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Yaakov Makes a Deal 

R. Yaakov Bieler 

Parashat VaYetze, 5774 

 

A summary of the events in the Parasha. 

There are so many elements in Parashat VaYetze contributing to a most fascinating and 

intriguing series of events:   

 

 1) Yaakov’s evocative dream. (Beraishit 28:12-22) 

 2) His extremely romantic encounter with Rachel at the well. (29:1-12) 

3) Lavan’s profound act of deception switching one daughter for another on Rachel and 

Yaakov’s wedding night. (29:18-27) 

4) The emotional coldness with which Leah is treated by her husband even while 

bearing six sons and a daughter. (29:30 ff.) 

5) Yaakov’s arrangement with Lavan to enrich himself. (30:27-43) 

6) The family’s stealthy flight, only to result in a final encounter with Lavan. (31:1-54) 

7) And, coming full circle, the anticipation of a potentially murderous confrontation with 

Eisav, from whom Yaakov had fled at the outset of the Parasha. (32:4 ff.) 

 

A description of Yaakov to which we should be able to strongly relate. 

One aspect of the events recounted in Parashat VaYetze should resonate with us, 

because it reflects a very common manifestation of human nature. Upon Yaakov’s waking up 

from his dream, we read the following: 

 

Beraishit 28:20-22 

And Yaakov 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, and 

this stone, which I have set up for a pillar, shall be God's House; and of all that 

Thou shalt Give me I will surely give a tenth unto Thee.'   

 

Essentially, Yaakov is bargaining with HaShem. He has previously been described as a person 

who remained “within the tents”,1  favored2 and protected3 by his mother Rivka. Suddenly, he 

                                                           
1
 Beraishit 25:27  

And the boys grew; and Esav was a cunning hunter, a man of the field; and Yaakov was a quiet 

man, dwelling in tents.  
2
 Beraishit 25:28  

Now Yitzchak  loved Esav, because he did eat of his venison; and Rivka loved Yaakov.  
3
 Ibid. 27:5-13, 42-5  

And Rivka heard when Yitzchak spoke to Esav his son. And Esav went to the field to hunt for 

venison, and to bring it. And Rivka spoke unto Yaakov her son, saying: 'Behold, I heard thy father 



2 
 

faces the unknown, unsure of what awaits him on his journey to Padan Aram or for that matter 

what he will encounter once he reaches his destination. The terror of the unknown and the 

question of his own competency drive him to look for an assurance from God as well as make 

promises to acknowledge God’s Assistance, should the Help be forthcoming.4 One commentator 

attributes the following worries to Yaakov:  

                                                                                                                                                                             
speak unto Esav thy brother, saying: Bring me venison, and make me savory food, that I may eat, 

and bless thee before the LORD before my death. Now therefore, my son, hearken to my voice 

according to that which I command thee. Go now to the flock, and fetch me from thence two 

good kids of the goats; and I will make them savory food for thy father, such as he loveth; and 

thou shalt bring it to thy father, that he may eat, so that he may bless thee before his death.' And 

Yaakov said to Rivka his mother: 'Behold, Esav my brother is a hairy man, and I am a smooth 

man. My father peradventure will feel me, and I shall seem to him as a mocker; and I shall bring a 

curse upon me, and not a blessing.' And his mother said unto him: 'Upon me be thy curse, my 

son; only hearken to my voice, and go fetch me them.'…  

And the words of Esav her elder son were told to Rivka; and she sent and called Yaakov her 

younger son, and said unto him: 'Behold, thy brother Esav, as touching thee, doth comfort 

himself, purposing to kill thee. Now therefore, my son, hearken to my voice; and arise, flee thou 

to Lavan my brother to Haran; and tarry with him a few days, until thy brother's fury turn away; 

until thy brother's anger turn away from thee, and he forget that which thou hast done to him; 

then I will send, and fetch thee from thence; why should I be bereaved of you both in one day?'   
4
 Commentators wonder if Yaakov’s vow might imply that he didn’t trust God’s Assurances of protection 

in the verses describing the vision in his dream (particularly Beraishit 28:15). Some respond that this was 

