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Chapter XII: Vayechi (Gen. 47:28–50:26) 
 
Essay 3. Jacob’s selection of Joseph to arrange his burial 
 

, אֶלָּא מֶלֶ, לָמָּה לאֹ קָרָא לאֹ לִרְאוּבֵן וְלאֹ לִיהוּדָה, וּרְאוּבֵן הוּא הַבְּכוֹר וִיהוּדָה הוּא  "וַיִּקְרָא לִבְנוֹ לְיוֹסֵף"  רַבָּה   מִדְרָשׁ

וְהוּא תָּמוּהַּ בְּהָא דִּמְסַיֵּים,  .  בִּשְׁבִיל שֶׁהָיָה סֵפֶק בְּיָדוֹ לַעֲשׂוֹת, לְפִיכָ "וַיִּקְרָא לִבְנוֹ לְיוֹסֵף", וּלְפִי שֶׁהַשָּׁעָה מְסוּרָה לוֹ עכ"ל
סֵפֶק בְּיָדוֹ לַעֲשׂוֹת וְשֶׁהַשָּׁעָה    לְפִיכָ "וַיִּקְרָא לִבְנוֹ" וְכוּ', הָא בְּזֶה הִתְחִיל מִתְּחִלָּה. וְעוֹד קָשֶׁה לָמָּה נָתַן שְׁתֵּי טְעָמִים, שֶׁהָיָה

  מְסוּרָה לוֹ. 
 
There is a Midrash Rabbah: 

“And when the time approached for Israel to die, he called to his son 
Joseph . . .”1 Why didn’t he call to Reuben and why not to Judah? Reuben was 
the firstborn, and Judah was the king. Rather, [he did not call them] because 
[Joseph] had the ability to do so [i.e., to fulfil his burial instructions], therefore 
“he called to his son Joseph.” Also, because the hour was given to [Joseph]. 

- Midrash Rabbah 96:5 
 

This Midrash is strange in its conclusion, “therefore, ‘he called for his son, for Joseph.’ ” It 
started with this question in the beginning, so why is it necessary to repeat the words? Also 
difficult is why did it give two reasons: he had the ability to do so, and that the hour was 
given to him. 

 
לַּת יוֹסֵף עַל שְׁאָר אָחִיו וּם גְּדיוְנִרְאֶה שֶׁהַמִּדְרָשׁ בָּא לְתָרֵץ לָמָּה נָתַן מַעְלָה זוֹ לְיוֹסֵף עַתָּה שֶׁהוּא בְּסוֹף יָמָיו שֶׁנִּרְאֶה שֶׁמְּקַיֵּ 

"לאֹ־יָסוּר שֵׁבֶט מִיהוּדָה", וּרְאוּבֵן הוּא הַבְּכוֹר   וְהַלּאֹ יְהוּדָה עָתִיד לִהְיוֹת מֶלֶ כְּמוֹ שֶׁבֵּרֲכוֹ יַעֲקֹב עַצְמוֹ.  שֶׁתִּהְיֶה לָעוֹלָם כָּ
"וַיְהִי בִּשְׁכֹּן יִשְׂרָאֵל בָּאָרֶץ הַהִוא", בְּכוֹרַת   עַל פָּסוּק כִּדְאִיתָא בְּמִדְרָשׁ נַחֲלַת הָאֶרֶץ,שֶׁהֲרֵי לאֹ אָבַד חֵלֶק בְּכוֹרָתוֹ אֶלָּא לְעִנְיָן 

לּוּ בִּשְׁעַת הַקַּלְקָלָה אֵין מְיַחֲסִין אֶלָּא לִרְאוּבֵן דִּכְתִיב "בְּנֵי לֵאָה בְּכוֹר  יטְּלָה מִמֶּנּוּ וְלאֹ נִטְּלָה מִמֶּנּוּ בְּכוֹרַת יוּחֲסִין, שֶׁאֲפִ ימָמוֹן נִ 
רְאוּבֵן" לְעִ .  יַעֲקֹב  בְּכוֹר  רְאוּבֵן  שָׁם,  לְלֵ יוְעוֹד  בְּכוֹר  בְּכוֹר  יבּוּר,  וְאַף  לִתְשׁוּבָה,  בְּכוֹר  לַעֲבוֹדָה,  בְּכוֹר  לִבְכוֹרָה,  בְּכוֹר  דָה, 

