
Parashat Vayetze 
 

 

10/12/2016 Rabbi Yehoshua Scott 1 

                                                                                 

This week’s parashah is unquestionably an exciting one. It tells us all about the dramatic 

flight of Yaakov from his home in Be’er Sheva to safety in Haran. It relates to us the details of 

his cosmic dream in which he saw angels going up and down a ladder. Then we read all 

about his meeting with his future wife Rachel, of the duplicity of Lavan, who caused him to 

marry Leah instead of Rachel. It tells us of how Rachel and Leah competed to bear children, 

and of how this rivalry produced the children of Israel. And finally, it narrates how Yaakov 

escaped from Haran, and from Lavan’s oppression, some twenty years on from his first arrival. 

The portion proceeds at a fast pace, covering two decades of the patriarch’s life in just a few 

chapters. And yet, in the midst of it the Torah takes care to preserve small narrative details 

that, for this very fact alone, must cause us to wonder. Why, for example, in the context of 

this fast moving narrative does the Torah take care to mention the very small, and apparently 

irrelevant, details of Yaakov and Rachel’s first meeting? For as we read, “Continuing his 

journey, Ya‘akov came to the land of the people of the east. As he looked, he saw a well in a 

field; and there were three flocks of sheep lying there next to it; because they watered the 

sheep from that well. The stone on the well’s mouth was large, and only when all the flocks 

had gathered there would they roll the stone away from the opening of the well and water 

the sheep. Then they would put the stone back in its place on the well’s opening.  Ya‘akov 

said to them, “My brothers, where are you from?” They answered, “We’re from Haran.”  He 

asked them, “Do you know Lavan the [grand]son of Nachor?” They said, “We do.”  He asked 

them, “Are things going well with him?” “Yes,” they answered, “and here comes his daughter 

Rachel with the sheep.”  He said, “Look, there’s still plenty of daylight left; and it isn’t time to 

bring the animals home; so water the sheep; then go, and put them out to pasture.”  They 

answered, “We can’t, not until all the flocks have been gathered together, and they roll the 

stone away from the opening of the well. That’s when we water the sheep.”  While he was still 

speaking with them, Rachel came with her father’s sheep, because she took care of 

them. When Ya‘akov saw Rachel the daughter of Lavan his mother’s brother, and the sheep 

of Lavan his mother’s brother, Ya‘akov went up and rolled the stone away from the opening 

of the well and watered the flock of Lavan his mother’s brother.” 

 

I don’t know about you, but I find this story of the shepherds, the flocks, and the well, very 

curious. Just why, in the midst of this fast paced narrative, are these small details recorded for 

us? Of course on one level it’s lovely to have the details of Yaakov and Rachel’s first meeting 

recorded. I suppose every couple has their own story to tell in this respect, and as they retell 

it they will note small details that paint a picture. No doubt my dad, remembering his young, 

virile days, would tell a story of the shortness of the then young Miss Wingfield’s gym slip - 

well it was the swinging sixties! Mince pies feature somewhere in the story of my own first 

meeting with Louise. Yes, whenever couples recount their first meeting those small, 

apparently irrelevant details, feature large, adding texture and emotion to the story. As a 

young woman called Kristen recounted recently in Cosmopolitan magazine, “I first saw him 

across a crowded gym at a pep rally in college. My roommate and I were having fun wrestling 

in large inflated sumo suits that you see at events and carnivals. When I walked back over to 
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a group of friends afterward, someone said, 'Nice job, Kristen!' It was love at first sight, but I 

had no idea who he was and didn't realized he knew my name. John and I met up a few 

nights later at a party and have been together ever since. Fast forward 10 years later, we've 

made it through law school (him), living in a foreign country (me), moving across the country 

twice, and so much more. We celebrated five years of marriage in January and welcomed our 

first baby girl in March. Our relationship grows and changes each year for the better.” How 

lovely! But was it really that important to relate the details about the crowded gym and the 

inflatable sumo suits? Apparently so, because for Kristen these small details provide texture 

and emotion to perhaps the most important day in her life - the day she met her future 

husband. So too in our parashah today, as Yaakov met the love of his life, Rachel, for the first 

time, the Torah provides us with small, apparently irrelevant details. That it does this adds 

emotion, weight and authenticity to the story. What results is not a cold, distant, strictly 

factual account, but, on the contrary, the carefully recorded small details that we read give us 

the impression that Yaakov and Rachel are personally relating the story of their first meeting 

directly to us. If that were the only reason for their inclusion in the text it would be sufficient 

from this point alone. However, these details have much more to tell us if we dig a little 

deeper. 

