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Parshat Vayetze

Breaking the Cycle
Simon Wolf

Whenever one reads a selection from the Torah, they
are generally predisposed to seeing the text from a
particular perspective because of previous education,
innate biases or an eminently logical conclusion from
context and previous narratives. A great example of
this is when Avraham sends Eliezer to search for a
wife for Yitzchak. If one looks carefully at Parshat
Chayei-Sara, Eliezer's name is never once mentioned.
Avraham'’s servant is always referred to by a pronoun.’
Why is it then that everyone assumes that the story is
about Avraham’s servant Eliezer? It could be that it is
because this is the view of Chazal? and that position is
reflected in Rashi® and many of the other
commentaries. Possibly, many people were taught
the narrative in this manner, especially when they first
encountered the text.* Absent all of the above, it is still
a very rational conclusion based on the previous
narratives that establish Eliezer as Avraham’s right-
hand man.® Even if it is the correct interpretation that
the individual spoken of in the story is Eliezer, it is
important to be cognizant that his name is never
mentioned explicitly in the text. That awareness can
open up new perspectives on the narrative that would
otherwise have been dismissed if one just assumes
that Eved Avraham (nnnax Tay) is Eliezer.

Similarly, when Avraham casts Hagar out for the
second time, the assumption is that the problematic
child, who precipitates Sara’s demand that they be
expelled from the house, is Yishma’el. Once again
here, Yishma’el’'s name is never explicitly mentioned;
the child in the story is always referred to by a
pronoun.® One would be inclined to believe that the
child is Yishma’el since he is the only child ever
mentioned by the Torah born to Avraham and Hagar.
At the same time, it is important to pay careful attention
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to the story and not just take for granted that it is
Yishma’el since this fact is very influential in the
commentaries’ views as to what was placed on
Hagar’s shoulder upon her departure ( nnn| DnYy-n'
DNYYL TEATINE ARDYTY DY wdTr R 0m).]
Assuming the child to be Yishma’el presents a serious
difficulty with explaining that the child was placed on
Hagar's shoulder since Yishma'el at that moment
would have been at least seventeen years old,® a
sizable teenager. The commentaries therefore come
up with innovative ways to deal with this issue® or
explain that the child references back to that which
Avraham gave to Hagar rather than that which was
placed on her shoulder.™ Taking it for granted that the
story is about Yishma’el, without weighing the pros
and cons as to whether it makes sense that the child
referenced is Yishma’el, would likely cause one to
miss the nuances that are compelling the differences
of opinions about the details of the story.

The Ramban in Sefer Breishit'! establishes a principle
that he often repeats which is that the Torah’s
narrative with regards to our forefathers is a template
for the future experiences of Bnei Yisrael. One must
always contemplate how the stories of Avraham,
Yitzhak and Yaakov were predictive models of events
that transpired to their offspring. It is often
summarized in the dictum, “the travails of the fathers
are prescient for the children (0127 n'o niax nwyn).”'?
The Ramban therefore sees the tribulations of
Avraham as a predictive template for that which would
occur to Bnei Yisrael in the future. Avraham leaves
the Land of Israel due to a famine for the greener
pastures of Mitzrayim. There, the Egyptians
needlessly oppressed and exploited him in order to
take his wife. God takes revenge on behalf of
Avraham with great plagues. Avraham is then
ushered out of Mitzrayim, but not before he
accumulates great wealth. Similarly, in the future, his
descendants will descend to Egypt to escape a famine
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in the land of Cana’an. There, they will be enslaved
and persecuted and their women will be exploited in
captivity. God will intervene to save them with great
plagues and miracles. In the end, they too will collect
great wealth and be pressured by the Egyptians to
leave the land of Egypt."3

The covenant in which God promises Avraham that his
descendants will inherit the Land of Israel is known as
Brit Ben HaB’tarim (n»nan |2 nMa). In a few short
verses, the Torah describes the core fundamentals of
the covenant and the process that will result in Bnei
Yisrael taking possession of the land. “Know well that
your offspring will be foreigners in a land not theirs,
and they will be enslaved and oppressed for four
hundred years; but | will execute judgment on the
nation they shall serve, and in the end they will leave
with great wealth...And the fourth generation will
return here, for the iniquity of the Amorites is not yet
complete.”*

