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Yaakov’'s Vow
Riddles, Revolution and Resolution

|. The Puzzling Promise
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20 And Yaakov vowed a vow, saying: 'lIf God will be with me, and will keep me in this way that |
go, and will give me bread to eat, and clothing to wear, 21 so that | come back to my father's
house in peace, then Hashem will be my God, 22 and this stone, which | have set up for a pillar,
shall be God's house; and of all that You shall give me | will surely give the tenth unto You.'

e How can Yaakov make his worship conditional? Is “HaShem only his God if God fulfills
these conditions?
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14 And your offspring shall be as the dust of the earth, and you will spread abroad to the west,
and to the east, and to the north, and to the south. And in you and in your offspring shall all the
families of the earth be blessed. 15 And, behold, | am with you, and will keep you wherever you
go, and | will bring you back into this land; for | will not leave you, until | have done that which |

have spoken to you of.'

e Compounding our problems with the Neder, Yaakov seems to be questioning the very
promises transmitted by God in the dream.

Il. Approaches
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Midrash Rabba: One position in the Midrash even suggests that the dream and vow are to be

reversed in the text
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Rashi: Yaakov’s statements are not conditions but factual prerequisites for his success
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Rashbam: A variation on his grandfather’s (Rashi) approach
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Sforno: Redefines “HaShem will be my God” as “HaShem will be my Judge.”

lll. A Revolution: The Ramban
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Ramban: “HaShem will be my God” is not part of a conditional agreement, but part of Yaakov’s

commitment. “If | return to the home of my father, | will worship the One God in the singular
land.” Talmud states: “All who live outside the land of Israel are as if they have no God.”
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e Ramban’s interpretation consistent with his revolutionary approach to mitzvot and their
relationship to Eretz Yisrael
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Ramban: God’s relationship with the land of Israel singular...All mitzvot are only complete when

performed in the land of Israel

e Ramban cites as a proof text a familiar passage and a striking midrashic interpretation
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17 And the anger of Hashem will blaze against you, and He will shut up the heaven, so that

there will be no rain, and the ground will not yield her fruit; and you will be swiftly banished
from the goodly land that Hashem gives you. 18 And you shall place these words of mine upon
your heart and upon your soul; and you shall bind them for a sign upon your hand, and let them
be an ornament between your eyes. 19And you shall teach them your children to discuss them,
when you sit in your house, and when you walk along the way, and when you retire, and when
you will arise. 20 And you shall write them upon the door-posts of your house, and upon your
gates.
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Sifrei: “and you will be swiftly banished from the goodly land that Hashem gives you. - And you

shall place these words of mine upon your heart and upon your soul; and you shall bind them
for a sign upon your hand...”

Even though | banish you from the land continue to excel in the mitzvot so that when you return
they will not be as new to you.
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e Taking the Ramban on step further...017wa Mawi ... is Yaakov’s promise ...”| will return”
e To understand the power of this commitment, we must return to the tension inherent in
HaShem’s words in the dream
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e Yaakov commits: | will not misunderstand my success in galut...

IV. The Resolution
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1 And he heard the words of Lavan's sons, saying: 'Yaakov has taken away all that was our

father's; and of that which was our father's has he amassed all this wealth.' 2 And Yaakov
beheld Lavan’s disposition, and, behold, it was not toward him as before. 3 And Hashem said
unto Yaakov: 'Return to the land of your fathers, and to your birthplace; and | will be with

you.' 4 And Yaakov sent and called Rachel and Leah to the field to his flock, 5 and he said to
them: 'l see your father's countenance, that it is not toward me as before; and the God of my
father has been with me...10 And it once happened at the mating -time of the flock, that |
raised my eyes, and saw in a dream, and, behold, the he-goats which leaped upon the flock
were streaked, speckled, and grizzled. 11 And an angel of God said to me in the dream: Yaakov;
and | said: Here am I. 12 And he said: Lift up now your eyes, and see, all the he-goats which leap
upon the flock are streaked, speckled, and grizzled; for | have seen all that Lavan is doing to
you. 13 | am the God of Beth-el, where you anointed a pillar, where you made me a vow. Now
arise, get thee out from this land, and return to your native land.'
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