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Chapter XII: Vayechi (Gen. 47:28–50:26) 
 
Essay 4. The oath to bury Jacob in the Land of Israel 
 

ר לוֹמַר  וֹ צְרַ יַעֲקֹב לַחְזוּיוֹסֵף לאֹ נִשְׁבַּע לוֹ מִיָּד, שֶׁהלָמָּה  פֵּרֵשׁ רַשִׁ"י, וְהִשָּׁבַע לִי. קָשֶׁה    ."שִׂים־נָא יָדְ תַּחַת יְרֵכִי"  פָּסוּק

לִי" לָמָּה חָ .  לוֹ "הִשָּׁבְעָה  כֵּן  יְרֵכִי", אִם  תַּחַת  יָדְ  כְּשֶׁאָמַר לוֹ "שִׂים־נָא  מִיָּד  נִשְׁבַּע לוֹ  יַעֲקֹב לוֹמַר  וְאִם תּאֹמַר שֶׁיּוֹסֵף  זַר 
לּוּ מְבַקֵּשׁ הַדָּבָר מֵאִישׁ  יוְעוֹד קָשֶׁה שֶׁמִּתְּחִלָּה יַעֲקֹב אָמַר "שִׂים־נָא" לְשׁוֹן בַּקָּשָׁה כְּאִ   ?"הִשָּׁבְעָה לִי", תְּרֵי שְׁבוּעוֹת לָמָּה לִי

" אָז אָמַר לוֹ בִּלְשׁוֹן צִ נָכְרִי דֶּרֶ מְצִיאַת חֵן, וְאַחַר שֶׁאָמַר יוֹסֵף "אָנֹכִי אֶעֱשֶׂה כִ  וּוּי "הִשָּׁבְעָה לִי" כְּמוֹ שֶׁהוּא דֶּרֶ הָאָב  ידְבָרֶ
 . בַת "לִי" מְיוּתֶּרֶתילְצַוּוֹת לִבְנוֹ. וְעוֹד קָשֶׁה שֶׁתֵּ 

 
There are verse[s]: 

And the time approached for Israel to die, and he summoned his son Joseph 
and said to him, “If I have found favor in your eyes, please place your hand under 
my thigh, and deal kindly and truly with me; please do not bury me in Egypt. When 
I lie down with my ancestors, take me up from Egypt and bury me in their burial-
place.” He replied, “I will do as you have spoken.” And he said, “Swear to me.” 
And he swore to him. Then Israel bowed at the head of the bed. 

- Gen. 47:29–31 
 
Rashi interpreted the words “please place your hand under my thigh” as meaning: “and 

swear to me.”  
Question 1: A difficulty is why Joseph didn’t swear to him immediately. That is, Joseph 

answered, “I will do as you have spoken,” but his answer wasn’t in the form of a vow, so that 
Jacob had to repeat himself, saying to him explicitly, “Swear to me.” 

Question 2: If you’ll say that Joseph did swear to him immediately, when he said to 
him, “please place your hand under my thigh,” if so, then why did Jacob repeat himself, 
saying, “Swear to me”? Why do I need two oaths? 

Question 3: Another difficulty is that initially, Jacob said “please place,” in the 
language of a request, as if requesting something from a stranger in the way of “finding 
favor.” But after Joseph said, “I will do as you have spoken,” then [Jacob] said to him, in the 
language of a command, “swear to me,” in the way that a father commands his son. Why the 
two different approaches? 

 
* English translation: Copyright © 2023 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays at https://www.zstorah.com  
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Question 4: Another difficulty is that the word “to me” is extra, i.e., Jacob could have 
just said, “Swear!” 

  
וּוּי גָּמוּר שֶׁלּאֹ יִקְבְּרֻהוּ בְּמִצְרַיִם, שֶׁהָרֵי לָאו בְּדִידֵיה דְיוֹסֵף תַּלְיָא  ישֶׁמִּתְּחִלָּה לאֹ הָיָה יָכוֹל יַעֲקֹב לְצַוּוֹת לְיוֹסֵף בְּצִ וְיֵשׁ לוֹמַר  