Not surprisingly, these Pesukim are the opening
paragraph that sets the backdrop in the Pesach
Hagada for the retelling of the story of the Exodus in
order to accomplish the Mitzva of Sippur Yetziyat
Mitzrayim (nnxn nx'x' 119'0)." That is because Bnei
Yisrael's experience in Egypt seems to mimic exactly
that which is predicted in Brit Ben HaB’tarim. In order
to survive the famine in Eretz Cana’an, Yaakov and
his family under the auspices of Yosef become
resident aliens in Egypt (D07 X7 yIx2 QU171 N 12 ).
Over time, Bnei Yisrael's growth, distinctiveness and
segregation earn them the animosity of their hosts.
They suddenly find themselves ostracized outsiders
who are slowly enslaved and oppressed by the
Egyptians (nnx 1ay1 n1T2y1). After years of persecution
and subjugation of Bnei Yisrael, God finally takes
retribution on the Egyptians with the Ten Plagues ( na
DIX |T 4TaY! WK tian nx).  This intercession by God
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culminates in the Exodus from Egypt whereby Bnei
Yisrael laden with wealth and possessions are
pressured by the Egyptians to leave the land of Egypt
(7iTa wona axy' 12 MnnI). After leaving Egypt, they set
course for the Land of Israel under the leadership of
Moshe Rabbeinu in order to fulfill the final promise that
the fourth generation will return to the Land of Israel
(nan 1wt 'y 1im).'®  The “four hundred years”
present some difficulty because Bnei Yisrael were not
enslaved in Egypt for four hundred years. Chazal in
Seder Olam Rabba'” and many of the exegetes'®
suggest that the four hundred years is modifying the
duration “that your offspring will be foreigners in a land
not theirs” rather than the amount time “they will be
enslaved and oppressed.” Otherwise, one could
suggest that four hundred is a typological number
used by the Torah to indicate a large exaggerated
amount or a long duration.' While this explanation of
Brit Ben HaB’tarim is compelling, it is by no means
compulsory. Similar to the previous examples, it is
important to note that Egypt and the Egyptians are not
mentioned explicitly in the covenant and therefore
portraying the covenant as referencing the Egyptian
exile is an interpretation, albeit a very persuasive
one.?

On the other hand, if one were to start with a clean
slate, no foreknowledge and no biases, it is likely that
they would reach a different conclusion with regards to
the interpretation of Brit Ben HaB’tarim than previously
thought. From Avraham’s standpoint, God is
informing him, or more accurately promising him, that
his progeny will be subject to harsh conditions in a
foreign land, but not to fret since God will intervene to
ensure that it all ends well with them returning to the
Land of Israel in possession of great wealth. This
grand homecoming will take place in four generations.
If | were Avraham, the calculus of the four generations
would render an understanding of God’s promise in
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the following manner: the first generation being
Avraham, the second Yitzchak, the third Yaakov and
therefore the fourth generation would be Yaakov’'s
children. The only hitch is that the duration of this
“exile” is four hundred years which would be unlikely
to elapse by the time Avraham has great-
grandchildren, but as previously noted, even if one
were to interpret Brit Ben HaB’tarim as referencing to
the Egyptian exile, one cannot take the four hundred
years literally.?! Interestingly enough, this simple
interpretation seems to have credence since all of
Yaakov’s children are born outside of Israel, with the
exception of Binyamin,?? and they all “return” from
exile with their father to the Land of Israel.

Continuing with this line of reasoning would require
that the other aspects of the covenant also be manifest
in the generations between Avraham and his great-
grandchildren. In order to test this thesis, it would
helpful to invert the principle championed by the
Ramban that “the travails of the fathers are prescient
for the children (nn2% n'o niax nwyn).” If the children
mirror the forefathers and one has a detailed map of
how the children’s experiences are a manifestation of
the covenant, it should perforce mean that the
forefathers foreshadowed those events. That would
mean if the fourth generation in Brit Ben HaB’tarim is
a possible reference to Yaakov’s children, then the
tribulations of Yaakov and his children should parallel
the experiences of Bnei Yisrael during the Egyptian
exile and subsequent Exodus. If this simple
understanding of Brit Ben HaB’tarim proves correct
then it would open the possibility of a new perspective
on this fundamental covenant.

