
 

 

 

 

 

  

Parashat Vayetzeh: I Shall Return! 
Rabbi Elisha Wolfin 

 
Dear Friends, 
Parashat Vayetzeh is not only a magical, wondrous and touching story; it also 
contains a huge innovation! 
The story itself is very familiar: Ya'akov, having stolen Eisav's blessing, escapes to 
Haran. On the first night of his journey he dreams the famous dream about the 
ladder, and he receives a Divine promise of protection and blessing. He arrives in 
Haran, meets the love of his life, Rachel, for whom he works seven years, at the end 
of which Lavan tricks him, switching Rachel with Leah, her older sister, so that 
Ya'akov first marries Leah and only later marries Rachel. From both of these wives 
and from their handmaids he has 12 sons and one daughter. At the end of a 20-year 
exile, Yaakov begins his journey home. He is rich and has a large family, yet he 
remains fearful until the end of his life. 
Despite its familiarity, the parasha contains a unique new process: up until this 
point, the journeys described are always one-way. Adam and Chava are banished 
from the Garden of Eden, and never return. Cain is banished and destined to 
wander forever. Noah does not return to the point from which his ark sets sail. The 
generation of the Tower of Babel is dispersed throughout the land. Avraham is told 
"Lech Lecha", Go, and he does not return to the land of his birth. Yitzchak never 
leaves Canaan, never embarks on a journey at all. Now, for the first time, there is 
both a departure and a return to the same place. Ya'akov is the first to leave and to 
embark on such a journey. He leaves as a youth and returns as a mature man. He 
leaves with nothing and returns wealthy. He leaves on his own and returns with four 
wives and 13 children. Ya'akov is commanded to commence his journey by his 
parents, and he does so in great haste and fear. His return, on the other hand, is 
Divinely commanded, and  minutely planned. From the moment he embarks on his 
outward journey, God promises him a safe return:  
"And Jacob went out from Beer-Sheva, and went toward Haran.  And he lighted 
upon the place, and tarried there all night, because the sun was set; and he took 
one of the stones of the place, and put it under his head, and lay down in that place 
to sleep.  And he dreamed, and behold a ladder set up on the earth, and the top of it 
reached to heaven; and behold the angels of God ascending and descending 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 whereon you lie, to you will I 
give it, and to your seed.  And your seed shall be as the dust of the earth, and you 
shall spread abroad to the west, and to the east, and to the north, and to the south. 
And in you and in your seed shall all the families of the earth be blessed. And, 
behold, I am with you, and will keep you wherever you go, and will bring you back 



 
into this land; for I will not leave you, until I have done that which I have spoken to 
you of.' And Jacob awaked out of his sleep, and he said: 'Surely the LORD is in this 
place; and I knew it not.' (Bereishit 28: 10-15) 
What is so unique about the idea of departure and return? 
Jewish tradition sees in this movement a formative process in the universe. Every 
year, and especially between the months of Sh'vat and Av (approximately February 
to August) a journey outwards takes place within each of us, and then from Elul the 
journey turns inwards. This is the point at which we begin our yearly introspection 
and retrospection in preparation and celebration of the Days of T’shuva. The root of 
the word Tshuva is return - ש.ו.ב. ) 
If returning is so important, why should one embark on a journey to begin with? Why 
not stay put, as Yitzchak does? 
Embarking is a basic life strategy. It is the movement of nature. The seed sprouts 
from within its protective coat. The seedling makes its way through the ground 
towards the light. The growing plant puts forth leaves, flowers, and fruit. These, in 
turn, produce seeds. Nature does not contain many examples of return. True, 
salmon swim against the current to return to the place where they hatched in order 
to lay their eggs, but this is a unique example. Usually, that which emerges does not 
return.  Plants which have sprouted do not retreat into their seed, and the leaves, 
flowers and seeds do not retreat back to their source. A new cycle begins with a 
new seed. 
Leaving, embarking, exiting…  
Return, however, is a Divine movement. We do not (necessarily) return to a physical 
space, yet we return nevertheless. We do not return to the womb, and we generally 
do not return to the four walls in which we grew up, and yet we return. We have odd 
expressions for this process. We "return to ourselves", "return to our God", "return to 
our essence." Yet when we return we are not the same people we were when we 
left. We “become“, we realize our strengths, and we bring forth fruit and blessing to 
the world. We return richer, fuller, and more mature. 
Eisav – the man of nature, of the fields, and of hunting – has a decisive role in the 
natural movement of departure. He is the first to "hatch" from the womb, to come 
into the world. He opens the gate. He enables Ya'akov's birth, because the latter 
holds his heel. In our parasha Eisav then gives birth to his twin brother again when 
he forces Ya'akov's escape. Eisav is the power of drawing out. Without this power 
there is no life, no growth. Without the power that Eisav represents, our essence 
cannot clothe itself and then disrobe and change. It would remain forever in the form 
of unrealized potential.  
Embarking is difficult and it is usually not voluntary. Yet, like birth, embarking cannot 
be held back. When the baby is "ready", a process begins from which there is 
literally no return. Birth brings with it pain, forced movement, and loss of everything 
that was and that will never return for the baby and for its family. 



 

This week the Torah sows new seeds as part of the natural movement of life: God 
promises return. He will make sure of it. The return will be Divine, not natural in its 
source. 
This week's invitation, then, is to get to know this unique movement and respect it. 
First of all, to notice the power that pushes us and beckons us to embark 
perpetually; to go, and to surrender to it. Second, to become familiar with the Divine 
invitation that is contained within this daunting movement: the invitation to return; to 
return to ourselves, to our essence, to our God. Our journey will be profoundly 
different if we get to know the complementary movement of return. We can never do 
so if we have not embarked to begin with. 
Ya'akov flees from Eisav, the one who initially aids his birth. However, already on 
the first night, he meets the God of return, He who brings a person back to his or her 
"father's" (or mother's) metaphoric house. This is why Ya'akov makes the following 
vow upon awakening from his formative dream: 
"And Jacob vowed a vow, saying: 'If God will be with me, and will keep me in this 
way that I go, and will give me bread to eat, and raiment to put on, so that I come 
back to my father's house in peace, then shall the LORD be my God." 
(Bereishit 28: 20-21) 
Ya’akov is proclaiming my God is the God of return. 
Shabbat Shalom, 
Elisha 
 