שֶׁיִּקְבְּרוּהוּ בְּמִצְרַיִם, וְאֵין דֶּרֶ הָאָב לְצַוּוֹת    בָּא יִרְצֶהלְמָא פַּרְעֹה לאֹ יִתֵּן לוֹ רְשׁוּת לְקָבְרוֹ בְּאֶרֶץ יִשְׂרָאֵל אֶלָּא אַדְרַ ידְּדִ   מִילְּתָא,
וְלָכֵן אָמַר לוֹ בִּלְשׁוֹן בַּקָּשָׁה שֶׁיִּשָּׁבַע לוֹ לַעֲשׂוֹת כָּל מַאֲמַצֵּי כֹּחוֹ לְהִשְׁתַּדֵּל עַל זֶה    .וּוּי גָּמוּר מַה שֶׁתָּלוּי בְּדַעַת אֲחֵרִיםילִבְנוֹ בְּצִ 

"כְּדֵ  וְהָיָה לוֹ לוֹמַר רַק "אָנֹכִי אֶעֱשֶׂה" וְתוּ לָא, אֶלָּא כָּ רָצָה .  י שֶׁפַּרְעֹה יִתֵּן לוֹ רְשׁוּת, וְיוֹסֵף הֵשִׁיב, "אָנֹכִי אֶעֱשֶׂה כִדְבָרֶ
אֲבָל אִם פַּרְעֹה לאֹ .  ה לְפִי שֶׁהַדָּבָר תָּלוּי בְּדַעַת פַּרְעֹהבֵּר בִּלְשׁוֹן בַּקָּשָׁ יז לְיַעֲקֹב שֶׁהַדָּבָר יִהְיֶה כִּדְבָרוֹ שֶׁל יַעֲקֹב שֶׁדִּ וֹ יוֹסֵף לִרְמ

, וְהַשְּׁבוּעָה  יִרְצֶה לִיתֵן לוֹ הָרְשׁוּת אֵין כָּאן מָקוֹם לְהִשָּׁבַע לַעֲשׂוֹת כֹּל מַאֲמַצֵּי כֹּחוֹ, שֶׁאֵינוֹ מִן הַדִּין לְהַרְבּוֹ ת הַפְצָרוֹת לְמֶלֶ
  . קָּרָאתִּהְיֶה בָּטֵל מֵעִי

 
It can be said that initially, Jacob was not able to command Joseph with a complete 

command that he should not bury him in Egypt, for the thing did not depend upon Joseph 
on his own. The reason is that perhaps Pharaoh wouldn’t give him permission to bury [Jacob] 
in the Land of Israel, but rather to the contrary he would want him to bury him in Egypt. 
It’s not the way of the father to command his son with a complete command for something 
that depends upon the opinion of another. Therefore, he spoke with him in the language of a 
request, to make his utmost effort1 to endeavor to fulfill this in order that Pharaoh would 
give him permission, and Joseph answered, “I will do as you have spoken.”  

He should have just said “I will do it,” and nothing else, but Joseph wanted to hint to 
Jacob that the matter would be according to the words of Jacob, who spoke in the language 
of request, as the matter depended upon the opinion of Pharaoh. But if Pharaoh wouldn’t 
want to give the permission, here [Joseph] would have no place to swear to make his utmost 
efforts—for it’s not proper to make many pleas to a king—and his oath would be null and 
void. 

Thus, the answer to Question 1 is that Joseph didn’t have the power to immediately swear 
to bury his father in the Land of Israel. The answer to Question 3, at least with regard to the pleasant 
initial language, is that Jacob understood that Pharoah would have to be convineced. 

 
"ל עַל פָּסוּק "עֲלֵה וּקְבֹר אֶת־וְלָכֵן אָמַר לוֹ יַעֲקֹב "הִשָּׁבְעָה לִי" לַעֲשׂוֹת הַדָּבָר הַזֶּה, שֶׁאָז לאֹ יוּכַל פַּרְעֹה לְמָאֵן כְּמוֹ שֶׁאָמְרוּ ז

"   . אָבִי כַּאֲשֶׁר הִשְׁבִּיעֶ
 
Therefore, Jacob said to him, “Swear to me,” to do this thing, for then Pharaoh 

wouldn’t be able to refuse as, the [rabbis] of blessed memory said in Sotah 36b on the verse, 
“Go up and bury your father, as he made you promise on oath.”2  

The Gemara explains that Pharaoh’s astrologers complained about Pharoah’s intent to 
appoint a former slave as viceroy. Pharaoh responded that he sensed that Joseph came from royalty. 
As a test, Pharaoh checked to see if Joseph knew the world’s 70 languages, as sons of royalty were 

