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Vayechi

Overview

he name of this parashah, Vayechi, means “he lived,” referring to how Jacob lived

the last years of his life in Egypt. Since we know that the name of a parashah

expresses the contents of the entire parashah, we would think that a parashah
entitled “He Lived” would be devoted to an account of the major events of Jacob’s life.
In fact, however, parashat Vayechi is devoted to the exact opposite: the events leading up
to and following Jacob’s death. In this parashah, Jacob bestows his parting blessings on
his children and grandchildren, breathes his last, and is buried by his sons in the Mach-
pelah Cave; all this is then followed by the account of the death of his favorite son and
designated successor, Joseph. Parashat Vayechi is thus reminiscent of parashat Chayei Sarah,
whose name means “the life of Sarah” even though it focuses on the events that occurred
in the wake of her death.

As we explained with regard to Sarah, we only attain true life when our ideals live on
in those who come after us. Paradoxically, then, as long as we are physically alive, it is not
at all clear if we are truly “alive”; the test of true life comes only after death. If our descen-
dants remain true to the ideals we have imparted to them, it then becomes retroactively
clear that we were also “alive” during our lifetimes. If not, then it follows that even while
alive, we were essentially “dead.”

This perspective helps explain why here, in parashat Vayechi, the Torah’s mention of
Jacob’s age when he died is prefaced by the phrase “Jacob lived seventeen years in the
land of Egypt.” In parashat Chayei Sarah, there is no such prefatory phrase with regard to
Sarah —we are simply informed how old she was when she died. The fact that Jacob lived
seventeen years in the land of EQypt before he died —years that, as we are told, were the
best years of his life, filled with true satisfaction at seeing his children and grandchildren
loyal to his ideals—proves that he was truly “alive” during his lifetime. The fact that he
succeeded in maintaining his own spirituality in the corrupt and idolatrous environment
of Egypt, as well as in raising his children and grandchildren to do the same, testifies to
the fact that he was indeed truly “alive” during his lifetime.

In fact, Jacob lived on so tangibly in the lives of his progeny that the Torah does not
even employ the term “die” in recording his death; he is only referred to as having stopped
breathing,' and the Talmud therefore asserts that, in essence, Jacob did not die!?

1. Below, 49:33. 2. Ta’anit 5b.
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OVERVIEW OF VAYECHI

Furthermore, as we shall see, Jacob’s death signaled the beginning of the descent that
would conclude with the physical enslavement of all his descendants. The fact that the
Jewish people remained loyal to Jacob’s heritage even under such antagonistic circum-
stances is further proof that his death was the truest indication that not only was he was
“alive” during his lifetime, but continued to remain so afterwards, as well.

As we have seen, from his youth, Jacob was the consummate Torah scholar.? Together
with absorbing the knowledge embodied in the Torah, Jacob absorbed its quality of tran-
scendence, its unchanging, Divine essence that renders it intrinsically, universally, and
eternally relevant to all facets of life. This is what enabled him to weather all the vicis-
situdes of life, to raise all his children to be righteous despite their diverse personalities,
and to ensure that the years he spent in Egypt would be his best. The Torah, being the
embodiment of God’s will and wisdom, is truth; the study of the Torah is thus the pursuit
of truth; and therefore, by extension, devotion to the Torah means uncompromising devo-
tion to truth. The Torah was Jacob’s key to eternal life, for truth, by definition, is eternal.

As such, the lesson of parashat Vayechi is that we, too, can weather all the remain-
ing tribulations of exile, raise our children to be loyal to their heritage, and enjoy all the
blessings of spiritual and physical abundance —essentially tasting the sweetness of the
messianic future—even while still in exile, through studying the Torah and fulfilling its
commandments.

It is thus fitting that the first book of the Torah ends with the message of
Vayechi, “he lived.” As the curtain closes on the groundwork laid by the patriarchs and
we prepare to witness the maturation of their progeny into a full-fledged people who
will assume the role of “a kingdom of nobles and a holy nation,”* parashat Vayechi serves
to remind us that the Book of Genesis is not simply literature, a sentimental or partisan
tribute to our national ancestors who, impressive though they may have been, are dead
and gone and therefore no longer relevant. No, they are alive, truly alive, and it is only by
identifying with their aspirations and by internalizing and remaining loyal to their heri-
tage that we, too, can be truly alive. As long as we remain in exile, we will continue to be
beckoned by the dazzling enticements of the pseudo-life around us (and within us). But
the Torah is “a Torah of life,”® eternally challenging us to remain above these temptations
and “choose life”® by fulfilling God’s commandments,” thereby making our lives and the
world around us into a home for God, the true® “source of life.”

3. Above, 25:27, etc. 4. Exodus 19:6. 5. Liturgy, Amidah. Avot d’Rabbi Natan, chapter 34. 6. Deuteronomy 30:19. 7. Leviticus 18:5.
8. Psalms 36:12. 9. Likutei Sichot, vol. 15, pp. 427-430; Sefer HaSichot 5749, vol. 1, pp. 164-172; Sichot Kodesh 5741, vol. 1, pp. 763-
766; Sefer HaSichot 5751, vol. 1, pp. 225-227.
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children to remain true to God (to “live”) in Egypt as
well."!

But whereas Jacob remained completely aloof from the
Egyptian outlook on life, his children, who were on a
lower spiritual level than he, were aware of this con-
sciousness. Even so, by studying Torah, they were able
to remain unaffected by it.

By overcoming the challenge of Egypt, Jacob’s children
grew in a way that is only possible through challenge.
Although Jacob did not experience this directly —since
Egypt did not present a challenge to him in the first
place—he grew just as his children did since he facili-
tated their Torah study. His years in Egypt were there-
fore his best years, since never before did he derive the
benefit that being Egypt afforded him.

Similarly, we often find ourselves in “Egypt,” in places
of spiritual darkness. Like Jacob, through Torah study
we can remain aloof from “Egypt” and reveal Godli-
ness even there. Even if we have been influenced by
“Egypt” (as Jacob’s children were, to some extent), or
even seduced by it, we should not despair. By return-
ing to God despite the challenges of Egypt, we not only
emerge from the darkness but gain the spiritual advan-
tage that results from overcoming spiritual adversity.

Those who have never been seduced by Egypt need not
worry that they are missing out on this advantage. By
helping those who have been seduced to return to God
and the Torah, they, like Jacob, attain the advantage of
those who have strayed and returned.'

Swear that you will do me the following act....
Please do not bury me in Egypt: While both Jacob and
Joseph asked to be removed from Egypt, their requests
differed significantly: Joseph asked to be taken out at
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the time of the Exodus, which meant that his coffin
would remain in Egypt then. In contrast, Jacob asked
not to be buried even temporarily in Egypt.

The spiritual reason for this is as follows: As we have
seen, Jacob was inherently transcendent from Egypt;
Egypt did not “exist” in his world. This was manifested
physically by the fact that he lived in a separate district
of Egypt, Goshen. Joseph, on the other hand, truly “de-
scended” into Egypt and at the same time maintained
his Divine consciousness. Joseph was thus the one who
embodies the ability to descend into the material realm
and elevate the sparks of holiness therein. He lived in
the Egyptian capital, in the midst of the distractions
and intrigues of Egyptian political life.

Joseph therefore wanted his bones to remain with the
Jewish people in Egypt so that he could be close to
the Jewish people. He would thereby provide them a
source of merit that would enable them to elevate the
sparks of holiness embedded in Egypt.

Jacob provided a different sort of spiritual power. Our
sages tell us that “a captive cannot free himself from
prison” —someone on the outside must liberate him."
In addition to the merit of a Joseph, the “integration-
ist,” the Jews also needed the merit of a Jacob, an “iso-
lationist.” To leave and ultimately elevate Egypt, the
Jews needed to be connected to a spiritual power that
absolutely transcends Egypt, a consciousness in which
Egypt does not exist. Jacob therefore had to remain dis-
tant and above Egypt.

Jacob wanted Joseph to swear that he would not bury
him in Egypt for two reasons:

(a) Since Joseph was an “integrationist,” removing
Jacob from Egypt would go against everything

11. See HaYom Yom, 18 Tevet. 12. Likutei Sichot, vol. 10, pp. 160 ff. 13. Berachot 5b.
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Genesis 47:28-29 VAYECHI

Jacob Prepares for his Death

Jacob lived seventeen years in Egypt (2238-2255). At the end of this peri-
od, Jacob’s days, i.e., the years of his lifetime, totaled one-hundred forty-seven
years. Thus, Jacob did not live as long as his grandfather Abraham (175 years) or
his father Isaac (180 years).

When the time drew near for Israel to die, he called for his son Joseph (who
was still viceroy of Egypt at the time and thus had the authority to carry out his
father’s last requests) to come to Goshen. When Joseph arrived, Israel said to him,
“If T have found favor in your eyes, please place your hand under my thigh and
swear' that, upon my death, you will do for me the following act—which is one
of genuine kindness—since I will be able to neither thank you for it nor repay
you for it in this lifetime: Please do not bury me in Egypt. I foresee that its soil
beneath my body will swarm with lice when God will punish this country with
plagues,? and I do not want to feel them. Furthermore, if you bury me here, then,
when it comes time for the Resurrection of the Dead, I, along with all others who
are buried outside the Land of Israel, will have to undergo the painful experience
of rolling through underground channels until reaching the Land of Israel, where
the Resurrection will occur. Finally, I know that Pharaoh will want me to be bur-
ied in Egypt in order that the merit of my presence continue to bring blessings of
prosperity to his country after my death, just as it has during my lifetime.? But I
do not want to risk the Egyptians’ making me into an object of worship after my
death. True, they are already idolaters in any case, but I want to prevent them from
transgressing this commandment to whatever extent I can.*

& CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 3

Jacob lived seventeen years in Egypt: As we saw
in the Overview, these were Jacob’s best years.> As
we saw previously, when Jacob heard that Joseph
was both alive and still loyal to the Torah, “the spirit
of Jacob...revived.”® It would thus seem that Jacob’s
seventeen years in Egypt were the happiest in his life
because he was there reunited with Joseph and proud
that his son had been faithful to his instruction, with-
standing all his tests —from those of slavery to those of
public office.

years even in Egypt.”?

Yet, if, indeed, it was the presence of a house of To-
rah study in Egypt—rather than being united with Jo-
seph—that made Jacob’s last years there his best, could
he not have set up a house of study in the land of Israel
all those years?

The answer is that the young Menachem Mendel, aware
of how depraved the Egyptian environment was, felt
that despite Jacob’s joy in being reunited with Joseph
and seeing him faithful to his ideals, the antagonistic
atmosphere of Egypt should have nonetheless made
Jacob’s life miserable. Rabbi Shneur Zalman answered
that the Torah is the antidote even to Egypt; because
the Torah connects us to God Himself, who is beyond
the limitations and evil of Egypt, when we study the

Nonetheless, when Rabbi Menachem Mendel of
Lubavitch (the Tzemach Tzedek) was a young boy, he
asked his grandfather, Rabbi Shneur Zalman of Liadi:
“How could it be that the best years of Jacob’s life were
those he lived in Egypt, the epitome of decadence?”

