were years during which he was deprived of Ruach HaKodesh,
due to the sadness that enveloped him. Being alienated from
Hashem, despite good physical health, does not define life.
Life without Hashem is just not living. True life means utilizing
our given time on this world to living it to the fullest
spiritually. A material, physical good time does not mean that
one has “lived.” He has existed.
The story is told of a man who visited a certain town
and was shown its cemetery. As he walked from grave to
grave reading the tombstones, he was shocked to see that
everyone in the town had died at a young age. On one
tombstone, he read that the deceased had been a mere
twelve years old when he passed. Next to him was someone
who barely lived ten years, and soon the man was baffled
because he had met a number of people and most of them
were in their twilight years. Had there been a major epidemic
of which he was unaware? When he asked his guide to explain
this anomaly, the man replied that, in this town, age was
calculated on a different scale. The duration of a person’s life
was not measured by how many years the man had actually
“breathed,” but by how many days of his life were used
productively. Many of the people buried in the cemetery had
lived well into their senior years, eighty, ninety – even one
hundred years old, but they had not made the most of their
lives. Much of their time was wasted on frivolity and
foolishness, futility after futility, sitting around doing little to
nothing, talking for no purpose, living lives devoid of
spirituality, value and meaning. They were recipients of G-d’s
greatest gift – life – and they had wasted it.
It goes without saying that, for a Torah Jew, the
definition of life is a life of Torah. Each and every day of our
lives must be spent productively. Thus, Torah study must be
the primary focus of our existence. It is our life-force. Our goal
must be Torah learning per se, not necessarily its mastery and
accumulation of knowledge, but just simple learning and
more learning for the sake of learning.
A poignant analogy of the meaning of Torah study
as our life force may be gleamed from the hesped, eulogy,
given by Horav Shmuel Auerbach, zl, for his saintly father,
Horav Shlomo Zalmen, zl. “When the doctors told us that
blood was spurting from my father’s lungs,” Rav Shmuel said,
“I reflected, this is the blood of Torah, the blood of ahavas,
love, of Torah.
“When one learns Torah in his youth, its words
become ingrained in his blood. This is especially true when
one has no food, for then the Torah becomes his food. In my
father’s home, they had no food, and, instead, he consumed
divrei Torah, subsisting on it. These divrei Torah became the
components of his blood during his childhood.” This is the
meaning of a “lived” life.

Va’ani Tefillah
 – ושים חלקנו עמהם לעולםV’sim chelkeinu imahem
l’olam. And put our lot together with them forever.
Our behavior may not always (ever?) be on the
same plateau as the righteous (and all of the preceding who
represent the apex of Torah Judaism), yet we want to strive
to be together with them. We never want to be apart from
them – even though our demeanor neither reflects nor is
worthy of this closeness. This phenomenon is to be observed
when we see Jews of all stripes flock to a tzaddik, righteous
person, leader. They are acutely aware of his greatness and
of their distance from him. Yet, they want to be near him,
learn from him, be inspired by him, and, of course, receive his
blessing. Are they currying spiritual points, so that they can
continue doing their own? No! Deep down they really care
and know that this is where “it is” and where they should be,
but… Then there are those of our co-religionists who observe
little to nothing, yet flock to the Kosel, pick up their white
kippahs, walk over to the wall, place their hands or their
heads on it and pray. Before they leave, they place their little
notes between the stones. Why? Because when all is said and
done, their Yiddishe neshamos, their Pintele Yid, their
essential Jew, want “in” and this is the definition of “in” from
their perspective.
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Parashas Vayigash

