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Chapter XI: Vayigash (Gen. 44:18–47:27) 
 
Essay 11. The impurity of the Jewish people does not prevent G-d’s embrace 

   
ה". יֵשׁ לְדַקְדֵּק מַה חִ   פָּסוּק דּוּשׁ יֵשׁ בְּהַבְטָחָה זוֹ יוֹתֵר מִמַּה שֶׁהִבְטִיחַ לְאַבְרָהָם  י"אָנֹכִי אֵרֵד עִמְּ מִצְרַיְמָה וְאָנֹכִי אַעַלְ גַם־עָ

ה"?  .כוּ'דוּ דָּן אָנֹכִי וְאַחֲרֵי־כֵן יֵצְאוּ" וְ וֹ, כְּדִכְתִיב "וְגַם אֶת־הַגּוֹי אֲשֶׁר יַעֲבלָםוֹלִגְא וְיֵשׁ לוֹמַר דְּאִיתָא בְּשֵׁמוֹת    וְעוֹד מַהוּ "גַם־עָ
וְכוּ', הקב"ה קָדוֹשׁ וְטָהוֹר וּפָשַׁט יָדוֹ בַּטְּמֵאִים, בִּשְׁבִיל שֶׁגָּדוֹל וְנוֹרָא הוּא, וּבִשְׁבִיל יִשְׂרָאֵל    "וַיְהִי בַּחֲצִי הַלַּיְלָה"רָבָּה עַל פָּסוּק  
 .'וְכוּ " אָנֹכִי אֵרֵד עִמְּ מִצְרַיְמָה""בִשְׁבִיל שֶׁאָמַר לְיַעֲקֹב הוֹדִיעַ כֹּחוֹ, וּ

  
There is a verse: “I Myself will go down with you to Egypt, and I Myself will surely 

bring you up” (Gen. 46:4). We should scrutinize what novelty is present in this promise, 
beyond that which [G-d] promised Abraham to redeem them, as it is written: “But I will 
execute judgment on the nation they shall serve, and in the end, they shall go free with great 
wealth” (Gen. 15:14). Furthermore, after G-d said “I will bring you up” (a’alcha) ( ְאַעַל), 
Scripture adds the words “also up” (gam aloh) (ה  This doubling has been considered as .(גַם־עָ
giving extra emphasis, and thus the translation has added the word “surely.” What is this 
apparently superfluous term gam aloh (ה  It can be said that it is brought in ?(”also up“) (גַם־עָ
Midrash Ex. Rabbah (18:8) on the verse, “In the middle of the night” (Ex. 12:29): “The Holy 
One, Blessed be He, was holy and pure, but He extended His hand to the impure, because He 
is great and awesome, and because Israel acknowledged His power, and because He told 
Jacob, “I Myself will go down with you to Egypt.” 

 
אֵלֶּה, וּמַה הֵם הַטְּעָמִים שֶׁנּוֹתֵן, בִּשְׁבִיל  דּוּשׁ הוּא זֶה שֶׁהקב"ה קָדוֹשׁ וְטָהוֹר וּפָשַׁט יָדוֹ בַּטְּמֵאִים. מִי לאֹ יָדַע בְּכָל  יוְקָשֶׁה מַה חִ 

כְפַּת שֶׁיִּהְיֶה  יוְעוֹד דְּעִיקָּרָא דְּדִינָא פִּירְכָא, דְּמָהּ אִ   ?שֶׁגָּדוֹל וְנוֹרָא הוּא וּבִשְׁבִיל יִשְׂרָאֵל הוֹדִיעַ כֹּחוֹ וּבִשְׁבִיל שֶׁאָמַר לְיַעֲקֹב וְכוּ'
וְהָכָא נָמֵי דַּי לָהֶם לְיִשְׂרָאֵל    ? מִמִּצְרַיִם וְהַדָּן בְּמִצְרִים, הֲלאֹ מָשָׁל הֶדְיוֹט אוֹמֵר יָבאֹ הַנֵּס מִכֹּל מָקוֹם הקב"ה בְּעַצְמוֹ הַמּוֹצִיאָם