His grandfather answered: “It is written, ‘[Jacob] had
sent Judah ahead of him to Joseph, to make advance
preparations in Goshen.”” Rashi quotes the Midrash'’s
interpretation of this verse: Jacob sent Judah to set up
a house of study so he and his sons could study the
Torah in Egypt.® When we study the Torah, we become
closer to God, so in this way it is possible to live good

Torah we are immune to the detrimental effects Egypt
can otherwise have on us.!’

Thus, like Joseph, it was by cleaving to God through
studying the Torah that Jacob was able to remain aloof
from the spiritual darkness of Egypt and thrive spiri-
tually. The Torah academy he established enabled his

1. See above, 24:2. 2. Exodus 8:12-13. 3. Likutei Sichot, vol. 35, pp. 213-214. 4. Sefer HaSichot 5749, vol. 1, p. 173, note 95. 5. See
Ba’al HaTurim, Likutei Torah (Arizal), Alshich, and Or HaChaim. 6. Genesis 45:27. 7. Genesis 46:28. 8. Tanchuma, ed. Buber ad loc.

9. HaYom Yom, 18 Tevet. 10. Likutei Sichot, vol. 10, pp. 160-162.
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Joseph stood for. Joseph would be inclined to
bury Jacob in Egypt so that Jacob’s merit would
help the Jews sublimate Egypt. Jacob therefore
had him take an oath, which binds a person to
a commitment in a way that transcends rational
considerations.

(b) As we mentioned, the Jews had to be connected
to an “isolationist” as well in order to succeed in
elevating Egypt. By taking an oath that he would
remove Jacob from Egypt, Joseph bound himself
with Jacob’s consciousness of transcendence from

& CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 8

Egypt. He thus connected all of the Jews with this
consciousness and gave them the spiritual forti-
tude to ultimately leave and elevate Egypt."

In our own exile, being connected to Jacob means that
even if we have achieved material and spiritual success
in “Egypt” —as the Jews did in their initial stay in Gos-
hen—we must remember that Egypt is not our home
and we must feel the constant, urgent desire to, like
Jacob, be immediately removed from exile, articulating
our belief in the messianic redemption and our prayers
for its immediate arrival.?’

19. See Zohar 1:222a: “Jacob was afraid....” 20. Likutei Sichot, vol. 25, pp. 270-274.
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Genesis 47:30-48:4 VAYECHI

For I am going to soon lie down with my fathers, i.e., die, and then you shall
carry me out of Egypt and bury me in their burial place.” Joseph replied, “I will
do as you say.” He promised, but he did not swear, for he felt that his promise was
sufficient surety.

Nonetheless, Jacob knew that firstly, it would not be easy for Joseph to resist

Pharaoh’s insistence that he be buried in Egypt. Secondly, since they were under
foreign rule in Egypt, circumstances could change in the future, making it difficult
for Joseph to keep his word. Finally, he knew that Joseph himself would be more
inclined to bury him in Egypt so the merit of his presence could continue to protect
his descendants there even after his death. So, aware that someone who takes an
oath to do something needs to remain constantly alert to changing circumstances
and plan his strategies judiciously in order to ensure that he be able to fulfill his
oath,' he said, “Swear to me that you will fulfill my request.” So Joseph swore to
him.
Even though they both knew that Israel was Joseph’s spiritual superior, Israel pros-
trated himself before Joseph in order to arouse his son’s sense of power and grant
him the confidence he would require to carry out his request.”” Before prostrating
himself, he positioned himself to face toward the Divine Presence, which was rest-
ing on the head of the bed, just as it rests on the head of the bed of all sick people,
in order to prostrate himself before God while simultaneously doing so before Jo-
seph. By prostrating himself before Joseph, Israel was fulfilling his part in Joseph’s
second dream.' By prostrating himself before God, Israel was thanking Him that
all his children, conceived on his bed, had remained loyal to his religious ideals.

Jacob Blesses Ephraim and Manasseh

Joseph’s son Ephraim studied Torah regularly with Jacob in Goshen. When Ja-
cob took ill some time after these above-recounted events, Ephraim went and told
Joseph, “Your father is ailing.” So Joseph took his two sons with him: Manasseh,
who was 25 years old, and Ephraim, who was 24, to be blessed by their grandfather.

When Joseph arrived, Ephraim told Jacob, “Your son Joseph has come to you,”
so Israel, in deference to Joseph’s position as viceroy,'” summoned his failing
strength and sat up in bed.

Jacob said to Joseph, “God Almighty appeared to me in Luz, in Canaan, and
blessed me.'®

He said to me, ‘I will make you fruitful and numerous and, besides the family
you already have, I will make of you a nation,” referring to my then-unborn son
Benjamin, ‘and a community of peoples,” referring to the fact that one of my sons
already born would be the progenitor of two tribes instead of only one. Although
this privilege should properly be given to Reuben, my firstborn, I have elected to
give it to you instead. God further told me, ‘I will give this land to your descen-
dants after you as their permanent estate.’

14. Likutei Sichot, vol. 25, pp. 270-273, vol. 35, pp. 211-215. 15. Likutei Sichot, vol. 35, p. 214. 16. Above, 37:9-10; Likutei Sichot, vol.
35, p. 159. 17. Likutei Sichot, vol. 35, pp. 214-215. 18. Above, 35:9-12.
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spirituality.

Women, in contrast, being the bedrock of the home, are
freed from the obligation of certain commandments so
they can better occupy themselves with the spiritual
and material well-being of their families.* Women thus
relate to the soul’s essence, which transcends revealed
spiritual experience.

(This is why a child’s status as a Jew is defined by the
mother, whereas tribal affiliation within the Jewish
community, i.e., the child’s specific role within the Jew-
ish people, is designated by the father. This is because
our Jewishness relates to the essence of the soul and
women are in touch with the essence. Our specific roles,
in contrast, relate to revealed spiritual experience,
which is primarily man’s realm.)

This is the deeper meaning of what Jacob explained to
Joseph:

“As a man,” he was saying, “I need to be buried in the
Cave of Machpelah, a place of revealed holiness. Your
mother, however, willingly sacrificed her resting place
beside me due to her essential connection to her chil-

¥ CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 3

dren, to pray for them—even for those who will sin
and be sent into exile!”

By exhibiting her essential connection to her children,
Rachel aroused God to reveal His essential connection
to His children—the Jewish people—which remains
intact even when they sin, thus ensuring that all Jews
will experience the future redemption.*

But now, in light of my request that you bury me in
the Machpelah cave, it probably pains you that your
mother did not merit to be buried there, also: So al-
though Joseph trusted his father’s judgment complete-
ly, he was not at ease until the matter was explained
to him.

The lesson here is that students must be bothered by
their teacher’s puzzling decisions. Despite trusting the
teacher completely,® they must seek to understand the
teacher’s ways and teachings.

This is the necessary approach to Torah study in gen-
eral. Although it is important to trust the wisdom of the
Torah’s teachings, that alone is not enough; we must
appreciate and understand the Torah’s wisdom.*

29. Kidushin 29ab; Abudraham, Seder Tefiliot shel Chol; Kol Bo 73, beginning. 30. Likutei Sichot, vol. 30, p. 239-240. 31. See Sanhedrin

110a. 32. Hitva’aduyot 5746, vol. 2, p. 312.
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Genesis 48:5-7 VAYECHI

Now, your two sons who were born to you in Egypt before I came to live with
you, to Egypt, shall be considered mine; Ephraim and Manasseh shall be to me
like my own sons, Reuben and Simeon, in that each of them will found their
own tribe that will possess its own unique portion in the Promised Land, have its
own prince,?' and be mustered under its own banner.”? Thus, in this regard, I am
transferring the firstborn’s right to receive a double portion from Reuben to you.
Reuben, however, will retain the other privileges of primogeniture: inheriting a
double portion of my estate, serving as the priest,” and being counted first in the
order of my sons.*

Any offspring born to you after them, however, shall be considered yours;
when they inherit their portion of the Promised Land, they shall be included
under their brothers’ names as part of their tribes.

If you are wondering why I selected you for this distinction, the reason is as fol-
lows: When I was coming from Padan Aram, your mother Rachel died on me in
Canaan; as you know, I did not bury her in our ancestral burial plot in Hebron,
although I could easily have done so, for we were still only a stretch of land equal
to one day’s plowing, or 2000 cubits [less than 25 kilometers or 15 miles] short of
reaching Efrat, which is not all that far from Hebron. The rain also did not pre-
vent me from bringing her to Hebron for burial, for it was still so dry then that the
ground was riddled with potholes. Moreover, I did not even bury her in the city
of Efrat itself, but instead I buried her right there, where she died, along the road
to Efrat, which is Bethlehem. I know that you do not hold this against me, since
you realize that I did not treat your mother in this seemingly disrespectful fashion
without reason. But nonetheless, I am equally sure that you resent the fact that
she was not buried there and hold me at least partially responsible, since it was
through me that this occurred. And now that I am asking you to bury me in the
Machpelah cave—thereby highlighting the importance of being buried there—the
fact that your mother did not merit to be buried there probably pains you all the
more. Therefore, know that I buried her where I did because God commanded me
to do so, in order to enable her to later play a pivotal role in the eventual redemp-
tion of our people.” Furthermore, I knew at the time that not only would she have
agreed to this, but also insisted on it. It is because of her self-sacrifice on behalf of
her descendants that I have selected you, her son—out of all my sons—to be privi-
leged to father two tribes.”?

& CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 3

Who were born to you in the land of Egypt beforeI  on it: As we have seen,® Rachel gave up the privilege

came to you, to Egypt: With these words, Jacob intimat-
ed why he considered Ephraim and Manasseh his own
sons. These two grandchildren were born and raised
in Egypt before Jacob was there and nonetheless grew
up true to his ideals. Therefore, he considered them as
loyal to him and his ideals as his own children.”

I buried her where I did...to enable her to play a
pivotal role in the eventual redemption of our peo-
ple. Furthermore, I knew...she would have...insisted

of being buried for thousands of years in the Cave
of Machpelah for her descendants” sake. Rachel thus
epitomized the spiritual sacrifices all mothers make for
their children.

Men need to seek self-affirmation and spiritual satis-
faction through manifestly spiritual experiences. They
are thus required to study the Torah and perform the
commandments every moment—unless they are busy
earning a living—so that they can experience revealed

21. Numbers 1:4-16, etc. 22. Numbers 1:52, etc. 23. But see below, 49:4. 24. Rashi on 35:23, above. 25. Above, 35:19. 26. Likutei
Sichot, vol. 30, pp. 236-239. 27. Likutei Sichot, vol. 15, p. 435. 28. On 35:19, above.

314



1!
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and Isaac, and may they propagate like fish—who propagate without danger of
incurring the evil eye* because they are hidden from sight underwater —among

humanity on earth.”