 

The symbolic nature of these details has long been noted and pondered over in rabbinical 

commentaries. The Ramban, for example, expounding on the principle that whatever 

happened to the Patriarchs foreshadowed the events in the future of their descendants, 

explains that this is why the Torah relates at length seemingly unimportant incidents in their 

lives. Citing the Midrash, he explains that the well in our text symbolised the Temple, the 

three flocks of sheep also being symbolic of the pilgrims ascending to the Temple during the 

three pilgrimage festivals of Pesach, Shavuot and Succot. Moreover, he writes, the water of 

the well represents the spiritual influence emanating from the Temple. Alternatively, it has 

been said, the water of the well symbolises Torah, which is likened to water throughout the 

Tanakh and which emanates from Tziyon along with God’s Word. As it says in Yeshayahu 2:3, 

“For out of Tziyon will go forth Torah, the word of Adonai from Yerushalayim.”  Other 

allegorical interpretations recorded in the Midrash suggest, for instance, that the well 

represented the Sanhedrin [which was a source of spiritual sustenance to Israel]; that the 

three flocks of sheep represent the three rows of scholars who sat in front of the Sanhedrin 

during their deliberations, and that the large stone which sat on top of the well symbolised 

the Court’s leading scholar, who defined the Torah. According to this Midrashic perspective it 

is further suggested that the phrase “All the flocks would be assembled there” refers to the 

gathering of Israel’s Torah scholars to the Sanhedrin, where they would hear the Torah 

expounded. The returning of the stone to the mouth of the well hints at the discussion of 

Torah by these scholars until each rule was thoroughly clarified. Other Midrashim connect 

Yaakov’s well with the well that accompanied the Israelites through the desert or suggest that 

the three flocks are symbolic of Moshe, Aharon and Miryam. Another Midrash allegorises the 

well as Mount Sinai and the three flocks as the Cohanim, L’vi’im and ordinary Israelites who 

heard the Commandments there. And of course all of these explanations are valid and of 
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interest to us, especially if, as the Sages tell us, the deeds of the fathers are portents for the 

children - in other words that the future life and deeds of the people of Israel are found in 

microcosm in the lives of the Patriarchs and Matriarchs.  

 

It is because of this truth that the small details of Yaakov’s encounter with Rachel beckon us 

to further examination this morning. Let us note, for a start, how the text stresses the size and 

weight of the stone that lay across the well. This is not communicated particularly clearly in 

English translations, but in the Hebrew it is more apparent. Had the Torah merely wanted to 

inform us that the stone was large rather than small the expression would have been ‘v’even 

g’dolah al pi ha be’er,’ ‘and [there was] a large stone over the mouth of the well’.  However, 

the text specifically reads as ‘v’ha even g’dolah,’ ‘and the stone was a large one’. The 

difference is subtle but noticeable in the Hebrew, as is the effect this difference is meant to 

effect. The intent of the text is to play up the size and immovability of the stone, and 

therefore to communicate something important to us about a key event in the narrative. For 

as we read, Yaakov moved the stone all by himself, as if imbued with supernatural strength. 

Let us remember in this respect what we are elsewhere told in the text about this stone. Not 

only was the stone “a large one”, but due to it’s very large size and weight, the stone could 

only ordinarily be moved by a large squad of men. For “The stone on the well’s mouth was 

large, and only when all the flocks had gathered there would they roll the stone away from 

the opening of the well and water the sheep. Then they would put the stone back in its place 

on the well’s opening.” Note the use of the word ‘they’ throughout these verses. The stone 

was so large and heavy that no man could move it by himself to feed his flock. Moreover, 

when Yaakov arrived at the well there were already three flocks replete with shepherds in 

attendance but even this number of men had been unable to shift the stone. As they 

answered in reply to Yaakov’s question, “Look, there’s still plenty of daylight left; and it isn’t 

time to bring the animals home; so water the sheep; then go, and put them out to pasture.” 