 
1 Job 36:9: “Will your limitless wealth avail you, all your utmost efforts?” 
2 Gen. 50:6. 
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taught. Joseph passed the test, and additionally knew Hebrew, which Pharoah did not know. 
Pharaoh requested to be taught Hebrew, but was unable to learn it, and requested that Joseph vow 
not to reveal that Pharaoh had been unable to learn one language.  Years later, when Joseph sought 
permission to bury his father, he told Pharoah that his father had made him swear to bury him in 
the Land of Israel.3 “Pharoah said to him, ‘Go request [the dissolution] of your vow. [Joseph] said 
to him: And should I also request [dissolution] for [the oath that I took] for you [i.e., that Pharoah 
had been unable to learn Hebrew]?’ ” Pharoah then gave permission to Joseph to bury his father. 

Thus the answer to question 2, why a second oath was needed, and the answer to the second 
part of question 3, why Jacob’s second request was in the form of a command, was that Jacob first 
asked in a way that said, “I know it’s not completely up to you, so try to convince Pharoah.” The 
second request was in the form of a command, because Jacob understood through Divine 
inspiration that if Joseph made an oath to him, that Pharaoh would not be able to refuse. 

 
יתֵן לוֹ רְשׁוּת כְּמוֹ שֶׁאָמְרוּ ז"ל. וּלְפִי שֶׁהָיָה אֶפְשָׁר  קּוּן וְהֶעָצָה שְׁנָתָן לְיוֹסֵף כְּדֵי שֶׁפַּרְעֹה יִהְיֶה מוּכְרָח לִ יוְזאֹת הַשְּׁבוּעָה הוּא הַתִּ 

לַכָּ הוֹסִיף .  בְּאֶרֶץ יִשְׂרָאֵל וְנִמְצֵאת הַשְּׁבוּעָה בְּטֵלָה  לְקוֹבְרוֹשֶׁאַף לְאַחֵר הַשְּׁבוּעָה פַּרְעֹה יַקְשֶׁה לִבּוֹ וְלאֹ יִרְצֶה לִיתֵן לוֹ רְשׁוּת  
וּת, אֲבָל לָעַיִן הָעוֹלָם הִיא  כְּלוֹמַר הִשָּׁבַע לִי עַל דַּעְתִּי, וַאֲנִי אֵין דַּעְתִּי שֶׁתָּחוּל הַשְּׁבוּעָה אֶלָּא כְּשֶׁיִּתֵּן לְ פַּרְעֹה רְשׁבַת "לִי"  יתֵּ 

  ]הַשְּׁבִיעִי[שִׁיל נָמֵי אַדִּידָ וְכוּ', כִּדְאָמְרִינַן בְּפֶרֶק  וּכְשֶׁאָמַר לוֹ פַּרְעֹה זִיל אִיתְּשִׁיל אַשְּׁבוּעֲתָ אָמַר לֵיהּ אִיתְּ   שְׁבוּעָה גְּמוּרָה,
 . דְּסוֹטָה

 
Thus, this oath that Jacob commanded Joseph to swear is the solution and the advice 

that [Jacob] gave to Joseph, so that Pharaoh would have to give him permission, as the 
[rabbis] of blessed memory said.  

However, it was possible that even after the oath, Pharoah would harden his heart and 
wouldn’t want to give him permission to bury him in the Land of Israel, and the oath would 
be found to be void. Because of that, [Jacob] added the word “to me,” as if to say, “swear to 
me according to my view,” and my view is that the oath will not apply unless Pharaoh gives 
you permission, but in the eyes of the world it is an absolute oath. Thus, the answer to question 
4 is that the word “to me” was added by Jacob as a way of saying, “Pharaoh [and the world] will 
think that you swore an absolute oath to me,” but the truth is that you won’t be guilty of breaking 
the oath if Pharaoh still refused. 

When Pharoah said to him, “Go request [the dissolution] of your vow,” [Joseph] said 
to him, “should I request [the dissolution] for [the oath I took] for you,” as it says in 
the [seventh] chapter of tractate Sotah.4 Thus, Pharoah felt compelled to give permission to 
Joseph. 

 
* * * 

 
3 Gen. 50:5. 
4 The first edition erroneously referred to the first chapter of Sotah. 