   ."תְּחִלַּת דִּבֶּר־ה' בְּהוֹשֵׁעַ  לִנְבוּאָה, דִּכְתִיב
 
It seems that the Midrash came to explain why [Jacob] gave this privilege to Joseph 

now that he was at the end of his days. It appears that he established the greatness of Joseph 

 
* English translation: Copyright © 2023 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays at https://www.zstorah.com  
1 Gen. 47:29. 
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over his other brothers, and that it would be so always. But wasn’t Judah destined to be a 
king, as Jacob himself blessed him, “The scepter shall not depart from Judah”2?  

Also, Reuben was the firstborn, and didn’t lose any portion of his birthright other 
than related to not receiving a double portion of the inheritance of the Land of Israel, as is 
brought in the Midrash on the verse, “While Israel stayed in that land, Reuben went and lay 
with Bilhah, his father’s concubine; and Israel found out.”3 The Midrash states:  

The birthright in respect to monetary rights was taken from him, but 
the birthright in respect to genealogy was not taken from him, for even at the 
moment of corruption, one reckons only Reuben as the firstborn, as it is 
written, “Now, the sons of Jacob were twelve in number. The sons of Leah: 
Reuben, Jacob's firstborn, and Simeon, and Levi, and Judah, and Issachar, and 
Zebulun.”4  

- Gen. Rabbah 82:11 
Also, it is written there:  

Rabbi Yudan [said] in the name of Rabbi Acha: Reuben was the first in 
conception, first in birth, first in birthright, first in inheritance, first in Temple 
service, first in repentance. Rabbi Azarya said: First for prophecy as well, as it 
is written: “[When] the L-rd first spoke to Hosea”5 [which Rabbi Azarya had 
interpreted as “The L-rd spoke first to Hosea.”] 

- Gen. Rabbah 82:11 
Thus, Jacob conferred on Joseph only a double portion with regard to the Land of Israel, but for 
all other purposes, Reuben was still the firstborn, with all other rights. The following Gemara 
confirms that Joseph received a double portion with regard to inheritance of the Land, as each of 
his sons received a full portion of the Land, but otherwise, his sons were only considered as half-
tribes. 

 
ו' (דַּף  דְּהוֹרָיוֹת  קַמָּא  פֶּרֶק  שֵׁם  וּבְסוֹף  "עַל  אָמְרִינַן  אַחֵר)  לְדָבָר  וְלאֹ  הוּקְשׁוּ  לַנַּחֲלָה  בְּנַחֲלָתָם"  יִקָּרְאוּ  פָּסַק    .אֲחֵיהֶם  וְכֵן 

אֶלָּא  הוֹרָאַת בֵּית דִּין שִּׁגְגַתוְשֵׁבֶט מְנַשֶּׁה וְאֶפְרַיִם אֵינָם חֲשׁוּבִים כִּשְׁנֵי שְׁבָטִים לָעִנְיָן  ),הָרַמְבַּ"ם (בְּפֶרֶק י"ג מֵהִלְכוֹת שְׁגָגוֹת
  .הַמִּדְרָשׁ, לָמָּה לאֹ קָרָא לאֹ לִרְאוּבֵן וְלאֹ לִיהוּדָה שֶׁמַתְמִיהַּ שְׁנֵיהֶם שֵׁבֶט אֶחָד עכ"ל. וְזֶהוּ 

 
At the end of the first chapter of tractate Horayot  (page 6b) it is said: 

Rather, Rav Acha, son of Rabbi Ya’akov, said: The tribe of Levi is not 
characterized as a congregation, as it is written: “Behold, I will make you fruitful 
and multiply you, and I will make of you a congregation of peoples [and I will give 

 
2 Gen. 49:10. 
3 Gen. 35:22. 
4 Gen. 35:22–23. 
5 Hosea 1:2. 
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this land to your descendants after you for an everlasting possession].”6 [It is 
derived from here that] any [tribe] that has [an ancestral] possession [bequeathed 
to it] is characterized as a congregation, and any [tribe] that does not have [an 
ancestral] possession [bequeathed to it] is not characterized as a congregation. [I.e., 
as the tribe of Levi has no ancestral land, it should not be characterized as a 
congregation.]  

