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In Parshat Vayeitzei, the Torah tells us how 
Yaakov went to Charan to find a wife. When 
he arrived, he found a group of shepherds 
gathered around a well. He asked them why 
they were waiting and they replied that they 
needed more shepherds to come so they 
could roll the heavy stone off the well. Yaakov 
then saw Rachel drawing near with her 
sheep. He approached the well, rolled the 
stone off with his little finger, and watered her 
flock. 

Rav Rice points out that the ha’even hagedo-
lah, the great stone, refers to the yetzer hara. 
The hei hayediah implies that is a well -known 
stone that blocks us from drawing forth 
inspiration from our spiritual wells, namely, 
Shabbat, Torah, and tefilah. The perfect state 
of Adam before the sin was a state of innate 
connection to Hashem. When he sinned, he 
experienced a confusion in his ability to 
recognize truth. Adam’s center turned towards 
himself and towards acquiring power, 
possessions, and honor. It took several 
generations before the avot shifted the trend. 
They bequeathed to us the strength to bring 
ourselves back to the state of Adam before 
the sin. Avraham gave us recognition of 
Hashem, Yitzchak showed us how to put the 
soul before the animal self, and Yaakov as the 
culminating father of the Jewish nation, 

enabled the flow of spiritual appreciation to 
return to the soul, by teaching us how to 
remove egotistic self- interest. 

Rav Chaim Shmuelevitz explains that in reality 
Yaakov had no special powers. He saw Rachel 
and that she needed to water her sheep.  He 
was overwhelmed by such a deep desire to 
help her that Hashem gave him the spiritual 
strength to roll the stone off. How do we take 
our yetzer hara off our well? We can tap into 
our innate spirituality by going beyond 
ourselves and passionately caring about 
others. Rav Shor asks, we know that Judaism 
places great significance on the right side. 
Why then is the heart of a person on the left 
side? He explains that it is actually in the right 
place. We are meant to give our hearts to 
others and so it is to the right of the person 
standing opposite us.
 
The Nesivos Sholom writes that Shabbat is a 
profound spiritual well. We can lift the stone 
blocking us from accessing its waters by 
tapping in to the strength of family, community, 
intense prayer, and learning Torah. Rav Pincus 
notes that we can also do so through zachor 
and shamor. Zachor means being aware of the 
Shabbat. If the groom doesn’t know the bride 
is present, they cannot rejoice together. 
Knowing that Shabbat is here means being 
aware that this day has incredible power to 

bring us closer to Hashem. Shamor means 
guarding the day from weekday influences. On 
Shabbat we can shake off the grip the modern 
world has on us, and cherish our private time 
with Hashem. Shabbat contains infinite wells 
of holiness, love, and deveikut b’Hashem. If 
we truly want it, it can be ours. Our ability to 
take the rock off the well of Torah learning and 
tefilah is the strength of the community. 
Attending a weekly shiur, designating a set 
time for learning, and having a study partner 
makes attaining Torah that much easier. So 
too, praying with the tzibur (community) helps 
us focus and diverts the negative forces of the 
yetzer hara that attempt to snatch our prayers.

The Sefas Emes asks, why did Yaakov ask the 
shepherds why they were waiting? Obviously 
they had already tried in the past to roll the 
stone off and weren’t successful. Yaakov 
wanted to teach us a lesson for life that a 
person must never despair. Had the shepherds 
tried once more, they would’ve been success-
ful. So if you tried to tap into the well of 
Shabbat or a Torah shiur or tefilah and you 
didn’t succeed, try again. Every time you flex 
your spiritual muscles they become stronger. 
And if you keep on trying, eventually you’ll get 
the stone off the well.  

Parshat Vayeitzei: Well, Well, Well

Parshat Vayeitzei tells how Yaakov dreamed 
of a ladder that touched the heavens, while 
angels ascended and descended. The 
Midrash says that two angels were going up 
and two were going down. This symbolized 
the four exiles, Babylon, Persia, Greece, and 
Edom. The Shem Mishmuel asks, Avraham 
was already told about the four kingdoms at 
brit bein habetarim. Why did Yaakov now 
have a separate prophetic vision about them? 

The Shem Mishmuel explains that the Jewish 
people were meant to be the spokesmen, the 
kohanim of Hashem to the world, as 
mentioned many times throughout the 
Prophets. When Mashiach comes this will be 

our role. Yitzchak knew Esav had failings. He 
thought if he would give Esav the blessings 
and the mission to create the kingdom of 
priests, Esav would grow into his role. The 
mantle of responsibility would inspire him to 
repent. It would bring out his hidden potential 
and overwhelm the weaknesses of his 
character. And precisely because he was a 
man of the field, he’d be the perfect leader to 
bring the message of Hashem to the world. 
How could righteous Yaakov lead the four 
kingdoms back to teshuva, growing up as he 
did in the pure world of Torah? How could he 
fix the evil of the world? Only Esav, by 
uprooting the wickedness in his heart and 
supplanting it with goodness, could lead the 

nations to repentance. 