39. See above, 21:14.
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Genesis 48:8-16 VAYECHI

So Israel saw Joseph’s sons and prepared to bless them, but just then, his Divine
inspiration left him. He understood that this meant that they were not worthy of
being blessed, and therefore asked Joseph, “Who are these sons of yours, whom
I thought I knew so well? Why are they unworthy of my blessing? Is it perhaps
because they were born and raised in this country, which is infamous for its lech-
ery?”® In fact, God withdrew Jacob’s inspiration on account of the unworthy de-
scendants that would descend from Joseph’s sons—King Yehu* and his sons from
Manasseh, and King Yeravam® and Achav®* from Ephraim—but Jacob did not
know that his Divine inspiration was withdrawn for this reason.”

In order to prove that his sons were worthy of Jacob’s blessing, Joseph replied
to his father, “Precisely because the Egyptians are notoriously lecherous, I went
out of my way to ensure that the integrity of my marriage be beyond reproach
by following the norms dictated in the Torah, even though we have not yet been
formally required to do so, and even going beyond them. Specifically, I had my
marriage contract written out, as the Torah requires, and I also had a document
written attesting to my engagement, even though the Torah does not require this.”
Joseph then proceeded to produce these documents. He continued, “So you see,
they are my sons, whom I made sure God gave me in accordance with His highest
standards of marital integrity, even though they were born in this licentious coun-
try. Thus, they are truly worthy of your blessing.”* Joseph then prayed to God to
once again grant Jacob the inspiration to bless them, which He did. So Jacob said,
“If you would, bring them to me so that I may bless them.”

Israel’s eyesight was impaired due to old age and he could
not see, so Joseph brought his sons near him and positioned them between Jacob’s
knees. Jacob kissed them and embraced them.

Israel said to Joseph, “I dared not even hope to see your face, yet now God has
even shown me your children.”

Joseph then withdrew them from between his father’s knees in order to later
position them to Jacob’s right and left so he could place his hands on their heads
and bless them. Joseph stepped back from his father and prostrated himself to-
ward him, with his face to the ground.

Joseph then took them both —Ephraim with his right hand, to stand at Israel’s
left, and Manasseh with his left hand, to stand at Israel’s right—and brought
them close to him. Since Manasseh was the firstborn, he deserved the primary
blessing, which Jacob would convey through his right hand.

Israel extended his right hand and rested it on Ephraim’s head, even though
he was the younger son, and rested his left hand on Manasseh’s head. He crossed
his hands deliberately, even though he knew that Manasseh was the firstborn.

He blessed Joseph and said, “May God, before whom my fathers Abraham
and Isaac walked, the God who has been my shepherd from my earliest days
until this day,

and has always sent me the angel who delivers me from all harm, bless the
lads. May they bear my name, together with the names of my fathers Abraham

33. Above, 12:19. 34.2 Kings 9 ff. 35.1 Kings 11:26 ff. 36. 1 Kings 16:28 ff. 37. Likutei Sichot, vol. 30, p. 241. 38. Likutei Sichot, vol.
30, pp. 241-247.
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But his younger brother will become greater than
he: As we have seen,” Manasseh represents our obliga-
tion to protect ourselves from the negative influences
of our surroundings (and our own inner baseness).
Ephraim, in contrast, represents our obligation to in-

47. On 41:52-51, above. 48. Psalms 34:15. 49. Psalms, loc. cit.

¥ CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 3

fluence our surroundings, to introduce the truths of
Judaism to the world, to transform what is dark and
evil into something Godly and good. Manasseh corre-
sponds to the call of “turn from evil,”* Ephraim to the
call of “do good.”*
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Genesis 48:17-49:1 VAYECHI

When Joseph saw that his father had placed his right hand on
the head of Ephraim, he was displeased, so he lifted his father's hand in order to
move it from the head of Ephraim on to the head of Manasseh.

And Joseph said to his father, “Not so, my father, for this is the firstborn;
place your right hand on his head.”

His father declined and said, “I know, my son, I know that he is the firstborn.
He, too, will become a nation, and he, too, will rise to greatness through his
descendants —specifically Gideon, who will win a military victory even though
greatly outnumbered.” But his younger brother will be greater than he, for his
descendant Joshua will lead our people in their conquest of the Promised Land
and instruct them in the teachings of the Torah, and the renown of his same de-
scendant, Joshua, will spread and fill all the world’s nations when he makes the
sun stand still.”*

On that day, he blessed them and said, “With your names shall the Israelites
invoke God’s blessings on their sons, saying to them, ‘May God make you like
Ephraim and Manasseh,” ” mentioning Ephraim’s name before that of Manasseh.
By having mentioned Ephraim first, Jacob gave him precedence over Manasseh in
all tribal enumerations* and in the tribal marching order.*

Israel then said to Joseph, “I am about to die, but God will be with you, and
He will bring you back to the land of your fathers.

Moreover, in consideration for your efforts in burying me, I am giving you,
too, a specially designated burial place, in the city of Shechem* —this land inheri-
tance being one portion over and beyond what you will receive on an equal par
with your brothers—which I conquered from the Amorites with my sword and
bow.”#

Jacob Blesses His Sons

Jacob foresaw that the final Redemption would only occur
thousands of years in the future, delayed by the misdeeds of the intervening gen-
erations. He thought that if he would tell his sons about this, it would encourage
them to urge their progeny to refrain from misbehavior and to augment their per-
formance of good and positive deeds in order to hasten the Redemption. After all,
Jacob had seen firsthand how a negative decree could be shortened when he ended
the foreordained seven years of famine after only two years. He was not worried
that his sons would become disheartened upon hearing that the Redemption was
millennia off; he knew them to be righteous and strong of character, and was there-
fore confident that they would use this knowledge constructively and keep it to
themselves in case their progeny would not be able to cope with it.* Jacob there-
fore then called for his others sons and said, “Assemble yourselves, and I will
tell you what will befall you at the End of Days.” But God did not want Jacob to
divulge this information, so He withdrew it from him.

40. Judges 7-8. 41.Joshua 10:7-14. 42. E.g., Numbers 2:18-21, 7:48-59, etc. 43. Numbers 10:22-23. 44. See Joshua 24:32. 45. Above,
34:26. 46. Likutei Sichot, vol. 20, pp. 228-231.
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wise, and these additional merits might well have has-
tened the redemption. Nonetheless, knowing when the
Redemption was to occur would have bolstered their
efforts “from without,” so to speak, and they would
not have had to call upon their own latent powers of
dedication to the same extent in order to persist in their
mission. This, in turn, would have negatively affected
the nature of their dedication to their Divine mission,
and therefore would have lessened the effect of their
efforts. The redemption earned by their efforts would
therefore not have been complete, for in order for the
Redemption to be absolute and eternal, it has to be
brought about by dedication to the Divine mission that
is likewise absolute and eternal, able to withstand all
the tests of exile on its own—including the test of not
knowing how long the exile will endure.

Jacob understood this, of course, but he wanted his de-
scendants to spend as little time in exile as possible,
even if the help he sought to offer them would mean
that their redemption would not be as total and final.®*
Nonetheless, God insisted that the Redemption be fi-
nal, and therefore withdrew the knowledge of the date

& CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 8

2 YO ONPIN W32

of redemption from Jacob.

Altematively, Jacob knew that had the Jewish people
merited, God would have them led directly into the
Land of Israel after the Exodus from Egypt, without
having to go through the desert. According to the
Zohar,* such a redemption would have been uncon-
ditional and eternal, like God Himself; no exile could
have followed it, and their entry to the Land of Israel
would have been the beginning of the messianic era,
“the End of Days.” On a deeper level, then, it was this
scenario of the “End of Days” that Jacob wished to
reveal, thereby inspiring his children to behave righ-
teously so they would expedite the redemption—per-
haps causing it to occur in their own lifetime.

As for the fact that this knowledge would adversely
affect the quality of their efforts, as above, in turn af-
fecting adversely the quality of the redemption, Jacob
perceived his sons to be on the same spiritual level as
he was, having already completed their Divine mis-
sion, so the issue of summoning their latent powers
was irrelevant.

63. Cf. above on 33:13-14 64. 3:221a. See Eiruvin 54a; Shemot Rabbah 32, etc.
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Genesis 49:2-5 VAYECHI

So instead, he said, “Gather together and listen, sons of Jacob, listen to your fa-
ther Israel, and I will tell you about the future events that will befall your progeny.™

Reuben, you are my firstborn, my strength, and the very first seed of my viril-
ity since I had no seminal emission before conceiving you. As such, you should
receive all the privileges of primogeniture. However, because you interfered in
my private, marital affairs,” I am denying you the privilege of becoming the pro-
genitor of two tribes.” Furthermore, because of your meddlesome behavior, I am
likewise depriving you of two additional privileges that also should have been
yours as the firstborn.” You should have been foremost in rank by becoming the
progenitor of the priestly tribe and foremost in power by becoming the progenitor
of the royal line of kings.

But you showed yourself to be impetuous as running water by allowing your
indignation to compel you to act impulsively, and this propensity to exhibit anger
toward others renders you unfit both for the priesthood and for the kingship. Re-
gardless of the people’s faults, the priest must always seek to bless them out of his
great love for them;** likewise must the king always feel responsible for his sub-
jects” welfare out of his self-effacing humility. Therefore, you will not be foremost
in either of these areas; the priesthood will eventually be transferred to Levi® and
the kingship to Judah. You exhibited just such anger when you moved my bed
from Bilhah'’s tent to your mother’s, thereby committing a sin as unconscionable
as if you had mounted your father’s bed. In doing so, not only were you implying
that I had acted improperly, you were also implying that God had misplaced His
trust in me. Thus, you then profaned the Name of God, whose presence resided
over my bed.

I know that you have repented*® and confessed™ for this misdeed, but nonetheless,
Judah has exhibited behavior that shows him to be better suited for the kingship.*®

Simeon and Levi acted as partners in crime in plotting together against the in-
habitants of Shechem® and against Joseph.®’ Their skill with weapons is a craft sto-
len from Esau, who was blessed by my father to live by the sword;* such behavior
does not befit my sons. Wherever they went, they used weapons of violence.

¥ CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 3

Since before we attempt to refine the world, we must  than we do merely to survive exile. Jacob therefore
take measures to ensure that we are immune to its  wished to give precedence to Ephraim.

temptations, Joseph named his firstborn Manasseh,
and wished to give him precedence in receiving Jacob’s
blessing, as well.