[The Gemara challenges:] If so, the 12 tribes are lacking [in number, as 
without the tribe of Levi there are only 11]. Abaye said [that it is stated]: “Ephraim 
and Manasseh shall be like Reuben and Simeon to me”7 [i.e., instead of one tribe 
of Joseph, each of his sons are counted as a separate tribe]. Rava said: But isn’t it 
written: “After the name of their brethren shall they be called in their 
inheritance,”8 [indicating that it is] with regard to inheritance [that] they are 
likened [to tribes], but not with regard to another matter? [I.e., while Levi 
doesn’t get an inheritance, it is still counted as a tribe. Ephraim and Manasseh are 
each counted as a half-tribe, so there are still a total of 12 tribes.] 

- Horayot 6b 
Similarly, the Rambam ruled in the 13th chapter of the Laws of Unintentional 

Transgressions, halacha 2, “The tribes of Efraim and Menashe are not considered as two 
tribes for unintentional transgressions in following [an erroneous] ruling of the high court.9 
Instead, they are counted as one tribe.”  

This is what caused bewilderment to the Midrash, why he didn’t call to Reuben, the 
firstborn for almost all intents and purposes, and why not to Judah, the king of the tribes. 

 
תִי אוֹמֵר שֶׁדַּוְקָא קָרָא לְאֵלּוּ וְתֵּירֵץ, בִּשְׁבִיל שֶׁהָיָה סֵפֶק בְּיָדוֹ לַעֲשׂוֹת, כְּלוֹמַר אַדְרַבָּא אִם הָיָה קוֹרֵא לִרְאוּבֵן אוֹ לִיהוּדָה הָיִי 

אִם אִיתָא שֶׁקָּרָא דַּוְקָא לְיוֹסֵף  לְיוֹסֵף שֶׁהוּא הַצָּעִיר, לְפִי שֶׁהֵם גְּדוֹלִים וַחֲשׁוּבִים וְאֵינוֹ רוֹצֶה זֶה מֵאֲחֵרִים, אָמְנָם עַתָּה שֶׁקָּרָא
הַגְּד לִכְתּוּבִּשְׁבִיל  הָיָה לוֹ  הַכָּתוּב  שֶׁהָיָה לוֹ,  שֶׁקָּרְאוּ  וֹלָּה  מִינַּהּ  שְׁמַע  לְיוֹסֵף"  "לִבְנוֹ  וּמִדְּקָאָמַר  לָא,  וְתוּ  לְיוֹסֵף"  "וַיִּקְרָא  ב 

    בִּשְׁבִיל שֶׁהוּא בְּנוֹ וְהוּא הַדִּין לִשְׁאַר בָּנִים וְהַאי דְּקָרָא לְיוֹסֵף לְפִי שֶׁהָיָה סֵפֶק בְּיָדוֹ לַעֲשׂוֹת.
 
The solution, “Because [Joseph] had the ability to do so,” is as if to say, “to the 

contrary, if he had called to Reuben or to Judah, I would have said that he specifically called 
to them because they were greater and important from Jacob’s point of view, and he wanted 
them to perform his burial, and he did not want this from others.  

But now that he called for Joseph, who is one of the youngest, what do we say? If it 
was that he specifically called to Joseph because of his greatness, i.e., if Jacob had viewed 
Joseph as most prominent, it would have been written in Scripture, “he called for Joseph,” 

 
6 Gen. 48:4. 
7 Gen. 48:5. 
8 Gen. 48:6. 
9 If seven or more tribes follow an erroneous ruling of the Sanhedrin, they have to bring a communal offering. 

