
In This Issue

 M'oray Ha'Aish by Rabbi Ari Kahn

 Covenant and Conversation by 
Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks

 The Guiding Light by Rabbi 
Yehonasan Gefen

Love and Loss

In the words of the great poet Alfred 
Tennyson,

'Tis better to have loved and lost
Than never to have loved at all.1

Almost any person who lives long enough 
will experience and suffer loss; it is an 
inescapable fact of the human condition. 
Modern scholarship recognizes five distinct 
stages of loss and mourning: Denial, anger,
bargaining, and depression must be 
experienced before acceptance is a 

possibility.2 And yet, though the process 
may be universal, the individual's response 
to loss is far less uniform: So many factors 
come into play, and so many different types 
of loss may be experienced at different 
stages of a person's life, generating very 
different responses.

Our Patriarch Yaakov suffered and endured
a great deal of loss. First, he lost the 

comfort and tranquility of his childhood 
home when he was forced to flee his 
brother's murderous fury. In retrospect, this 
loss paled in comparison to the death of 
loved ones that Yaakov subsequently 
endured: He lost the love of his life, Rachel,
when she died in childbirth. He mourned 
the loss of his son Yosef, the son of Rachel,
for decades. Both of these losses were 
devastating, cruel, swift: He was 
unprepared for the death of his young wife 
and of his seventeen-year-old son.

How did Yaakov cope with these 
catastrophes? Others might have crumbled 
under the weight of these tragedies. 
Indeed, when Pharaoh asks Yaakov his 
age, Yaakov responds:

'My journey through life has 
lasted 130 years,' replied 
Yaakov. 'The days of my life 
have been few and hard. I did 
not live as long as my fathers did
during their pilgrimage through 
life.' (Bereishit 47:7)

In Yaakov's words, first to his sons, then to 
Pharaoh, and, eventually directly to Yosef, 
we hear the pain that he has lived through 
and the loss he has endured. His beloved 
wife had died suddenly; from the moment 
he had met her, all Yaakov ever really 
wanted was to marry Rachel and to live out 
their days together. His son Yosef, who 
replaced Rachel in Yaakov's heart, was 
wrested from him, leaving Yaakov bereft 
and emotionally alone. And yet, as 
traumatic as these devastating losses were,
they may not have been what Yaakov had 
in mind when he described to Pharaoh the 
misery he had experienced. These losses 
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are not unknown in this world; they are, in a
sense, a cruel but not unusual part of life. 
Hard as it was for Yaakov to bear, the loss 
of his loved ones was not what shook him 
to his very core. Yaakov had loved and lost;
he could cling to the memories of Rachel 
and Yosef, take comfort in Binyamin, enjoy 
the company of his other wives, children 
and grandchildren. He could focus on the 
time he had spent with Rachel and of his 
special relationship with Yosef; more 
generally, he could take pride in what he 
had achieved, rather than focusing on what 
was lacking in his life.

Even Tennyson, the poet who grappled with
the sudden loss of someone so dear to him 

and so central to his life,3 was able to draw 
solace from this aspect of love lost. From 
the depths of his own mourning, Tennyson 
chose to change his focus, and to cherish 
the time he had shared with his friend 
Arthur Hallam rather than succumb to the 
raw, biting pain of loss.

Yaakov had experienced an additional type 
of loss, and it was this other pain that 
tormented his days, his nights, his years: 
Yaakov had experienced estrangement 
from God Himself. When Yaakov ran away 
from Esav, when he lost his home, his 
property, his entire family, God had been 
with him. God spoke to him, reassured him,
promised not to abandon him. Years later, 
when Yaakov extricated himself from the 
house of Lavan and started to make his 
way back home, God spoke to him, guided 
him and shored up his courage. Yaakov had
an intimate relationship with God; he spoke 
to Him in his hour of darkness and fear as 
he prepared to confront Esav, and brought 

Him offerings of thanksgiving after the 
ordeal was over. And yet, when Yaakov's 
life was torn asunder by the disappearance 
of Yosef, God was silent. For decades, 
Yaakov was left to face his grief alone, 
without God's words of reassurance or 
comfort that he so sorely craved. When 
Yosef exits the stage, God ceases to 
communicate with Yaakov. For Yaakov, the 
loss of his son is compounded by God's 
silence; this loss, unlike the other pain that 
he had experienced, was unnatural, 
impossible to understand. It was a sense of 
loss that reflected something so profoundly 
wrong that Yaakov was inconsolable.