תשע"ט

ויאמר יוסף אל אחיו אני יוסף העוד אבי חי ולא יכלו אחיו
לענות אתו כי נבהלו מפניו
And Yosef said to his brothers, “I am Yosef, is my father still
alive? But his brothers could not answer him, because they
were left disconcerted before him. (45:3)
Yosef finally reveals himself to his brothers, and, in
the space of a few moments, G-d’s master plan became
evident to all. All of the questions, pain and challenges that
had transpired and that they had experienced became clear
to them. Twenty-two years of ambiguity had been lifted from
their eyes. Yosef asked, “Is my father still alive?” This question
begs elucidation. How many times must they repeat to him
that their elderly father was still alive and living at home? The
Kli Yakar explains that Yosef thought that they might have
mentioned an elderly father who was inexorably attached to
Binyamin, in order to garner Yosef’s compassion. Perhaps he
might show that he had a heart and not compel them to bring
Binyamin, out of respect and compassion for their elderly
father. Thus, he repeated his question in order to confirm his
father’s living status.
In an alternative exposition, Kli Yakar goes to the
crux of their lapse in judgment in committing the deed of
selling Yosef. Yosef asked, “Is my father still alive?” He is my
father – not yours, because you did not seem to take into
consideration your father’s feelings when you decided to sell
me! You acted as if he were not your father – but mine!” We
now understand, says the Kli Yakar, why they cringed in his
presence. His rebuke was quite powerful and provides a
lesson for us all. How often do we act in a manner that shows
sensitivity to our personal needs without thinking twice about
its effect on others? To show consideration for others is the
true barometer of one’s sensitivity. One demonstrates his
true inner strength of character during moments of stress or
challenge. On the one hand, despite all that had transpired,
in the moment of great emotional stress, Yosef was
considerate of his brothers’ feelings. To be alone with no one
else present as he revealed his true identity to them took
great courage. He did not want them to be shamed in public.
Nonetheless, he rebuked them when he asked, “Is my father
alive?” thus implying that he is mine – not yours. Children do
not act in such a manner to parents.
Horav Yitzchak Zilberstein, Shlita, relates a story
which demonstrates human consideration at its zenith. The
story also teaches us that greatness in Torah is accompanied
by exemplary middos tovos, character refinement. A Jew
knocked on the apartment door of Horav David Povarsky, zl,
Rosh Yeshivas Ponevezh, with an important shailah, halachic
query. The Rosh Yeshivah looked up from his Gemorah and

פרשת ויגש

listened to the man. Apparently, in an hour he was about to
celebrate the Bris Milah and naming of his son. He and his wife
were in disagreement concerning what name to give the child.
Until that very day they had been in agreement that their little
boy would be named Yehonasan. That morning, his wife
changed her mind, because they had a neighbor who had lost a
young boy whose name was Yehonasan. As a result, she
absolutely refused to give her son that name.
The Rosh Yeshivah replied, “Do not give the name
Yehonasan.” He proceeded to return to his learning as if the
man were not there.
The father/husband was not easily deterred. Not
wanting to disturb the Rosh Yeshivah again, he waited patiently
until the Rosh Yeshivah concluded learning. Then, he asked,
“Rebbe, what is the reason that we cannot use the name
Yehonasan? We do not believe in superstition. My son having a
similar name to the deceased child is not a bad omen.”
Rav Povarsky looked up at the man and said, “My
decision had nothing to do with fear for the health of your son.
What concerned me is that in a few years, when your son grows
up and runs around playing in the neighborhood, the mother of
the deceased child will hear you calling, ‘Yehonasan,
Yehonasan,’ and this will cause her grief. It will bring back
painful memories. This is why I am against giving this name to
your son.”
This is empathy. Understanding someone else’s pain
and thinking about how something that you do in some way
infringes on another person, causing them to grieve. It may
have nothing to do with you – and you may be well within your
rights – but if you care enough to feel someone else’s grief, you
will refrain from executing your carefully laid plans.
We can derive a powerful lesson from this concept.
Imagine that a young father or mother have planned to name
their child after a family member or friend with whom they had
been close. Now it comes to their attention that this name,
albeit in perfect innocence with absolutely no harm intended,
might one day cause pain to another person. Suddenly, all the
plans must change. Why? Because, as Jews, we not only think –
but we also are mandated to see – outside of the box, with the
“box” being ourselves. Any action on my part that might infringe
upon another person’s emotions should be reconsidered and
examined from all aspects. We should ask ourselves, “What if
the shoe were on the other foot?” It is not just about being
“nice,” “decent,” “humane” – it is about being Jewish. We are
not like others. We have – and live by – the Torah.