עַל "מִי אָנֹכִי כִּי אֵלֵ   רְשׁוּ הַמְּפָרְשִׁיםיוְאִם תּאֹמַר שֶׁאִם הָיָה גּוֹאֲלָם הקב"ה לאֹ הָיָה לָהֶם עוֹד גָּלוּת כְּמוֹ שֶׁפֵּ   .רוּתילְצֵאת לַחֵ 
  ?הַבְטָחָתוֹ שֶׁל "דָּן אָנֹכִי" עִם כֹּל זֶה חָזְרוּ בְּגָלוּתהקב"ה ם יאֶל־פַּרְעֹה" וְכוּ', הֲלאֹ מִצִּינוּ שָׁאַף עַל פִּי שֶׁקַּיָּ 

 
It is difficult what novelty there is to say that the Holy One, Blessed be He, is holy and 

pure and that He stretched out His hand to the unclean people. Who didn’t know all this, and 
what are the reasons [the author of the Midrash] gives, “because He is great and awesome,” 
and “because Israel acknowledged His power,” and “because He told Jacob, ‘I Myself will go 
down with you to Egypt’ ”? Furthermore, refutation of the a fortiori inference is present from 
the outset, for what difference is there that the Holy One, Blessed be He, is by Himself the 

 
* English translation: Copyright © 2020 by Charles S. Stein. 
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One Who takes them out of Egypt and Who executes judgment on the Egyptians? For isn’t 
there a common parable that says, “let the miracle come from any place.”1 Also, it would 
have been sufficient for Israel to go forth to freedom even if not directly by G-d’s hand? If you 
will say that if the Holy One, Blessed be He, had been their redeemer, they would have not 
had any more exile, as the commentators interpreted the verse, “But Moses said to G-d, ‘Who 
am I, that I should go to Pharaoh and free the Israelites from Egypt?’ ” (Ex. 3:11),2 haven’t we 
found that even though the Holy One, Blessed be He, fulfilled His promise that “I will execute 
judgment,” nevertheless they returned to Exile? 

 
אָמַר  .  תִיב "טֻמְאָתָהּ בְּשׁוּלֶיהָ"וְיֵשׁ לוֹמַר דְאִיתָא בְּיוֹמָא פֶּרֶק ה' אָמַר לֵיהּ הַהוּא מִינָא לְרַבִּי חֲנִינָא הָשָׁתָא בָּרִי טְמֵאִין אַתּוּן דִּכְ 

רֵשׁ רַשִׁ"י הָשָׁתָא בָּרִי  יוּפֵ   .בְּתוֹ טֻמְאֹתָם" אַף עַל פִּי שֶׁהֵם טְמֵאִים שְׁכִינָה עִמָּהֶםלֵיהּ תָּא חֲזִי מַה כְּתִיב בָּהוּ "הַשֹּׁכֵן אִתָּם  
  מְאָה עכ"ל.וּ טְמֵאִין אַתּוּן, וְאֵין שְׁכִינָה שׁוּרָה עִמָּכֶם בַּטּ

 
It can be said that it’s brought in tractate Yoma, in the 5th chapter (56b–57a): A certain 

infidel3 said to Rabbi Chanina, “Now you are certainly impure, as it is written [about the 
Jewish people]: ‘Her impurity was in her skirts’ ” (Lam. 1:9). [Rabbi Chanina] said to him: 
“Come and see what is written about [the Jewish people]: ‘That dwells with them in the midst 
of their impurity’ ” (Lev. 16:16). That is, the infidel quoted Scripture as saying that Israel was 
impure, and Rashi explained the significance of the infidel’s words, “Now you are certainly 
impure,” as implying that, “The Shechinah does not dwell with you in impurity.” Rabbi 
Chanina then quoted another piece of Scripture, explaining, “Even when they are impure, the 
Divine Presence dwells among them.” 