Likewise, in our own exile, although Manasseh is the
firstborn—securing our Jewish identity is the first
step—we must recognize that our purpose is to be an

In granting his blessing, however, Jacob focused on the Ephraim, to influence the world around us.®

purpose of our descent into exile: not mere survival, but

the ascent that follows our successful encounter with But God did not want Jacob to divulge this infor-
exile. By transforming the exilic state into one of re- ~ mation: Jacob’s strategy might well have worked: di-
demption, we achieve a greater degree of Divine con- vulging the date of the Redemption might well have
sciousness than we began with. Furthermore, we have inspired his children to redouble their efforts to accrue
to summon deeper spiritual powers to transform exile ~ merits and to encourage their descendants to do like-

50. Rashi here and on 47:28, above. 51. Above, 35:22. 52. Above, 48:4. 53. Likutei Sichot, vol. 15, pp. 439-445. 54. See Numbers
6:22-27. 55. Exodus 32:29. 56. Above, 35:22. 57. Above, 38:26. 58. Below, v. 9. 59. Above, 34:25. 60. Above, 37:19. 61. Above, 27:40.
62. Likutei Sichot, vol. 15, pp. 432-434, vol. 5, pp. 459 ff. See Rashi on 25:26, above. See Likutei Sichot, vol. 20, pp. 241-242.
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Even though God does not reveal to us when the Mes-
siah will come, on some level He deeply wants to, and
in fact, did.

By seeking to reveal the date of the Redemption to us,
Jacob instilled within us the ability to live to a certain
extent in an aura of redemptive reality, free from the
constraints of exile, from servitude to foreign masters,
and from our own inner baseness.”? Although we live
temporarily in exile, we can and should be focused
on and be mentally and emotionally rooted in the Re-
demption.”

They killed men (lit. 'a man'): The Torah’s use of
the singular “man” allows for an incorrect interpreta-

¥ CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 3

tion, i.e., that Jacob was referring to some other kill-
ing committed by Simeon and Levi, one that the To-
rah does not speak of. That such a conclusion could
be reached teaches a valuable lesson: When we harm
another, even with the holiest motives (as was the case
with Simeon and Levi), we can acquire a destructive
nature, so much so that we can justifiably be suspected
of harming yet others.

Conversely, when we act generously toward others,
even if at first we seem to be motivated by selfish con-
siderations, we eventually become truly generous peo-
ple, whose only desire is to bestow goodness to all.”*

72. This is also why many sages throughout the generations predicted when the Redemption would occur. 73. Likutei Sichot, vol.

20, pp. 228-234. 74. Likutei Sichot, vol. 5, p. 260.
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Genesis 49:6-8 VAYECHI

Let my soul not enter, i.e., let my name not be mentioned as their ancestor, in the
account of their progeny’s conspiracy.” Here, Jacob was referring prophetically to
the conspiracy of Zimri, prince of the tribe of Simeon, against Moses.® “Similarly,
let my honor have no part, i.e., let my name not be mentioned as their ancestor, in
the account of their progeny’s assembly.” Here, Jacob was referring prophetically
to the assembly of Korach, Levi’s great-grandson, who challenged Moses” author-
ity.® In neither of these incidents is Jacob’s name mentioned in their central char-
acters’ lineages. However, his name is mentioned as the head of Korach’s lineage
when Korach is mentioned honorably —as an ancestor of one of the Levite clans
who served in the Temple.*”

“For in their anger against the inhabitants of Shechem, they killed all the city’s
men as matter-of-factly as if they were killing just one man, and their anger did not
abate until they had killed every last man.® By right, they should have only killed
Shechem himself, since he alone had actually committed the crime; they should
have left the other men—who were guilty only by implication—to be sentenced to
death by the regional legal authorities.”” And they wanted to maim Joseph, who is
like an ox.” Here, Jacob was referring prophetically to Moses’ parting blessing to
the people, in which he calls Joseph an “ox.””

Cursed be their rage, for it is fierce, and their fury, for it is harsh.” Even when
Jacob was reproving Simeon and Levi, he only cursed their rage and not them.
“In order to prevent them from doing any more harm, I will separate them from
one another by removing Levi from the count of the twelve tribes of Jacob. In this
way, he will have no land inheritance. I shall also scatter them both among Israel
by making their descendants wander throughout the land to earn their livelihood.
Nonetheless, the dispersion that I am imposing on Levi’s descendants will be more
honorable than Simeon’s, for Simeon’s descendants are destined to earn their liv-
ing mainly as itinerant scribes and teachers, whereas Levi’s descendants will earn
their livelihood by collecting dues from the populace in exchange for serving in
the Temple.”

Having heard his father rebuke his three older brothers, Judah assumed that
Jacob would now rebuke him for the dubious incident with Tamar. When Jacob
noticed Judah shying away, he said, “Do not worry, Judah, you are not deserving
of such rebuke. On the contrary, your brothers will praise you. Your descendant’s
hand shall be figuratively holding onto the neck of your fleeing enemies, i.e., he
will vanquish them.” This prophecy was fulfilled in King David, when his enemies
fled from him.” “You are to be the progenitor of the royal line, so the descendants
of your father’s sons—i.e., of all your brothers—shall bow down to the kings who
are destined to issue from you.

& CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 3

reflected God’s. Thus, even though God did not allow
him to reveal when the Redemption would occur, his
desire to do so reflected a similar desire on God’s part.

]acob, like all the patriarchs and matriarchs, was a ve-
hicle for God’s will; his thoughts and desires always

65. Numbers 25:1-15 (in particular, 25:14). 66. Numbers 16:1-17:5 (in particular, 16:1). 67.1 Chronicles 6:22-23. 68. Likutei Sichot,
vol. 5, pp. 251-260. 69. Above, 34:30. 70. Deuteronomy 33:17. 71. Cf. 2 Samuel 22:41.
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Furthermore, the difference between self-involvement
and care for others can spell the difference between ex-
ile and redemption: Reuben’s preoccupation with his
own spiritual state indirectly contributed to Joseph’s
sale to Egypt and the eventual exile in Egypt, the pre-
cursor of all future exiles.* Judah’s repentance, in con-
trast, may not have been as profound as Reuben’s, but
it saved three lives, one of which was the ancestor of
the Messiah, who will end all exile.®

Until the coming of Shiloh, which is one of the
names for the Messiah: “Shiloh” alludes also to the
person who began the process of redemption that the
Messiah will complete—Moses. The numerical value
of “Shiloh” (345 ,n2°w) is thus numerically equivalent
to the name Moses (Moshe, wn).

By leading us from Egypt and then to receive the Torah
at Sinai, Moses gave us the potential to bring about the
ultimate redemption—the “coming of Shiloh,” i.e., the
actualization of what Shiloh/Moses began. The numer-
ical value words for “coming of Shiloh” (358 ,72"w x2?)
are thus numerically equivalent to the word for Mes-
siah (Mashiach, mown).%*

In order for us to actualize the redemption, to get from
Shiloh/Moses to the coming of Shiloh, i.e., the Messiah,
we must unite, particularly by making the Messiah
and the Redemption the foremost topics of public dis-
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course. By giving these urgent topics the precedence
they deserve, we can in fact hasten the Redemption.
This is alluded to by the fact that the numerical value
of the word for “coming of” (13 ,x2°) is numerically
equivalent to the word for “one” (7nx).%

Judah is a young cub.... In his blessings, Jacob
compares some of the tribes to wild beasts (e.g., Judah
to a lion, Benjamin to a wolf) and others to domestic
animals (e.g., Issachar to a donkey, Joseph to an ox).
Those compared to wild animals are characterized
by passionate love for God and a yearning to escape
the earthly realm to cleave to Him. Those compared
to domestic animals—whose nature is to dutifully
accept the work given to them—are characterized by
submission to the task of revealing Godliness within
the physical realm.

The Temple was therefore situated in Benjamin’s por-
tion of the Land of Israel, since Benjamin, the “wolf,”
was one of the tribes that personified yearning for God
and elevation of self, which is expressed in prayerful
worship.

Conversely, the tribe of Issachar, which is compared to
the obedient donkey, was distinguished by its selfless
devotion to studying and absorbing God’s Torah, bring-
ing heavenly wisdom down into the human mind.%

82. See Bereishit Rabbah 16:4. 83. Likutei Sichot, vol. 15, pp. 442-446. See below, on 49:3. 84. Ba’al HaTurim. 85. Sefer Ha’Sichot 5696-
5670, pp. 329-330; Likutei Sichot, vol. 11, pp. 8 ff; Sefer HaSichot 5748, vol. 1, p. 351, and note 46 ad loc. 86. Or HaTorah, Bereishit, vol.

5, pp. 1983-1985.
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Genesis 49:9-10 VAYECHI

Although Judah’s descendant will begin his royal career as a young cub, subor-
dinate to another king, upon assuming the throne he will fight like a lion.” This
prophecy was fulfilled in King David, who began his royal career as a subordinate
Saul, a descendant of Benjamin.”

“I am conferring upon you the honor of the royal line as a reward for your exem-
plary behavior in two incidents. Firstly, when I suspected you of having killed
Joseph,” I later found out that you raised yourself, my son, from stooping to par-
ticipate in your brothers” plot against him, recoiling from treating your brother
Joseph like prey, and thereby saving his life.”” Secondly, you raised yourself, my
son, from the infamy of letting Tamar fall prey to the accusations leveled against
her, even though your doing so entailed publicly repenting and thereby shaming
yourself.”® Although it is true that your elder brother Reuben also tried to save Jo-
seph, nevertheless he did not save his life, as you did; he merely kept the brothers
from killing him with their own hands. And, although it is similarly true that he
also repented for this sin, his repentance did not save anyone’s life, whereas yours
did. Thus, both cases proved you to be more worthy of the kingship, since the role
of the king is to assume responsibility for the welfare of his subjects.”

As further reward for your concern for your fellow, during the reign of one of your
descendants, our people will figuratively crouch and lie down like a lion, even
like an awesome lion, dwelling securely and in peace—who will dare rouse it?”
This prophecy was fulfilled during the entire reign of King Solomon, which was
undisturbed by wars.®

“Even when the Jewish people no longer have an independent kingdom, the
scepter of regency shall not depart from Judah.” This prophecy was fulfilled dur-
ing the Babylonian exile, when the descendants of King David continued to serve
as the acknowledged rulers of the Jewish people. “Nor shall lawgivers—schol-
ars who render rulings in Jewish law —cease from among his descendants.” This
prophecy was fulfilled in the presidents of the Sanhedrin, who also were descend-
ed from King David. “Judah’s preeminence shall continue until the coming of
Shiloh —one of the names for the Messiah, who shall also be a descendant of Ju-
dah—before whom nations shall assemble to hear his teachings.®!

& CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 3

Your elder brother Reuben also tried to save Joseph:
Reuben’s intentions in saving Joseph also seem nobler
than Judah’s: Reuben wanted to save Joseph and bring
him back to his father; Judah saved Joseph only so that
he could be sold into slavery.

Similarly, Reuben’s repentance seems far superior to
Judah’s. Firstly, Judah simply admitted that he was
guilty, whereas Reuben repented through fasting and
other forms of penitence for many years. Secondly, Ju-
dah knew that if he did not admit his guilt, three lives
would have been taken unjustly; no comparable conse-

quence compelled Reuben to repent.

Nonetheless, Judah’s deeds actually helped people,
whereas Reuben’s did not. (In fact, had Reuben not
been preoccupied with his personal repentance, he
might have been able to save Joseph.) Therefore, Reu-
ben lost the kingship to Judah and the priesthood to
Levi, for the primary function of the king and the priest
is to serve others.

