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

Essay 4. The oath to bury Jacob in the Land of Israel
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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!”

X270 RTT TR WP MIGY DTN MR XY M IR QTP NP 2py2 9107 M XD mpnany e v
NIEY X7 777 PR L,O7IENITIPY XY RIITN RYN XYW IR 1R MW 2107 XD A972 RpPTT RO
A7 9y 270w 3 v%0Nn 22 niwy? 12 vy nwpa 173 12 8 1921 0008 YT 200Y i 73 e 1137
7§ T2 RPN NP M) "AgN A" p1 iy 2w TR Aty A" 2w Apiy e 12 am avaey T
X7 7979 o8 23X .Y NPT "170 1270V 207 AWRa 11U 120TY 2Py DY 11272 M 137 2py? 1in? nob
AYIE) ,Tonh NINED NiaYEh PII T IPRY I3 C%eNn Y5 nivyh yawno oipn Wo Py mwng 1Y a3

Rp°Vn Pva man

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 effort' 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.
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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.”?

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

! Job 36:9: “Will your limitless wealth avail you, all your utmost efforts?”
2 Gen. 50:6.



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.? “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.
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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.* 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.
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