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“And he dreamt, and behold! a ladder was set on the 
ground and its top reached to heaven”  

(Bereishit 28:12)
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1st Aliya (Kohen) – Bereishit 28:10-22
On Yaakov’s journey to Charan, he falls asleep and dreams of a ladder resting on the 
ground and reaching up to heaven, with angels ascending and descending. God is at 
the top of the ladder, telling Yaakov that he will inherit the Land and that he will have 
plentiful offspring. Yaakov wakes up, having realised the holiness of the place, which 
is where the Temple would later be built (Rashi). He builds an altar and takes a vow 
committing to serve God fully (Ramban).

2nd Aliya (Levi) – 29:1-17
Yaakov travels eastwards. He sees a well in a field, covered by a large stone. The 
local shepherds tell Yaakov that the daughter of his uncle Lavan is approaching. 
Yaakov moves the boulder blocking the well and waters Rachel’s flock. He kisses 
Rachel and weeps.

3rd Aliya (Shlishi) – 29:18-30:13
Yaakov wants to marry Rachel, the younger sister of Leah, and offers to work for 

Sidra Summary

Up, Up 
and 
Away!

A group of boys were 
once playing outdoors. 
At some point they 
spotted a very tall ladder 
leaning against a wall 
and promptly began 

climbing. The challenge they set 
themselves was to see who would be 
courageous enough to reach the top. 
Rung after rung they tried. Climb after 
climb they all failed. 

Until one young man tackled the 
obstacle and made it to the top. When 
asked how he achieved what seemed 
like an impossible task, he explained 
that the other boys had failed due to 
their fear of heights. He, however, 
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decided not to look down. The higher 
he climbed, the more he focused on 
what was above him. In time, that 
young man became a great leader 
and rabbi.  

I was reminded of this story by the 
opening episode of this week’s sidra. 
Jacob is on the run. He had narrowly 
escaped the wrath of his brother Esau 
after snatching their father’s blessing. 
Exhausted, he lays down to rest. He 
has a vision - one of the most well-
known dreams of all time. He sees a 
ladder upon which Divine angels are 
ascending and descending  (Bereishit 
28:12).

There are many commentaries and 
interpretations about the significance 
of the dream and the identity of those 
angels. One of these commentaries, 
a rabbinic teaching in the Midrash of 
Bereishit Raba, contains a profound 
lesson in how we should view our 
unique mission in life. 

The Midrash regards the ascending 
angels as being the same ones who 
were responsible for the destruction 
of Sodom and Gomorrah 138 years 
earlier (see Bereishit chapter 19). 
Having fulfilled their Divine mission, 

what was the delay in returning 
‘home'? 

The angels were punished for 
haughtily attributing the action they 
took as being their own judgement 
- “For we are destroying this place” 
(ibid 19:13) they exclaimed to their 
host, Lot.  While their intention was to 
express the urgency of the situation, 
they had neglected to mention that 
they were simply messengers. They 
were so engrossed in their own 
role that they did not immediately 
acknowledge that their mission was 
Divinely mandated.

The great honour and privilege 
of serving God had morphed into a 
moment of personal aggrandisement 
and pride. This caused them to be 

frozen out of the Royal Divine Court 
for well over a century.

The ladder in the dream indicates 
a connection between the earthly 
realm and the Divine abode above. As 
intelligent human beings we are each 
charged with a mission. This calling 
is God’s way of demonstrating trust 
and confidence in us mortals. These 
assignments, accomplished when we 
study Torah and perform mitzvot, are 
a privilege, definitely not a burden. 
While we can be rightly pleased each 
time we deliver, ultimately, it is what 
is anyway expected of us by God.

It is less about our own input - 
undeniable though it is - and more 
about fulfilling our Divine mandate. 
As the young man put it: the higher 
he climbed, the more he focused on 
what was above him. The higher we 
climb and progress through life, the 
more we should focus on how we 
are repairing and enhancing God’s 
beautiful world. It is the perfect 
synthesis between our own efforts - 
and acknowledging the tremendous 
Divine privilege we have been 
granted.

Keep climbing! Aim for the top!

Lavan for seven years as payment. Although Lavan agrees, 
when the time comes, he tricks Yaakov, swapping Rachel 
for Leah. Lavan defends his actions and agrees to let 
Yaakov marry Rachel a week later, if he works for another 
seven years. Leah, unlike Rachel, is blessed with children: 
Reuven, Shimon, Levi and Yehuda. Rachel gives Yaakov 
her maidservant Bilhah to conceive ‘on her behalf’. Bilhah 
gives birth to Dan and Naftali. Leah then gives Yaakov her 
maidservant Zilpah, who gives birth to Gad and Asher.

