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Chapter XII: Vayechi (Gen. 47:28–50:26) 
 
Essay 6. Joseph’s participation in Jacob’s burial 
 

בֵּיהּ    מֵעֲסָקַיבֵּיהּ יוֹסֵף אָחִיו מִי לָא הֲוָה    הֲוָה אִיעֲסֵקלָא  וְאִי    : וּפָרִי בִּגְמָרָא  .ר אֵת אָבִיווֹפֶּרֶק קַמָּא יוֹסֵף זָכָה לִקְבּ  סוֹטָה

, וְאֵימָא הָכָא נָמֵי דִּבְוַדַּאי    וְהָא כְּתִיב "וַיִּשְׂאוּ אֹתוֹ בָנָיו" וְכוּ' וְתֵּירֵץ הִנִּיחוּ לוֹ כְּבוֹדוֹ בִּגְדוֹלִים וְכוּ'. מַקְשִׁים הָעוֹלָם דְּמַאי פָּרִי

  . בֵּיהּ  יוֹסֵף הֲווֹ אִינְהוּ מִיעַסְקִי בֵּיהּ, וְאֵי הֲוָה סָלְקָא דַּעְתָּא לְהַמַקְשָׁן בְּהֶפֶך דְּאָחִיו לאֹ הֲווֹ מִיעַסְקִי אִי לָא הֲוָה מִיעַסֶק בֵּיהּ

 

In the Mishnah of Sotah, the first chapter, we read: “Joseph merited to bury his father, 

and there were none among his brethren greater than him.”1  

This is refuted in the Gemara:  

Is it then possible that if Joseph would not have attended to the burial 

of his father, that his brothers would not have done it? For it is written, “His 

sons carried him to the land of Canaan, and buried him in the cave of the field of 

Machpelah, the field near Mamre, which Abraham had bought for a burial site from 

Ephron the Hittite.”2 

. . .  

[The solution is:] Let [the one being buried] be honored by [one of] the 

great [men] rather than by lesser ones.3 

- Sotah 13a–b 

Everyone asks what does [the Gemara] refute? It also said here that certainly if 

Joseph had not attended to the burial, they would have attended to it? How does it enter the 

mind of the questioner that to the contrary, the brothers would not have attended to it? In 

other words, why point out the obvious, that if Joseph had not attended to the burial of his father, 

his brothers would have done so?  

 
   

 
* English translation: Copyright © 2023 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays at https://www.zstorah.com  
1 Mishnah Sotah 1:9; Sotah 13a. 
2 Gen. 50:13. 
3 An alternative view said the opposite, that one being buried would be more honored to be buried by many, rather 

than by a few. 
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זֶּה שֶׁיּוֹסֵף לְבַדּוֹ קָבַר  שְׁמָע מִ וְיֵשׁ לוֹמַר דְּהִנֵּה מִצִּינוּ בַּכָּתוּב "וַיַּעַל יוֹסֵף לִקְבֹּר אֶת־אָבִיו" וְכוּ', "אַחֲרֵי קָבְרוֹ אֶת־אָבִיו", דְּמַ 

נִתְעַסְּקוּ בִּקְבוּרָתוֹ, וְאַדְרַבָּא מַשְׁמָע שֶׁאוֹתָם    וְעוֹד כְּתִיב "וַיִּשְׂאוּ אֹתוֹ בָנָיו" וְכוּ' "וַיִּקְבְּרוּ אֹתוֹ", דְּמַשְׁמָע שֶׁכּוּלָּם.  אֶת אָבִיו

וּוּי פְּרָטִי  יוְלֵיכָּא לְמֵימַר שֶׁמַה שֶׁפָּרַט אֶת יוֹסֵף הוּא מִשּׁוּם שֶׁהָיָה לוֹ צִ   .שָׂא לאֹ קָבַרשֶׁנָּשְׂאוּ דַּוְקָא הֵם שֶׁקָּבְרוּ וְיוֹסֵף שֶׁלּאֹ נָ 

הָיָה סִפֵּק בַּיָּד יוֹסֵף לַעֲשׂוֹתוֹ וְלאֹ בְּיַד    שֶׁבְּזֶה דַּוְקָא  מֵאָבִיו לְקָבְרוֹ, דְּזֶה אֵינוֹ שֶׁהֲרֵי לאֹ נִצְטַוֶּה אֶלָּא שֶׁלּאֹ יִקְבְּרֻהוּ בְּמִצְרַיִם,

לָּם שָׁוִים בָּהּ שֶׁהֲרֵי יֵשׁ  וּוּוּי פְּרָטִי, דְסִבְרָא הִיא שֶׁבַּקְּבוּרָה יִהְיוּ כּיאֲבָל לָשֵׂאת אוֹתוֹ וּלְקוֹבְרוֹ לאֹ הָיָה לוֹ בְּזֶה שׁוּם צִ   .אָחִיו

  .לָּם לַעֲשׂוֹתוּסִפֵּק בַּיָּד כּ

 

It can be said that here we find in Scripture: “So Joseph went up to bury his father,”4 

and also, “after he had buried his father,”5 both of which have the meaning that Joseph alone 

buried his father.  