This teaches us that we cannot be satisfied with devot-
ing ourselves only to our own spiritual perfection; we
must also engage in helping others.

75. Cf. 2 Samuel 5:2. 76. Above, 37:35. 77. Above, 37:26. 78. Above, 38:26. 79. Likutei Sichot, vol. 15, pp. 439-445. 80. Cf. 1 Kings

5:5. 81. Cf. Isaiah 11:10.
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Genesis 49:11-16 VAYECHI

Your portion of the Promised Land will be so fertile that your typical descen-
dant will tie his donkey to a single vine by loading the donkey up with the grapes
of only one vine. Furthermore, he will tie his donkey-foal to a single vine branch
by loading it up with the grapes of only one branch. Wine will be so plentiful that
he will launder his clothes in wine and his cloak in the blood-colored juice of
grapes.

In the future, the Messiah will bring all the Israelites (symbolized by the vine*) to
surround Jerusalem, where they will build the Temple. The righteous (symbol-
ized by the vine) will surround the Messiah, who will enter Jerusalem astride his
donkey,® and those who teach the Torah will study with him. His garments will
be dyed fine purple, and his clothes will be of wool dyed crimson and other colors.

The eyes of your typical descendant will be flushed from drinking so much
wine; his flocks will produce so much milk that his teeth will be white from drink-
ing milk. His mountains will appear red from being covered with vineyards, and
his winepresses will drip with wine; his valleys will appear white from the abun-
dance of grain and flocks growing in them.

The tribe of Zebulun shall dwell by the seashores of the Promised Land. It will
be constantly busy at its harbor where its ships load and unload their merchan-
dise. It will donate part of its income to support the Torah scholars from among the
tribe of Issachar. Its northern border shall reach Sidon.

The tribe of Issachar will ably bear the rigors of Torah study, as a strong-boned
donkey ably bears its load. It will study assiduously, forsaking the comforts of
luxurious living, similar to how a pack-donkey, having no permanent stable, rests
only between the towns along its journeys.

It will choose a place to rest in the Promised Land that is good, suited to pro-
duce an abundance of fruits, and a land that is pleasant. It will bend its shoulder
to accept the burden of rigorous Torah study, and thereby do its duty to the other
tribes like a faithful laborer, rendering legal rulings and calculating when to inter-
calate the year.”

But when the time comes to wage war, it will bend its shoulder to take up arms in
battle, since it lives on the border, and conquer the enemy, making it into a servant
paying tribute.

The tribe of Dan will avenge its people of their enemies; the other tribes of
Israel will unite behind it.” This prophecy came true with regard to Samson, who
vanquished the Philistines.” “Through this leader, the tribe of Dan will avenge its
people as ably as will the most distinguished of the tribes of Israel —Judah—un-
der the king from their tribe.” The king whom Jacob was prophetically referring to
here was King David.

& CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 3

He will launder his clothes in wine: Every time  mension of Torah, the “wine of Torah,” which inspires
we observe a commandment, we create a spiritual gar-  us with love for God and the desire to cleave to Him
ment for our souls.” The garments, however, must be  through observance of His commandments. When we
“laundered in wine,” i.e., our fulfillment of the com- observe the commandments with the awareness that
mandments must be imbued with joy. we are thereby cleaving to God, we are filled with
joy —our “clothes” are laundered in “wine.”**

This joy can be attained through studying the inner di-
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Genesis 49:17-22 VAYECHI

Let the tribe of Dan be to its enemies like a snake on the road, a viper on the
path, biting the horse’s heel so that the rider falls backward off the horse and
dies without the snake ever having touched him.” This prophecy, too, came true
with regard to Samson, for when he toppled the temple of Dagon, those standing
on the roof fell off and died without Samson ever having touched them.”

When Jacob foresaw that God would have to restore Samson’s lost strength in
order for him to be able to topple the temple, he prayed, “I hope for your salva-
tion, O Gob!

“Although Gad himself might be weak,” his descendants will
be valiant. Troops will march forth from the tribe of Gad, and they shall return
on their same tracks after conquering their enemies without having suffered any
casualties.” This prophecy was fulfilled in the men of the tribe of Gad who, after
having taken possession of their inheritance to the east of the Jordan River, accom-
panied the other tribes to its west bank and helped them conquer and settle their
territories, only afterward returning to their own lands.*

“From the territory of the tribe of Asher shall come forth the richest foods,
because its land will be blessed with many olive trees, whose oil they will use to
prepare food. Therefore, this tribe shall provide the king’s delicacies.

The fruit growing in the territory of the tribe of Naphtali will ripen as fast as a
deer set loose; for this, the tribe of Naphtali will be the one who offers words of
praise and thanks to God. When the time comes to wage war, the tribe of Naphtali
will rush to do battle as fast as a deer set loose; for its decisive help in the battle, the
commander of the army will be the one who offers words of praise and thanks to
God.” This prophecy was fulfilled when ten thousand men from the tribe of Naph-
tali quickly answered the call of Deborah and Barak to fight Sisera,” and Deborah
composed a song of praise after the battle was won.”

“Even Naphtali himself will prove to be as swift as a deer set loose, providing
choice words as soon as the need arises.” This prophecy came true when Jacob’s
sons arrived in Hebron to bury him and sent Naphtali to bring the deed of owner-
ship of the Machpelah cave, as will be related presently.”

“Joseph is a charming man, charming to the eye; I know that the Egyptian girls
used to walk along the wall in order to gaze upon his beauty. When I met my
brother Esau, Joseph stood in front of his mother Rachel and drew himself up to
his full height to protect her from the covetous eye of Esau.” As a reward for ris-
ing to his full height to protect his mother, he rose to greatness as viceroy of Egypt.
Thus his charm became well-known, and whenever he went forth to oversee the
affairs of the country, the Egyptian girls used to walk along the wall in order to
gaze upon his beauty.

The descendants of Joseph will be as prolific as a grapevine planted near a spring;

they will be so prolific that two tribes, both of them comparable in size to the other
tribes, will issue from them. Nonetheless, they will be immune to the evil eye.'®

93. Judges 16:23-30. 94. Above, 47:2. 95. See Numbers 32:1-38; Joshua 1:12-18, 22:1-9. 96. Judges 4. 97. Judges 5. 98. 50:13, below.
99. Above, 33:7. 100. Above, 48:16.
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Genesis 49:23-26 VAYECHI

Joseph's brothers embittered his life and became his assailants; they hated
him —even though they were his brothers, destined to share my estate with him—
mocking him with their arrow-sharp tongues. Potiphera and his wife embittered
his life as well, by accusing him falsely and incarcerating him.

His prophecy concerning his brothers was fulfilled because he relied on God’s
might. His power was authoritatively established when one of the arms of his
hands was bedecked with Pharaoh’s gold ring, by the agency of God, the Mighty
One of Jacob, who sustains the people of Israel. From then on, he became a
shepherd of me, his father, the founder of the people of Israel, by providing for
my welfare.

He further deserves greatness because, when he was seduced by Potiphera’s wife,
his procreative organ was stopped by his sudden resolution not to sin, and his
seed miraculously dispersed through the fingers of his hands.”'"!

Addressing Joseph directly, Jacob continued, “You succeeded in resisting her
thanks to the help you received from the God of your father, who will continue
to help you in the future. He came to your aid because your heart remained with
Him, the Almighty, loyal to Him, when she tried to seduce you. He will bless you
with blessings of dew from heaven above and blessings of springs flowing from
the depths that lie below, as well as with blessings of fertile insemination for
your male progeny and of wombs that do not miscarry for your female progeny.

The blessings bestowed by God upon me, your father, have surpassed the
blessings He bestowed upon my forebears, for whereas He blessed Abraham only
to inherit the Land of Israel'” and then repeated this same blessing to Isaac,'® He
blessed me to spread out beyond its borders, to the utmost bounds of the eternal
hills.'” These were the blessings that my mother longed for me to receive.'®> May
these blessings rest upon the head of Joseph, upon the head of the one who was
separated from his brothers.

101. Above, 39:12. 102. Above, 13:14. 103. Above, 26:3. 104. Above, 28:14. 105. Above, 27:5 ff.
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Nevertheless, as we have seen,'® Benjamin is associ-
ated with penitence. According to the Zohar,"” when
Rachel saw that Benjamin’s birth would coincide with
her death, she assumed that he stemmed from the
“left side,” the realm of evil, which is characterized by
lifelessness. She therefore called him, “son of my sor-
row.”" Jacob, however, called him “son of the right,”
meaning that he would be of the right side (holiness)
not the left (evil). Jacob saw that Benjamin would be
able to transform “sorrow” to “right” through repen-
tance.

Benjamin is thus the fulfillment of Rachel’s prayer (af-
ter the birth of Joseph): “May God add another son for
me,”"” which, spiritually, as we have seen, means “May
God transform one who is considered “another’—i.e.,
one who is estranged from God—into a ‘son’.” Benja-
min, like the penitent, is the “another” who becomes

a “son.”

Thus, while Benjamin himself was a saint, his mode of
spiritual worship paralleled that of the penitent, since,
just as penitents struggle with human weakness and
eventually transform their failings into catalysts for
growth, so, too, Benjamin’s focus was on refining and
elevating the physical (as opposed to drawing holiness
downward into the world, which was Joseph'’s focus).

Benjamin’s association with penitence is likewise re-
flected in the stones of the high priest’s breastplate,
each of which was engraved with the name of one of

& CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 3

the twelve tribes:' The name of Joseph, who personi-
fies the saint, was engraved on the onyx a stone that is
naturally brilliant; Benjamin, in contrast, was inscribed
on the jasper, a stone that must be cleaned and pol-
ished before it can shine.'”!

Thus, Jacob’s blessed Benjamin to be “like a wolf that
grabs,” i.e., to possess such intense soul-powers that
even in the face of extreme decadence—the incident at
Givah—they will be able to “grab” hold of themselves
and return to the path of holiness.

Similarly, through repentance Benjamin’s tribe will
“grab” the Divine sparks hidden in evil, since, as our
sages teach, through repentance we transform sins to
merits.’” This power of Benjamin to transform dark-
ness to light was demonstrated when Mordechai and
Esther foiled Haman’s plot and were given his estate:
the very house that Ahasuerus had given to Haman,
the embodiment of evil, was transferred to Esther, i.e.,
to the domain of holiness.'®

He blessed them, giving each one the blessing ap-
propriate to him, and giving them all the blessings he
gave each one individually: The sharing of the bless-
ings manifested itself in several ways:

(a) The tribes did not actually internalize the quali-
ties unique to the others, but only benefited from
them. For example, the land inherited by Judah’s
progeny produced barley and that of Benjamin’s
produced wheat, but they shared the produce

116. On 44:2, above. 117. 2:67b. 118. 35:18, above. 119. 30:24, above. 120. See Exodus 28:21. 121. Sefer HaMa’amarim 5661, p. 163.

