's words,"God is in this place,
and I did not know." Certainly, Jacob, of
all people, knew that God is not physi-
cal, and certainly, God cannot be "on
Earth" or in any place. Jacob (and the
Torah) repeats, "How awesome is this
place." What is the function of this
monument? And of course, what is the
meaning of this strange dream of the
ladder and the angels, and God's unique
message? Finally, where was this place?

The Significance of
Jerusalem and the
Temple Mount

As we said, all verses are crucial. Why
then must we know that Jacob took of
the stones to protect himself?

Jacob's behavior was underscored to
teach a lesson. Here, he depended on
natural law to protect himself as he
slept, vulnerable to the beasts of the
night. And he was correct to do so.
However, God revealed to Jacob that he
was to now be under His divine
providence, in literally all matters. The
humble prophets did not assume God
provided in all areas, for who fully
knows God's methods, or one's worthi-
ness of providence at any given
moment? God showed Jacob this truth
of His providence through the image of
angels traveling from Earth to heaven,
and back. These angles are God's
metaphysical forces employed to shield
His righteous servants. The ladder
teaches of the metaphysical laws that
govern Earthly events (Ibn Ezra, Gen.
28:12); a connection or "ladder" of sorts
between the metaphysical and physical
worlds.

Jacob now learned that he was under

complete providence. Realizing this
truth, he naturally desired to share this
with all others. Thus, he created a
monument to this reality, at the place
where he received this message. A
monument serves to mark a location or
event of significance. He also renamed
that place the House of God. The monu-
ment was intended to publicize this
concept of God's providence.

It is significant that Jacob used the
very rock he placed to protect himself.
For he wished to demonstrate his
"transfer" of relying on nature — i.e.,
"that" rock — to trusting God's word.
Taking the very rock he used in a "natu-
ral" manner, and now transferring its
purpose to publicize God's providence,
he perfectly embodied his own transfer
of trust. An enlightening insight to say
the least. We fully appreciate the story's
opening of Jacob taking the rock, for it
forms the central message of how he
operated before he was promised God's
complete providence, and how he
immediately trusted God's word subse-
quent to his prophetic dream.

However, God is not physical; He does
not occupy space. He has no location. So
what did Jacob mean by, "God is
certainly in this place and I did not
know"..."How awesome is this place,
this can only be the House of God, and
this is the gate to heaven"?

Here we come to another fundamen-
tal. That is, God creates divine events on
Earth. These events intend to concretize
in man's mind, the truth of God's
providence. God rules the Earth. He did
not merely create it and abandon it.

It is essential that mankind have a
reference point. Historical sites of God's
providence confirm this truth. Of
course, there is nothing that can differ-
entiate one parcel of land from another:
that one parcel "contains" spirituality,
as falsely assumed. Physical entities are
"physical’, and therefore  not
metaphysical, and are unrelated to
divinity. This is the sin of pantheism,
where people project fantasies of
divinity onto the physical world. Similar
sinful misconceptions include the belief
in magical amulets and auspicious
times, and deifying people as infallible
tzaddikim and rebbes. In Judaism, we
have an idea of designation, such as an

(continued on next page)



animal designated for Temple worship,
or in the restrictions to enter the
Temple. These laws intend, as
Maimonides teaches, to elevate the
estimation of those objects and places
connected with worshipping God.
Sanctity — kedusha — is a halachik
construct intended at sustaining a
respect for God. But the physical objects
and locations do not possess an superior
qualities. Israel's soil is no different than
that of other lands.

Jacob's exclamation that this "place"
is awesome means that this site of his
dream was the primary location God
deemed vital to teach of His providence.
"House of God" and "Gate of Heaven"
convey this important principle. For it is
through the fame of locations where
God creates miracles or communicates
with man, that the reality of God, and
His providence might spread in the
world.

The Rabbis teach that this location of
Jacob's dream was in Jerusalem, the
Temple Mount. Maimonides teaches,
"It is universally accepted that the place
on which David and Solomon built the
Altar, the threshing floor of Ornan, is
the location where Abraham built the
Altar on which he prepared Isaac for
sacrifice. Noah built [an altar] on that
location when he left the ark. It was also
[the place] of the Altar on which Cain
and Abel brought sacrifices. [Similarly,]
Adam, the first man, offered a sacrifice
there and was created at that very spot
(Hilchos Beis Habechira 2:2)..."