The loss of a loved one is painful, but to 
suffer God's silence is a completely 
different experience. The loved one is gone,
yet God continues to exist; He chooses not 
to communicate. Can we say to a person 
who has experienced intimacy with God 
such as Yaakov did, that it is better to have 
been a prophet and lose the ability to 
prophesize than never to have heard the 
voice of God at all? Can a prophet take 
solace in the fact that he knows with 
certainty that God exists and communicates
with man, that He is involved in human 
history and takes a personal interest in 
each and every aspect of our lives – and 
not be anything less than devastated when 
prophecy is suddenly, inexplicably denied? 
Is the loss of this gift of intimacy too 
spiritually devastating for any man or 
woman to bear?

When Yaakov is informed that Yosef is, in 
fact, alive, his prophetic ability returns; 
Yaakov comes to life once again. His 
spiritual world is rehabilitated. The intimacy 
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with God is restored. Only then is Yaakov 
able to make sense of what has happened. 
He is granted the insight that is only 
possible from God's perspective of history –
insight that Yosef was granted all along. 
Yosef lives, and God speaks; Yaakov's 
world, which had been upended, is set 
right.

And then, once again, Yaakov is thrust into 
darkness. On his deathbed, Yaakov intends
to share this Divine perspective with his 
children, to draw a line from the past, 
through the present, to the future. He is 
eager to include them in the intimacy with 
God that he has regained, but this intimacy 
is suddenly denied. Yaakov once again 
must endure the loss of Divine 
communication, and God's silence terrifies 
him. He searches the faces of his children 
with fear: Could they, perhaps, be unworthy
of sharing Divine intimacy?

Rabbinic tradition teaches us that in this 
moment of fear and dread, Yaakov's 
children cry out in unison: "Shma Yisrael – 
Hashem Elokeinu Hashshem Echad – Hear
oh Israel (our father): God is our Lord, God 

is One."4 Yaakov now gains a new type of 
understanding, a more human sort of 
insight: This time, God's silence is not a 
punishment but an act of tenderness and 
consideration. God is silent, not because 
Yaakov's children are unworthy of 
prophecy, but because they are worthy of 
God's kindness: Sometimes, we are better 
off not knowing exactly what the future 
holds, and yet, despite this, when – and 
even more importantly, when our children 
say the Shma – we know that God is with 
us.

For a more in-depth analysis see: 
http://arikahn.blogspot.co.il/2015/12/audio-
and-essays-parashat-vayechi.html

1. Alfred Tennyson, "In Memoriam A.H.H." 
2. See Elisabeth Kubler-Ross On Death and Dying, 

(Routledge 1969), Elisabeth Kubler-Ross and David 
Kessler, On Grief and Grieving (NY: Simon and Shuster,
2005). 

3. Despite many a lover taking solace in the words of 
Tennyson, "In Memoriam A.H.H" was written for his 
dear friend and fellow poet Arthur Hallam, who had 
been engaged to marry Tennyson's sister Emily but 
died unexpectedly at the age of twenty two. 

4. Talmud Bavli Pesachim 56a. 

The Last Tears

At almost every stage of fraught encounter 
between Joseph and his family in Egypt, 
Joseph weeps. There are seven scenes of 
tears:

1. When the brothers came before him 
in Egypt for the first time:

They said to one another, "Surely we
are being punished because of our 
brother. We saw how distressed he 
was when he pleaded with us for his 
life, but we would not listen; that's 
why this distress has come on us" ... 
They did not realize that Joseph 
could understand them, since he was
using an interpreter. He turned away 
from them and began to weep, but 
then came back and spoke to them 
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again. (Gen. 42:21-24)

2. On the second occasion, when they 
brought Benjamin with them:

Deeply moved at the sight of his 
brother, Joseph hurried out and 
looked for a place to weep. He went 
into his private room and wept there. 
(Gen. 43:29-30)