122. Yoma 86b. 123. Likutei Sichot, vol. 25, pp. 275-284.
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Genesis 49:27-28 VAYECHI

The tribe of Benjamin will be like a wolf that grabs.” This proph-
ecy came true in the incident involving the concubine at Givah,' in which the
other tribes went to war against the tribe of Benjamin over a moral issue. After
the initial conflict, the tribe of Benjamin, instead of stubbornly refusing to relent,
quickly “grabbed” the opportunity to repent. In order to survive, those remain-
ing from the tribe of Benjamin then needed to marry women from other tribes in
order to replenish their numbers, but the other tribes had sworn not to allow their
women to marry into the tribe of Benjamin. So the other tribes allowed the tribe of
Benjamin to “grab” wives for themselves.'"”

Jacob continued, “At a later date in the future, a descendant of Benjamin will fight
his enemy like a wolf that grabs its prey away from its owners, ‘grabbing’ this un-
savory form of conduct and appropriating it for holy purposes.'® In the morning,
i.e., the early period of the Jewish people’s monarchy, this descendant of Benjamin
will devour the plunder.” This prophecy was fulfilled in Benjamin’s descendant,
King Saul, Israel’s first king, who fearlessly vanquished the fledgling kingdom’s
enemies.'” “In the evening, i.e., at the end of this period, another descendant will
distribute the enemy’s spoils.” This prophecy was fulfilled in Mordechai and Es-
ther, who lived after the destruction of the first Temple, when they foiled Haman’s
plot and were given his estate.'?

“The altar of the Temple, which will be located in the territory of the tribe of Ben-
jamin, will be like a wolf that mauls, consuming the sacrifices offered up on it: In
the morning and evening, it will consume the daily sacrifices,'' and in the eve-
ning the priests will distribute their portions of the sacrificial food among them-
selves.”

All these are the tribes of Israel, twelve in all. This is what their father said to
them, and even though it appears that he did not bless Reuben, Simeon, or Levi,
he actually blessed them all, giving each one the blessing appropriate to what
would befall him and his tribe in the future, and giving them all the blessings
that he had given each one individually. Thus, they all received Judah'’s lion-like
strength, Benjamin’s wolf-like rapacity, Naphtali’s deer-like speed, and so on, al-
though each tribe’s dominant blessing was the one Jacob mentioned specifically
with reference to it.!?

& CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 3

Benjamin will be like a wolf that grabs: Benjamin, = who would have therefore lived forever were it not for
like his brothers, was a perfectly righteous saint. The =~ Adam and Eve’s sin of the Tree of Knowledge, because
Talmud counts him as one of the four guiltless persons  of which life cannot be eternal.!™

& A CLOSER LOOK -6

[27] Benjamin will be like a wolf that grabs: Be-  reading (aliyah), setting it apart from the previous
cause Benjamin’s blessing relates to penitents, blessings, which relate primarily to the ways of the
whose achievements transcend those of the com-  completely righteous.

pletely righteous,'™* it therefore begins a new

106. Judges 19:1-21:25. 107. Judges 21:21. 108. Likutei Sichot, vol. 25, pp. 275-281. 109. 1 Samuel 14:47. 110. Esther 8:7. 111. Num-
bers 28:1-10. 112. Likutei Sichot, vol. 25, pp. 285-292. 113. Shabbat, 55b. 114. See Berachot 34b. 115. Likutei Sichot, vol. 25, pp. 279-
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occupation. Conversely, students of Torah must
be fully engaged when doing good deeds and ob-
serving the commandments.

Participating in our compatriots” endeavors enhances
Jewish unity, making us receptacles for God’s bless-
ings, including the ultimate blessing of redemption.”*!

Levi will not carry me since his descendants will
carry the Holy Ark, and Joseph will not carry me
since he is viceroy of Egypt: As we saw in the Over-
view, Jacob’s death signaled the beginning of the de-
scent that would end in the physical enslavement of
his descendants.”” His removal from Egypt further
intensified this descent.'

This is the deeper reason why Joseph and Levi could
not be party to Jacob’s removal, since both embodied
transcendence from subjugation: Joseph was practical-
ly the king of Egypt, both physically and spiritually.'*
Similarly, the fact that Levi’s descendants would one
day carry the Holy Ark meant that their job was to re-
main aloof from mundane life, focused on the Divine
mission of the Jewish people. Levi’s descendants were
therefore never enslaved; they remained free to study
the Torah throughout the Egyptian exile' so that they
could be a spiritual inspiration to the rest of the nation.

& CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 3

Likewise, when the Jews reached the Holy Land, Levi’s
descendants did not receive a portion of the land,'* so
that they could remain dedicated to serving God and
teaching His ways of righteousness to the rest of the
nation.'”

This explains why, although Levi was not to carry
Jacob’s bones, Moses, who was not only a Levite but
a member of the Levite family that carried the Ark,
carried Joseph'’s coffin out of Egypt: Carrying Jacob’s
coffin out of Egypt constituted a further descent into
Egyptian exile; carrying Joseph'’s coffin out of Egypt, in
contrast, was a part of the redemption. It was therefore
fitting that a Levite, indeed the chief Levite, Moses,
carry out Joseph’s coffin.

Thus, with Joseph’s passing, the descent into slavery
increased™® and with Levi’s passing the actual slavery
began.*

In our own lives, we can draw on the power of Joseph
to be “king over Egypt,” to recognize that we are inher-
ently aloof from our challenges in exile. And like the
tribe of Levi, who carried the Holy Ark, we, too, can
draw upon the power of Torah to transform the dark-
ness and challenges of exile into the light of spiritual
growth."

131. Likutei Sichot, vol. 25, pp. 287-291. 132. Rashi on 47:28, above. 133. See Zohar 1:222a. 134.See on 39:1 and 41:55, above.
135. Exodus 1:10 (Rashi on Exodus 5:4); see above, on 15:13. 136. Deuteronomy 18:1-2. 137. Mishneh Torah, Shemitah V'Yovel 13:12.
138. Shemot Rabbah 1:4; see on 43:20, above. 139. Rashi on Exodus 6:16. 140. Likutei Sichot, vol. 20, pp. 237-242.
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Genesis 49:29-33 VAYECHI

Jacob’s Death

He then commanded them, saying to them, “I am about to be gathered unto
my people in the afterlife. Bury me with my fathers, in the cave that is in the field
of Ephron the Hittite—

in the cave in the Field of the Machpelah, facing Mamre, in Canaan, the field
that Abraham bought from Ephron the Hittite as a burial property.

There they buried Abraham and his wife Sarah; there they buried Isaac and
his wife Rebecca; and there I buried my wife Leah.

The purchase of the field and the cave within it was from the Hittites.

Do not let any Egyptian help carry my coffin. Only the progenitors of my twelve
tribes shall participate in carrying my coffin from Egypt to Hebron. Judah, Issa-
char, and Zebulun shall carry the coffin in front; Reuben, Simeon, and Gad will
carry the coffin on the right; Ephraim, Manasseh, and Benjamin will carry the cof-
fin in back; Dan, Asher, and Naphtali will carry the coffin on the left. Levi will not
help carry my coffin, since his descendants are to carry the Holy Ark in the future;
Joseph will also not help carry my coffin, since he is viceroy of Egypt and it would
be an affront to the honor of his position.'* Ephraim and Manasseh will carry me
in Levi and Joseph’s stead, acting as their agents, so it will be considered just as if
they, too, had honored me by carrying me.”'>

When Jacob concluded giving his instructions to his sons, he drew his feet
up onto the bed. He breathed his last and was gathered unto his people. But, be-
cause all his children had remained loyal to his religious heritage, he did not “die”;
rather, his body entered a state of deep slumber only resembling death.

¥ CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 3
with each other.”® Similarly, when Jacob blessed (a) Because we are all united, working toward the
Judah that his descendants, as kings, would van- same goal, we all have a share in the good deeds
quish their enemies, he was at the same time of those whose roles are different from ours.
blessing the entire nation.'” Those who engage in commerce and good deeds,
(b) Onadeeper level, Jacob united the tribes, thereby for example, have a share in the Torah study of
enabling them to internalize each other’s quali- those immersed in Torah study. Conversely, those
ties.!”® Thus, although Dan is characterized by Ja- immersed in Torah study have a share in the good
cob as a “snake,” he is characterized elsewhere as deeds of those involved in good deeds.
a “lion,”™ indicating that he received the quality ~ (b) On a deeper level, each group imparts some mea-
of a “lion” from Judah.'* sure of its unique strength to the other groups:
(c) On yet a deeper level, the tribes received each those immersed in Torah study influence others
other’s unique qualities not from each other but to increase their own study of the Torah. Con-
directly from Jacob. This level is reflected in our versely, those engaged in good deeds influence
interpolation, which follows Rashi, who writes those immersed in Torah study to increase in their
that Jacob included all of them in all of the bless- own good deeds.
ings. (c) On yet a deeper level, although we engage pri-
The lesson here is that although we each have our marily in a particular sort of work, we can experi-
unique roles—some of us are immersed in Torah study, ence all paths of holiness completely. For example,
others in communal activities—we can and must be when business people take time from their busi-
involved to some extent in the other roles as well. As ness affairs to study Torah, they should engage
above, we can do so in three ways: with Torah at that time as if that were their sole

124. Rashi on 50:13, below, and on Numbers 2:2. 125. Likutei Sichot, vol. 20, p. 236. 126. Tanchuma, Vayechi 16 (ed. Buber: 17).
127. Or HaChaim. 128. See Bamidbar Rabbah 13:8. 129. Deuteronomy 33:22. 130. Bereishit Rabbah 99:4.
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The place was therefore called Eivel-Mitzraim [“Egypt’s mourning”], which is

beyond the Jordan.

The sons of Jacob did for him just as he had instructed them:
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Genesis 50:1-12 VAYECHI

Joseph fell on his father’s face, wept over him, and kissed him.

Joseph then ordered his servants, the physicians, to embalm his father, so the
physicians embalmed Israel.

His forty days passed, for that was the time required for embalming. In recog-
nition of the fact that Jacob was responsible for having brought the famine to an
early end,'! the Egyptians mourned him during an extended period: during the
forty days of embalming and then for an additional thirty days, i.e., for a total of
seventy days.

When the days of weeping for him were over, Joseph addressed Pharaoh’s
court, saying, “If I have found favor in your eyes, please speak to Pharaoh as
follows:

‘My father bound me by an oath, saying, “I am about to die. In the grave that
I purchased at great expense from my brother'* and dug for myself'*’ in Canaan,
there you shall bury me.” From this you see how important it was for him to be
buried there: he expended a large sum to purchase the site and he dug the grave
himself.'"** So allow me now to go up and bury my father and then return.””