 
וְהָיָה מָקוֹם לוֹמַר שָׁאַף עַל פִּי שֶׁהקב"ה עוֹשֶׂה נְקָמוֹת בְּמִצְרַיִם    .מְאָהוּוּ בְּטוְהִנֵּה בְּמִצְרַיִם יִשְׂרָאֵל הָיוּ טְמֵאִים שֶׁהֲרֵי נִשְׁתַּקְע

טְמֵאִים  יַשְׁרֶהעִם כֹּל זֶה אִי אֶפְשָׁר שֶׁהקב"ה   בְּיִשְׂרָאֵל לְפִי שֶׁהֵם  יָדָיו  וּוּלְפִיכָ ה  .שְׁכִינָתוֹ  יִהְיֶה פּוֹשֵׁט  בְּעַצְמוֹ  צְרַ שֶׁהוּא 
מְאָה אֵינָהּ עוֹמֶדֶת לְפָנָיו וְאֵינָהּ מְעַכֶּבֶת בְּיָדוֹ. וּמִמֵּילָא נוֹדָע שֶׁאַף שֶׁיִּשְׂרָאֵל טְמֵאִים שְׁכִינָה  וּמֵאִים, כְּדֵי לְהוֹדִיעַ בְּזֶה שֶׁהַטּ בַּטְּ 

  . דְרָשׁעִמָּהֶם כְּדִכְתִיב "הַשֹּׁכֵן אִתָּם בְּתוֹ טֻמְאֹתָם", וְזֶהוּ דְּקָמַשְׁמַע לַן הַמִּ 
 

Behold, in Egypt, Israel was unclean, for they were immersed in the uncleanness. 
There’s room to say that even though the Holy One, Blessed be He, wreaks vengeance in 
Egypt, nevertheless it is impossible that the Holy One, Blessed be He, would approve of His 
Shechinah dwelling with Israel, because of their uncleanness. Therefore, in order to disprove 
that viewpoint, it was necessary that He would Himself stretch out His hands to the unclean 
people, in order to announce by this that the impurity does not stand as a barrier before Him 
and does not restrain His hand. In any case, it is known that even though Israel was unclean, 
the Shechinah is with them, as it is written, “That dwells with them in the midst of their 
impurity,” and this is the meaning of the Midrash. 

 

 
1 Meilah 17b. 
2 The translator has not identified the commentary noted by the author. 
3 While the Vilna edition of the Talmud reads “Sadducee,” https://bavli.genizah.org shows that all earlier editions 

and manuscripts had the broader reading “min,” usually meaning a Jewish infidel. 
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יִשְׂרָאֵל הוֹדִיעַ כֹּחוֹ, דִּבְפֶרֶק קַמָּא    ]זֶה[  בִשְׁבִילוּ  . מְאָה בּוֹרַחַת מִפָּנָיווּ וְאַחַר כָּ נָתַן הַטַּעַם שֶׁגָּדוֹל וְנוֹרָא הוּא וּבִשְׁבִיל זֶה הַטּ
כְּשָׁפִים שֶׁמַּכְחִישִׁין פַּמַּלְיָא    ?לָמָּה נִקְרָא שְׁמָם  ]יוֹחָנָן[וְהָאָמַר רַבִּי   .לּוּ כְּשָׁפִיםיוַאֲפִ   " אֵין עוֹד מִלְּבַדּוֹ"דְּחוּלִּין אָמַר רַבִּי חֲנִינָא  