Yaakov’s first experience with prophecy and since he dreamt the Revelation, he was unsure whether he 

could rely upon it with certainty. Others suggest that while Yaakov trusted HaShem’s Promise, he didn’t 

trust himself, i.e., what if my spiritual status should change while I am away, something extremely likely in 

light of the unknowns that he faced. Perhaps God’s Interest is premised upon my remaining as I am, and 

should I become corrupted in one way or another, “all the bets are off”, a position known in Hebrew as 

 This principle lies at the heart of a difference that the Rabbis .(lest sin cause alterations) שמא יגרום החטא

detect in the blessings that Yitzchak bestows first upon Yaakov and then Eisav: 

 Beraishit 27:28-9 (What Yitzchak wanted to say to Eisav, but which he ended up saying to Yaakov) 

So “Elokim” (a particular Name of God) give thee of the dew of heaven, and of the fat places of 

the earth, and plenty of corn and wine. Let peoples serve thee, and nations bow down to thee. 

Be lord over thy brethren, and let thy mother's sons bow down to thee. Cursed be every one that 

curseth thee, and blessed be every one that blesseth thee.   

Ibid. 39-40 (What Yitzchak says to Eisav, trying to make up for his loss of the original blessing) 

And Yitzchak his father answered and said unto him: Behold, of the fat places of the earth shall 

be thy dwelling, and of the dew of heaven from above; And by thy sword shalt thou live, and 

thou shalt serve thy brother; and it shall come to pass when thou shalt break loose, that thou 

shalt shake his yoke from off thy neck.   

RaShI on Beraishit 27:28 

…Another interpretation: What is the significance of “Elokim” (in v. 28, but its absence in v. 39-

40)? In accordance with (the Attribute of) justice (“Elokim” is associated with justice; “the 

Tetragrammaton, Yud-Keh-Vav-Keh, is associated with compassion and mercy). If you (Yaakov) 

are worthy, He will Give it to you; and if you are not worthy, He will not (based upon a calculus of 
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Hadar Zekeinim on 28:20-1 

…Another interpretation: “If God will Be with me”—that I will not worship idols;  

“and will Keep me”—that I not be involved in the taking of life;  “in this way”—

that I be protected from sexual immorality… 5  

 

Modern day parallel behaviors. 

Haven’t there been times when someone is late returning home and we have prayed 

and pleaded with HaShem, making promises, hoping that nothing terrible has happened? In day 

schools, you can always tell when a big exam is scheduled by the greater intensity of Shacharit 

and Mincha prayers, sometimes accompanied with pledges of increased religious activity. And 

even those who have not been all that observant, when faced with significant adversity 

reconsider their religious laxity. A relatively trivial example: I recall a student coming into class 

excitedly many years ago, telling me that he discovered that he believed in God! He explained 

that his favorite hockey team was locked in an overtime playoff battle and he found himself 

offering supplications in the hope that his club might prove victorious. Furthermore, it should be 

clear that this type of response to crisis is universal and not exclusive to Jews and Judaism. A 

case in point is found in Khaled Hosseini’s moving novel, The Kite Runner.6 Although not 

religious, on two occasions the protagonist Amir finds himself praying that the situation in which 

he finds himself should turn out favorably. The first time was when his father was quite ill and 

the family was awaiting a definite diagnosis; the second when Sohrab, the son of his half- 

brother, lay near death in a hospital in Pakistan.  