ועתה אל תעצבו ואל יחר בעיניכם כי מכרתם אותי הנה כי
from the ship and running towards him. “We are here to save
you!” they declared. “But how did you know that I was here?”
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salvation. The Ramchal interprets this perspective into the
Yosef appeases his brothers, explaining to them
words of the Midrash that questions Yaakov Avinu’s reaction
that they were all part of a Divine Plan, in order to have him
to his sons’ relating to him that they had told the Egyptian
precede them to Egypt. By “trailblazing” the Egyptian exile
viceroy that they had an elderly father and a young brother at
which Klal Yisrael was destined to experience, Yosef was able
home. Lamah hareiosem li, “Why did you treat me so ill (by
to mitigate their and their descendants’ ordeal to some
telling the man that you had another brother)?” (Bereishis
extent. Yosef was addressing his brothers, but it is a worthy
43:6) The Midrash wonders: “Yaakov had never spoken in
lesson that is applicable to – and should be reviewed over and
such a manner. Hashem said, ‘I am occupied with coronating
over by – us all. Hashem controls and guides the world. He
his son (Yosef) as a monarch, and he questions ‘Why I treated
has a Divine Plan in which we all have a role. We must be
him so badly.’”
patient and trust in Hashem because, at the end of the day,
The Ramchal explains that, undoubtedly, this was a
we really are unable to alter the plan. We should open our
tzarah, a case of adversity. Yaakov’s sons descend to Egypt to
eyes and minds to see how all of the inexplicable parts of the
purchase food for the family. The end result of this trip:
puzzle ultimately fit together.
Shimon is incarcerated and now he is told that he must send
The Divrei Yisrael (cited by Horav Elimelech
Binyamin, if he ever wants to see Shimon again. The reaction
Biderman, Shlita) writes (Parashas Beshalach), “When one
should have been: Pray to Hashem so that He “sweetens” the
believes that everything happens as a result of Hashgachah
Din, Justice, that whatever decree hangs over the family be
Pratis, Divine Providence, and not by chance, even the most
ameliorated. Certainly, someone of Yaakov’s stature should
minute detail, such as how many footsteps one takes (this
not complain, “Why did You do something that would cause
means that he believes that each and every footstep is taken
me such harm?”
by Divine designation), then he will be spared from sadness
Ramchal continues that, on the contrary, from here
and distress… because he firmly believes that nothing
we may derive that all good things are preceded by pain.
happens by man’s will, but rather, by Divine Decree.”
Chazal state: “Three gifts have been granted to Klal Yisrael as
The Divrei Yisrael goes so far as to say that if one
the result of yissurim, troubles, pain: Torah, Eretz Yisrael and
does not believe that each step that he takes is ordained by
Olam Habba, the World to Come.” Therefore, when adversity
Divine Providence, then the brachah, blessing, of Hameichin
strikes, we must take it with a grain of salt, secure in the
mitzadei gaver, “Who prepares the steps of mankind,” is a
knowledge that it is the precursor of good.
brachah levatalah, unauthorized brachah, a blessing uttered
The problem is that we view life through a myopic
for no reason. Often we go somewhere where we sustain a
lens. We are plagued by spiritual astigmatism that distorts
bad experience. We ask ourselves, “Why did I go there? I
what we see in such a manner that we only perceive bad
should have stayed away. I bumped into someone that
when, in fact, what we see is really to our benefit. A wellcaused me heartache.” We kvetch, complain and feel sorry for
known story, publicized by Horav Yaakov Galinsky, zl,
ourselves. If we would pause long enough to realize that
involved his mother, who was well-read and one of the few
Hashem is meichin mitzadei gaver, however, we would realize
women in her neighborhood who could read the Jewish
that Hashem was the One Who sent us there.
newspaper, Der Yiddishe Tagblatt. The women of the
Horav Yitzchak Hershkowitz, Shlita (Nitzotzos)
neighborhood would gather at her home for a “reading”,
relates the story (allegory) of the man who was the only
during which she read the newspaper out loud for the
survivor of a shipwreck. He was able to swim to an
women.
uninhabited island. In order to provide shelter for himself, he
One day, when Mrs. Galinsky was in her kitchen
gathered branches to build a small hut. It was not much but,
peeling potatoes, a woman visited and was waiting for Mrs.
at least, it would serve as a refuge from the animals that
Galinsky to conclude her kitchen work so that she could
roamed the island. His belongings, which consisted of the
“hear” the news. Meanwhile, the woman began flipping
clothes on his back and whatever he could grab before the
through the pages of the newspaper. Suddenly, she came
ship went down, were placed into his new home.
running into the kitchen in a panic, “How can you be so
One day, after he regained his health (his wounds
passive, peeling potatoes, when a large ship has sunk?” She
that he suffered during the ship’s sinking had healed), he
brought in the paper which had a picture of a ship submerged
went searching for food or whatever would serve as a
in the water. Mrs. Galinsky patiently took the paper from her,
substitute. While he was in the woods searching, he saw
turned it around, and said, “Since you do not know how to
flames coming from his makeshift hut. By the time he
read, you failed to realize that you were holding the
returned, nothing remained of his home and worldly
newspaper upside down.” Once the paper was put in the
possessions. He began to cry uncontrollably, beseeching
upright position, it was clear that the ship was not sinking.
Hashem, “Ribono Shel Olam, I am now alone in the world,
The lesson of the story (as explained by Rav
bereft of my family, friends, and all my worldly possessions.
Galinsky) is simple: If one does not know how to look at a
Where do I go from here?” Miserable, he cried himself to
picture, he might conjecture that terrible things are
sleep on the parched ground.
happening, when, in fact, the opposite is true. Thus, matters
The next morning, he woke up to see sunlight and
which appear to be tragedies are really the precursors for
an approaching ship. He jumped up, as he saw men alighting
good events. One just has to know how to read the picture.