4th Aliya (Revi’i) – 30:14-27
Reuven finds some dudaim (jasmine – Rashi) in the field and 
brings them to his mother Leah. Rachel asks for some of the 
jasmine. Leah agrees, but only in return for the right to sleep 
that night with Yaakov. Leah conceives and has a fifth son, 
Yissachar. This is followed by a sixth, Zevulun. She then has 
a daughter, Dinah. Rachel finally has a child, Yosef. Yaakov 
demands that Lavan let him return home after all his years 
of work.

Point to Consider: What is the connection between the 
birth of Yosef and Yaakov’s demand to leave? (see Rashi to 
30:25)

5th Aliya (Chamishi) – 30:28-31:16
Lavan asks Yaakov to stay on and to specify his payment. 
Yaakov replies that he will keep the plain-looking animals 
currently in the flock, and any offspring born to them with 
unusual-patterned skin. Yaakov becomes very prosperous. 
Lavan’s sons accuse Yaakov of theft. God tells Yaakov to 
return to Cana’an immediately. Rachel and Leah agree to 
leave.

6th Aliya (Shishi) – 31:17-42
Yaakov’s entire family leaves. Lavan finds this out three days 
later and chases after Yaakov, catching up with him at Mount 
Gilad. God appears to Lavan in a dream, telling him not to 
harm Yaakov. Lavan criticises Yaakov for fleeing and for 
stealing his idols. Yaakov denies the latter charge, unaware 

The higher we climb 
and progress through 
life, the more we 
should focus on how 
we are repairing 
and enhancing God’s 
beautiful world.



In memory of Malka bat Peretz z"l

that Rachel was hiding them. Yaakov also defends his record 
in Lavan’s house, where he worked tirelessly, despite Lavan’s 
trickery.

7th Aliya (Shevi’i) – 31:43-32:3
Lavan proposes a peace treaty, which Yaakov agrees to, 
symbolised by a stone monument built by Yaakov’s sons. 
Lavan and Yaakov part ways.

Over the past fortnight, 
leaders and activists 
from across the 
world gathered in 
Glasgow for COP26, 

the United Nations Climate Change 
Conference, to agree on how we 
can ensure the 
stable future 
of our world. 

All the way 
back in my 
time at Cheder 
in Edinburgh, 
I learned the 
importance of 
appreciation. 
This was 
considered one 
of a number of 
Jewish middot, good 
characteristics. In Hebrew, 
the phrase used is hakarat hatov, 
‘recognition of the good’. I always 
understood this to mean recognising 
the good someone does for you 
and showing appreciation to 
them, something I have always 
endeavoured to live by. 

However, on the second chapter 
of the Creation story, Rashi (1040-
1105) adds a fascinating depth to 
this concept. We are told in the 

Torah, ‘The trees of the field were 
not yet on the earth, neither had 
all the herbs of the field sprouted; 
for God had not sent rain upon 
the earth and there was nobody 
to work the soil’ (Bereishit 2:5). 
Growth required two things: rain, 

and that human beings 
would understand how 

to cultivate and nourish 
the land. 

We also know, 
however, that 
the amount of 
rainfall varies 
considerably. 
It would be 

humanity that 
would understand 

the crucial need for 
rain, so Rashi states on 

the words ‘there was no man 
to work the soil’, that there was 
no one ‘who could recognise the 
goodness of rain; so when Adam 
arrived and knew that [rain] was 
needed for the land, he prayed for it 
and rain came down’. 

Recognising the goodness of 
something goes hand in hand with 
understanding what will happen 
without it. That is a deeper type of 
appreciation. Today, some countries, 

including our own, are experiencing 
a constant rise in living standards, 
consumption and longevity. It is 
an era where the growing of what 
we consume is more distant than 
ever from the point at which we 
purchase it, so we are less aware of 
what occurs where food is produced 
or extracted from the land. 

