
There’s a midrash in D’varim Rabbah that I’ve really come to appreciate in recent weeks. It’s a 
story about a man who lives in a village just outside the city. And a great Rebbe, his teacher, is 
traveling through. So his friends say to him: your Rebbe is in the main city, go and learn Torah 
from him. And he responds: No. I’m afraid there will be a lion on the road on my way there. But 
then the Rebbe comes to his village. And they say go and learn with him. And he tells them: No, 
I’m afraid there might be a lion on the street to get there. So they say to him: He now lives next 
door to you - go see him. And the man says: There’s probably a lion right outside my door. 
Finally, they tell him: Your Rebbe is in this very house. Go! And he says: I’m afraid that when I 
go to find him, the door will be locked. They told him: no, it’s open. And the man responds: ׁמְבַקֵּש 

מְעַט עוֹד לִישׁןֹ אֲניִ  - I want to sleep a little more.

So, first I want to say: I just really feel this guy. But the problem I see with this text is that 
throughout the midrash, the storyteller calls this man an “atzel,” a lazy person. But I think he’s 
wrong. This is not an atzel. This is a person who says over and over again that he is afraid, he’s 
overwhelmed, and so hesitates to do what he needs to do, and instead he turns inward and 
disengages. There’s a lion on every road he imagines himself walking, such that when he just 
can’t face the journey ahead of him, he curls up on his couch and tunes out the world, wrapping 
himself in sleep. 

I think this ancient text captures a very common reaction to feeling overwhelmed by this world. 
To feeling powerless, or lost. After listening to the news these days - Who among us has not 
uttered the words: ׁמְעַט עוֹד לִישׁןֹ אֲניִ מְבַקֵּש  - I just want to sleep a little more. Metaphorically, or 
actually, going back to bed can feel like the surest way to avoid the dangers. Because aren’t 
there lions outside our doors? We know of women who are stocking up on abortion medication 
in case it’s about to be outlawed. Gay couples getting married before inauguration day in case 
equal marriage is taken away. Trans kids having to go on the news to defend their right to 
gender affirming care. Immigrants, even naturalized citizens, living with the terror of possibly 
being rounded up and sent away. Aren’t there lions out on these roads? The instinct to turn 
inward and away from it is understandable. It is a lot.  

Journalist Miriam Elder, who lived in Russia for many years, recently had a beautiful piece in the 
NY Times about this very phenomenon. In it, Elder describes what she is seeing in America in 
the context of what happened after Vladamir Putin returned to Russian power and immediately 
began stripping freedoms away from the people.

She writes “In the months that followed Mr. Putin’s return to the Kremlin, a term that had been 
popular in the Soviet era seeped back into the culture: “internal emigration,” or as it’s better 
known in the West, “internal exile.” The fight against Mr. Putin had been lost, the thinking went, 
and you had but one life to live. Why not spend it making a cozy home, tending a little garden, 
shutting out the horrors outside? You didn’t have to move anywhere to internally emigrate. 
There was no financial cost or material upheaval. You simply had — to bastardize a phrase 
popularized by Timothy Leary — to turn in, tune out and drop out.

“There are hints,” she wrote, “this is happening in the United States.” 



“The desire to turn inward is understandable, and human. It’s a form of self-protection. It’s also,” 
she continued, “a delusion.” 

In speaking of the long history of this phenomenon throughout the most challenging times in 
political history, dating back to 1830’s France, she laments, or warns, really: “The internal 
emigration that swept Mr. Putin’s Russia after 2012 as people checked out of politics tore at the 
collective fabric created by the protests that (had) preceded his return.” She sees the results of 
those choices in the terrible war on Ukraine and the current state of Russian society.

Many of us exerted a great effort to protect our democracy from this moment, creating a 
beautiful tapestry of voices rising. Maybe in its aftermath, we are inclined to internal exile, to 
tend our beautiful gardens, curl up in our beds, and tune out what causes pain. BUT . . . since 
we are not eager to replay Russia’s script, since we are a community called again and again to 
care for the most vulnerable - since we want to write a different ending, in which our collective 
fabric is not torn apart, maybe we need to tell a different story. 

Conveniently for us, a different story is in this week’s parsha, Vayeitzei. 

Jacob has just fled his home. He’s tricked his father, who’s now heartbroken over his actions. 
He’s betrayed his brother, who’s now in a murderous rage. And his mother, afraid of losing him, 
tells him to run away. He’s spent these past years safe and comfortable, and now all feels lost. 
And so he flees. Alone, perhaps carrying regret, certainly overwhelm, probably sadness, Jacob 
stops to rest in a makom, a place, that seems to call him in and cradle him to sleep. 

