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Parshat Vayeitzei 
Where there’s a Will, There’s a...Mountain? 

Yael Smooha - Class of 2020 
 

Lately, I’ve been really missing summer. The shorter days, the bare trees, the gloomy gray, all stand in 
sharp contrast to the carefree lightness of summer, which seems like a distant memory. This week, 
however, I found some winter comfort in the parsha, in our weekly Sfat Emes class taught by Rabbi Erin 
Leib Smokler.  
 
Our first verses describe Yaakov’s journey from home, and his first stop as the sky darkens:  

ֹקֲַעי אֵֵ֥צַּיו  ...ׁשֶמֶּׁ֔שַה אָ֣ב־יִּכ ֙םָׁש ןֶלַָּ֤יו םֹו֜קָּמַּב עַּ֨גְִפַּיו :׃ָהנָֽרָח ;ֶלֵַּ֖יו עַבָׁ֑ש רֵ֣אְּבִמ ב֖

Jacob left Beer-sheba, and set out for Haran. He came upon the place and stopped there for the night, for 
the sun had set… 

Rashi comments that “the place” is none other than Mount Moriah, where Avraham bound up Yitzchak. 
He infers this from the fact that the same language is used to describe Mount Moriah in that story - “and 
he [Avraham] saw the place from afar”. Mount Moriah is synonymous with the Temple Mount.  

The word עַּ֨גְִפַּיו  - he came upon - is a strange choice to describe Yaakov’s first stop on his journey. עַּ֨גְִפַּיו  
could be read as “he ran into”, “he bumped into”. There is a suddenness to Yaakov’s finding of “a certain 
place” - almost an unexpected collision, as it were, of traveler and land.  

Rashi explains that this “coming upon” is a reference to Yaakov’s institution of the Arvit prayer, the prayer 
traditionally said at night. He adds:  

 ץֶרָאָה ֹול הָצְפָּקֶׁש Xְדֶּמַלְל ,לֵּלַּפְִתַּיו בַתָּכ אTְו בּותָּכַה ָהּנְִׁשו

The Torah deliberately chose different language [to describe this prayer] and did not write “And he prayed” 
[but rather “he came upon”], in order to teach you that the land “jumped” before him.  

A few verses later, Rashi describes this “jumping” more specifically:  

 ,לֵא תיֵּב דַע ֹותאָרְקִל ׁשָדְקִּמַה תיֵּב אָּבֶׁש ,ןיִּלֻח תַטיִחְׁשִּב הָרּומֲאָה ץֶרָאָה תַציִפְק איִה ֹוְזו ,ןאָכְל אָבּו ָהיִרֹוּמַה רַה רַקֱֶעּנֶׁש רֵמֹוא ִינֲא...
 …םֹוקָּמַּב עַּגְִפַּיו ּוהְֶזו

I say that Mount Moriah uprooted itself and came here...that the Holy Temple came towards him [Yaakov] 
at Beth El, and this is what is meant by “he came upon the place”  

I remember learning the midrash as a teen about the land miraculously “jumping”,“folding”, “shrinking” - I 
personally imagined an accordion-like action happening here - so that Yaakov would reach Mount Moriah 
way ahead of schedule. (And I often dream about this notion when stuck in heavy traffic.)  

But what does Yaakov’s institution of Arvit have to do with the magical folding of earth?  

The Sfat Emet offers a beautiful interpretation of this Rashi.  

 בקעיל 'יהש ןויכ 'יפ ןאכל אבו הירומה רה רקענ י"שר ש"זו .םוקמ לכב ת"ישה תשודק ררועל לוכי םדאה ןוצר יפכ יאדוב ךא...
 .ןאכל 'ירומה רה ץפק דואמ קחורמ 'יה הזה םוקמ יכ ףא .'ירומה רהל אובל לודג ןוצר ה"עא
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The will of a person is undoubtedly capable of arousing the holiness of Hashem anywhere. And so when 
Rashi states that Mount Moriah uprooted itself and came here [to Yaacov] - that’s because Yaakov had a 
great desire to come to Mount Moriah [think: the place of the Holy Temple], and so even though this place 
[Beth El] was very distant, Mount Moriah jumped right over.  

 … םדאה ןוצר י"ע קר רואה תולגתהל םוקמ ןיא ךשוח תעב יאדוב יכ תיברע תלפת 'יפ ומצע והזו

And this is the very essence of the prayer of Arvit. For certainly at a time of darkness there is no space for 
revelation of light except through the will of man...  

 לש העיגי י"ע תוימינפה הראה שיגרהל לכוי אלש םוקמ ךל ןיאש עדיש לארשי שיא לכל דומיל הזמ שיש 'וכ הצפקש ךדמלל ש"זו
 :ל"נכ תמא

And this is what Rashi meant when he said “to teach us that the land jumped, etc.” for this is a teaching for 
every Jew to know that, with true effort, there is no place that he cannot feel [his own] internal illumination: 

Sfat Emet boldly claims that the power of spiritual longing can literally and figuratively move mountains. 
Even in the darkest of places and times, our own inner spark is there, waiting for us to uncover its beauty. 
The only caveat: it takes hard work.  

Dark times demand human effort. Just as the night requires of us to light a fire, so too must we be 
spiritually proactive in order to sustain ourselves in times of darkness. And that spiritual sustenance 
emanates from our spiritual will, which we must dig hard at times to unearth. Once we do, our spiritual 
wills summon our personal Mount Moriahs right to our doorstep.  
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