Ephraim and Manasseh would only be considered as half-tribes for such a calculation. 
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and nothing else. From the fact that it is said, “he called for his son, for Joseph,” hear from 
this that he called for him because he was his son, i.e., just one of the 12 sons, rather than 
because of his status, as indeed, he was neither firstborn nor king of the tribes. [Jacob] could have 
similarly called for the other sons. So we see that this calling for Joseph wasn’t because Jacob 
was trying to infer that Joseph was greater in his eyes than even Reuben or Judah, but was just a 
practical act, because [Joseph] had the ability to do [what his father requested]. I.e., Jacob 
understood that to the Egyptians, Joseph was of the greatest prominence, and thus he could carry 
out Jacob’s orders in a way that the other sons could not. But Joseph’s prominence in the eyes of 
the Egyptians did not make him the most prominent in the eyes of Jacob or the Jews; that position 
would continue to belong to Reuben or to Judah. 

 
"וְהָיָה הַבְּכוֹר" וְדָּרְשִׁינַן הַמְיַבֵּם    דְּאַף עַל גַּב דִּכְתִיב  מִצְוָה בַגָּדוֹל לְיַבֵּם. וְאִם קָדַם הַקָּטָן, זָכָה.  כִּדְאָמְרִינַן פֶּרֶק ב' דִּיבָמוֹת

יְשִׁיבַת הָאַחִים זֶה לְזֶה, וּבְכוֹר וְגָדוֹל לָאו    הוּקְשׁוּאַחִים יַחְדָּו",    כִּי־יֵשְׁבוּ  "מִכָּל מָקוֹם הוֹאִיל דִּכְתִיב    יִהְיֶה הַבְּכוֹר וְהַגָּדוֹל,
וּגְד שֶׁבְּכוֹרָתוֹ  אֶלָּא  כְּמוֹ  וּדַּוְקָא  גָּרְמָה  וְעיי"ש.  שֶׁכָּתַבלָּתוֹ  יוֹם טוֹב  הַתּוֹסֶפֶת  לִרְאוּבֵן אוֹ   וְאִם  שָׁם  לִבְנוֹ  וַיִּקְרָא  הָיָה אוֹמֵר 

טֶּלֶת וּלאֹ יִרְצוּ תִּהְיֶה הַמִּצְוָה מ  לִיהוּדָה, הָיִיתִי אוֹמֵר שֶׁיַּעֲקֹב הָיָה רוֹצֶה שֶׁתִּהְיֶה הַמִּצְוָה בִּרְאוּבֵן אוֹ בִּיהוּדָה שֶׁהֵם גְּדוֹלִים וְאִם
בַּחֲלִיצָה נָתוֹ הָיְתָה שֶׁהַמִּצְוָה תִּהְיֶה  ווְאָמַר "לִבְנוֹ לְיוֹסֵף" אֵין לוֹמַר שֶׁכַּוָּ   לְיוֹסֵףאֲבָל הָשָׁתָא שֶׁקָּרָא  .  עַל שְׁאָר הָאַחִים כְּמוֹ 

שֶׁהָרֵי שְׁאַר הָאַחִים אֵין סֵפֶק בְּיָדָם לַעֲשׂוֹת, אֶלָּא    עַל שְׁאָר הָאַחִים,טֶּלֶת  וּמעַל יוֹסֵף אִם יִרְצֶה וְאִם לאֹ יִרְצֶה תִּהְיֶה  טֶּלֶת  וּמ
  ים יַסְפִּיקוּ הֵם שָׁוִים לְיוֹסֵף. וַדַּאי מַשְׁמָע שֶׁלּאֹ קָרָא לְיוֹסֵף אֶלָּא לְפִי שֶׁיֵּשׁ סֵפֶק בְּיָדוֹ לַעֲשׂוֹת, וְאֵין הָכִי נָמֵי שֶׁאִם גַּם אֲחֵרִ 

 
As it is said in the second chapter of Yevamot: “It is a mitzva for the eldest to perform 

the levirate marriage. But if the younger [brother] preceded him, he merits [the woman as his 
wife].”10 It is written, “The firstborn shall be accounted to the dead brother, that his name may 
not be blotted out in Israel,” [which the rabbis] explain that the one performing the levirate 
marriage should be the firstborn and eldest. Nevertheless, since it is written,  “When brothers 
dwell together and one of them dies and leaves no offspring, the wife of the deceased shall not 
become that of another party, outside the family. Her husband’s brother shall unite with her: he 
shall take her as his wife and perform the levirate duty.” The dwelling of the brothers are likened 
to each other, so the levirate marriage can be performed by any of them. Thus, it’s not necessary 
that it be the firstborn or eldest, rather that one’s status as firstborn or eldest give him 
priority, as the Tosefet Yom tov writes there, and see there. 

