The Shul
Teachings from Tradition
Rabbi Eddie Sukol
Parashat  Vayetze
Genesis, Chapter 28, Verse 10 through Chapter 32, Verse 3

“Whoa! God Was In This Very Place, And I Missed It!”


This week’s Torah portion, Vayetze, includes the description of an important, even transformative dream that Jacob has as he journeys from the city of Beer-Sheva to Haran.


“And Jacob went out from Beer-Sheva.  He came upon a certain place, and stopped there for the night, because the sun had set. He took one of the stones of that place, and put it under his head and lay down to sleep. He dreamed, and behold a ladder was set on the ground, and the top of it reached to the sky.  Angels of God ascended and descended on it. And, behold, the Lord stood beside him, and said: 'I am the Lord, the God of Abraham your father, and the God of Isaac. The land on which you are lying I will give to you, and to 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.  Behold, I am with you. I will protect you wherever you go, and I will bring you back into this land; I will not leave you, until I have done all that I have promised you.'  Jacob awoke from his sleep, and said: 'Surely the Lord is in this place; and I did not know it.' He was afraid and shaken, and said: 'How full of awe is this place! This is none other than the house of God, and this is the gate of heaven.' 

The entire dream sequence is amazing—Jacob uses a rock as a pillow.  He dreams of a ladder literally stretching from earth to heaven, with God’s messengers, the angels, going up and down.  In his dream Jacob hears God’s voice.  God promises him many descendants, the land and protection.  All of it is incredible.
But for all of the remarkable elements in the dream, it is Jacob’s exclamation upon awaking that most interests me.  I translate it a little differently from any standard English version of the Bible.  I think what Jacob said was, “Whoa!  God was in this very place, and I missed it!”
One message that speaks to us from this story is that we are not supposed to be like Jacob!  His awareness was compromised and he missed God’s presence.  Our task is to be aware of God’s presence in the world, and not to overlook or ignore it, or to sleep through it like Jacob. 

I find myself in disagreement with Woody Allen who commented, “90% of life is just showing up.”  Totally wrong.  Time and again in the Torah, our ancestors answered God’s call by responding, “Heneini.”  This translates as “I am fully present.  All of me.”  ‘Heneini’ is what a spouse or partner wants when they ask for our full and undivided attention.  

Just showing up isn’t nearly sufficient.  We need to be fully present.  Baby-boomers may remember the book by Ram Dass (aka Dr. Richard Alpert), Be Here Now.  That’s what Judaism wants of us-to be fully present and aware.  Jacob missed out on this but we can learn from his failure.  
Our Jewish sensibilities lead us to live fully engaged with life, with our families, with our community.  Then we respond, “Whoa, God is here, and I knew it!”
Shabbat Shalom. 
