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ABSTRACT for TSC shiur on PARSHAT VA'YETZE

Yaakov's Reaction to His Dream


Parashat Vayetze opens with God's revelation to Yaakov Avinu in Bet-El as he sets out for Charan (28:12-16).  God promises the land of Canaan to Yaakov's many offspring, and then guarantees Yaakov's safe return to Eretz Canaan.  Yaakov's reaction to this dream seems strange.  He first makes a vow to establish a "Bet Elokim" (House of God) on the site where he slept if God takes care of his needs and brings him back to Canaan.  Then he erects a monument on that site.  What is this all about?  Why does Yaakov make such a promise, and what is the meaning behind this monument?


The first step towards understanding Yaakov's vow is to understand the dream itself.  Yaakov had just left home on his way out of Eretz Canaan to flee from Esav.  Knowing full well that many years earlier God had commanded Yitzchak not to leave Canaan (see 26:2 and Rashi), Yaakov had reason to fear that his flight abroad jeopardized his status as inheritor of God's promise of Eretz Canaan to Avraham.  Perhaps he lost this privilege by tricking his father?  Rivka promised to send for him, but what guarantee did she give him?  God therefore appears to Yaakov and confirms his right to the promise of the land, assuring Yaakov's safe return to Eretz Canaan.  Additionally, God's blessing to Yaakov here practically reiterates His words to Avraham in that very same location, Bet-El, many years earlier (compare Yaakov's dream with 13:14-17).  This parallel may have served to bring to mind the significance of Bet-El, which itself reflects the mission and purpose of God's promise to Avraham.  It was in Bet-El where Avraham constructed an altar and "called in the Name of God," gathering audiences to hear about monotheism (see 12:8 and Ramban there; 13:4, 18).  Avraham's public activity in Bet-El embodies the purpose of the special nation he fathered: directing mankind towards an awareness of God.


In effect, then, Yaakov has just discovered that indeed he will succeed Yitzchak as patriarch of God's special nation.  He exclaims, "This [place] is none other than a House of God, and this is the gate to the heavens."  Catching God's reference to the revelation to Avraham at this spot, Yaakov realizes that he stands on the site where Avraham began fulfilling his destiny of guiding and inspiring others.  Yaakov very much wishes to do the same and immediately embark upon this sacred mission, but he cannot.  He is but a fugitive running for his life without much of a reputation in Canaan.  Who would listen to him talk about God?  He therefore does the next best thing: he marks the location with a monument, anoints it with oil (as a sign of its designation) and vows to establish a "House of God" at this site.  He makes a promise that upon his safe return to Canaan, he will continue the mission of Avraham of working towards the universal recognition of the Almighty.
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