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Parashat VaYeitzei 5784

We use metaphors and similes to speak about God because we believe God to be beyond a
literal description. When we choose an image that evokes some aspect of our relationship to
God—our Parent, our Rock, our Light—we are able to speak vividly about God while

acknowledging that our words ultimately cannot claim to capture the divine subject.

But why would God use these figures of speech when communicating with human beings? A
classic example of this phenomenon appears just a few verses into Parashat VaYeitzei. In

Jacob’s dream of a ladder to the heavens, God stands above him and says:

T'-2":ND N'YUXIQ
A9V WNIT AN YITH NNAX A7 07V DY NAR WX YIRD 70X 7RI AN DDA TN D IR

YIT ANTRD NNDYN™79 72127121 N2A1 NYOYI NNTRI DAL DY YIXD

Genesis 28:13-14

| am the Eternal, the God of your forefather Abraham and the god of Isaac. The land which
you are lying on | now give to you and your descendants. And your descendants will be
like the dust of the earth, and you shall spread out to the west and to the east, to the
north and to the south, and all the families of the earth will bless themselves by you and

your descendants.
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God is assuring Jacob that he will inherit the land promised to his ancestors, that is clear

enough. But why the comparison to “the dust of the earth”? First of all: what does that mean,
exactly? And whatever it means, why use this image instead of communicating the meaning

directly?

To understand that, we have to go back to the first time this simile was used in the Torah, with
Abraham in Parashat Lekh Lekha. Abraham began his journey with a call to go to the land that
God would show him. He then begins wandering around that land, as if searching it out. But
soon he is forced to descend to Egypt, to escape a famine. When he is able to return, he

receives a message from God:

TO-T:A' N'YUNXI2
DX NDX YN YIRD 72 NN 100 NNTRI N2 NIDY DY DX WK DiR 2 IR 'Y K1 RY
YIXD 19U DX NIMT UK 721" DX WX YIND 19V NIT DX 'ANYI D71V TV QYITH DHNX Y

M YT DA
m: N

Genesis 13:14-16

Raise your eyes and look out from where you are, to the north and south, to the east and
west. For | give all the land that you see to you and your descendants forever. I will make
your descendants like the dust of the earth, so that if one could count the dust of the

earth, then your descendants, too, could be counted.

Notice that Abraham’s blessing, like Jacob’s, includes the naming of the four directions. And
there, at the end, we see Abraham’s offspring described with the same image that we saw in

Jacob’s dream.?

! In fact, there are many things about Jacob’s vision that hearken back to Abraham. Of course Jacob is explicitly
addressed by the “God of Abraham,” and the land being promised to Jacob is the same land that was promised
to Abraham and his descendants. Abraham was also told by God, that “nmTxn nnown 75 72 111231 - all the
families of the earth shall bless themselves by you” (Genesis 12:3).
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Here we are also given the basic meaning of the image. Not only will Abraham’s descendants

be numerous, they will be so numerous that they are impossible to count—like trying to count

grains of dust. That is certainly a powerfully evocative image.

But still, we might ask, why this image? Just as we read the Torah presuming every word to
be carefully and intentionally chosen, surely when it comes to the use of a particular image,

we can imagine there were many others God could have chosen instead.

In fact, we know that to be true, because God does use a different simile with Abraham, later
in Parashat Lekh Lekha, to communicate what appears to be a very similar message. God
appears to Abraham in a vision and tells him not to fear, for his “reward will be very great.”
But Abraham seems unconvinced, pointing out that he is already an old man, and still

childless (mm™y 771n) so there will be no one to inherit him.

God responds dramatically:

N0 N'YUKI]

2VOT N ND 7 AN DNR 1907 7217 DX D'IdN 1901 NNMYD K VAN N NYIND NN RYi'l
Genesis 15:5

God took him outside and said, “Look up, please, at the heavens, and count the stars, if

you can count them.” And God said to him, “Thus will your children be.”

Again God assures Abraham that his descendents will be numerous; again God emphasizes

specifically that they will be too numerous to count. But this time God uses a different
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metaphor. They will be, not like the dust, but like the stars.?

So now we have two questions. First of all, why does God switch up the image with Abraham?
And then, many years later, when God tells Jacob that his descendants will be like the dust of
the ground, why does God choose one and not the other of the two images that previously

described Abraham’s descendants?