The text says: He stopped there for the night - why? א מֶשׁ כִּי־בָ֣ הַשֶּׁ֔  Because the sun had set. 
Rashi explains that ki va hashemesh, the sun had set, tells us that it set by surprise. In fact, it 
had set two hours early. Rashi teaches that this was so Jacob would end up sleeping in this very 
specific place.

And that makes sense, but, I want to add: when does it feel like the sun sets on us, early? That 
darkness has descended while it’s still daylight hours? When we are experiencing some level of 
despair. Jacob’s entire life was shattered. And so, in this makom, he turns away from the world, 
disengages, and sleeps, overcome by the setting of his own sun. 

But here is where the story parts ways from our lion-averse friend. Jacob sleeps, fleeing and 
overwhelmed. He sleeps when the outside world is closing in on him, turning away from all that 
is hard. But then, he dreams. ה וַיּֽחֲַלֹ֗ם ב סֻלָּם֙ והְִנֵּ֤ רְצָה מֻצָּ֣ יעַ ורְאֹשׁ֖וֹ אַ֔ ימְָה׃ מַגִּ֣ הַשָּׁמָ֑  He dreams of a 
stairway set on the ground and its top reached to the heavens, and angels of God were going 
up and down on it.

Outside is crushing, but in his rest, he is opening up to everything. In his sleep state, he hears 
God say to him:



“I am יהוה, the God of your father Abraham and the God of Isaac: the ground on which you are 
lying I will assign to you and to your offspring. Your descendants shall be as the dust of the 
earth; you shall spread out to the west and to the east, to the north and to the south. All the 
families of the earth shall bless themselves by you and your descendants. Remember, I am with 
you: I will protect you.”

He experiences in this sleep state an awakening, a realization of his own purpose, his own 
agency. Jacob sleeps, but this is not the sleep of escape, or the sleep of internal exile. It’s a 
restorative sleep he needs to heal. To clear his head and listen for what must come next. To 
pause long enough to emerge from the painful loss he’s felt and from the rifts left in the world he 
once knew, but it is not a disengaging sleep. 

When he wakes up, he can see the world now with new eyes. Oh, he says: this is none other 
than the gateway to Heaven - he understands and feels connected and plugged in. He then 
agrees to God’s terms. If God will be his God, then he will take his place as the leader he now 
must be. א ב ויַּשִָּׂ֥ ֹ֖ יו יעֲַק לֶךְ׃ רַגְלָ֑ ויֵַּ֖  And Jacob got back up on his feet and continued his journey. Now 
with purpose. Now knowing he is not alone.

So maybe we’re in a moment of turning inward, even fleeing a bit. In need of our own restorative 
rest. Maybe this downtime between Thanksgiving and New Year’s, when it’s cold and dark and 
cozy, can be just that. Because it’s what we need, to sleep just a little more, to heal, and to 
grieve our own losses, to unplug for a bit.

But if we feel ourselves flirting with the idea of disengaging from this moment, of embracing 
internal exile because it feels self-protective, of turning inward and staying there for the duration, 
then Jacob has arrived to this makom at exactly the right time to remind us of ourselves. To 
remind us that real protection comes with plugging in and not checking out. To remind us of his 
sleep and his dream that together inspired him to re-find his direction, unearth his new purpose, 
reconnect to the story, and become its author. He cocooned, but he also emerged. Because he 
was needed. Like we are needed. 

Jacob, as we know, will go on to wrestle with an angel. Like we will go on to wrestle with all 
that’s ahead of us. His deep rest, his openness to dream, prepared him. Can prepare us. 

So rest now and sleep now and drink hot chocolate and watch old episodes of Friends and tend 
your garden and spend time with family - and we can lay our heads on some soft thing that 
gives us comfort now. And rest. Not a rest that tunes us out or turns us off, but one that shores 
us up. A sleep that gives us over to the dream. That gives us fire. And access to angels. And to 
our own inner wells of strength. And access to God standing beside us and our history rooted 
and our future unfolding. 

The days are still getting darker, the nights longer. And they will for the next 15 days. And then 
Chanukah will come exactly when we need it this year. And we’ll light a candle in the darkness 
and then two and then more. And instead of choosing the sleep of an internal exile, may we 



sleep like Jacob slept. Dream like Jacob dreamt. May we sleep so that we can heal what needs 
healing. And may our dreams turn us back toward this world so we can be fully awake for the 
journey ahead. Amen.