But it is also written, “His sons carried him to the land of Canaan, and buried him,”6 

which has the meaning that all of them were engaged in his burial. And to the contrary of 

what we wrote above, it means that those who carried him were specifically the ones that 

buried him—and Joseph, who did not carry him (as will be explained below), did not bury 

him.  

Scripture is not saying that the reason why Joseph was singled out in the verses “So 

Joseph went up to bury his father” and “after he had buried his father” was because he had a 

private command from his father to bury him. This is not the case. He was commanded only 

that they should not bury him in Egypt, as Joseph especially had the power to do this, as he 

was viceroy. His brothers were not commanded regarding this, as they had no standing to prevent 

burial in Egypt. But to carry him from Egypt and to bury him, there was no private command, 

and the logical reasoning is that in the burial they would all be equal, as they all had the 

power to do this. 

  

וּוּי יַעֲקֹב הָיָה שֶׁיּוֹסֵף לאֹ יִשָּׂא יה צִ וְאַף עַל פִּי שֶׁכָּתוּב "וּנְשָׂאתַנִי מִמִּצְרַיִם וּקְבַרְתַּנִי בִּקְבֻרָתָם", עַל כָּרְחֲ לָאו דַּוְקָא, שֶׁאַדְרַבָּ 

 "וּקְבַרְתַּנִי"וּמִדְּ"וּנְשָׂאתַנִי" מִמִּצְרַיִם לָאו דַּוְקָא אַף  .  רֵשׁ רַשִׁ"י עַל פָּסוּק "וַיַּעֲשׂוּ בָנָיו לוֹ"ימִטָּתוֹ מִפְּנֵי שֶׁהוּא מֶלֶ כְּמוֹ שֶׁפֵּ 

וְשָׁכַבְתִּי עִם־אֲבֹתַי" "וְעָשִׂיתָ עִמָּדִי חֶסֶד וֶאֱמֶת אַל־נָא תִקְבְּרֵנִי" וְכוּ' "וּנְשָׂאתַנִי" וְכוּ' "מַר  וְעוֹד שֶׁהָיָה לוֹ לוֹ  .נָמֵי לָאו דַּוְקָא

וּוּי יַעֲקֹב לְיוֹסֵף  יהּ שֶׁצִּ אֶלָּא וַדַּאי מִדְּהִפְסִיק בְּ"וְשָׁכַבְתִּי" בֵּין "וְעָשִׂיתָ עִמָּדִי חֶסֶד" לְ"וּנְשָׂאתַנִי" שְׁמַע מִינַּ .  "וּקְבַרְתַּנִי" וְכוּ'

בְּמִצְרַיִם, יִקְבְּרֻהוּ  שֶׁלּאֹ  אֶלָּא  הָיָה  לאֹ  מִמִּצְרַיִם,    בִּפְרָט  לְהוֹצִיאוֹ  רְשׁוּת  לוֹ  יִתֵּן  שֶׁפַּרְעֹה  בְּחָכְמָתוֹ  קוּשְׁיַין וְ שֶׁיַּעֲשֶׂה  הָדְרָא 

  .לָמָּה פְּרָט אֶת יוֹסֵף בִּקְבוּרָתוֹ שֶׁל יַעֲקֹב כנ"ל ,וְלְדוּכְתָּא

 

Even though it is written, “When I lie down with my ancestors, carry me from Egypt 

and bury me in their burial-place,”7 it’s not necessarily so a command for Joseph, for to the 

contrary, the command of Jacob was that Joseph would not carry his bier, because he was 

 
4 Gen. 50:7. 
5 Gen. 50:14. 
6 Gen. 50:13. 
7 Gen. 47:30. 
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king, i.e., viceroy, as Rashi explained on the verse, “Thus his sons did for him as he had 

instructed them.”8 Rashi explained: 

What was it that he had commanded them? This you can gather from the 

next verse [“His sons carried him to the land of Canaan, and buried him . . . .”] His 

sons and not his grandsons. For thus, indeed, he had commanded them: “My bier 

shall not be borne by an Egyptian, nor by one of your sons because they are children 

of Canaanite women, but you alone shall bear it. He likewise assigned them their 

positions, namely, three on the east-side and an equal number on the other three 

sides of the bier, in the same order in which later on the camps marched through 

the wilderness bearing their banners.9 But the 12 tribes that formed these four 

divisions did not include Levi or Joseph, for Jacob had said, “Levi shall not carry 

my bier because he is destined to carry the holy Ark. Joseph shall not carry it 

because he is a king, but Manasseh and Ephraim shall take their places.” And, it is 

to this that Scripture refers when it says, “every man [shall pitch] by his own banner 

according to the signs,”10 meaning according to the sign [i.e. indication of position] 

which their father individually gave them with regard to carrying his bier. 

