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As Parashat Vayeitzei begins, we encounter Yaakov en route to his uncle Lavan’s home in Charan.  Yaakov’s trip has two purposes: he is fleeing his brother Esav, but his father has also instructed him to marry a daughter of Lavan, his mother’s brother.  Yaakov stops at the roadside for the evening, and while sleeping, experiences the famed prophecy of “Jacob’s Ladder”: a ladder, which ascends from earth to heaven, is replete with ascending and descending angels.  God appears to Yaakov and blesses him, just as He did Avraham and Yitzchak before, promising Yaakov progeny as “numerous as the dust/sand of the earth.”


Awaking, Yaakov builds a monument to Hashem using the stone he had slept upon, and names the holy site Beit-El, translated as “House of G-d”.  Yaakov then continues toward Charan, where he meets Lavan’s daughter Rachel.  Yaakov eventually marries Rachel, her older sister Leah, and their respective handmaidens Bilhah and Zilpah.  

Our focus this week is on the first encounter between Yaakov and Rachel.

Yaakov lifted his feet and went to the land of the people of the East.
He saw- behold!  A well in the field.  And behold  -three flocks of sheep lying beside it, since from that well they would water the flock, but a great stone was on the mouth of the well.
All the flocks would gather there, roll the stone off the mouth of the 
well, and water the flocks.  They would then return the stone to its place on the mouth of the well.

Yaakov said to them: “My brothers, where are you from?”

They said: “We are from Charan.”

He said to them: “Do you know of Lavan ben Nachor?”

They said: “We know of him.”

He said to them: “Is there peace for him?”

They said: “(There is) peace.  Behold!  Rachel (= Ewe) his daughter, coming with the sheep!”

He said: “Lo, there is still much time in the day- it is not time for the livestock to be gathered.  Water the flocks and go shepherd!”

They said: “We cannot, until all the flocks gather.  They will roll the rock off the mouth of the well, and we will water the flocks.”

He was still speaking with them when Rachel arrived, with the flocks belonging to her father, for she was a shepherdess.

It happened thus – when Yaakov saw Rachel daughter of Lavan his mother’s brother, and the flocks of Lavan his mother’s brother, Yaakov approached and rolled the rock off the mouth of the well, and he watered (vayashk) the flocks of Lavan his mother’s brother.

Yaakov kissed (vayishak) Rachel, lifted his voice, and wept.
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                    
The most cursory reading of these verses raises the question of why the Torah needs to describe the scene in such detail, and at such length.  The flocks, the well, and the stone are described redundantly by the narrator and the shepherds, and the dialogue with the shepherds seems entirely unnecessary. And yet none of the detail seems to help explain Yaakov’s mysterious crying after kissing Rachel.   Perhaps they were tears of joy, but that seems unlikely in light of the preceding phrase “and he lifted his voice”.  Lifting the voice and crying refers to tears of sadness and/or remorse in its three other Biblical appearances.  In fact, the phrase first appears in Genesis 27:38, describing Esav’s reaction to Yaakov’s receiving the blessings, and the parallel may be significant.  Note also that Yaakov’s lifted voice in verse 11 forms an inclusion with his lifted feet in verse 1, so the narrative is deliberately structured
so that verses 1-11 can stand on their own.

The midrash and commentators suggest almost uniformly that this sequence should be read as an allegory.  They accordingly offer a diverse array of figurative readings.  The three flocks are said to represent, inter alia, the three forefathers, the three classes of Jews (priests, Levites, and Israelites), the three festivals (Pesach, Shavuot, and Succot), the three siblings Moses,  Aaron and Miriam, the three rabbinic courts on the Temple Mount, the three judges of a standard rabbinic court, the Persian, Medean, and Hellenistic empires, and so on and so forth.  The stone itself is said to represent the Torah, the Evil Inclination, and many things beyond and between.  Some of these readings are more plausible interpretations of the symbols than others.  Each posits that these verses are only intended as figurative representation, and that the events described had no intrinsic significance.  Few even attempt to explain why Yaakov is made to participate in this scene at this point in his life journey.  As a result, none of these interpretations satisfies me.

An alternative emerges when we consider that Yaakov's meeting with Rachel immediately follows his dream/vision of the ladder and the angels, and the episodes contain several common features.  Firstly, a stone figures prominently in both.  In the ladder vision, Yaakov uses a stone as a pillow, and then makes it a sacred monument and symbolic cornerstone.  Here Yaakov removes the great stone from the mouth of the well.  Secondly the word "hinei” or “behold”, is used twice consecutively in each, in the first to introduce the ladder and angels respectively, and in the second to introduce the well and flocks respectively.  