3. When, after Judah's impassioned 
speech, Joseph is about to disclose 
his identity:

Then Joseph could no longer control 
himself before all his attendants, and
he cried out, "Have everyone leave 
my presence!" So there was no one 
with Joseph when he made himself 
known to his brothers. And he wept 
so loudly that the Egyptians heard 
him, and Pharaoh's household heard
about it. (Gen. 45:1-2)

4. Immediately after he discloses his 
identity:

Then he threw his arms around his 
brother Benjamin and wept, and 
Benjamin embraced him, weeping. 
And he kissed all his brothers and 
wept over them. (Gen. 45:14-15)

5. When he meets his father again after
their long separation:

Joseph had his chariot made ready 
and went to Goshen to meet his 
father Israel. As soon as Joseph 
appeared before him, he threw his 
arms around his father and wept for 
a long time. (Gen. 46:29)

6. On the death of his father:

Joseph threw himself on his father 
and wept over him and kissed him. 
(Gen. 50:1)

7. Some time after his father's death:

When Joseph's brothers saw that 
their father was dead, they said, 
"What if Joseph holds a grudge 
against us and pays us back for all 
the wrongs we did to him?" So they 
sent word to Joseph, saying, "Your 
father left these instructions before 
he died: 'This is what you are to say 
to Joseph: I ask you to forgive your 
brothers the sins and the wrongs 
they committed in treating you so 
badly.' Now please forgive the sins of
the servants of the God of your 
father." When their message came to
him, Joseph wept. (Gen. 50:15-17)

No one weeps as much as Joseph. Esau 
wept when he discovered that Jacob had 
taken his blessing (Gen. 27:38). Jacob wept
when he saw the love of his life, Rachel, for
the first time (Gen. 29:11). Both brothers, 
Jacob and Esau, wept when they met again
after their long estrangement (Gen. 33:4). 
Jacob wept when told that his beloved son 
Joseph was dead (Gen. 37:35).

But the seven acts of Joseph's weeping 
have no parallel. They span the full 
spectrum of emotion, from painful memory 
to the joy of being reunited, first with his 
brother Benjamin, then with his father 
Jacob. There are the complex tears 
immediately before and after he discloses 
his identity to his brothers, and there are 
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the tears of bereavement at Jacob's 
deathbed. But the most intriguing are the 
last, the tears he sheds when he hears that 
his brothers fear that he will take revenge 
on them now that their father is no longer 
alive.

In a fine essay, "Yosef's tears," Rav Aharon 
Lichtenstein suggests that this last act of 
weeping is an expression of the price 
Joseph pays for the realisation of his 
dreams and his elevation to a position of 
power. Joseph has done everything he 
could for his brothers. He has sustained 
them at a time of famine. He has given 
them not just refuge but a place of honour 
in Egyptian society. And he has made it as 
clear as he possibly can that he does not 
harbour a grudge against them for what 
they did to him all those many years before.
As he said when he disclosed his identity to
them: "And now, do not be distressed and 
do not be angry with yourselves for selling 
me here, because it was to save lives that 
God sent me ahead of you . . . God sent me
ahead of you to preserve for you a remnant 
on earth and to save your lives by a great 
deliverance. So then, it was not you who 
sent me here, but God" (Gen. 45:5-8). What
more could he say? Yet still, all these years 
later, his brothers do not trust him and fear 
that he may still seek their harm.

This is Rav Lichtenstein's comment: "At this
moment, Yosef discovers the limits of raw 
power. He discovers the extent to which the
human connection, the personal 
connection, the family connection, hold far 
more value and importance than does 
power – both for the person himself and for 
all those around him." Joseph "weeps over 

the weakness inherent in power, over the 
terrible price that he has paid for it. His 
dreams have indeed been realised, on 
some level, but the tragedy remains just as 
real. The torn shreds of the family have not 
been made completely whole.

On the surface, Joseph holds all the power. 
His family are entirely dependent on him. 
But at a deeper level it is the other way 
round. He still yearns for their acceptance, 
their recognition, their closeness. And 
ultimately he has to depend on them to 
bring his bones up from Egypt when the 
time comes for redemption and return (Gen.
50:25).