- Rashi on Gen. 50:12–13, based on Midrash Tanchuma, Bamidbar 12 

 

 And from that statement “carry me” from Egypt it’s not necessarily [a command to 

Joseph]; or even from the statement “and bury me” it’s also not necessarily [a command to 

Joseph].  

Also, chronologically, he should have said “When I lie down with my ancestors,” “deal 

kindly and truly with me; please do not bury me in Egypt,”11 “carry me . . . and bury me in 

their burial-place.” If it had been presented that way, we would have understand that Joseph was 

not only commanded not to bury Jacob in Egypt, but that he was also commanded to carry him out 

of Egypt and to bury him. But the statements are not presented in that order. Rather, certainly 

from the fact that Jacob interrupted with “when I lie down” between “and deal kindly and 

truly with me” and “and take me up,” we can hear from this that Jacob commanded Joseph 

privately only to not bury him in Egypt. Jacob knew that in [Joseph’s] wisdom, he would 

arrange for Pharaoh to give him permission to remove him from Egypt. Now our difficulty 

is restored to its original place! Why single out Joseph in the burial of Jacob, as above, in our 

Mishnah from Sotah? 

 

 
8 Gen. 50:12. 
9 Midrash Tanchuma, Bamidbar 12 is discussed further in Zera Shimshon, Chapter XXIV, Bamidbar, essay 1. 
10 Num. 2:2. 
11 Gen. 47:29. 
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רָתוֹ אַגַּב שֶׁכְּבָר  וֹמַר שֶׁיּוֹסֵף מִנְדִבַת לִבּוֹ קָבַר אֶת אָבִיו אַף עַל פִּי שֶׁלּאֹ נָשְׂאוּ, וּשְׁאָר אֶחָיו הָיוּ מִתְעַסְּקִים בִּקְבוּוְעִם כֵּן צָרִי ל
ר אֶת אָבִיו, הוֹאִיל שֶׁעָשָׂה זֶה וֹיוֹסֵף זָכָה לִקְבּוּמִשּׁוּם הָכִי תָּלָה הַכָּתוּב הַקְּבוּרָה בּוֹ בִּפְרָטוּת, וְהֵן הֵן דִּבְרֵי הַתַּנָּא,  .  נְשָׂאוּהוּ

, וְאִי לָא הֲוָה אִיעֲסֵק  .מְנַדֶּבֶת לִבּוֹ יֵשׁ לוֹ זְכוּת גָּדוֹל מֵאָחִיו בֵּיהּ יוֹסֵף אָחִיו מִי לָא הֲווֹ מֵעֲסָקַי בֵּיהּ וְהָא כְּתִיב    וּמִשּׁוּם הָכִי פָּרִי
.  אֲבִיהֶם כְּסֵדֶר שֶׁאָמַר לָהֶם כָּ הָיוּ נָמֵי מְטַפְּלִים בִּקְבוּרָתוֹ כְּדֶרֶ שְׁאַר הַבָּנִים   מִצְוַת"וַיִּשְׂאוּ" וְכוּ', וּכְשֵׁם שֶׁנְשָׂאוּהוּ בִּשְׁבִיל  

זָכָה לִקְבּוְתֵּירֵץ, הִנִּיחוּ ר אֶת אָבִיו, אֵינוֹ רָצָה לוֹמַר שֶׁקָּנָה זֶה הַזְּכוּת  וֹ לוֹ כְּבוֹדוֹ בִּגְּדוֹלִים, כְּלוֹמַר מַה שֶׁאוֹמֵר הַתַּנָּא יוֹסֵף 
, לְפִי שֶׁיּוֹסֵף הָיָה לוֹ זְכוּת מוּקְ   .  בִּשְׁבִיל שֶׁנִּתְעַסֵּק בִּקְבוּרָתוֹ דָּם שֶׁבִּשְׁבִילוֹ זָכָה לִמְלוּכָה, הוֹעִיל לוֹ שֶׁהִנִּיחוּ  אֶלָּא הַכַּוָּנָה הִיא כָּ

  בָה טוֹבָה שֶׁהָיָה לָהֶם. לוֹ אַף זְכוּת זֶה שֶׁל קְבוּרַת אֲבִיהֶם, וּמִכֹּל מָקוֹם הַכָּתוּב אוֹמֵר "וַיִּקְבְּרוּ אֹתוֹ" בָּנָיו מִשּׁוּם הַמַּחְשָׁ 
 

If so, it must be said that Joseph, from his generous heart, buried his father, even 
though he did not carry him, and the rest of his brothers were engaged in his burial after 
having carried him. Because of this, Scripture gave the burial with detail, and these are the 
words of the Tanna,12 “Joseph merited to bury his father,” since he did this from his generous 
heart, he had greater merit than his brothers.  