We thereby learn of the vital nature of
a reference point, where events are
reiterated throughout time, going back
to God's creation of man, and man's
worship of God. Such sites — the
Temple Mount in specific — the greatest

Israel/Parsha

site, continually remind man of God's
providence.

What initially gave distinction to the
Temple Mount? It was God's creation of
Adam. From that point forward, promi-
nent monotheistic figures and Jews,
including Adam and his sons, Noah,
Abraham, and Kings David and
Solomon each recognized the great
historical and philosophical significance
of this location. They sustained great
respect for God through this location via
sacrifice. Their unanimous message is
that man must be subservient to God's
will...primarily, as we are His creations.
Their altars, sacrifices and Temples at
this precise location throughout Biblical
times caused the masses to be reminded
of the initial significance of the Temple
Mount: mankind was formed from that
spot. Sacrifice is a means of showing by
proxy that humans exist by God's will
alone. We are not necessary. The dead
animal takes our place to display the
unnecessary nature of our existence. We
exist only due to God's kindness. This is
true concerning the entire universe.
God does not need it; He needs nothing.

Gaza

Why should the world defend Israel?
Intelligent people correctly view Moses'
Five Books as truth. Jacob's vision
recorded in Vayeitze teaches God's will,
that the land of Israel embody His
divine message of providence. God
wishes Jacob's seed alone to remain the
owners of Israel. By doing so, Israel
becomes a beacon for all people,
embodying the truth of the Hebrew
Bible's verses. God's Bible and His
teachings of providence can be dissemi-
nated to all the world, provided Israel

remains in the hands of those to whom
He gave it, which echoes God's will.

I believe that the more we publicize
the synonymity of Israel, God, and
Torah, the less the world will be able to
deny the true owners of the land, and
the more the Hebrew Bible will be
viewed as God's only word. But this
means we must all constantly refer to
the Torah: studying it, teaching it, and
carrying out all of its laws. Not just for
the Jew, but for all mankind.

By defending Israel, we defend truth,
i.e., God's will. This in turn publicizes
God's Torah, for all people, from which
His promise of Israel originated. The
Prophets speak of the messianic era,
where the entire world will finally recog-
nize there exists one mankind, and
therefore, one religion. There will be
peace. Perhaps, our proper actions can
contribute to usher-in that era.

Israel must recognize that the land
was given not as an end, but in order
that the Jewish nation engage in the
entire Torah. Currently, this is not the
case. Most Jews and Israelis defend the
land, but are not Torah observant. This
is a contradiction, for they accept only
that portion of Torah that promises
Israel to the seed of Jacob, while
abandoning a majority of Torah. This is
clearly a violation of God's will, one that
the nation must address as a whole.

What the IDF fights for in Gaza is a
God-given land. But God is clear that
the land is given on condition of our
Torah observance, which is truly for our
good, and known by observant Jews
who have experienced a Torah life.

Jewish leaders and those with
influence must show care for all other
Jews, and teach this primary lesson.
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Belief in Revelation

Chaim: Why isn't there a separate
paragraph in the Shemoneh Essrei devoted
to asking Hashem to help us strengthen our
belief in Revelation? Many, many Jews
have gone astray because they lack the
important belief that Revelation occurred.
We should pray to God, everyday, to ask Him
to remove the elements of doubt in our
minds, that the Revelation did happen.
Why? Because our conviction and belief
that it really did occur is based on a
“NEGATIVE"conclusion; down through
time, there never was found written books,
nor is there other concrete evidence,
supporting the idea that the Revelation
never took place. Wouldn't belief, be better
reinforced through “Positive” proof? What
“POSITIVE facts” exist to bolster the proof
that the Revelation took place?

[ . : W

Doesn't the high rate of assimilation in
todays Jewish society justify our Rabbis'
adding another important paragraph to the
Shimoneh Essrei, namely, to remove the
elements of doubt in our minds, that the
Revelation ever happened, and strengthen
our beliefs that, indeed, it really did occur?