Pharaoh replied, “Go up and bury your father, as he had you swear.” Had
Joseph not been bound by an oath, Pharaoh would not have let him remove his
father’s remains from Egypt. He would have preferred that Jacob’s tomb become
another Egyptian shrine.'” Pharaoh did not suggest that Joseph break his oath,
knowing that Joseph could then in turn threaten to embarrass him by breaking
another oath he had taken, namely, the oath not to reveal to anyone that he could
speak Hebrew, while Pharaoh could not.'*

So Joseph went up toward Canaan to bury his father, and with him went up all
of Pharaoh’s courtiers, the elders of his court, and all the elders of Egypt,

followed by all of Joseph’s household, his brothers, and his father’s household.
They left only their small children, their flocks, and their cattle in Goshen.

Chariots and horsemen also went up with him—a very sizeable retinue.

They came to Goren ha-Atad [“The Threshing Floor (surrounded by a hedge
of) Thorns”], which is beyond the Jordan. The kings of the city-states of Canaan
and the Ishmaelite chieftains heard that they were coming, and, assuming Jacob’s
sons were intending to conquer the land, gathered together there to wage war
against them. But when they saw the funeral procession, they understood that this
was not their purpose in coming. Then, when they saw Joseph’s crown set upon
Jacob’s coffin, they paid homage to Jacob by removing their own crowns and set-
ting them, too, upon his coffin. Thus wreathed with crowns, the coffin resembled
a threshing floor surrounded by a hedge of thorns. There they conducted a great
and solemn ceremony of lamentation, and Joseph ordained a seven-day mourn-
ing period for his father.

When the Canaanite inhabitants of the land saw the mourning in Goren ha-
Atad, they said, “This is a grievous outpouring of mourning for the Egyptians.”

141. Above, 47:10. 142. Above, 33:16. 143. Above, 46:1. 144. Likutei Sichot, vol. 15, pp. 459-466. 145. Rashi here and on 47:29.
146. Above, 41:44.
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After Jacob’s death, Joseph ceased doing this. When Joseph’s brothers perceived
this change in his behavior now that their father was dead, they said, “Perhaps
Joseph is nursing hatred towards us. If so, he will surely repay us for all the
wrong we did to him!”

& CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 3

He...struck Esau on the head, killing him: Accord-
ing to the sages, Esau’s head rolled into the Cave of
Machpelah and remained buried in Isaac’s bosom.'®
This seems odd, considering the law that a wicked
person may not be buried near a saint.'™ Indeed, God
performed a miracle to remove the corpse of a false
prophet who had been thrown into the grave of the
saintly Elisha.!®®

As we have seen,'™ Esau stemmed from a lofty source
in the realm of holiness. Esau’s latent holiness, being
his greatest asset, is symbolized by his head, while
his wicked, lowly behavior is symbolized by his body.
Thus, once his head was isolated from the wickedness
of his body, it was indeed suitable to rest in Isaac’s
proximity."”

153. Targum Yonatan; Sotah 13a; Pirkei d’Rabbi Eliezer 39, end. 154. Sanhedrin 47a; Shulchan Aruch, Yoreh Deah 362:5. 155. 2 Kings
13:21; Sanhedrin 47a and Rashi ad loc. 156. See Overview to parashat Vayishlach. 157. Likutei Sichot, vol. 15, p. 193.

326



Genesis 50:13-15 VAYECHI

The sons that he had specified carried him to Canaan in the formation he had
specified.'"
When they arrived in Hebron and were about to bury him in the Machpelah cave,
Esau came and protested, saying to them, “Hebron is known as Kiryat Arba be-
cause there are only sepulchers for four couples in the Machpelah Cave."** So far,
Adam and Eve, Abraham and Sarah, and Isaac and Rebecca have been buried there;
since Jacob and I are both sons of Isaac, we should inherit the remaining sepulcher
and divide it equally between us. Jacob has already used his half of it to bury Leah,
so the remaining half belongs to me!” They replied to him, “You sold it!”'* He said
to them, “I may have sold my birthright, but I did not sell my heir’s right!” They
replied, “Yes, you did!” He said to them, “Show me the document of sale.” They
replied to him, “The document is in Egypt.” They consulted among themselves,
saying, “Who should go to fetch it? Let Naphtali go, because he is swift as a deer.”
So Naphtali set out for Egypt, while everyone else prepared to await his return.
Among those present was Chushim, the son of Dan, who was hard-of-hearing. He
asked the others, “What is happening?” They told him, “Esau is preventing the
burial until Naphtali returns from Egypt.” He retorted, “Is my grandfather to lie
there in disgrace until Naphtali returns from Egypt?” He took a club and struck
Esau on the head, killing him." This fulfilled Rebecca’s prophecy that both her
sons would die around the same time and both be buried on the same day.""

With Esau now out of the way, Jacob’s sons buried him in the cave of the Field of
the Machpelah, the field facing Mamre, which Abraham had bought as a burial

property from Ephron the Hittite.
pean Sea
. ,:;_,/ Hebmg
M (gsees?
Raamses—+ »>- i

And after he buried his fa-

ther, Joseph returned to Egypt
together with his brothers, fol-
lowed by all those who had

v

Pltom
gone up with him for his fa- % g/
ther's burial (see Figure 48). ] NP 1 i
Whereas the Egyptians had pre- < G o

ceded Joseph’s brothers on the
way up from Egypt to Canaan,' &/
once they witnessed the great '
honor paid to Jacob by the Ca-

naanite kings, they respectfully
let his sons take the lead on the
trip back.
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Figure 48: Joseph Buries Jacob.

The Aftermath of Jacob’s Death

While Jacob was alive, Joseph regularly invited his brothers to dine with him
and fraternized with them in other ways as well, as a sign of respect for his father.

147. Above, 49:32. 148. Above, 23:2. 149. Above, 33:15. 150. Sotah 16a; Rashi on 49:21, above. 151. Above, 27:45. 152. v. 8, above.
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Though you intended me harm, God intended it
for the good, in order to...preserve the lives of many
people: In this verse, Joseph first explains how dark-
ness can be turned to light:

Though you intended me harm, God intended it for the good.
We must look beyond the veneer of “harm” to its true
purpose, which is to be transformed “for the good.”

Joseph then explains why light must emerge from dark-
ness:

To preserve the lives of many people: The word used here
for “many” (rav) is associated with the realm of evil.
Esau used this term when referring to his possessions,
implying that although he had “many” possessions,
it was still not enough to satisfy his greed.'® By us-
ing this “unholy” term, Joseph revealed the value
of transforming evil. As we have seen, evil contains
within it lofty sparks of holiness that possess plentiful
energies—“many.” Through our holy interactions with
evil, we liberate these energies and use them to power
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our pursuit of Godliness.'®®

As we have seen, even sin can retroactively con-
tribute to God’s plan when, as we repent, it prompts
us to achieve a deeper connection with God than we
possessed prior to sinning. Nevertheless, the decision
to sin remains a wrong one, and we must take full re-
sponsibility for it and fully regret having intentionally
gone against God’s wishes.

In contrast, the selling of Joseph was not a negative
means to a positive end—it was the end that God in-
tended. Although, as in all other sins, the brothers cor-
rectly regretted their evil intention—for which they
were punished—Joseph told them that they did not
need to feel distressed about the actual ramifications
of their sin vis-a-vis him. This explains why Joseph
reminded his brothers of their harmful intentions al-
though his desire was to comfort and reassure them.'®®

He thus comforted them: As we have seen,'” the
Midrash compares our sins against God to the sin of

164. See Rashi on 33:11, above. 165. Likutei Sichot, vol. 25, pp. 283-284. 166. Sefer HaMa’amarim Melukat, vol. 5, pp. 260-261. 167. On

47:12, above.

327



Genesis 50:16-21 VAYECHI

So the sons of Leah, with whom Joseph had originally been in conflict, had this
message conveyed to Joseph via the sons of Bilhah and Zilpah, with whom he had
always been more friendly:"*® “Before he died, your father gave this instruction:

‘This is what you must say to Joseph: “Please now forgive your brothers’
crime and their transgression of having treated you harshly.” ’ ” In fact, Jacob
had never issued any such instruction, because he never suspected that Joseph
harbored any animosity toward his brothers. The brothers lied in order to promote
peace in the family. The brothers continued: “So now, please forgive this crime of
ours. If you will not forgive us in deference to your father’s command, because he
is gone, then forgive us because we, like you, are the servants of the God of your
father, who is eternal.” As the messengers spoke to him, Joseph wept.

After the sons of Bilhah delivered their message, his other brothers and also
his stepmother Bilhah went in, and they all threw themselves at his feet and said,
“We are hereby your servants!” Bilhah thereby fulfilled her part of Joseph’s sec-
ond dream.'

But Joseph said to them, “Do not be afraid, for am I in place of God?!

Though all of you together intended me harm, God intended it for the good,
in order to bring things to their present state and to save the lives of many peo-
ple. How, then, can I, who am only one person, harm you, when it is clear that God
wants to do you well? If ten lights cannot extinguish one light, how can one light
extinguish ten lights?

So now, have no fear. I will provide for you and your young
children.” He thus comforted them. He also spoke to them reassuringly, saying,
“Look. Before you came here, people used to say I was born a slave, but when you
came, it became clear that I was of high birth. If I kill you, everyone will say that
you are not really my brothers—for no one kills his own brothers—and that I just
pretended you were my brothers in order to deceive everyone about my lineage.”
Nonetheless, although Joseph thus calmed his brothers’ fears, he did not resume
fraternizing with them in the same ways he had when Jacob was alive.

This change in behavior was noticed by the Egyptians. They, too, had shown re-
spect to Jacob’s sons during his lifetime in gratitude for Jacob’s having ended the
famine and restored material prosperity to the country. Once he died, however,
taking their cue from Joseph'’s behavior, they stopped venerating the brothers. The
brothers correctly saw in this change of attitude the beginnings of the Egyptians’
assertion of their superiority over Jacob’s family, a portent of God’s promise to
Abraham that his progeny would be enslaved in a foreign land.'® So, even though
the brothers themselves did not endure actual servitude during their lifetimes,'"
they began to be apprehensive.'?

& A CLOSER LOOK =6
[20] Though you intended me harm: This, the final  that through repentance darkness is transformed to
verse of the sixth reading of parashat Vayechi, recalls  light.!®®
the message of the first verse of this reading, i.e.,

158. Above, 37:2. 159. Above, 37:9-10. Likutei Sichot, vol. 35, p. 157, note 10. 160. Above, 15:13. 161. Exodus 1:6-8; Rashi on Exodus
6:16. 162. Rashi on 47:28, above. Sefer HaSichot 5749, vol. 1, pp. 170-171. 163. See on 49:27, above.
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Its customary at the end of the public reading of any of

the Five Books of Moses for the congregation (followed by the reader) to say:
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¥ CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 3

them, we ask God to inspire us without causing
us to suffer.