 They answered, “We can’t, not until all the flocks have been gathered together, and they roll 

the stone away from the opening of the well. That’s when we water the sheep.” These verses 

are capable of several interpretations, but at least one of them must include the possibility 

that a larger number of men were required for the rolling away of the stone and the opening 

up the well. Had it been possible for the shepherds of the three flocks to move the stone all 

by themselves they would surely have done so. As it was the large, heavy stone which 

covered the kept the life giving water beneath securely out of reach. And so the shepherds 

would wait until all the other flocks and shepherds in the area had been gathered together. 

Then, collectively they would pool their strength and move the stone.  

 

As a point of interest it was not uncommon for wells to have such stone coverings in ancient 

times. The stone covering would be used to make the well safe - so that no animal or person 

could inadvertently fall down the hole. Large stones were also used to cover wells so that this 

precious supply of water could not be moved by individuals and potentially misused or 

abused for their own purposes, but only by the community acting in concert for the common 

good. Thus all the flocks in any given town would be watered together at the same time, so 
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as to prevent unauthorised individual use and to prevent the kind of wastage that might 

occur in the troughs if the flocks were watered individually. The use of the stone in Haran 

perhaps indicates that water was in short supply and thus required an unusually large stone 

in order to protect it. And yet, so we are told, Yaakov, supernaturally empowered, rolled the 

stone away all by himself and watered the flock all by himself. As the rabbis tell us, the deeds 

of the fathers are portents for the children. Thus as we read these words of Torah our mind is 

alive with possible connections to the future history of our people. We have observed how 

the Midrashim do not hesitate to link the stone, the well, the flocks and the water with Israel’s 

priests and teachers, the Torah, and the people of Israel. And they are right to do so. But 

there is yet more to say concerning these allusions, especially with regard to the Messiah. For 

as Yeshua himself said, “Don’t think that I have come to abolish the Torah or the Prophets. I 

have come not to abolish but to complete.” In other words, our text today, teaches also us 

about the Messiah, for according to Messianic Jews, Yeshua is the High Priest of Israel 

according to the order of Malki-tzedek. And just as our father Yaakov was supernaturally 

empowered to remove the stone which prevented access to the life giving waters of the well, 

so too, by means of his resurrection, Yeshua supernaturally removed the stone away from his 

tomb. Indeed, it is important to note that the only other place in the whole of Scripture where 

we read the phrase “rolled the stone away” is in the besorot of Yeshua in the context of his 

resurrection. Is this merely a coincidence, or is Scripture perhaps thus asking us to enquire of 

the connection between Yaakov and Yeshua? Indeed, Yeshua was raised to life precisely in 

order to release the life-giving waters of the Torah and Ruach HaKodesh to feed the thirsty 

flocks of Israel. As Yeshua said, “I have come so that they may have life, life in its fullest 

measure. I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep.” It 

was only by laying down his life and then being raised from the dead that the stone which 

kept the precious, life giving waters of Torah and Ruach HaKodesh locked up beyond our 

reach could be rmoved. For it is in and through the Messiah that the Torah is brought into its 

fullness. As Messiah said concerning the sacrificial offering of his life, “This cup is the New 

Covenant, ratified by my blood, which is being poured out for you.” (Luke 22:20). Therefore, 

far from being a repudiation of the Torah, as many believers have supposed, the inauguration 

of this New Covenant constituted a reaffirmation of and upgrading of the Mosaic code by 

means of the Messiah himself. For instead of being written only on tablets of stone, thus 

lacking the power to make human nature co-operate, by means of the New Covenant the 

Torah is brought nearer, being written on the human heart itself, thus becoming one, literally 

fused, with the seat of our human thoughts and intentions. Hence by means of the B’rit 

Chadashah the Torah is centred at the very core of our being: ““Here, the days are coming,” 

says Adonai, “when I will make a new covenant with the house of Isra’el and with the house of 

Y’hudah. It will not be like the covenant I made with their fathers on the day I took them by 

their hand and brought them out of the land of Egypt; because they, for their part, violated 

my covenant, even though I, for my part, was a husband to them,” says Adonai. “For this is 

the covenant I will make with the house of Isra’el after those days,” says Adonai: “I will put my 

Torah within them and write it on their hearts; I will be their God, and they will be my 

people. No longer will any of them teach his fellow community member or his brother, ‘Know 
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Adonai’; for all will know me, from the least of them to the greatest; because I will forgive 

their wickednesses and remember their sins no more.” (Yirmeyahu 31).  