In other words, Yaakov’s meeting with Rachel must also have at least some of the qualities of a dream.  But this does not necessarily justify reading them as pure allegory.  Rather, like next week's angelic wrestling match, they should be read as surreal.  Surrealism is not quite the same as allegory, though the distinction is difficult to pin down; it represents an event that lingers, strangely, somewhere between reverie and actuality.  Surrealism requires us to explain both the action itself and its significance in a broader context.

It is important that Yaakov actually meets Rachel by the well, as it is important that Yaakov genuinely limps after his encounter with the angel.  Yet Yaakov's real actions can also be considered as foreshadowing at the least his own life, and likely his descendants’ lives.  Here I must note Nachmanides*: general principle that "the deeds of the forefathers are symbolic of the descendants' destiny/fate".  In other words, the events of each of the forefathers’ lives should be read as symbolically foreshadowing the future, in particular the future history of the Jews.  This view seems to me manifestly true here.  Nachmanides' principle diverges from allegory, and seems more representative of surrealism, in that the forefather's actions do not occur in order to be symbolic; rather, they are symbolic because they occur.  The destiny/fate of the descendants naturally follows the character of the ancestors, as reflected in their actions.  So here too, I think, we must connect the symbolism of the flocks and well to a very real Yaakov behaving in a way that fits his character.  

What does this story tell us about Yaakov’s character?  The commentators I've read, with the exception of Bekhor Shor and Radak, assume that Yaakov's single-handed removal of the stone is a superhuman feat.  (Bekhor Shor argues that the shepherds were very young, and thus could not move the stone, whereas Yaakov was a full-grown and muscular adult and thus did so naturally; Radak contends that Yaakov moved the stone together with the other shepherds.)  What seems clear, however, is that this stone was placed on the well precisely because it could not be removed by any one man, probably because water was scarce.  Yaakov's unilateral (pace Radak) thus action breached a reasonable community protocol.  Was he justified in doing so, apparently for love (at first sight) of Rachel?

Let us turn now to the scene’s symbolic significance.  Perhaps the three flocks represent Leah, Bilhah and Zilpah, Yaakov’s three other wives-to-be, and Yaakov's removal of the rock for the fourth flock, Rachel's flock, symbolizes his favoritism for Rachel.  The stone could not, or at the very least, should not, have been removed by one man alone; rather, it required the harmony and cooperation of several parties.  Yaakov’s spontaneous removal of the stone then foreshadows his eventual and apparently unjustified favoring of Rachel and her son Joseph.  Perhaps Yaakov realizes immediately that his love for Rachel is potentially tragic, for it distorts his sense of the morally and politically appropriate, and we can therefore understand why he cries immediately after kissing her.




Nechamah Leibowitz z"l used to enjoy saying that yeshiva students often knew twenty explanations as to why Yaakov was permitted to kiss Rachel when not married to her, but did not know the verse in the Torah which says "don't lie".  Perhaps all twenty are incorrect; Yaakov was not permitted to kiss Rachel, but did anyway, and this symbolized the extent to which love was a problematic motive for action in his life.  In this regard, my wife Deborah notes that one can see much of Yaakov's life as an attempt to learn lessons from his parents mishandling of the blessing and birthright.  Observing the fate of Yishmael and Esav,  Yaakov may have inferred that familial rivalries and tensions arose from a parent’s attempt to disguise the status of the favored son.  He instead determined, incorrectly, that a clear expression of his favoritism (first for Rachel and then for their son Yoseph) would eliminate any jealousy other family members might experience, because each would clearly understand his place.  

Ultimately, however, it seems that the fact of chosenness creates tension regardless of how it is presented.  


Shabbat Shalom

* Nachmanides is the common name for Moshe ben Nachman Gerondi; the name is a Greek translation of the Hebrew "Ben Nachman", meaning "Son of Nachman". He is also commonly known as Ramban, being an acronym of his Hebrew name and title, Rabbi Moshe ben Nachman.  Nachmanides was born at Gerona (hence his name "Gerondi") in � HYPERLINK "http://www.wordiq.com/definition/1194" \o "1194" �1194�, and died in the � HYPERLINK "http://www.wordiq.com/definition/Land_of_Israel" \o "Land of Israel" �land of Israel� about � HYPERLINK "http://www.wordiq.com/definition/1270" \o "1270" �1270�.  (http://www.wordiq.com/definition/Nachmanides)
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