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Chapter XII: Vavechi (Gen. 47:28-50:26)

Essay 15. Jacob is alive

After they had eaten, [Rabbi Yitzchak] said to [Rav Nachman] that Rabbi
Yochanan said as follows: Our patriarch Jacob did not die. [Rav Nachman] asked
him: And was it for naught that the eulogizers eulogized him and the embalmers
embalmed him and the buriers buried him? [Rabbi Yitzchak] replied to [Rav
Nachman]: I am interpreting a verse, as it is stated: “Therefore do not fear, Jacob
My servant, says the L-rd, neither be dismayed, Israel, for I will save you from afar,
and your seed from the land of their captivity” (Jer. 30:10). This verse juxtaposes
Jacob to his seed: Just as his seed is alive when redeemed, so too, Jacob himself is
alive.

-Ta’anit 5b

Abarbanel’s explanation is that the saying “Our patriarch Jacob did not die” is allegorical,
meaning that Jacob’s legacy continues, with his descendants still bearing his name, Israel, and
following his teachings.

1203 2Py PW 31782 770 AOP W 103 WY 197 NI mpppn? 07 X0 (X" 2™ A7) Xpp P2 pioT N

,,,,,

PTyn2 ATV M DDYT RN A AR TN )

There is a Gemara in Sotah, in the first chapter (13a): “There is a Baraita: [The
Canaanites] all came to [wage] war [with the family of Jacob], but when they saw the crown
of Joseph [the viceroy of Egypt], hanging on the casket of Jacob, they all took their crowns
and hung them on the casket of Jacob. There is [another] Baraita: Thirty-six crowns were hung on
the casket of Jacob.” It is difficult to understand: If their intent was to [wage] war in order to
prevent the burial of Jacob in the same cave as his ancestors—as the Maharsha wrote, and
see there'—how is it that because of this action on the part of Joseph that they changed their
minds from what [they were thinking] in the beginning?

’ English translation: Copyright © 2021 by Charles S. Stein.
! Rabbi Shmuel Eliezer Eidels (1555-1631), Polish rabbi famous for his Talmud commentaries. In Chiddushei
Halachot for Sotah 13a, he writes that the Canaanites came for war so that Jacob would not be buried in the Cave of
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It can be said that otherwise it is difficult to understand as to why Joseph placed his
crown on the casket of Jacob, and it is written, “No man has authority over the lifebreath—to
hold back the lifebreath; there is no authority over the day of death” (Eccl. 8:8). In other words,
a dead man does not need a crown, as he wields no authority. It must be said that [Joseph]
wanted to place a crown on [Jacob’s] casket to hint that our father Jacob was not dead, and
this is a clear sign that he particularly deserved to be buried in the Cave of Machpelah with
the other patriarchs, and this was not deserved by Esau. As the same kings saw [Joseph’s
action], they themselves understood this matter, that Jacob was still alive, and they were
afraid, as they understood that G-d was still with Jacob and his people, and because of this, their
thinking reversed from what it was originally, when their opinion was that Jacob was dead.
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The sense is that the three patriarchs corrected the defect made by the first man in
idol worship, sexual immorality, and bloodshed, as [Rabbi Menachem Azaria da Fano]?
wrote in Asara Ma’amorot (in the article Chikur Din, part 3, section 17) and see there.> The
most praiseworthy of the patriarchs is Jacob, as is written in the Zohar in a few places, and
not only that, but the first man brought a tree of eternal death,* while Jacob grabbed the tree

Machpelah, but when they saw the crown of Joseph [that he placed on Jacob’s casket], they also removed the crowns
from their heads and gave a eulogy.

2 Rabbi Menachem Azaria da Fano (“Rema M’Pano”) (1548—1620), Italian Kabbalist and commentator on the
Talmud.

3 While the mitzvot (commandments) are extremely important to an observant Jew, so that he will, for example,
be willing to lose a job rather than work on the Sabbath, he should be willing to violate most of the mitzvot if it is a
matter of life and death. G-d said: “You shall keep My laws and My rules, by the pursuit of which man shall live” (Ex.
18:5). The Talmud interprets: “[Man] shall live by them, and not die by them” (Sanhedrin 27b). Thus, for example, if
one is seriously ill on the Sabbath, someone should pick up the telephone and call an ambulance. But there are three
prohibitions for which one is even commanded to die rather than to violate them: the prohibition against idol worship,
murder, and types of sexual immorality. As is explained in the next sentence and footnote, by eating from the Tree of
Knowledge, Adam set in motion Man’s expulsion from the Garden of Eden, which led to the other sins: bloodshed
with Cain killing Abel, and idolatry from Adam’s grandson Enosh, according to the Rambam.

4 G-d told Adam that he could eat from any tree in the Garden of Eden except for the Tree of Knowledge, “but as
for the tree of knowledge of good and bad, you must not eat of it; for as soon as you eat of it, you shall die” (Gen.
2:17). Adam violated this order, and ate from the Tree of Knowledge. Before he could “take also from the Tree of Life
and eat, and live forever” (Gen. 3:22), G-d banished him from the Garden. If Adam had listened to G-d, he would
have gained immortality, but instead he violated G-d’s command, leading to his mankind experiencing death.
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of life, because it is brought in the Zohar (parsha Vayishlach, page 168b) that Rabbi Yeisa
says that one who sees Jacob in a dream has his life lengthened.
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Henceforth, since the patriarchs repaired the defects of the first man, it is fitting that
they should be buried with [Adam] in the cave of Machpelah,’ which is not the case for Esau,
who to the contrary spoiled things and did not repair anything. The main praise of Jacob is
that his bed was intact, for there was no blemish in his sons as with the other patriarchs, as
Abraham’s lineage is blemished by Ishmael, and as Isaac’s lineage is blemished by Esau. Because
of this, [Rabbi Yitzchak told Rabbi Nachman] in the first chapter of tractate Taanit (5b), “Just
as his offspring is alive, so too, [Jacob] is alive.” Furthermore, Jacob is praised because he
completed the repair of the defects that had existed from Adam, which is not the case with
Abraham and Isaac, who only corrected the sins of idol worship and bloodshed, but there
was still the need to repair sexual immorality.’ Thus it’s convenient what the Iyyun Yaakov’
wrote, that the thirty-six crowns hung on the casket of Jacob are to hint at two times chai (")
(life), which has a Gematria of eighteen, signifying a good life in this world and in the World to
Come.

3 Eruvin 53a: Rabbi Yitzchak said that Kiryat Arba (“the city of four”), an alternate name for Hebron, is called
thus because there are four couples buried there: Adam and Eve, Abraham and Sarah, Isaac and Rebecca, and Jacob
and Leah.

¢ We understand that Abraham was born and raised in a time of great idolatry, and he recognized that idols were
nonsense and he “discovered” the One, True G-d, and that his teachings can be said to have repaired the defect of
idolatry. The translator does not know the source for the fact that Abraham and Isaac cured the defect of bloodshed,
and that Jacob cured the defect of sexual immorality.

7 Rabbi Jacob ben Joseph Reischer (Bechofen) (1661-1733), Austrian rabbi born in Prague. His sefer, lyyun
Yaakov (Wilmersdorf, 1729), is a commentary on the 16" Century compilation of Aggadah, Ein Yaakov.
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