Because of this, [the Gemara] refuted, “Is it then possible that if Joseph would not 
have attended to the burial of his father, that his brothers would not have done it? For it is 
written, ‘His sons carried him to the land of Canaan, and buried him in the cave of the field of 
Machpelah, the field near Mamre, which Abraham had bought for a burial site from Ephron the 
Hittite.’ ” Just as they carried him for the sake of the command of their father in the order 
that he told them, i.e., with three on each side of the bier, they would also have taken care of 
his burial, in the way that other sons would bury their father. 

The solution is: Let [the one being buried] be honored by [one of] the great [men] 
rather than by lesser ones, as if to say what the Tanna said, that Joseph merited to bury his 
father. It doesn’t mean to say that he acquired the merit because he was engaged in his burial. 
Rather, the intent is this: As Joseph had the early merit, that because of him, he merited the 
kingship and was in a position to save everyone from the famine, and in a position to ensure that 
his father was not buried in Egypt, it benefited him that they gave him even this merit of 
burying their father. In any case, Scripture says, “and they buried him,” referring to his sons, 
because of the good thought that he had for them. 

 
אנֵי, דְּעִיקָּר הַגְּמִילוּת  וַהֲלאֹ אַדְרַבָּא מִצִּינוּ שֶׁלְּפִי שֶׁהָיָה מֶלֶ צִוָּה יַעֲקֹב שֶׁלּאֹ יִשָּׂא מִטָּתוֹ. וְיֵשׁ לוֹמַר דִּקְבוּרָה שָׁ   ן קָשֶׁהיאֲבָל עֲדַיִ 

נוֹת, כְּמוֹ  ובְּעִנְיַן הַקְּבוּרָה הַרְבֵּה סוֹדוֹת וְכַוָּ וְיֵשׁ  .  חֶסֶד שֶׁעוֹשִׂים עִם הַמֵּתִים הִיא הַקְּבוּרָה "וְיָשֹׁב הֶעָפָר עַל־הָאָרֶץ כְּשֶׁהָיָה"
חוּ לוֹ כְּבוֹדוֹ בִּגְּדוֹלִים שֶׁיּוֹדְעִים  שֶׁכְּתַב הַמַעֲבַר יַבֹּק (בְּמַאֲמַר ב' פֶּרֶק כ"ז וכ' וּבַפֶּרֶק י' מִמַּאֲמָר ה'), וּמִשּׁוּם הָכִי אָמְרוּ אֶחָיו הִנִּי

  .לוֹף הָיָה בֶּן זְקוּנִים וְתִּרְגֵּם אוּנְקְלוֹס אֲרֵי בַר חַכִּים וְכוּ' וּפֵרֵשׁ רַשִׁ"י שֶׁכָּל מַה שֶׁלְּמַד וְכוּ' מָסַר וְיוֹסֵ  לְכַוֵּין יוֹתֵר,
 
But there is still a difficulty, for isn’t it to the contrary that as we find that he was 

king, Jacob commanded him not to carry his bier. Wouldn’t Jacob have also held that as viceroy, 
Joseph shouldn’t be involved in the burial? 
  

 
12 The author of the Mishnah. 
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But it can be said that burial is different, for the principal of acts of kindness that one 

performs for the dead is the burial, as it is written, “And the dust returns to the ground, as it 

was.”13 There are many secrets and intentions in the matter of burial, as the author of Ma’avar 

Yavok wrote (in article 2, chapter 27 and 20, and in chapter 10 of article 5).14 

Because of this, his brothers said, let him be honored by the great ones, who better 

know how to focus. Also, Joseph was a “child of old age,”15 and Onkelos translated this into 

Aramaic: “Israel loved Joseph more than any of his sons, for he was a wise son, and Rashi 

interprets “child of old age,” based on Gen. Rabbah 84:8, that [Jacob] taught him all that he 

had learned from the yeshiva of Shem and Eber. Thus, it was not only because of his status as 

viceroy, but also because of his wisdom, that Joseph was honored with participating in the burial. 

 

* * * 

 
13 Eccl. 12:7. 
14 Aaron Berechiah ben Moses ben Nehemiah (d. 1639), Italian Kabbalist who lived in Modena. In 1626, he 

published Ma’avor Yavok, with readings, laws, and customs relating to sickness, deathbed, burial, and mourning rites. 
15 Gen. 37:3. 