The Shem MiShmuel explains that the four 
kingdoms represent the four cardinal sins. 
Bavel symbolizes idolatry, Persia corresponds 
to licentiousness, Greece represents murder, 
and Edom signifies evil talk. Esav, by fixing 
these four vices, could bring the world to 
perfection. That is why Yitzchak wanted to 
bless him. But he did not know, as Rivkah did, 
that Esav didn’t want to change.  The 
blessings would have led him to further 
corruption. While Esav had a formidable yetzer 
hara, he also had a great yetzer tov. He could 
have gone through a titanic struggle and 
transformed his evil inclination for the good. 

Parshat Vayeitzei: Surviving Darkness
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Light Up The Soul

But instead he chose not to fight. His yetzer 
tov would live in the house of Yitzchak and his 
yetzer hara would live in the fields. Esav could 
have been greater than Yaakov. Chazal say, 
“In the place that a baal teshuva stands, a 
tzaddik cannot stand.” Turning evil to 
goodness is a greater achievement than 
growing up with righteousness.  Yet he did not 
to repent. Therefore, Yitzchak gave the 
brachot to Yaakov. The Torah says, 
“Vayarei'ach begadav.” Yaakov may have 
been an ish tam, but some of his descendants 
rebelled. He needed the blessings so that 
every Jew till the end of time could have the 
capacity to return. The Jewish people will be 
the mamlechet kohanim.  The evil nations will 
be defeated and Mashiach will lead the world 
to perfection. 

The Shem Mishmuel notes that Yaakov 
vicariously lived through the four exiles 
through his experiences with Lavan, Esav, 
Yosef and the tragedy of Dina. In Lavan’s 
home surrounded by sorcery and idolatry, he 
experienced the exile of Bavel. 

Esav sometimes will act openly anti-Semitic. 
Yet at other times he may masquerade as a 
friend. This was the Persian exile. King 
Achashveirosh invited the Jews to feast with 
him so that they would sin. Unfortunately, 
many more Jews were lost to brotherhood and 
assimilation then to persecution. 

The tragedy of Dina is similar to the Greek 
exile. The Greeks attempted to convince the 

Jews to give up their faith by assuring them 
they would then receive everything. Shechem 
told the same to Dina. 

The suffering of Yosef came about because of 
sinat chinam (internal strife), which in turn 
brought the 400 years of exile in Egypt. 
Likewise, Sinat chinam is the root of our 
current long exile. Yaakov faced these four 
exiles, yet in the end he survived, thrived and 
overcame them. The Jewish nation will also 
survive, return to Israel, and fulfill the mission 
Yitzchak gave Yaakov. We’ll become the 
mamlechet kohanim. We will be redeemed 
through teshuva and thereby bring the four 
kingdoms and all of humanity back to perfec-
tion and truth.

The essence of Chanukah is hiddur mitzvah. 
Although halacha only obligates us to light one 
candle, we add on an extra candle every night. 
We do not find this extra dimension of hiddur 
with any other mitzvah.  Why the extra empha-
sis on Chanukah? 

Chazal tell us that the miracle of Chanukah 
came about precisely because the kohanim 
were not satisfied with fulfilling the mitzvot 
according to the letter of the law. They were 
moser nefesh to find a pure cruse of oil, which 
perhaps according to halacha they did not 
have to. Because they went beyond what was 
required, Hashem went beyond nature to 
perform a miracle for them. 

Although failing to recite a bracha on a mitzvah 
does not invalidate a mitzva performance, one 
cannot fulfill hadlakat neirot on Chanukah 
without reciting the blessings. Why? The 
miracle aspect of Chanukah expresses itself in 
the lighting of the candles. The brachot make it 
recognizable that one lit the candles to proclaim 
the miracle and not for ones own benefit. 
Chanukah is a holiday of pirsumei nissa, 
proclaiming miracles. It is a time to reflect and 
rejoice over the miracles Hashem did for us and 
continues to do for us.

The Midrash says that the Greek exile 
represents darkness.  The Syrian Greeks did 
not seek to decimate the Torah, but rather to 

make us forget it.  They tried to weaken our 
connection to Hashem by decreeing that all 
Jews inscribe on the horns of their oxen, “Ein 
lanu chelek b’Elokei Yisrael. I have no share in 
the G-d of Israel.”  Their goal was to destroy the 
division between Israel and the other nations. 
Chazal tell us that to make havdala one needs 
daat.  Daat is the ability to recognize that our 
purpose on this earth is different than that of 
non-Jews. It is only our Torah and mitzvot that 
can drive the darkness of Yavan out of Israel.

Chanukah is about rededicating ourselves with 
passion to mitzvot, connecting to the hidden 
light of Torah which kindles our souls and 
illuminates our lives, and genuinely feeling 
gratitude for all the miracles we experience 
every moment of our lives. 

Parshat Vayeitzei: Surviving Darkness