Thank you,

Chaim

Rabbi: You mention two ideas: 1) that God
should grant man conviction, 2) that accep-
tance of Revelation is merely a result of no
“negative” data opposing Revelation.

Addressing the first idea, we must know

12 I WWW.MESORA.ORG/JEWISHTIMES NOV. 23, 2012

that our conviction in any idea can only be
the result of our own thinking. God cannot
coerce man to gain knowledge or become
convinced in what he does not agree with.
This is against God's fundamental of “free
will.” That is, He designed man with the
capacity to engage his mind of his own
choice. If man so wishes, he can waste his
time and not study, leaving him without
conviction in Revelation. Just as we do not
pray to God to lift the water off the table and
make us drink, we do not pray to God for
knowledge that He already enabled us to
grasp on our own.

And Revelation is not accepted based on
the lack of opposition. We possess positive
knowledge of Revelation that reached us
through the positive act of generations of
communication. When we say that fabrica-
tion and ignorance are impossible regarding
this story, we do not mean there is a “lack” of
something. We mean that the positive
phenomena of mass witness makes fabrica-
tion an impossibility, and the simple elements
such as fire, mountain and voice, remove the
opposing arguments that Revelation was
fabricated, or the reports of ignorant people.

We rely solely on the positive transmission,
which could not have spread as witnessed
truth, had Revelation never occurred. Yes,
others religions based on belief and blind
faith also spread. But their lack of witnesses
makes them mere faith. We agree that fairy
tales can spread, but mass acceptance does
not equate to mass witnesses, something
found only in Judaism. l

Roots of Eternal Life

Chaim: After the Torah has been read, the
Oleh, (person who has been called up to
the Torah) recites,

“Blessed are You, Hashem, our God,
King of the universe, Who gave us the
Torah of truth and implanted Eternal Life
within us. Blessed are You, Hashem,
Giver of the Torah.”

If Eternal Life has already been implanted
in us, why do we need to perform mitzvahs
and learn new Torah Concepts in order to
attain Eternal Life? Did God plant these
roots, UNCONDTIONALLY? When we make
negative choices, choices contrary to
Torah commandments, and perform
negative actions, are we destroying our
“Roots of Eternal Life?” Since we are
promised Eternal Life, why should we have
to repent? When we sincerely repent, will
God forgive us, and redeem us, and
resurrect us?

Rabbi: Chapter 10 of Talmud Sanhedrin
teaches (90a), “All Israel have a portion in
the world to come.” However, this portion is
predicated on one living as an “Israelite”
— i.e., following Torah. This applies to one
born Jewish and one who converts equally.
The Torah lifestyle demands the conviction
in certain fundamentals. Rabbi Israel Chait
once lectured on the various levels of
importance throughout the Torah: “Not all
commands and ideals are of equal weight.”
If one eats non-Kosher, this sin is no where
as grave as idolatry. The latter causes one
to forfeit his eternal life. For how can man
enjoy a greater level of knowledge of God
after he dies, when during life, he denied
God and bowed to stone or deified men?
Such a person has no basis upon which to
increase his love of God after life.

Therefore, our negative choices and
failure to repent from evil ways and corrupt
notions will cause us to forfeit the Afterlife.
We can lose our portion, like the three
kings and four commoners whom that
Talmudic portion describes, who sinned so
grievously. Il




Weekly Parsha

VAYETZE

["adder

RABBI REUVEN MANN

In this week’s parsha, Vayetze, we
read about Yaakov’s journey to the
land of his mother in order to escape
the wrath of his brother. Eisav did not
take kindly to Yaakov’s deceptions
which had procured for him the
blessings which Yitzchak had intended
for his older son. In spite of the fact
that Yitzchak conferred a lesser
blessing on Eisav in order to placate
him, the gesture did not work. Eisav
schemed in his heart to avenge his
brother. Fortunately his respect for
Yitzchak was so great that he would do
nothing as long as he was alive. His
plan was to wait until his father died
and then kill his brother. Miraculously
Rivka discovered the intentions of
Fisav. She apprised Yaakov of the
matter and advised him to take refuge
with her family. She did not communi-
cate the danger facing Yaakov to
Yitzchak. She complained to him about
her fear lest Yaakov take a Canaanite
woman for a wife. The Canaanite wives
of Eisav, who were idolaters, were a
source of great pain to his parents.
Yitzchak agreed and sent Yaakov to the
land of his forebears in order to find a
wife.