I wonder if our engagement with 
protecting our planet’s climate 
can come through this value of 
‘recognising the good’, reflecting 
on where we would be without the 
natural protections that we have. 
If we do not control and reduce the 
growing emission of greenhouse 
gases, average world temperatures 
will rise by dangerous levels. 
Weather systems will be affected, 
causing instability that will be 
felt across the world – look at the 
devastating floods that Germany 
suffered only recently. Sea levels 
will rise, causing coastal areas to 
become uninhabitable, producing a 
stream of climate refugees. Extreme 
weather will cause instability in 
agriculture, which will affect the 
distribution of food. 

God gave us a beautiful world. 
We must do everything possible to 
reverse the damage humanity has 
caused, and prevent further loss.

by Rabbi David Mason, Muswell Hill Synagogue

Recognising the 
Good in Nature

Recognising the 
goodness of something 
goes hand in hand with 
understanding what 
will happen without it.



In memory of Avraham ben Yehoshua z"l

Haftarah
The haftarah, according to the general United Synagogue 
custom, is taken from the Book of Hoshea (ch. 12-14). 
The prophet Hoshea rebukes the tribe of Ephraim for their 

rebelliousness, warning them of the dire consequences. 
However, they will ultimately return to God, Who will 
welcome them back.

Foreign Places in the Mishna  

by David Frei, US Director of External and Legal Services  
and Registrar of the London Beth Din

The Mishna in Tractate 
Kelim (4:3) deals with 
objects which are 
capable of attracting 
spiritual impurity 

(tumah) if touched by an impure 
person, even when such receptacles 
are not of a conventional design. 
The Mishna includes “the bottoms 
of pointed-bottomed jugs and the 
bottoms of Tzidonian (Sidonian) 
bowls (which also had a pointed 
bottom)”, and rules that, “although 
they cannot stand unsupported, 
they are still capable of attracting 
impurity because they were originally 
manufactured in this way.” 

The Mishna in Tractate Bava 
Batra (2:9) rules that a tannery may 
only be sited at the east end of a 
city as the prevailing westerly wind 
will carry the unpleasant smells 
away from the town. Another 

Mishna mentions Tzidon as such a 
place.

Tzidon (Sidon) is Lebanon’s 
third largest city, situated halfway 
between Tzor (Tyre), discussed in 
the previous article, and Beirut. It is 
a very ancient city, first mentioned 
in Jewish writings in the book 
of Bereishit. There, Tzidon is the 
name of a person, the oldest son 
of Cana’an, who was Noach’s 
grandson through his cursed son, 
Cham (10:15).

Later in Bereishit (49:13), we 
are told that when blessing his 
children on his deathbed, Yaakov 
(Jacob) told his son, Zevulun, that 
his progeny would dwell by the 
seashore, the borders of their land 
reaching close to Tzidon. Indeed, 
there was a tradition among the 
Jewish community of Tzidon that 
Zevulun was buried in Tzidon, and 

a mausoleum on the alleged site of 
his burial still exists.

In Devarim (3:9), we are told that 
the Tzidonians would call Mount 
Hermon ‘Sirion’.

When Yehoshua (Joshua) divided 
the Land of Israel (Yehoshua 19:28), 
it was the tribe of Asher who were 
allotted land reaching to ‘Greater 
Tzidon’, although from the book of 
Shofetim (Judges, 1:31) it appears 
that Asher did not take possession 
of the city.

During the Second Temple and in 
the era of the Mishna and Talmud, 
Jews lived in Tzidon and there is 
reference in Tratate Ketubot 46a to 
a Rabbi Yosef Tzidoni. 

In the Tosefta, a collection of 
teachings by Tannaim, sages of the 
Mishnaic period, we read about 
Yosef HaKohen who, despite the 
rabbinic ban on Kohanim going 
outside the Land of Israel because 
of its physical impurity, was 
nevertheless permitted to travel to 
Tzidon to learn Torah from Rabbi 
Yosi (Avoda Zara 1:3).

We also find in Tosefta Gittin 
(1:9), Rabbi Shimon ben Gamliel 
addressing the elders of Tzidon in a 
matter of Halacha.

Part Seven: 
Sidon

Sidon



In memory of Harav Binyamin ben Harav Shalom z"l

Sefer Shmuel  (the Book of Samuel)

Chapter 13:  
Shaul’s Fatal Flaw 
by Pnina Savery, US Jewish Living Educator and  
Participant in the Chief Rabbi’s Ma’ayan Programme

This chapter begins 
with a verse which 
is very difficult to 
understand. It is often 
translated as: “Shaul 

(Saul) was a year old when he began 
to reign and he reigned for two years 
over Israel” (1 Shmuel 13:1). How can 
Shaul have been a year old when he 
was crowned king? Rashi (1040-1105) 
provides two possible explanations. 
Either the phrase means that he was 
like a one-year-old in that he had never 
sinned, or it means “in the first year of 
his reign”.  However, the second part of 
this opening verse is also unclear. Did 
he only reign for two years? 