Just as Joseph comforted his brothers by explain-
ing the inner purpose of their sin, so we ask God

to reveal the purpose of our sins, i.e., that we
should realize that the inner purpose of our sins
is that we should experience the advantage that is
gained through repentance. Once the inner pur-

& A CLOSER LOOK =5

[23] The children of Machir son of Manasseh,
were born...between his knees: According to one
opinion, this means that Joseph held his great-
grandchildren on his lap during their circumcision.
Though their circumcisions took place eight days af-
ter their birth, the Torah still refers to them as being
“born on Joseph'’s lap,” alluding to the fact that the
Divine soul enters the newborn’s body during the
circumcision.!” Circumcision is thus considered the
spiritual birth of the child.

This interpretation also supports a halachic ruling
of Rabbi Moshe Sofer (known as the Chatam Sofer):

According to Jewish custom, one person should not
receive the honor of holding the child during the
circumcision for more than one child per family.'”
This reflects the law restricting priests from offering
the incense in the Temple more than once.'”” Rabbi
Moshe Sofer, however, rules that the leading rabbi
of a city is exempt from this restriction,’® compar-
ing this to the privilege of the high priest to offer
the incense whenever he wishes.”®! Thus Joseph,
the ruler of the land, which can be compared to the
leading rabbi of a city, was justified in receiving this
honor for the children, i.e., more than one child, of
Machir.'®

177. See Shulchan Aruch HaRav, Orach Chaim (second version) 4:2. 178. Rabbi Moshe Isserles, Yoreh Deah, 265:11. 179. Yoma 26a.
180. Responsa, Orach Chaim 198-199. 181. Yoma 14a. 182. Likutei Sichot, vol. 20, p. 247.
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Genesis 50:22-26 VAYECHI

Joseph’s Death

Joseph remained in Egypt, he and his father’s household, and Joseph lived to
be one hundred and ten years old.

Joseph lived long enough to see Ephraim’s great-grandchildren, and
even longer still, for the children of Machir son of Manasseh—Manasseh’s grand-
children—were not only born during Joseph’s lifetime —Joseph also lived long
enough to teach them, as he sat them between his knees.'*

Joseph said to his brothers, “I am about to die, but God will surely remember
you and take you up from this land, to the land that He promised by oath to
Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.”

And Joseph bound the sons of Israel by an oath to bind their descendants
by an oath, saying, “God will surely remember you and your descendants, and
when He does, you shall have them take up my bones, together with yours, from
here.” Joseph had heard this prophetic expression (“God will surely remember
you”) from Jacob and now passed it on to his brothers, who in turn passed it on to
their progeny. Joseph did not enjoin his brothers to bury him in the Land of Israel,
as his father had enjoined him, for he knew that Pharaoh would not allow this to
be done. Since Joseph had been viceroy of Egypt, Pharaoh had to respect the oath
he made to his father. The brothers, however, were only resident aliens, and as
such had no prestige of office. They told their progeny to take their remains with
them when they would eventually leave.'*

Joseph died at the age of one hundred and ten years, and he was embalmed
and placed in a coffin in Egypt. The Egyptians sunk the coffin into the Nile Riv-
er,'”? thinking that its presence in the river would bring blessing to its waters.'”!

Its customary at the end of the public reading of any of
the Five Books of Moses for the congregation (followed by the reader) to say:

Be strong! Be strong! And
let us strengthen each other!

The Haftarah for parashat Vayechi may be found on p. 361.

oa”

¥ CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 3

the brothers against Joseph. The Jewish people thus ® Just as Joseph did not begrudge his brothers,
say to God: “O that You would be as a brother to me,” even in his heart, and instead sought to help them
meaning “Comfort me as Joseph comforted his broth- atone for their sin,'”* we ask God to cleanse us of

ers who had done him harm.”'”? our sins without causing us to suffer.'”
® Just as Joseph provided for his brothers and even e Just as Joseph inspired his brothers to repent,'”®
gave them the best of the land,'” we ask God to we ask God to inspire us to repent. But whereas
do the same despite our sins. Joseph inspired them to repent by tormenting

168. Likutei Sichot, vol. 20, pp. 243-246. 169. Rashi on Exodus 13:19. 170. Rashi on Exodus 32:4. 171. Sotah 13b. 172. Song of Songs
8:1 and Rashi ad loc. 173.47:11, above. 174. See on 42:9, above. 175. See Y. Makot 2:6. 176. See Kli Yekar on 42:16, above.

328



"

SEVENTH READING

pose of the sins is revealed, they are transformed
to merits.'s
Joseph also lived long enough to teach them: A fa-
ther and a grandfather are obligated to educate their
children and grandchildren in Torah." But according
to the predominant view in Jewish law, a great-grand-
father does not bear the same obligation to a great-
grandchild.'®

Nevertheless, we can derive from Joseph’s behavior
that if we merit to live long enough to see our great-
grandchildren, we should, as Joseph did, study Torah
with them (especially since according to some opin-
ions, we are obligated to do so'®). And if we are inca-
pable of doing so—either for lack of strength or abil-
ity —we should donate generously to the Torah schools
in which our great-grandchildren study.'"

He was embalmed and placed in a coffin in Egypt:
It seems odd that the Torah would conclude the book
of Genesis with the seemingly disheartening imagery
of Joseph’s death and burial in depraved Egypt. Upon
further reflection, however, we see that this verse not
only contains a positive message but in fact sums up
the message of the entire Book of Genesis:

Genesis primarily recounts the history of our patriarchs
and matriarchs. These were men and women who, as
we have seen, were above material concerns and were
inextricably bound to God and His plan for creation
throughout their lives. They were therefore unaffected
by the Divine concealment that pervades our world.

We, their descendants, live within a different, much
lower consciousness—the consciousness of exile. But
as their heirs, we inherit some measure of their tran-
scendence. And it is with that power that we are able to

succeed in fulfilling the Divine mission laid out in the
next book of the Torah, Exodus. In Exodus, we enter
exile, receive the Torah, and begin the process of build-
ing a home for God out of this world.

To provide this sustenance and inspiration to us, our
ancestors had to live their holy lives in a quasi-state
of exile. This would lessen the disparity between our
reality and theirs and enable us to draw sustenance
from their lives. We thus read at the end of Genesis
about Jacob and his family’s descent into the Egyptian
exile. Although they were never enslaved and lived a
good life both materially and spiritually, they were in
“exile,” banished from the Holy Land. By maintaining
spiritual dominion over Egypt during their exile, they
gave us the strength to dominate the spiritual darkness
of our own exile.

Just before the era of the patriarchs was to end and
the real exile about to begin, Joseph called over his
brothers and told them not to worry: “God will surely
remember you and take you up from this land” —be-
cause exile cannot dominate the Jewish people. To the
contrary: the very purpose of the exile is to challenge
us to overcome it and grow in the process.

At this point in the narrative —after the inspiration gen-
erated by the lives of the patriarchs, God’s promises to
them, the descent of Jacob to Egypt, his blessings to the
tribes, and Joseph’s promise to his brethren—the Torah
gives us the final piece of information that will sustain
us throughout our exile:

Joseph was embalmed and placed in a coffin in EQypt. We
are not alone; Joseph, the ruler over Egypt, is with us
reminding us that we too can “rule over Egypt,” tran-
scending exile and transforming it into redemption.’s

& A CLOSER LOOK =5

[25] Take up my bones: Some commentators
maintain that only Joseph’s bones were taken up
from Egypt and that his flesh had decomposed.'®
However, as we read in the next verse, Joseph was
embalmed, which means that his flesh was pre-

served.'” Rather, we must conclude that although
Joseph’s remains are referred to as “bones,”’”! in
actuality his entire remains including his flesh is
buried in Shechem.!*?

183. Sefer HaMa'amarim Melukat, vol. 5, pp. 262-263. 184. Deuteronomy 4:9; Kidushin 30a. 185. See Shulchan Aruch HaRav, Talmud
Torah, 1:8-9 and sources cited there. 186. Siftei Kohen, Yoreh Deah 245:1. 187. Likutei Sichot, vol. 20, pp. 247-248. 188. Siftei Kohen on
Exodus 13:19. 189. Zohar, end of our parasha. See also Siftei Kohen and Tzror HaMor on 50:2 above. 190. See Sotah 13b, Maharsha
and Iyun Yaakov ad loc. 191. Likutei Sichot, vol. 25, p. 477, note 29 and sub-notes * and **. 192. Likutei Sichot, vol. 25, pp. 474 ff, vol.

30, pp. 249 ff.
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Haftarah for Vayechi
1 Kings 2:1-12

In parashat Vayechi, Jacob admonishes and exhorts his children before his death. In this haftarah, King David

exhorts his son and heir, Solomon.

When the time of David’s death drew
near, he instructed his son Solomon as
follows: 2 “I am about to go the way of
all the earth, therefore be strong and be
a man. 5> You must keep the charge of
Gop, your God, walking in His ways,
and observing His rules, commandments,
ordinances, and testimonies, as written
in the Torah of Moses, so that you may
succeed in whatever you do and wherever
you turn. 4 Then Goo will fulfill His
word which He spoke concerning me,
saying, ‘If your descendants guard their
way, walking before Me sincerely with
all their heart and all their soul, there will
never cease to be one of your line on the
throne of Israel.’

You also know what Yoav the son of
Tzeruya did to me when he showed the
other officers of the army the incriminating
letter I had sent him through Uriah,” and
what he did to my former adversaries, the
two commanders of Israel’s forces, Avner
son of Ner* and Amasa son of Yeter:”” he
killd them after they had made peace with
me, thus shedding the blood of war in
time of peace, when they were off guard.
In Amasa’s case, Yoav put the blood of war
on the sword hanging on the belt around
his loins by tricking Amasa with it: when
he went to meet him, he turned the sheath
upside down so the sword would fall out
of it. When he then picked it up, Amasa
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assumed he had no evil intent, and was therefore not prepared for Yoav’s attack. Thus, the
blood of war was also upon the shoes on Yoav’s feet. © So act in accordance with your
wisdom,and donotlethis gray head go down to the gravein peaceby dying anatural death.

But be kind to the sons of Barzilai the Gileadite, and let them be among those who eat
at your table, for they befriended me when I fled from your brother Avshalom.*

And here with you is Shimi son of Gera, the Benjamite from Bachurim, who cursed
me with an explicit curse on the day I went to Machanayim.*” When he came down to
meet me at the Jordan, I swore to him by Gop, saying, ‘I will not kill you by the sword.’*

35. 2 Samuel 11; Midrash Tanchuma, Ma’asei 12. 36. 2 Samuel 2:12-38. 37. Ibid. 20:4-13. 38. Ibid. 17:27-29. 39. Ibid. 16:5-9. 40. Ibid.
19:17-24.
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HAFTARAH FOR VAYECHI

But now, do not hold him guiltless, for
you are a wise man: see if he has incurred
the death penalty in some other wayj; if so,
you will know what to do to him, and
you must bring his gray head down to the
grave with blood.”

David then lay down with his fathers,
and he was buried in the City of David.

The length of David’s reign over Israel
was forty years: in Hebron he reigned
seven years and in Jerusalem he reigned
thirty-three years. 12 Solomon then sat
on the throne of David his father, and his
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rule was firmly established, for he was given mastery over spiritual creatures, as well.

>
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