I throw my makeshift…prayer rug on the floor … my tears soaking through the 

sheet…Then I remember I haven’t prayed for over fifteen years. I have long 

forgotten the words. But it doesn’t matter. I will utter those few words I still 

remember…I see now…there is a God, there always had been. I see Him here, in 

the eyes of the people in the corridor of desperation. This is the real house of 

God, this is where those who have lost God will find Him...There is a God, there 

has to be, and now I will pray, I will pray that He Forgive that I have neglected 

                                                                                                                                                                             
“Elokim”—justice). But to Eisav, he said: “Behold, of the fat places of the earth shall be thy 

dwelling…” He will Give to you, whether you are righteous or evil… 

Israel who is possessed of faith, and therefore justifies )and is prepared to accept) whatever 

judgment is rendered against him, will not complain against You (should his prayers not be 

fulfilled, since he will blame this lacking on his own shortcomings)…but a non-Jew (as 

represented by Eisav) lacks such faith…and therefore whether he is righteous or evil, Do in 

accordance with whatever the non-Jew has called out to You to Do, so that he will not complain 

against You… 
5
 The three categories of sin that the commentator attributes to Yaakov’s vow, are the particular 

transgressions that are considered so serious, that one should rather sacrifice one’s life than engage in 

them. See Sanhedrin 74a. 
6
 Riverhead Books, New York, 2003. 
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Him all of these years, forgive that I have betrayed, lied and sinned with 

impunity only to turn to Him now in my hour of need…7 

Amir makes promises should his prayers be answered and it would appear that directly as the 

result of the recovery of his nephew, he begins to pray and observe other religious rituals on a 

regular basis.  

Should Yaakov’s example at the beginning of Parashat VaYetze be emulated? 

 Making vows is generally frowned upon in Jewish tradition. Not only are there warnings 

about such behavior in both the Tora, 

 

 BaMidbar 30:3 

When a man voweth a vow unto the LORD, or sweareth an oath to bind his soul 

with a bond, he shall not break his word; he shall do according to all that 

proceedeth out of his mouth,  

 

Devarim 23:22 

When thou shalt vow a vow unto the LORD thy God, thou shalt not be slack to 

pay it; for the LORD thy God will surely Require it of thee; and it will be sin in 

thee, 

 

and Ketuvim,   

 

Kohelet 5:3-4 

When thou vowest a vow unto God, defer not to pay it; for He Hath no pleasure 

in fools; pay that which thou vowest. Better is it that thou shouldest not vow, 

than that thou shouldest vow and not pay,  

 

but the story in Nevi’im of the general Yiftach’s disastrous vow should be enough to give anyone 

pause: 

  

Shoftim 11:30-1; 34-6. 

And Yiftach vowed a vow unto the LORD, and said: “If Thou wilt indeed Deliver 

the children of Ammon into my hand, then it shall be, that whatsoever cometh 

forth of the doors of my house to meet me, when I return in peace from the 

children of Ammon, it shall be the LORD'S, and I will offer it up for a burnt-

offering.”…  

And Yiftach came to Mitzpa  unto his house, and, behold, his daughter came out 

to meet him with timbrels and with dances; and she was his only child; beside 

her he had neither son nor daughter. And she said unto him: “My father, thou 

                                                           
7
 Pp. 345-6. 
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hast opened thy mouth unto the LORD; do unto me according to that which 

hath proceeded out of thy mouth; forasmuch as the LORD hath Taken 

vengeance for thee of thine enemies, even of the children of Ammon.”   

 

Sources that lead to an opposite conclusion regarding vows. 

Yet, as in so many areas in Jewish thought,8 there are countersources in Tora and 

Ketuvim that seem to present a more positive perspective re vows: 

 

BaMidbar 21:1-3 

And the Canaanite, the king of Arad, who dwelt in the South, heard tell that 

Israel came by the way of Atarim; and he fought against Israel, and took some of 

them captive. And Israel vowed a vow unto the LORD, and said: “If Thou wilt 

indeed Deliver this people into my hand, then I will utterly Destroy their cities.” 

And the LORD Hearkened to the voice of Israel, and Delivered up the 

Canaanites; and they utterly destroyed them and their cities; and the name of 

the place was called Chorma.   