Rav Lichtenstein's analysis reminds us of 
Rashi and Ibn Ezra's commentary to the 
last verse in the book of Esther. It says that 
"Mordechai the Jew was second to King 
Ahasuerus, and was great among the Jews 
and well received by most of his brethren" 
(Est. 10: 3) – "most" but not all. Rashi 
(quoting Megillah 16b) says that some 
members of the Sanhedrin were critical of 
him because his political involvement (his 
"closeness to the king") distracted from the 
time he spent studying Torah. Ibn Ezra 
says, simply: "It is impossible to satisfy 
everyone, because people are envious [of 
other people's success]." Joseph and 
Mordechai/Esther are supreme examples of
Jews who reached positions of influence 
and power in non-Jewish circles. In modern
times they were called Hofjuden, "court 
Jews," and other Jews were often held 
deeply ambivalent feelings about them.

But at a deeper level, Rav Lichtenstein's 
remarks recall Hegel's famous master-slave
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dialectic, an idea that had huge influence 
on nineteenth century, especially Marxist, 
thought. Hegel argued that the early history 
of humanity was marked by a struggle for 
power in which some became masters, 
others slaves. On the face of it, masters 
rule while slaves obey. But in fact the 
master is dependent on his slaves – he has
leisure only because they do the work, and 
he is the master only because he is 
recognised as such by his slaves.

Meanwhile the slave, through his work, 
acquires his own dignity as a producer. 
Thus the slave has "inner freedom" while 
the master has "inner bondage." This 
tension creates a dialectic – a conflict 
worked out through history – reaching 
equilibrium only when there are neither 
masters nor slaves, but merely human 
beings who treat one another not as means
to an end but as ends in themselves. Thus 
understood, Joseph's tears are a prelude to
the master-slave drama about to be 
enacted in the book of Exodus between 
Pharaoh and the Israelites.

Rav Lichtenstein's profound insight into the 
text reminds us of the extent to which 
Torah, Tanakh and Judaism as a whole are 
a sustained critique of power. Prior to the 
Messianic age we cannot do without it – 
consider the tragedies Jews suffered in the 
centuries in which they lacked it. But power 
alienates. It breeds suspicion and distrust. It
diminishes those it is used against, and 
thus diminishes those who use it.

Even Joseph "the righteous" weeps when 
he sees the extent to which power sets him 
apart from his brothers. Judaism is about 

an alternative social order which depends 
not on power but on love, loyalty and the 
mutual responsibility created by covenant. 
That is why Nietzsche, who based his 
philosophy on "the will to power," correctly 
saw Judaism as the antithesis of all he 
believed in.

Power may be a necessary evil, but it is an 
evil, and the less we have need of it, the 
better.

A True Understanding of 
Blessings

Bereishis, 48:17-19: “Yosef saw
that his father was placing his 
right hand on Ephraim’s head 
and it displeased him, so he 
supported his father’s hand to 
remove it from upon Ephraim’s 
head to Menashe’s head. And 
Yosef said to his father, ‘Not so, 
father, for this is the firstborn; 
place your right hand on his 
head. But his father refused, 
saying, “I know my son, I know; 
he too will become a people and 
he too will become great; yet his 
younger brother will become 
greater than he, and his 
offspring’s [fame] will fill the 
nations.”
Bereishis, 49:28: “All these are 
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the tribes of Israel – twelve – and
this is what their father spoke to 
them and he blessed them; each
according to his appropriate 
blessing he blessed him.”
Rashi, Bereishis, 49:28, Dh: 
According to his appropriate 
blessing: “The blessing that in 
the future will come upon each 
one.”

A recurrent theme in Vayechi is that of 
blessings. The early part of the Torah 
Portion covers Yaakov blessing Yosef’s two 
sons and later, the Torah relates Yaakov’s 
blessings to all his sons before his death. A 
close analysis of certain aspects of these 
accounts can help us attain a deeper 
understanding of the purpose and 
significance of blessings, which we will see 
is a much-misunderstood concept.

When Yaakov came to bless Yosef’s sons, 
Menashe and Ephraim, Yosef expected him
to place his stronger right hand on the elder
Menashe and to give him the blessing 
suitable for the first-born. However, Yaakov 
placed his right hand on the younger 
Ephraim. When Yosef tried to correct him, 
explaining that Menashe was the first-born, 
Yaakov asserted that he was aware of that, 
but Ephraim was destined to have greater 
offspring, therefore he should merit the 
greater blessing. The question arises as to 
what exactly was the nature of the 
disagreement between Yaakov and Yosef. 