If [Scripture] had said “he called for his son, for Reuben” or “for Judah,” I would 
have said that Jacob had wanted that the mitzvah would be with Reuben or with Judah, for 
they were most prominent. If they hadn’t desired the mitzvah, then it would be imposed upon 
the remaining brothers, as with levirate marriage.  

But now that he called for Joseph, and it is said, “for his son, for Joseph,” you can’t 
say that his intent was that the mitzvah would be imposed upon Joseph if he should desire it, 
and if he should not desire it, it would be imposed upon the other brothers. For the other 
brothers didn’t have it in their power to do what Jacob wanted. Rather, we certainly hear that 

 
10 Mishnah Yevamot 2:8. 



5 
 

he only called to Joseph because he had the power to do it. Indeed, if the others had had the 
power, they would have been equal to Joseph. 

 
יוֹסֵף" וּמַהוּ "לְיוֹסֵף", אֶלָּא וַדַּאי לְפִי שֶׁצָּפָה בְּרוּחַ הַקֹּדֶשׁ שֶׁעָתִיד יוֹסֵף לִהְיוֹת ב "וַיִּקְרָא לִבְנוֹ  וֹאֶלָּא שֶׁלְּפִי זֶה הָיָה לוֹ לִכְתּ

מִשּׁוּם הָכִי אָמַר "לִבְנוֹ לְיוֹסֵף"  .  מִתְעַסֵּק בִּקְבוּרָתוֹ וּשְׁאָר אָחִיו יַנִּיחוּ זֶה הָעֵסֶק לוֹ לְבַדּוֹ לִכְבוֹד יַעֲקֹב לְפִי שֶׁהַשָּׁעָה מְסוּרָה לוֹ
, כִּדְאָמְרִינַן בְּפֶרֶק קַמָּא דְּסוֹטָה     .שֶׁאָמְרוּ הִנִּיחוּ לוֹ כְּבוֹדוֹ בִּגְדוֹלִים יוֹתֵר מִבִּקְטַנִּים דְּמַשְׁמָע שֶׁגַּם הֵם נִתְרַצּוּ בְּכָ

 
But according to this understanding, [Scripture] should have written, “and he called 

for his son Joseph.” What is the meaning of “for his son, for Joseph”? I.e., the Hebrew prefixes 
a lamed to Joseph’s name. Without this lamed, the verse would mean, “he called for his son 
Joseph,” while with the lamed, the verse means, “he called for his son, for Joseph.” This shows an 
emphasis on Joseph. 

Rather, it’s certainly because he saw by divine prophecy that Joseph was destined to 
be occupied with his burial. Also, he saw that the rest of his brothers would let it be [Joseph’s] 
business alone, in honor of Jacob, since the hour was given to him.  

Because of this, it is said, “for his son, for Joseph,” which means that [the brothers] 
too desired this, as it is said in the first chapter of Sotah, “It is more of an honor for him [to 
be buried] by [one of] the great men than by lesser ones [like us].”11 

Thus, the first reason of the Midrash was that Joseph had the ability to fulfil Jacob’s actions, 
in recognition of the pragmatic element that the Egyptians held Joseph in the highest esteem, even 
though Jacob recognized that Reuben and Judah were still the firstborn and king, respectively. The 
second reason of the Midrash was that it was Joseph’s hour, that Jacob still did recognize that 
Joseph had achieved a certain prominence that even his brothers had accepted. 

 
* * * 

 
11 Sotah 13b. Rather than discussing Jacob being buried by Joseph, the Gemara actually discusses the later incident 

of Moses being the one to take Joseph’s bones out of Egypt. 