The following paragraph will lay out the case for the
necessary parallels mentioned above that will support
the contention that Brit Ben HaB’tarim could have
equally applied to Yaakov and his children’s lives
rather than to the Egyptian exile. We will use prose to
demonstrate the correlation, but it is infinitely easier to
follow the suggestions if one can also view the visual
alignment of the two stories. Therefore, we will attach
at the end of the Dvar Torah a table of these parallels
(and additional correlations) through the Pesukim that
can be utilized in conjunction with the subsequent
explanation.

In both cases, the exile begins with an adverse event
that necessitates leaving the Land of Cana’an. In
Parshat Vayetze, Yaakov is running away from the
wrath of Eisav and in Parshat Vayigash he is
attempting to escape the famine. The “exiles” both
begin with a vision at night connected to Be’er Sheva
where God appears to Yaakov and with very similar
language promises him that He will accompany him
into exile and then return him to the land of his
forefathers. On both journeys to settle in the exile,
Yaakov has an emotional “reunion” where he cries.
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On Yaakov’s descent to Egypt, he is greeted by Yosef,
where they tearfully embrace while on his journey to
Charan, he meets Rachel who he kisses and then
cries.  Yosef subsequently informs Pharoah of
Yaakov’'s presence while Rachel informs her father
Lavan of YaakoV’s arrival in Charan. Yaakov’s stated
intent in both instances is to be away from “home” for
a short duration, but those brief “visits” eventually are
extended into a much longer sojourn. Pharoah
inquires as to the capacity for Yosef's family to work
for him (in addition to Yosef) and Lavan suggests that
Yaakov set a wage in order to work for him. In both
cases, the initial gracious welcome turns to animosity
and the host’s countenance towards the guest sours.
As a result, the host turns on the employee, with the
Egyptians eventually enslaving Bnei Yisrael and
Lavan swindling Yaakov numerous times.

The two cornerstones of the exile described in Brit Ben
HaB’tarim are the enslavement and oppression of the
descendants of Avraham (nnx 1y D1T2y1). In addition,
the covenant presupposes the development of a
“nation” during the exile that will return to the Land of
Israel. At the beginning of Shmot, the Egyptian exile
is characterized by back-breaking work, toil and
oppression (the word "'y is used to describe the
people’s predicament). Concurrent with the
enslavement, there is also an explosion in the
population of Bnei Yisrael which further frustrates the
Egyptian people. In Yaakov's story with Lavan,
Yaakov describes his work for Lavan as being a form
of enslavement and oppression due to the unbearably
hard conditions and the dishonesty of Lavan (Yaakov
also utilizes the word "'y to describe his plight - nx
193 y2a' nxl "wy). Rachel and Le’ah describe
themselves as being treated by their father like
foreigners who were sold (11721 ' i'7 112¥n0) NiM21 Ki'N)
and their father later describes them as captives of war
(an niraws M nx annl).  In addition, there is a
series of Pesukim in Parshat Vayetze that contain the
verbs, “and she conceived and she gave birth ( "nni
T7n1)” which gives the impression of a quickly growing
family.

In both exiles, after years of mistreatment, an angel of
God appears to harbinger the redemption. Moshe,
while shepherding his father-in-law’s sheep, is
confronted by the angel at the burning bush where he
is told of God’s intent to redeem Bnei Yisrael and have
them worship him on the Mountain of God (n'j'7xn n)
and settle in the Land of lIsrael. Yaakov, while
shepherding his father-in-law’s sheep also has a
vision where an angel of God informs him that it is time
to depart Charan and to return to his birthplace and
fulfill his commitment to worship and thank God at the
monument he had erected at the House of God ( na
D'?78). Yaakov after traveling alone to Charan, leaves
there with a large family and significant possessions
that were accumulated during his exile and oppression
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in the house of Lavan. Bnei Yisrael, who were initially
a large family that came to live in Egypt, leave there
as a nation with great wealth accumulated during their
enslavement in Mitzrayim. In both instances, the
accumulated wealth is described as “draining” or being
“separated from” their hosts (1'7xa11 ,'7x'1).