In addition, as Rabbi Yerucham Levovits1 
points out, it is not immediately apparent 
how Yaakov answered Yosef’s argument. 
Yosef was claiming that since Menashe was
the older one, he deserved the blessing that
goes to the first-born. Yaakov answered 

that Ephraim would be great than Menashe,
but why does that dictate that Menashe 
should not get the blessing of the first-born?

This can be answered by explaining an 
enigmatic statement by Rashi at the end of 
the section of the blessings that Yaakov 
gave to his sons. The verse states that he 
blessed each one according to his 
appropriate blessing. The exact meaning of 
this is unclear – Rashi explains that it refers
to the blessing that in the future will come 
upon each one. Rashi’s explanation also 
needs clarification. This can be explained 
with a principle of Rabbi Levovits about 

blessings.2 He notes that people often 
make a mistake when they go to a Tzaddik 
for a blessing. They think that he has a box 
full of blessings and they ask him to give 
him one of the blessings from his box. But 
we know that a blessing can only serve to 
add to what a person already has. For 
example, in the case of the miracle when 
Elisha blessed the oil of Ovadiah’s wife, he 
requested something already extant that 

the blessing could be activated upon.3 The 
same idea applies to giving a person a 
blessing for success in a certain area. If he 
has no potential in that area, then the 
blessing is pointless.

Rabbi Yissachar Frand gives an analogy to 
help make this idea tangible. “There is plant
food. There is a plant food that is custom 
made for roses. When a person applies 
these nutrients to a rose bush, one will be 
able to grow lush and beautiful roses. If a 
person uses the same plant food (designed 
for roses) on daffodils, it is not going to 
work because this food is only designed to 
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bring out “rose potential”, not “daffodil 
potential”. Likewise, explains Rabbi Frand, 
“If someone does not have a good voice 
and he goes to a Tzaddik (righteous 
person) and says, “I want to be a world 

class chazzan like Helfgot4” he should not 
expect miracles. No Tzaddik can give a 
blessing to make a person who cannot 
carry a tune into a world-class chazzan.”

This, then, is what it means when it says 
Yaakov blessed his sons, each according to
his blessing he blessed them and when 
Rashi refers to the blessing that will come 
upon him in the future. He only expressed 
the blessings that each one was destined to
already potentially have within themselves. 
It would not work to give Zevulun the 
blessing that he should become a 
Yissachar or vice versa. The purpose of a 
blessing is that the recipient should become
what he already potentially is destined to 
become, it is not a magic potion that can 
create something from nothing.

We can now understand the back and forth 
between Yaakov and Yosef during the 
blessings of Ephraim and Menashe. Yosef 
looked at his two sons and argued that 
Menashe, as the first-born, should get the 
predominant blessing. Yaakov replied, ‘I 
know my son, I know’, meaning that he 
knew through Prophecy something that 
Yosef didn’t know. That despite their birth 
order, Ephraim would be the greater of the 
two, and thus he needs the predominant 
blessing to enable him to reach his 
potential. It would simply not work to try to 
give that blessing to Menashe. Yosef 
himself was aware of how blessing works, 
but he naturally assumed that since 

Menashe was the first-born, he would 
automatically have greater potential, but he 
did not have the prophetic vision of Yaakov 
that showed otherwise.

The lesson that can be derived from Rabbi 
Yerucham’s teaching is that blessings do 
not work like ‘magic’ in that a person can go
to a great man and get a blessing on 
whatever he wants. A blessing can only be 
effective when it builds on what is already 
extant. So, for example, if a person wants a
blessing to become a Torah scholar, it has 
no chance of working, if he does not make 
the requisite effort in his learning. Rabbi 
Levovits also points out that when people 
came to the Chofetz Chaim for blessings he
would often tell them that learning Torah 
would be more of a blessing. Rabbi 
Levovits explains that he wasn’t merely 
pushing them away, rather he was saying 
that Torah was the ultimate source of 
blessing, so why not directly access that. 
May we all merit to be vessels to receive 
blessings in all areas.

1. He was the spiritual guide of The Mirrer Yeshiva in 
Europe before the Second World War. 

2. Daat Torah, Vayechi, p.274. 
3. Melachim Beit, 4:2. 
4. A famous Chazzan. 
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