Yaakov departed from Bersheva and
journeyed toward Haran. We are told
that he stopped at a unique place and
slept there. He had a dream in which
he beheld a ladder whose base was
planted in the earth and which reached
all the way to Heaven. Hashem was
above the ladder and told Yaakov that
he would not abandon him and that he
would return to Canaan and enjoy all
the blessings He had promised to
Avraham and Yitzchok. It would seem
that the main purpose of this prophetic
dream was to strengthen Yaakov and
reassure him that G-d would be with

him in the difficulties he would experi-
ence on his journey. The question
arises: What is the significance of the
ladder and the meaning of the idea that
the “angels of G-d were ascending and
descending on it”? Who are these
angels and what is the meaning of
climbing up and down the ladder?
Maimonides addresses this issue in his
“Guide for the Perplexed.” He says that
the angels of G-d are those who seek to
elevate themselves in their knowledge
and service of Hashem. Judaism does
not believe in instantaneous conver-
sions. One has to work arduously and
steadily over a long period of time in
order to gain a “proper” knowledge of
G-d. This is the meaning of the ascent
on the ladder. One is constantly climb-
ing, mastering his instincts and
immersing himself in study. As he
gains true wisdom and reaches the top
of the ladder he, inevitably, will
encounter Hashem who is “standing
over it.” The climb up the ladder repre-
sents the first stage of a person’s life.
Each person is obligated to develop
himself spiritually and reach the
highest level that he is capable of.
There is no objective place on the
ladder to which all must aspire. Every
person is unique and when he achieves
his personal potential, that becomes
the top of the ladder for him. One
should therefore not seek to copy
others as that is impossible and a
source of great disappointment.
Rather, one should be acquainted with
his own nature, his strengths and
weaknesses and develop himself in the
fullest possible manner. When a
person reaches the top of the ladder
and confronts Hashem, he then begins
his “descent.” According to Rambam
this means he comes back to earth to
use his knowledge to teach others.
Every Jew has a responsibility toward
his fellow Jews. Whatever wisdom and
understanding he has been granted by
Hashem he must use for himself and
generously share with others. We must
be spiritually selfish, seeking the most
for ourselves and beneficent in sharing
our Torah with others. May we merit to
attain a genuine knowledge of Hashem
and be a source of blessing and inspira-
tion to others.
Shabbat Shalom. B
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LAVAN'S

| ast
MOVE

RABBI DR.
DARRELL GINSBERG

he feud between Yaakov and

Lavan reaches a climax of sorts at
the end of Parsha Vayeitzei. When the
dust settles, Lavan suggests a covenant
be established between the warring
parties—a reasonable suggestion. And,
naturally, such a covenant would have
conditions and stipulations, which is
standard fare in such situations. Yet
when we see the actual conditions placed
on the covenant by Lavan, we are left
scratching our heads for some type of
explanation.

The covenant is presented by the
Torah as follows (Bereishis 31:50-53):

“If you afflict my daughters, or if you
take wives in addition to my daughters
when no one is with us, behold! God is a
witness between me and you. And
Laban said to Jacob, "Behold this pile
and behold this monument, which I
have cast between me and you. This pile
is a witness, and this monument is a
witness, that I will not pass this pile [to
go] to you and that you shall not pass this
pile and this monument to [come to] me
to [do] harm. May the God of Abraham
and the god of Nahor judge between us,
the god of their father. And Jacob swore
by the Fear of his father Isaac. “

There are numerous questions that
can be raised concerning this covenant;
we will focus on two of them. The first
question involved the initial condition
Lavan placed on this pledge, namely the
possible “affliction” of his daughters, as
well as a warning to take additional
wives. The commentaries, based on the
Talmud, offer a further clarification of
Lavan’s condition. According to Rashi,
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this condition is Lavan’s insistence that
Yaakov not withhold intimate relations
with his daughters. Thus, Lavan is not
just ensuring Yaakov’'s unyielding
devotion to his daughters; he wants a
guarantee that the marriages will never
turn into non-intimate relationships.