 

Tehillim 66:11-6 

Thou didst Bring us into the hold; Thou didst Lay constraint upon our loins. Thou 

hast Caused men to ride over our heads; we went through fire and through 

water; but Thou didst Bring us out unto abundance. I will come into Thy house 

with burnt-offerings, I will perform unto Thee my vows, Which my lips have 

uttered, and my mouth hath spoken, when I was in distress. I will offer unto 

Thee burnt-offerings of fatlings, with the sweet smoke of rams; I will offer 

bullocks with goats. Selah Come, and hearken, all ye that fear God, and I will 

declare what He hath Done for my soul.   

                                                           
8
 A case in point where the Talmud points out ostensible contradictions in a single biblical book, and then 

reconciles what initially appeared to be inconsistencies  appears in Shabbat 30b: 

Rav Yehuda son of R. Shmuel b. Shilat said in Rav's name: The Sages wished to “hide” (remove 

from the biblical canon) the Book of Kohelet, because its words are self-contradictory… 

And how are its words self-contradictory? — It is written, (Kohelet 7:3) “Anger is better than 

play;”   but it is written, (Ibid. 2:2) “I said of laughter, It is to be praised.”   It is written, (Ibid. 8:15) 

“Then I commended joy;”   but it is written, (Ibid. 2:2) “And of joy [I said] What doeth it?”    

(The Talmud proceeds to apply a standard approach to seeming contradiction, i.e., the conflicting 

sources are describing two entirely different contexts.)  

There is no difficulty: “anger is better than laughter”: the Anger which the Holy One, blessed be 

He, Displays to the righteous in this world is better than the Laughter which the Holy One, 

Blessed Be He, Laughs with the wicked in this world.   “And I said of laughter, it is to be praised”: 

that refers to the Laughter which the Holy One, Blessed Be He, Laughs with the righteous in the 

World to Come. “Then I commended joy”: this refers to the joy of fulfilling a Mitzva.  “And of joy 

[I said], what doeth it?”: this refers to joy [which is] not in connection with fulfilling a Mitzva.  
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Ibid., 132:2-6 

How he swore unto the LORD, and vowed unto the Mighty One of Yaakov: 

“Surely I will not come into the tent of my house, nor go up into the bed that is 

spread for me; I will not give sleep to mine eyes, nor slumber to mine eyelids; 

Until I find out a place for the LORD, a dwelling-place for the Mighty One of 

Yaakov.” Lo, we heard of it as being in Efrat; we found it in the field of the 

wood.   

 

Distinguishing between desirable and undesirable vows. 

It would appear that Rabbinic sources, in light of these positive instances of vows in the 

bible, specifically including the case of Yaakov (see below), define a certain subcategory of these 

generally frowned-upon promises, as not only permitted, but even mandatory! 

 

Beraishit Rabba 70:1 

“And Yaakov vowed a vow, saying”— 

It is written, (Tehillim 66:14) “Which my lips have uttered, and my mouth hath 

spoken”. Said R. Yitzchak the Bavli: “and my mouth hath spoken”—Making a 

vow is a Mitzva during the time of trouble.  

What is the connotation of “saying”? To say to the generations that they should 

be making vows at the times of their trouble.  

Yaakov was the first to make such a vow, therefore anyone who vows, is relying 

on the example of Yaakov.  

Said R. Abahu: It is written, (Tehillim 132:2) “How he swore unto the LORD, and 

vowed unto the Mighty One of Yaakov”. The Mighty one of Avraham, the 

Mighty One of Yitzchak is not mentioned, but rather “and vowed unto the 

Mighty One of Yaakov”. The one who vows, is basing his vow on the one who 

was the first to vow. 

