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Chapter VII: Vavetzei (Gen. 28:10-32:3)

Essay 6. The gateway to Heaven
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There is a verse: Jacob said “How awesome is this place! This is none other than the
abode of G-d, and that is the gateway to Heaven.”' A question is why does it speak in the
negative language of “this is none other”? It could have said “This is the abode of G-d.” Also,
why does it specifically utter the praise of “awesome”? Also, why “How awesome,” which
has the meaning of “especially awesome.”

The Beit Yosef” wrote (in Orach Chaim, Siman 555), in the name of the glosses of the
Mordechai,’ that “there are people who place a stone under their heads on the evening of the
fast day of Tisha B’av. This is hinted at by the verse, ‘He came upon a certain place and stopped
there for the night, for the sun had set; taking one of the stones of that place, he put it under his
head and lay down in that place.”* He saw the Temple, as it is written, ‘How awesome is this
place,” and he saw the ruin of the Temple.”

It is difficult to understand where the allusion is in this verse that Jacob saw the ruin
of the Temple.

: English translation: Copyright © 2022 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays are at https://www.zstorah.com

' Gen. 28:17.

2 Joseph Karo (1488—-1575), author of the Beit Yosef, a commentary on Jacob ben Asher’s Arba'ah Turim, and the
condensed summary, the Shulchan Aruch.

3 Mordechai ben Hillel HaKohen (c. 1250-98), 13th-century German rabbi. His commentary on the Talmud is
one of the sources of the Shulchan Aruch.

4 Gen. 28:11.
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Rather, it means this, “How awesome is this place,” which was the Temple that he saw,
and after he saw the Temple, he didn’t say, “this is the House of the L-rd,” rather, this is not
the same Temple that will exist forever, for it is destined to be destroyed. What is the Temple
that will exist? The one that the Holy One, Blessed be He, will build by Himself, i.e., the Third
Temple, “This is the abode of G-d.”

Indeed, this place will always be the “gateway to Heaven,” even if the Temple is not
standing, and the entire world directs their hearts in their prayers by the way of the Holy of
Holies. Thus, the Zera Shimshon understands Jacob is saying that the location is awesome and is
the gateway to Heaven.
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Moses had referred to “the great, mighty, and awesome G-d,” but it’s known that
Jeremiah and Daniel after the destruction of the Temple hadn’t wanted to say “mighty and

6 omitting the word “awesome” [x7i1], for he

awesome.” Jeremiah had said “great and mighty,
saw the destruction of the Temple, and Daniel said, “great and awesome,”’ omitting the word
“mighty” [7i23], for he saw the Jewish people in exile.

The Men of the Great Assembly came and said both His might and His awesomeness
in composing the text of the Amidah (“Shemona Esreh”) prayer.! The characteristic of
“awesome” is the characteristic of Jacob, as is known from the esoteric secret of the Amidah
prayer, “the great, mighty, and awesome G-d,” which is stated after “the G-d of Abraham,
Isaac, and Jacob,” i.e., the parallelism leads to a Kabbalistic interpretation that praising G-d as
“great” is associated with Abraham; praising Him as “mighty” is associated with Isaac; and
praising Him as “awesome” is associated with Jacob. Therefore [Jacob] said “How awesome is

this place.”

3> Deut. 10:17.

6 Jer. 32:18.

7 Dan. 9:4.

8 Yoma 69b; Bartenura on Pirkei Avot 1:1.



Even in the time when this was not there, which is to say when there was destruction
of the Temple, it was more awesome, that this was His awesomeness. I.¢., one might expect that
if a people’s land and capital and principal place of worship is captured and destroyed, that the
people can be wiped out. But G-d arranged it that even in conquest and Exile, the Jewish people
survived, and that reflects G-d’s quality of awesomeness.

It can also be said that [Jacob] wanted to hint even at the word of “mighty,” that also
in this [the Men of the Great Assembly] said, “this is His might.” The word “awesome” hints
also at the word “mighty,” as is known from the esoteric secret of the term “and Your Name
is awesome over all You have created,” which appears in the morning Amidah for Rosh Hashana,
which is Jacob, representing G-d’s ‘“awesomeness,” joining in combination with Isaac,
representing G-d’s might. This is discussed further in the teachings of the Arizal.’

® Chaim Vital, Pri Etz Chaim, Gate of the Prayers of Rosh Hashana, chapter 7.
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