Let’s suppose such a conversation took
place between a chassan, kallah and the
kallah’s father. Imagine the words of
caution coming from the father request-
ing that the chassan never withhold
intimacy from the kallah. Not a normal
back and forth, to say the least. How can
we understand this condition placed on
Yaakov?

There is another condition Lavan
mentions. He explains that neither one
engaged in this covenant ever “cross the
line”. The Ibn Ezra explains that this
refers to the prevention of one person's
evil intentions towards the other. The
Chizkuni goes further, writing that a
mutual defense pact was being
suggested by Lavan. If Yaakov was
attacked by his enemies, Lavan would be
bound by the covenant to join in his
defense. And, if Lavan were attacked,
Yaakov would have the same responsi-
bility.

Was Lavan being genuine here? We
know Lavan was one of the reshayim par
excellence on the list of the enemies of
the Jewish people. Was this a trick?

The key to wunderstanding this
covenant is in perceiving the state of
mind of Lavan in the moment. Looking
back at the events preceding the sugges-
tion of the covenant, we see Lavan
incensed. He discovers that Yaakov has
outwitted him, and amassed a consider-
able fortune with his cattle. Lavan chases
after Yaakov, only to be warned by God
not to harm him. He then accuses
Yaakov of stealing his idols. Rochel hides
them, and Lavan is left with an empty
“Jaccuse”. His accusation of theft was, in
essence, his last card to play. He had no
other moves. He was done.

In this state of mind, he conjures up
this covenant. The first of the conditions,
as we asked above, seems something
strange to ask for. What was Lavan
concerned with? Clearly, his relationship
with Yaakov had been permanently
altered. He assumed that Yaakov would
bear a tremendous amount of resent-
ment, viewing Lavan as a ruthless
enemy. Therefore, Lavan’s first step was
to create a differentiation. Yaakov was

“entitled” to have any lingering aggres-
sion towards him, but Yaakov could not
view Lavan’s daughters as extensions of
Lavan. Lavan was concerned that
Yaakov would see his face when he
looked at his daughters, and it would
anger him. The underlying aggression
would manifest in his lack of interest in
Leah or Rochel. In reality, Lavan was
seeking to ensure that Yaakov would
keep the feud between them personal.

With this condition in place, Lavan
moves to the second consideration. As
we mentioned before, Lavan had played
his last card and failed. In this deal he
wanted Yaakov to enter into, Lavan
wanted to make sure things stayed
between the two of them. He was also
sensitive to the hatred Yaakov probably
would have against him. Now Lavan
qualifies how this hatred would eventu-
ally express itself — as an act of
vengeance. Lavan feared Yaakov striking
back at him as a reaction to the false
accusations and repeated deceit. There-
fore, Lavan sought to create a future
where this potential for vengeance was
never able to be realized. Lavan would
never act “badly” towards Yaakov, and
vice versa. Yaakov, bound by this
covenant, would keep those emotions of
revenge in place. This would appear to
be the explanation of the Ibn Ezra. The
Chizkuni builds off of this, picturing
Lavan as seeking more than simply the
guarantee of never acting on the desire
for vengeance. Lavan, in fact, wanted
Yaakov to offer a positive demonstration
that these feelings were not part of the
equation. He wanted Yaakov to pledge
himself as an ally, knowing full well that
such a demonstration meant Lavan was
safe.

Based on these explanations, we see
how Lavan completely trusted Yaakov to
abide by this covenant. At the same time,
we are never quite sure what Yaakov is
thinking; it is hard to imagine one of the
avos bearing such a grudge. However,
we do see Lavan’s keen insights into the
psyche of the average person, and how
he was a wily negotiator. Possessing
underlying feelings of aggression, as well
as the need for vengeance, are hallmark
characteristics of those who fall prey to
such deceit as proffered by someone like
Lavan. Always worried about protecting
his own skin, he creates an everlasting
covenant with Yaakov, and succeeds in
ensuring he will live another day. l
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