The Sulam
What was it and what does it teach us?

Dr. Jesse Hefter
August 2026
Boston Summer Kollel



Guzma — Exaggeration

A kor is a large unit of dry and liquid

volume about 225 liters/55 gallons.
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Guzma — Exaggeration
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First reference - Bereishit 28:12

Only reference of sulam — known by biblical scholars as a hapax legomenon
Pronounce: HAY-paks luh-GOM-uh-non
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The limits to believability — Chullin 91b

The width of the biblical ladder
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D How longis a “parsah”? The distance a person can walk in 72 minutes.
Well, one parsah =4 miland 1 mil= 2000 amot,
So 1 parsah = 8,000 amot
At 1.5 ft/amah = 12,000 ft
S0 8,000 parsaot=96 M ft =18181 mi
y,




How many ways can the letters of Sulam be rearranged
and do any of those arrangements have meaning to us?
Answer: 3 letters can be rearranged as 3*2*1 = 6 ways

g d v d v
d v o d
NS OO d v o



How many ways can the letters of Sulam be rearranged
and do any of those arrangements have meaning to us?
Answer: 3 letters can be rearranged as 3*2*1 = 6 ways

g d v d v
d v o o d
NN OO d o



Ilbn Ezra - Sulam as a Semel
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Meforshim

Represents the connection between Eretz Yisrael and Heaven; the angels

change because Jacob is leaving the Land of Israel.

Ramban

A prophetic vision of Jewish history and the rise and fall of the world's
empires under Divine providence.

Illustrates the path by which human beings can ascend spiritually toward

Midrash Rabba

closeness with God.

The angels symbolize the guardian angels of the nations ascending and
descending according to their political fortunes.

The sulam is the mystical channel linking the earthly and heavenly realms;

prayer ascends and Divine blessing descends through it.

Maharal

The ladder symbolizes the ordered structure of creation, connecting the
physical and spiritual worlds through gradual stages rather than sudden
leaps.



Rabbi Joseph Soloveitchik zt”l (The Rav)
The meeting of heaven and earth through human action

* Judaism rejects the notion that holiness is found only by escaping the
physical world

* Human beings begin with earthly responsibilities—family, work, community,
acts of kindness, halachic observance—and through those very activities
reach toward God.

e The ladder is not an invitation to abandon the world but to transform it.

* The angels' movement is also significant: they ascend before they descend.
The Rav emphasized that our religious life begins from below, with our
initiative. We strive upward through mitzvot, prayer, Torah study, and ethical
conduct; only then do we experience God's response in the form of blessing
and covenant.



The Rav (continued...)
Living simultaneously in two realms

Transcendence

The Sulam represents the bridge
that allows us to inhabit both
worlds without rejecting either.

practical, creative person who | covenantal person who seeks a
engages the material world j relationship with God




The gematria of Sulam
Unexpected
coincidences?

The gematria of SLM =130 = Sinai

1. At BetEl, heaven and earth are joined
through Yaakov's vision.

2. At Har Sinai, heaven and earth are
joined through the giving of the Torah.

3. The angels ascending and descending
parallel God's revelation to humanity.

4. Just asthe ladder reaches heaven,
the Torah provides the path by which
human beings ascend spiritually.




The Chasidic Path...

The Zohar and many Chassidic works teach that:

Torah itself is the true "ladder."

Every mitzvah is another rung, allowing a person to
ascend toward HaShem while remaining firmly rooted
in Olam Hazeh.

And this growth is cumulative, step after step...




The Sfas Emes on the Torah (Samples...)

* 1879

* Humans are called “Mehalchim” - Our physical parts are lower than the angels and our
neshamos are higher than the angels.

 Each personis a miniature world and the steps of the Sulam represent our “ups and
downs” throughout our Avodas HaShem

* Consider the connection to Chodesh Elul - we are always walking forward

* 1889

* We are all created in the Tzelem of Elokim
* The Sulam represents US, feet on the ground and our heads looking above

* The angels going up and down the Sulam are created by our Mitzvah observance (Shmot
Rabbah 32:6)

* 1893
* The Sulam represents the transition from Yaakov (2P ”?) to Yisrael (WX )



The “rung”

Interestingly, the word in lvrit for the rung of a

ladder is a “shlav” (A7w). It joins the two sides

of the ladder together and makes the ascent
possible.

117'w means integration or joining together

What a “coincidence” that when we speak of
people rising in their spiritual journey, we use
the term “shlav”




Could the sulam be something other than a ladder?
After all, it’s a hapax legomenon!

* Could Yaakov have imagined a ziggurat?

* Could the angels have been ascending
and descending the steps of the future
Beit HaMiqgdash?

* Yaakov doesn’t reference the ladder when he awakens but rather says:
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* He references the place rather than the pathway
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