 

Pesachim 8a 

One who says, “This Sela (a valuable coin) is for charity so that my son will  

live”,9 10 behold he is a completely righteous11 individual.12 

                                                           
9
 The condition that “my son will live” does not necessarily have to reflect a case where the child is 

presently ill with a life-threatening malady. Perhaps the parent is merely lobbying for a long life for his 

child who presently is healthy and safe. However, it doesn’t necessarily preclude a case where a parent is 

praying for his child’s recovery and therefore it is fair to consider such a situation. Furthermore, when a 

person adopts a somewhat sardonic view of life, recognizing that in the blink of an eye, one’s world can 

turn upside-down, even when the child is well, a parent might nevertheless wish to hedge his bets 

because of fears regarding what the future might bring. This apparently was a perspective attributed to 

Iyov: 

Iyov 1:4-5 
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But why should most vows be frowned upon, but an exception nevertheless made for 

vows at the time of great personal trouble and stress? One commentator explains the 

distinction: 

 

R. S.R. Hirsch on Beraishit 28:20 

 …And it is… in anticipating the future which you cannot possibly know that the 

sinfulness of a vow lies. It requires quite a great deal really to see exactly what 

any present moment truly means, to value it correctly and to use it faithfully. 

What is good and right and our duty in any coming moment we will have to do 

in any case without any preliminary special vowing; what is bad and wrong at 

                                                                                                                                                                             
And his sons used to go and hold a feast in the house of each one upon his day; and they would 

send and invite their three sisters to eat and to drink with them. And it was so, when the days of 

their feasting were gone about, that Job sent and sanctified them, and rose up early in the 

morning, and offered burnt-offerings according to the number of them all; for Job said: 'It may be 

that my sons have sinned, and blasphemed God in their hearts.' Thus did Job continually.   
10

 The Talmud gives a second scenario which does not appear to fit the definition of a vow at a time of 

trouble: “in order that I will merit the life of the World to Come”. This second intent underlying charitable 

donations qualifies as an ulterior motive, but not someone confronting a terrifying situation such as the 

fright caused to a parent when his child is dangerously ill.  
11

 One commentator distinguishes between the terms “צדיק” and “חסיד”, to the effect that the individual 

who gives charity in this manner may be “righteous”, but not considered “pious”.  
12

 Tosafot, d.h. SheYizkeh LeOlam HaBa Harei Zeh Tzadik Gamur, draws attention to an important 

distinction with regard to such a vow. How would the donor feel if it turns out that his child does not 

live/recover (or he does not gain entry to the World to Come)? The appellation “צדיק גמור” would only 

apply, according to Tosafot, if the individual does not express any regrets for having performed the 

Mitzva, i.e., he doesn’t “demand to get his money back”. Then what he has done is perform a Mitzva, and 

attached to it a personal wish. But if in light of what did or did not take place, he retroactively wishes to 

cancel his Mitzva performance, then he certainly does not qualify as a גמור צדיק .  The same idea is 

expressed in a more global manner in the following Talmudic passage: 

Kiddushin 40b 
R. Simeon b. Yohai said: Even if he is perfectly righteous all his life but rebels at the end, he 
destroys his former [good deeds], for it is said: The righteousness of the righteous shall not 
deliver him in the day of his transgression. And even if one is completely wicked all his life but 
repents at the end, he is not reproached with his wickedness, for it is said, and as for the 
wickedness of the wicked, he shall not fall thereby in the day that he turneth from his 
wickedness. Yet let it be regarded as half transgressions and half meritorious deeds! — Said Resh 

Lakish: It means that he regretted his former deeds. 
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that time we may not do in spite of having previously vowed to do. So that for 

what is good or bad, vows are completely superfluous… 

Only in extraordinary cases, at times of trouble, where, as here, it is not the 

future which is anticipated, but, on the contrary, it is the present moment which 

is so significant that it is to be a foundation for the life that lies before one, and 

is to be transposed into that coming life, only in such cases are vows permitted, 

and can even be a Mitzva to make them… 

 

In other words, at a time of trouble, the future is now. If one does not survive the present, there 

will not be any future. For this reason, if a vow to HaShem is going to enable, encourage, and 

raise the morale of an individual to survive the difficulty that he faces, then it is a proper 

religious response to an existential threat to one’s happiness, if not his very existence.  