לּוּ יֵשׁ לָהֶם זְכוּת רַב,  ידְּנָפִישׁ זְכוּתֵיהּ. וְאַף כָּאן בִּשְׁבִיל כְּבוֹדָם שֶׁל יִשְׂרָאֵל שֶׁיִּהְיוּ נִרְאִים כְּאִ   ,רַבִּי חֲנִינָאאנֵי  שָׁ   .מַעֲלָה  לשֶׁ 
  בְּמִצְרַיִם.  הוֹדִיעַ כֹּחוֹ לְבַטֵּל הַכִּשּׁוּפִים שֶׁעָשׂוּ

 
Afterward, He gave the sense that He is great and awesome, and for this reason, the 

impurity flees from before Him. For this reason, Israel announced His power, as in the first 
chapter of tractate Chullin:  

“Rabbi Chanina said, ‘There is none else beside Him’ (Deut. 4:35), and 
even sorcery [is ineffective against the will of G-d]. The Gemara relates: There 
was] a certain woman who would try to take dust from beneath the feet of Rabbi 
Chanina [in order to perform sorcery on him and harm him]. Rabbi Chanina said to 
her: Take [the dust], but the matter will be ineffective for you, as it is written: “There 
is none other beside Him.” [The Gemara asks:] Rabbi Yochanan4 said: Why is 
[sorcery] called keshafim (כְּשָׁפִים)? It is an acronym for mach’chishin pamalya 
shel mala ( מַּלְיָא שֶׁל מַעֲלָהפַּ ין  שִׁ חִיכְ מַּ  ) [meaning that sorcerers diminish the heavenly 
entourage, i.e., they function contrary to the will of G-d, which suggests that there 
is some efficacy to sorcery]. [The Gemara answers:] Rabbi Chanina is different, 
as his merit is great [and therefore sorcery has no effect on him].” 

-Chullin 7b5 

 
עִמָּהֶם, "אָנֹכִי אֵרֵד עִמְּ מִצְרַיְמָה" אַף עַל פִּי שֶׁהוּא מְקוֹם   יַשְׁרֶהדֵּשׁ בְּהַבְטָחָתוֹ לְיַעֲקֹב, שֶׁאַף שֶׁיִּשְׂרָאֵל יִהְיוּ טְמֵאִים  יוְזֶהוּ שֶׁחִ 

" אִם יִהְיוּ יִשְׂרָאֵל זכאין ה" אַף אִ  .טוּמְאָה, וּבִשְׁבִיל זֶה, "אָנֹכִי אַעַלְ ן עוֹד לְעֵיל פָּרָשַׁת  ים לאֹ יִהְיוּ זַכָּאִים. וְעַיֵּ וְעוֹד, "גַם־עָ
־לְ עַל פָּסוּק "וְדוֹר רְבִיעִי יָשׁוּבוּ הֵנָּה", וְעַיֵּ    '. לַּת קִינוֹת עַל פָּסוּק "טֻמְאָתָהּ בְּשׁוּלֶיהָ" וְכוּין עוֹד לְקַמָּן בִּמְגִ ילֶ

 
This is the novelty He introduced in His promise to Jacob, that even though Israel will 

be unclean, He will dwell with them, “I Myself will go down with you to Egypt,” despite the 
fact that it is a place of impurity, and because of this, “I will bring you up,” if Israel will so 
merit, just as Rabbi Chanina merited to be saved from sorcery. Furthermore, “also up” (gam 
aloh) (ה  even if they do not merit. See further above in parshat Lech Lecha (essay 20) ,(גַם־עָ
on the verse, “And they shall return here in the fourth generation” (Gen. 15:16). See also 
below in the chapter on The Book of Lamentations (essay 5) on the verse, “Her impurity was 
in her skirts” (Lam. 1:9), which identifies the primary sin as baseless hatred of a Jew for his 
fellow.  

   
* * * 

 
4 The first edition reads “Rabbi Yosi,” but Chullin 7b shows “Rabbi Yochanan” in all printings and manuscripts 

listed on https://bavli.genizah.org. 
5 In addition to Chullin 7b, the teaching appears in Sanhedrin 67b. A shortened version is also at Yoma 56b–57a. 


