
1	
	

CHOSEN TO BE DUST OF THE EARTH 
Parashat Vayetzei – December 2, 2011 / 5772 – Rabbi Joel Nickerson 

 

I don’t mind cleaning dishes, taking out the trash, weeding in the garden, and other 
various chores around the house, but one thing that I can’t stand is dusting.  As soon as 
I turn around after dusting an area, it seems as though it’s already accumulated again in 
the exact area I just cleaned!  The battle against dust is frustrating and unrelenting.  It 
cannot be won, no matter how much Endust I use, no matter how often I use a Swiffer, 
no matter how many HEPA filters I use in my house.   
And so it is with great concern that I read God’s promise to Jacob in this week’s Torah 
portion.  After fleeing his parents’ home to avoid the wrath of his brother, Easu, Jacob 
lies down to rest and has a dream.  In his dream, angels ascend and descend a ladder 
to heaven.  God stands above and declares, “I, Adonai, am the God of your father 
Abraham and God of Isaac: the land on which you are lying I will give to you and to your 
descendants.  And your descendants shall be like dust of the earth, and you shall 
spread out to the west and the east and the north and the south.”1   
Why dust? 
Why couldn’t it have been a loftier image like, “you shall be like crystal blue droplets of 
sweet water,” or “you shall be like petals on an ever-blossoming rose”?  Instead, we are 
described as that ever-present miniscule particle that never goes away, inflames our 
nostrils and lungs, dirties our homes.  One Hasidic explanation states that “dust of the 
earth is that which everyone treads with his feet, but which nevertheless is of 
inestimable value.”2  And in an attempt to offer a message of hope, the midrash 
Genesis Rabbah, says: 

Just as the dust of the earth wears out all utensils, even of metal, yet itself 
remains forever, so will your children outlive all and exist forever.  Just as the 
dust of the earth is trodden upon, so will your children be downtrodden beneath 
the powers.3 

A very Jewish message of hope – “you’re going to exist forever but you’re going to be 
treated badly by everyone around you.” And so we are blessed and cursed by God’s 
foreshadowing in this week’s parasha.  We are cursed in the sense that we have been 
‘downtrodden beneath the powers’ throughout history.  And yet, like dust we seem to 
last forever!  And just as dust is found on every part of the globe, so too do we exist 
everywhere. 
God’s promise in this week’s parasha, along with the promises God made to Abraham 
and Isaac, are some of the first indicators that we, as Jews, are a ‘chosen’ people.  
Cantor Kent and I co-led the adult retreat a few weekends ago and the theme of the 
retreat was ‘The Four BIG Jewish Questions – God, Afterlife, Pain and Suffering, and 

																																																													
1 Genesis 24:18 
2 Torah Gems, Vol. 1, pg. 232. 
3 Artson, Bedside Torah, pg. 49. 
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Chosenness’.  Of course, we had no problem answering them all by the end of the 
weekend. 
One of the most contentious debates arose during our discussion about chosenness 
and I wanted to extend that discussion to all of us here tonight, especially given the 
content of this week’s Torah portion.   
One of the most prominent and well-known articulations of chosenness is found in the 
Aleinu prayer. 
There are four versions of the first paragraph of the Aleinu found in Mishkan Tefillah.  
Every week, we read the second version on pg. 282, so let’s start there.  It’s the same 
version used in Conservative and Orthodox services, though the English translations 
vary.  The tune is familiar, but my assumption is that most of us don’t know what we’re 
actually saying.  Let’s read it together in English… 
The prayer is originally thought to have been written in 4th century Babylonia for the 
Rosh Hashanah liturgy - remember during the High Holydays during the Grand Aleinu 
when we prostrate ourselves completely to the ground?  It wasn’t until the Middle Ages 
that it was included at the conclusion of the daily prayer service.  The common chant 
that is associated with the prayer has led it to be associated with the mitzvah of Kiddush 
ha-Shem, sanctifying God’s name, often associated with the concept of martyrdom.  In 
Judaism, martyrdom, giving up your own life, is demanded in three circumstances – 
when called upon to commit murder, when called upon to commit certain sexual acts 
such as rape, adultery, or incest, or when one is called upon to worship other gods.  
Since Aleinu deals with the belief in one God, the prayer was thought to be a response 
to historic situations in which Jews were forced to convert or worship idols.  
Interestingly, the Aleinu used to be a private prayer, said silently, but it became a 
communal prayer to prove to non-Jewish governments that we had censored out a 
particularly offensive line protesting paganism.  It’s a line we no longer see in our siddur, 
but still exists in parantheses in some Orthodox siddurim.  It reads, “They (non-Jews) 
bow down to vanity and emptiness and pray to a god who does not save.”  You can see 
why it was removed by most communities – it led to strains on Jewish-Christian 
relations in the Middle Ages and the Prussian government actually made the recitation 
of Aleinu illegal at various points in the 1700s.   
Now, looking back in our siddur, it’s interesting that the version we recite is listed as the 
second option and in the spirit of ‘Chavurah Shabbat’ and the theme of the year, chaver 
(meaning ‘friend’), I’d like you to take a couple of minutes and do a little chevruta study, 
looking at the texts on pg. 282-283 in pairs.  Turn to the person next to you and read 
through all four versions of the first paragraph of the Aleinu out loud.  Discuss which one 
resonates with you the most and why. 
A few things I want to point out before I conclude.  First and foremost, I don’t think we 
should confuse the concept of ‘chosenness’ with the concept of ‘superiority’.  I don’t 
believe the Aleinu is about superiority and I find support in the second paragraph of the 
Aleinu, a paragraph we never read out loud, but one I say to myself each time we read 
the Aleinu.  Turn to pg. 284 and look at the second paragraph on the page. 
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Two words stand out to me and may sound somewhat familiar to you – l’taken olam – 
first two words on the 5th line.  Sound familiar?  It translates as ‘to improve the world’.  
This is the first source of the phrase tikkun olam, which stands as a primary Jewish 
value today – to fix the world, to make it a better place.  We are chosen, not to be 
superior, but to prevent actions or systems which lead to injustice in the world.  Aleinu 
charges us to do Divine work in the world in an attempt to make this world a better 
place.  This is not to say that those who don’t share our faith cannot be our partners in 
this task, but it does recognize the intrinsic values and history that make us unique in 
our ability to facilitate change.  As God declares in this week’s Torah portion, we are like 
dust.  That means that we are unwilling to be defeated, but it also means that we have 
been treaded upon by others.  We know what is like to be slaves and we also know 
what it’s like to survive. 
As one modern commentator states, “This prayer that signals the end of the service 
demands that we make a new beginning when we leave the synagogue.”4  I believe we, 
as Jews, have a system of rituals, values, and a history that indicate that we are 
chosen.  We are chosen, not to rule over others, not to put on an air of superiority, but 
rather, to guide ourselves, our community, and our world towards a more just and better 
world.  Aleinu ends by declaring a yearning for a new era, a redemptive era.  What 
would it mean to walk through the day feeling as though you have been chosen to bring 
about a redemptive era, to work in your capacity l’taken olam, to improve the world?  
That is a type of chosenness I am proud to claim. 

																																																													
4 My People’s Prayerbook (Tachanun & Concluding Prayers), pg. 141. 