 

The details of our text this morning therefore hint towards the Messiah who alone can open 

up the gates of Torah so as to feed the thirsty flocks of Israel. In fact, according to the 

Midrash when Yaakov opened up the well the water rose up all by itself and overflowed so as 

to feed the gathered flocks. Targum Yonatan even adds that it was in Yaakov’s merit that the 

water from the well continued to rise up and overflow for a further twenty years (i.e. the total 

duration of Yaakov’s sojourn in Haran). And I believe it was with reference to this that Yeshua 

said of himself, ““Everyone who drinks this water will get thirsty again, but whoever drinks the 

water I will give him will never be thirsty again! On the contrary, the water I give him will 

become a spring of water inside him, welling up into eternal life!” Indeed, where was Yeshua 

when he said this? As Yochanan 4 reveals, he said this as he was standing right beside 

Yaakov’s well! For, “He came to a town in Shomron called Sh’khem, near the field Ya‘akov had 

given to his son Yosef. Ya‘akov’s Well was there; so Yeshua, exhausted from his travel, sat 

down by the well; it was about noon. A woman from Shomron came to draw some water; and 

Yeshua said to her, “Give me a drink of water.” (His talmidim had gone into town to buy 

food.) The woman from Shomron said to him, “How is it that you, a Jew, ask for water from 

me, a woman of Shomron?” (For Jews don’t associate with people from Shomron.) Yeshua 

answered her, “If you knew God’s gift, that is, who it is saying to you, ‘Give me a drink of 

water,’ then you would have asked him; and he would have given you living water.” She said 

to him, “Sir, you don’t have a bucket, and the well is deep; so where do you get this ‘living 

water’? You aren’t greater than our father Ya‘akov, are you? He gave us this well and drank 

from it, and so did his sons and his cattle.” Yeshua answered, “Everyone who drinks this water 

will get thirsty again, but whoever drinks the water I will give him will never be thirsty again! 

On the contrary, the water I give him will become a spring of water inside him, welling up into 

eternal life!””  

 

Of course nothing about this encounter was accidental. That it happened by Yaakov’s well is 

central the narrative and provides the context for its understanding. The woman from 

Shomron asked whether Yeshua was greater than Yaakov and Yeshua replied by stating that 

the water that he could supply would never stop overflowing. There’s no doubting that 

Yaakov was a great man. After all, it was in his merit that the water from the well overflowed 

for twenty years. And that’s quite something! But even so there came a day when the 

overflow ceased and in time those who had drunk of that water died.  And yet the water that 

Yeshua releases will never cease to overflow because the Mashiach’s merit is far greater than 

even that of the Patriarch. Moreover, since that water is the pure essence of Torah, brought 

to its fulness in Messiah, it doesn’t so much nourish the flesh, as Yaakov’s water did, but 

brings eternal life to the human soul! Therefore Yeshua also said (Yochanan 7:37-39), “‘If 

anyone is thirsty, let him keep coming to me and drinking! Whoever puts his trust in me, as 

the Scripture says, rivers of living water will flow from his inmost being!’ (Now he said this 

about the Spirit, whom those who trusted in him were to receive later - the Spirit had not yet 
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been given, because Yeshua had not yet been glorified.)” When this statement is seen in the 

light of our portion then the Spirit is understood to be one and the same with the Torah, and 

not in opposition to it - as so many believers erroneously believe. For it was by means of the 

Ruach that the Torah was inspired and it is by means of the Ruach that the Torah is 

understood. Therefore Yeshua said, “when the Spirit of Truth comes, he will guide you into all 

the truth.” Indeed, as Yeshua said in the context of the same discourse, “Set them apart for 

holiness by means of the truth — your word is truth.”  

 

This, I believe, is the primarily reason that the Torah recounts the curious details of the 

shepherds, the well, the stone and the water. By this means the Torah directs us toward the 

Messiah, and it is through Him that, having obtained salvation, we are directed back to the 

Torah. When we realise this beautiful synergy our lives are enriched. For as Yeshua said, “I 

have come so that they may have life, life in its fullest measure.” 