We can make that question even sharper by asking a third. Because if we look back to last
week’s parashah, Toldot, lo and behold—we find Isaac receiving the following blessing from

God:

TDN'YRM

IYINQ 127D QUAT 012NN 7R DX 72 IR QUIT? AN DAY 122139 qUIT DX NIl

Genesis 26:4
I will multiply your descendants like the stars in the heavens, and | will give to your
descendants all the lands of God, and your descendants will be blessed by all the nations

on earth.

So it turns out that Isaac and Jacob—Abraham’s son and grandson—each receive one and not

the other of Abraham’s blessings. Why is that so?

A closer look at the two original blessings makes clear that, though they may appear similar in
content, they are not just two ways of describing numerous descendants. The comparison to

the stars of the sky is indeed about numbers of people, a way of reassuring abundance in the

2 Abraham will eventually receive one other simile that seems related to these two. After the trial of the Akeidah,
he is told, “I will make your descendants as numerous as the stars of heavens and the sand on the seashore (71n21
D'n NOVW 7V (W) ” (Genesis 22:17).
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lineage of inheritors of the covenant. Recall that God gives this blessing to Abraham in direct

response to his worry that he would have no heir.

The image of the dust, meanwhile, also promises abundant offspring, but specifically in
connection to their filling the land. God says that Abraham’s children will be like the dust, not

just because they are numerous, but because—like dust—they will cover the earth.

So one blessing is geographic and the other is demographic, one about land and one about
survival. Abraham needed both. He began his journey as a wanderer, a man without a land.
Well into that journey, he still had no children, no inheritors. So he had reason to be anxious
on both fronts. In each moment, God reassured him not just with a general promise of
abundance, but with specific metaphorical language meant to address his most urgent

concern.

So, too, Isaac and Jacob each receive the assurance that they need, given the insecure forces
in their lives. Isaac receives the blessing that emphasizes lineage and offspring because, from
before his birth and throughout his youth, both his status as an inheritor of the covenant and
even his very existence (at the Akeidah) were put into question. Like his father, he has
troubling conceiving children. Of all the patriarchs, however, he is the one most securely
placed in the Land of Canaan. In fact, Isaac’s blessing is immediately preceded by God’s

insistence that he not descend to Egypt, but, “nxtn yaxa11a - stay in this land” (Genesis 26:3).

In contrast, back in our parashah, we find that Jacob’s anxieties turn out to be the inverse of
Isaac’s. He will soon prove to have no trouble reproducing. But his ability to reside in the
land will be in a constant state of insecurity. Our parashah takes its name from a phrase that
begins the story of Jacob: “ajy' kx'I - Jacob went out.” He is leaving his homeland. He will

eventually return, but will be forced to leave again to survive a famine. And Jacob will die
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outside the land, having settled in Egypt and—significantly—having brought all of his

descendants with him. At the very moment that he is about to leave the land for the first time,
then, Jacob surely needs the reassurance of this particular comparison: that his descendants
shall be like the dust of the earth, not just numerous, but spread out on this very ground: to

the west and to the east, to the north and to the south.

In all these stories we see that God gives our ancestors exactly the blessing and the image
they need in their lives, at that moment in history. Abraham, who started this mission, needs
both reassurances: that his people will grow and thrive, and that they will have a place to live
that they can call home. InIsaac’s day, there is still a basic struggle for this family’s survival.
Jacob manages to turn the family into a tribe, but that tribe will be forced to leave their land,

and will struggle for the rest of the Torah to get back.

Jews have often, in their long journey through history, had to return to the longings and fears
addressed by one or another of these images. During the Holocaust, the last great
catastrophe we faced as a people, our numbers, our very existence, were in great jeopardy. In
the current crisis, it is not only our lives that we worry about, but our ability to live safely in
our homeland. Thisis a moment when we need to be reassured by God that we will be like

the dust of the earth, spreading out freely across the land.

Why then, does God choose to use similies to reassure us? The answer is similar to the one we
began with, when we considered why we use metaphors to describe God. We describe God
with figurative language as a way of indicating that the actual God is unfathomable. God uses
figurative language to reassure us, in moments of great terror and uncertainty, because God

wishes to convey to us a hopeful future that—as yet—we cannot begin to fathom.
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