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Parshat Vayeitzei
Is This Too a Godly Place?

Luz Toff - Class of 2025

What does it mean for a place to be Godly and/ or for God to be in a space? Have you ever
been in a space or out in nature and felt God's presence there?

At the beginning of this week’s parsha, Jacob sets out towards Haran from Beer Sheva and
stops for the night when the sun sets. He puts some stones around his head and has a
dream of a ladder reaching upward with angels ascending and descending.

His awakening is described thus:

א הַמָּק֣וֹם הַזֶּ֑ה ר מַה־נּוֹרָ֖ עְתִּי׃ ויַּיִרָא֙ ויַּאֹמַ֔ י לֹ֥א ידָָֽ ה ואְָנכִֹ֖ אמֶר אָכֵן֙ יֵ֣שׁ ה' בַּמָּק֖וֹם הַזֶּ֑ ֹ֕ ץ יעֲַקבֹ֮ מִשְּׁנתָוֹ֒ ויַּ ויַּיִקַ֣
יםִ׃ עַר הַשָּׁמָֽ ה שַׁ֥ ים וזְֶ֖ ית אֱלֹהִ֔ י אִם־בֵּ֣ ה כִּ֚ ין זֶ֗ אֵ֣

Jacob awoke from his sleep and said, “Surely God is present in this place, and I did
not know it!” Shaken, he said, “How awesome is this place! This is none other than
the abode of God, and that is the gateway to heaven.”  (Bereishit 28:16-17)

On the words “I did not know it,” Rashi suggests  that had Jacob known about the presence
of God, he would not have slept in such a holy place.

Over the course of the parsha, Jacob, in Haran for 20 years, grows his family with wives and
children and goes on quite the journey. It culminates here:

א ה ויַּקְִרָ֛ -ים זֶ֑ ם מַחֲנֵ֥ה אֱלֹהִ֖ ר רָאָ֔ אמֶר יעֲַקבֹ֙ כַּאֲשֶׁ֣ ֹ֤ י אֱלֹהִֽים׃ ויַּ ךְ לְדַרְכּ֑וֹ ויַּפְִגְּעוּ־ב֖וֹ מַלְאֲכֵ֥ ב הָלַ֣ ֹ֖ ויְעֲַק
חֲנָיֽםִ׃ ם־הַמָּק֥וֹם הַה֖וּא מַֽ שֵֽׁ

Jacob went on his way, and messengers of God encountered him. When he saw
them, Jacob said, “This is God’s camp.” So he named that place Mahanaim.
(Bereishit 32:2-3)

On this being “God’s camp” (translated elsewhere as “a Godly camp”), Sforno (Ovadiah ben
Jacob, 1475-1550) adds that Jacob is saying that now that the angels have seen fit to join
him, there can be no doubt that his is a Godly camp. Sforno reminds us that Jacob had
earlier in the parsha renamed the place where he had the dream Beit-El (House of God) and
so he now referred to his camp as machaneh elokim (God’s camp). In both cases, the
reason was, Sforno adds, that Jacob had been found worthy of divine revelation.

What might this Sforno have to do with our lives today and also the question posed at the
beginning of this piece? Perhaps a reminder of Jacob’s birth and how he got his name might
help us to understand this better.
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If we go back to last week’s parsha, Toldot, when Jacob is born and gets his name, we have
the following verse:

ב ֹ֑ א שְׁמ֖וֹ יעֲַק ו ויַּקְִרָ֥ ב עֵשָׂ֔ זֶת֙ בַּעֲקֵ֣ יו ויְדָ֤וֹ אחֶֹ֙ א אָחִ֗ ן יצָָ֣ חֲרֵי־כֵ֞ ואְַֽ

Then his brother emerged, holding on to the heel of Esau; so they named him Jacob.
(Bereishit 25:26)

Jacob/ Yaakov is a play on the hebrew ב עֲקֵ֣ meaning heel. On his name, Sforno elucidates
that the word means he will remain at the heel, or the tail-end. This is based on the future
mode of the word .יעקב

So Jacob was born on the heels of another and was perhaps pre-destined to always be at
the heel. But in this week’s parsha, he seems to get ahead. Twice we see Jacob being
worthy of being in a Godly place and having the insight that it is so.

Names are important and I think if we look at the bookends or arc of this week’s parsha, we
can perhaps find a couple of things to think about for us in our lives today.

Jacob harnesses his ‘ekev-ness’, his initial status at the heel, to go from being
second-in-command to being a pursuer of justice. Digging our heels in, as a metaphor,
means refusing to do something such as change one’s opinions or plans, especially when
someone is trying very hard to make you do so. Injustices can be turned around by those in
pursuit of justice. Jacob was able to change his and others’ destinies on a few occasions in
this week’s parsha and elsewhere by “digging in his heels.”

To return to our opening question, what does it mean for a place to be Godly and/ or for God
to be in a space? At the beginning of this week’s parsha, Jacob noted that God was in the
place and at the end of the parsha he notes that a different place is a Godly one. Perhaps
herein lies a lesson for us today. That is, let us increase our consciousness of God around
us and let us bring God into our spaces and our lives more. Through this, we might then be
able to say that the places we dwell in are Godly and that God is indeed here with us.

Shabbat shalom.
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