Both stories continue with an abrupt and hasty
departure that puts the fleeing party three days away
from their host. In both cases, the host is informed on
the third day of the departure and initiates a hot pursuit
of those that had left because of their heart (27...;7Tn1
"MINN |27 27 N apyr anat ,nve). According to the
Midrashei Chazal, Bnei Yisrael and Yaakov then travel
an additional three days before the host begins to
pursue their departing “guest”. The pursuer then
successfully traverses six days distance in a single
day to catch up to the departing party on the seventh
day. Inthe Exodus, Bnei Yisrael are encamped by the
Yam Suf and God intervenes to separate between the
encampment of Bnei Yisrael and the camp of the
Egyptians. In Yaakov’s case, Lavan and Yaakov are
encamped on opposing mountains and God appears
to Lavan that night in order to attempt to keep the
parties apart. Bnei Yisrael continue forward from there
by crossing the Yam Suf, while Yaakov traverses the
Yabok River. Upon reentering the Land of Israel,
Yaakov is “greeted” by Eisav and similarly Bnei Yisrael
are attacked by Eisav’'s descendant Amalek on their
short journey to enter the Land of Israel. After both
incidents, an altar is built and dedicated to God.?

Skipping some additional parallels, Yaakov finally
arrives at Beit El where he fulfills his promise to
worship God and thank him for the kindness and
accompaniment provided by God during his many
years in exile and for his safe return to the Land of
Israel. Bnei Yisrael, in a similar fashion, experience
the revelation at Har Sinai that was promised to Moshe
when God engaged him to redeem Bnei Yisrael.
Yaakov and his children (the fourth generation) then
finally return to settle in the Land of Israel ( yaxa awi
[V1> YIX2 I'aX 1ian) after beginning the vanquishing of
the land with the conquest of Sh’chem.

Given all the parallels, it seems very plausible that the
story that begins in Parshat Veyetze could well be the
fulfillment of the Brit Ben HaB’tarim. This thesis is
reinforced by the fact that the Pesach Hagada begins
the central section of the story of the Exodus with
“‘what did Lavan intend to do to our forefather Yaakov
(1rax apy!y nivy? mIKD 27 wpa o T Ry
suggesting that there is a commonality between these
two stories. At this point, based on Brit Ben HaB’tarim,
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one would expect that Yaakov and his children would
continue their slow expansion and overtaking of the
land to begin the process of building the nation of
Israel in the Land of Israel. Why does that not
happen? One can only speculate, but the beginning
of Parshat Vayahsev describes internecine quarreling
and Lashon Hara (nyn naT),2* the same problems that
condemn the Generation of the Desert (hamn 11T) to
wander and forfeit their chances to successfully enter
the Land of Israel.

One can conclude a number of items from these
parallels and this insight that the Brit Ben HaB'tarim
does not necessarily refer to the Egyptian exile. The
first could simply be an extension of the principle of
Chazal and promoted by the Ramban that “the travails
of the fathers are prescient for the children ( niax nwyn
0117 |n'o)” — the Torah’s narrative with regards to our
forefathers is a template for the future experiences of
Bnei Yisrael. The encounters of Yaakov and his
children in Parhshat Vayetze and the subsequent
Parshiot are an indication and a microcosm for that
which will occur to Bnei Yisrael at a national level in
the future. On the other hand, the recurrence of the
same pattern with Avraham, then with Yaakov and
then finally with Bnei Yisrael in Egypt seems to point
to something much deeper. The fact that this
paradigm is repetitive and cyclical in nature seems to
imply that there is something more significant to
garner or glean from the parallels between the
Egyptian exile and Exodus and the life of Yaakov
Avinu. One could suggest that a prophecy or a
covenant has many possible opportunities to be
fulfilled. It could have come to fruition in Yaakov and
his children’s lifetime had the conditions been ripe.?
Unfortunately, something went awry which required
the whole process to begin again and necessitated
that Brit Ben HaB’tarim be consummated with the
Exodus from Egypt. If one were even bolder, it could
be suggested that the fulfillment of the covenant with
the conquest of the Land of Israel post the Exodus was
not the sole achievement of God’s promise because of
its failures, but rather a paradigm for future exiles and
redemptions. In actuality, this explanation enhances
the first suggestion that “the travails of the fathers are
prescient for the children (n12a7 n'o niax nwyn)” since
it makes it all the more imperative that we today learn
from earlier mistakes in order not repeat the same
patterns of generations past and thereby lose the
opportunity for the fulfillment of a promise or a
prophecy of redemption and have to start the whole
process once again.

Shabbat Shalom
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