There are several different answers 
to this question. This article will 
focus on the opinion of famed biblical 
commentator and grammarian, 
Tanchum ha-Yerushalmi (1219-1291), 
who translates the opening verse 
differently. The general formula used 
throughout Tanach (the Hebrew 
Bible) to describe the reign of kings 
is: “[name of king] was [number of] 
years old when he began to reign and 
for [number of] years he reigned over 
Israel/Yehuda”.1  Tanchum explains 
that Shaul’s age was intentionally 
omitted, and the opening of the verse 
should be read as follows: “Shaul 
was – years old when he began to 

1  For example, “Ahaz was twenty years old when he began to reign and he reigned for sixteen years in Jerusalem” (2 Kings 16:2). 
2  Quoted in the Da’at Mikra commentary on Tanach.

reign”. By not revealing Shaul’s age at 
the beginning of his reign, as it does 
with all the other kings in Tanach, the 
text hints from the outset that Shaul 
is different to the other kings and his 
leadership is deficient.2  

Similarly, the second part of the 
verse seems to portray a negative 
message. Shaul actually ruled for 
much longer than two years, but 
because of his many failures his reign 
is considered insignificant and is 
described by the text as being shorter 
than it was.

The rest of the chapter describes 
Shaul’s rebellion against the idolatrous 
Philistines, who, we recall from  the 
beginning of Sefer Shmuel, had been 
ruling over parts of Israel for years. 
Shaul gathers a small army (3,000 
men) and his son Yonatan (Jonathan) 
kills the Philistine leader. This causes 
the Philistines to prepare for war with 
“30,000 chariots and 6,000 horsemen” 
(ibid 13:5). The Jewish people are 
certainly the underdog in this battle. In 
addition, the Philistines have complete 
control over the infrastructure to forge 
weapons. The Jewish army did not 
even have swords (ibid 13:19-22).

This helps us to understand the 
panic and fear in the people. They 
are still gathered at Gilgal, awaiting 
the arrival of Shmuel the prophet in 

order to offer sacrifices to God, as 
Shmuel had commanded earlier (see 
ibid 10:8). Many go into hiding to 
protect themselves from the oncoming 
Philistine army, leaving Shaul with 
an increasingly depleted number 
of followers. Finally he offers the 
sacrifices himself, only for Shmuel to 
arrive immediately after and berate him 
for not waiting.

Shaul’s response indicates his 
struggles to be a leader. He states: 
“because I saw the troops were 
scattering and you had not arrived” 
(ibid 13:11). Shaul does not apologise, 
but instead justifies his actions by 
blaming others (the troops scattering). 
As mentioned in previous articles, a 
successful leader needs to remain 
steadfast in doing the right thing, 
despite external pressures. Shmuel’s 
response is immediate: Shaul’s reign 
will not endure, and someone else has 
already been chosen by God to replace 
him as king. 

Shaul does not answer and the text 
continues to describe his efforts to 
prepare for war with the Philistines. 
Clearly, Shaul takes his responsibility 
to protect his people from the enemy 
seriously. Regardless of this positive 
trait, we have already seen the fatal 
flaw that will lead to his inevitable 
downfall.  
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WE ARE PROUD THAT THIS EVENT IS A KEY PART OF MITZVAH DAY. 

AJEX Charitable Foundation Registered Charity No: 1082148

This year marks 100 years since the first 
Jewish Veterans laid a wreath at The Cenotaph

To mark this poignant moment, join us next week to support the 
marchers at the AJEX Remembrance Parade and Ceremony. Together 
at this special event, we will honour and remember the thousands 
of Jewish Servicemen and Women who fought and served for our 
freedom. We are proud of their service, strength and resilience – which 
resonates after 18 months of the Covid Pandemic .

AJEX encourages you to come to spectate and support the Parade, 
even if no family members are marching.

Spectators are also encouraged to wear family medals with pride. 

For more information on attending the event (including travel advice) 
visit www.ajex.org.uk

We remind all spectators to be Covid aware in line with current 
Government guidelines

WE WILL REMEMBER