 

The inevitable heavy responsibility inherent in even the best of vows. 

 But there is a caveat that is evident from the warnings against vows in the Tora and 

Ketuvim, i.e., if you have made a commitment to do something in the event that God “Holds us 

His end of the bargain”, then be sure to fulfill it in a timely fashion.  

 

 Devarim 23:22 

When thou shalt vow a vow unto the LORD thy God, thou shalt not be slack to 

pay it; for the LORD thy God will surely Require it of thee; and it will be 

sin in thee. 

Kohelet 5:3-4 

When thou vowest a vow unto God, defer not to pay it; for He Hath no pleasure 

in fools; pay that which thou vowest. Better is it that thou shouldest not vow, 

than that thou shouldest vow and not pay. 

Just as Yaakov is used as the paradigm of someone who vows during a time of stress and 

trouble, he unfortunately is also the exemplar of someone who fails to meet the obligations 

generated by his vows when he should have. 

 

Hadar Zekeinim on Beraishit 28:20 

….And when Yaakov came to the land (Padan Aram), he forgot the vow. The 

Holy One, Blessed be He, Said to him: “You have forgotten your vow.13 By your 

                                                           
13

 The biblical reference for God Communicating this to Yaakov appears within the context of the 

Forefather informing his wives why they must leave Lavan’s encampment and return to Canaan: 

Beraishit 31:13 

I am the God of Beth-el, where thou didst anoint a pillar, where thou didst vow a vow unto Me. 

Now arise, get thee out from this land, and return unto the land of thy nativity.'  

By God Invoking the vow that Yaakov had made, He Implies that the extra seven years that were spent 

with Lavan in the interests of enriching himself were inappropriate in light of the vow that Yaakov should 

have felt incumbent upon himself to fulfill. Initially, at the beginning of Parashat VaYetze (see 28:21 
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life, you will be tripped up with respect to the three things (that you originally 

feared). (See the original citation from Hadar Zekeinim above.) And so it was 

that he stumbled with respect to idolatry, as it is written (Beraishit 35:4) “And 

they gave unto Yaakov all the foreign gods which were in their hand, and the 

rings which were in their ears; and Yaakov hid them under the terebinth which 

was by Shechem”; they stumbled with respect to murder, as it is said, (Ibid. 

34:25) “And it came to pass on the third day, when they were in pain, that two 

of the sons of Yaakov, Shimeon and Levi, Dina's brethren, took each man his 

sword, and came upon the city unawares, and slew all the males”; he was 

tripped up by sexual immorality, as it is written, (Ibid. 34:1 ff. ) “And Dina the 

daughter of Leah, whom she had borne unto Yaakov, went out to see the 

daughters of the land.”14  

 

Conclusion. 

Consequently, even if it is deemed religiously legitimate to bargain with God at difficult 

times in one’s life, doing so renders one vulnerable for Divine Disapproval since it will require 

carrying out actions that the individual might not be truly prepared to incorporate in his daily 

activities, or perhaps not in a position to immediately fulfill. We are left with a cost-benefit 

question: Is the risk worth the spiritual comfort that can come about once one utters such 

vows? What do you think? 

 

                                                                                                                                                                             
above), in response to the dream of the ladder, Yaakov had asked for minimum necessities, i.e., bread, 

clothing and safe-passage. His striving to become materially comfortable suggests a rearrangement of his 

priorities, with meeting the much more modest requirements of his vow taking a back seat.  
14

 It is interesting to note that in the three proof texts, it was not Yaakov himself, but rather his household 

in general and children in particular, who transgress in these areas. On the one hand, a child who grows 

up in a certain type of home cannot fail to be influenced by the home environment and values. Yet there 

are times when children, in pursuit of their own identities, strike off on their own, and act radically 

differently than their parental role models. What can be said is that Yaakov was hurt by these 

indiscretions, things that might not have happened had he returned to Canaan earlier in order to, among 

other things, fulfill the vow that he had made at the outset of his journey. 