An elderly Jew, an immigrant of Frankfurt Am Main
who had survived the Holocaust and rebuilt his family in Eretz
Yisrael, rose to speak at his grandson’s bar mitzvah. This was
his poignant message: “Tonight, as we celebrate my dear
grandson’s bar mitzvah, I take the podium to share with you
a Torah thought from Rabbiner S. R. Hirsch, zl, the man who
saved German Jewry from the scourge of secularism.
“When Yosef was finally reunited with his father,
they embraced. Chazal teach that Yaakov Avinu was reciting
Shema Yisrael as he embraced Yosef. Why? Was there no
other time for reciting the Shema? Rav Hirsch explained that
the Shema Yisrael was Yaakov’s personal monologue to
himself (Yisrael being his other name). He said, “Shema
Yisrael/Yaakov – listen! Now, as you see your beloved son,
Yosef, you sense Hashem as Hashem, which is Rachamim,
Mercy (Hashem’s Name which corresponds to His Attribute of
Mercy), and Elokeinu/Elokim, which is Din (Hashem’s Name
when employing His attribute of strict justice). I have been
through both Rachamim and Din. There were years that were
filled with Divine Compassion and years during which I felt His
Strict Justice. Now that I see Yosef in all of his glory as a
viceroy, yet a fully-committed Torah Jew, I acknowledge that
Hashem Echad – it was all Hashem/Rachamim! It appeared as
Din, but actually it was all Hashem’s lovingkindness!”
The grandfather now paused for a moment, looked
at the gathering, and exclaimed, “We went through so much
travail. We suffered; we were hounded and beaten, reviled
and many of us murdered. Those of us who survived might
wonder why? Why were we subjected to such Din, Strict
Justice? I see now why. I see now that what I thought was
Strict Justice was actually Divine Mercy. Had I remained in
Germany unscathed, I would never had merited to see my
grandson as a bar mitzvah, proud, committed, Torah Jew. I
see now that it was all Hashem Echad – all Divine Mercy!”
We all experience some sort of travail. It is either
financial, spouse, children, health, personal success, etc.
Everyone has his/her peckel, package of issues, complaints.
We now (actually, we always had) have the Torah’s
perspective on adversity. It is Heaven designed and Heavensent for a reason, to achieve a vital and critical purpose, one
that will ultimately change our lives for the better. Our only
option is to hang in with complete trust in Hashem, because,
after all, He is behind it all.
ואת יהודה שלח לפניו אל יוסף להורות לפניו גשנה
He sent Yehudah ahead of him to Yosef, to prepare ahead
of him in Goshen. (46:28)
Chazal interpret, L’horos lefanav, “To prepare
ahead of him,” with the word l’horos being derived from the
word horaah: to teach, to decide halachah. Yehudah was sent
to establish a bais horaah she’mishom teitzei Torah, a house
of learning, a yeshivah, from which the Torah would emanate.
Yehudah was the first Rosh Yeshivah. The question is obvious.
Yehudah was the melech, king, monarch of the brothers. True,
he was quite proficient erudite, and was undoubtedly a
scholar, but Torah erudition and dissemination were not his
primary vocations. He was occupied with malchus, kingship.
The commentators, each in his inimitable manner, address
this question.
We may suggest the following. Horav Nissan Alpert,
zl, observes that the word Goshnah (to Goshen) has the same
gematria, numerical equivalent, as Moshiach. It is also not by

chance that the Jewish residence in Egypt was Goshen. These
words stem from hagashah, which means to come near, to
bring close, as in the opening words (and title of our parsha)
Vayigash eilav Yehudah, “And Yehudah came close.” It was
only after this “closeness” was experienced that Yosef
revealed his identity. It was only once a mutual affection was
established, an open relationship of brotherhood, that a
meeting of the minds could take place to confront their past
indiscretion. Likewise, it is only when all the Jewish People see
themselves as brothers, approaching one another amicably,
with the love that brothers have (or should have) for one
another, that we will experience the advent of Moshiach
Tziddkeinu.
There is, of course, the undesired – but all too
frequent – alternative of, “They saw him from afar, and when
he had not yet approached them, they conspired toward him
to kill him” (ibid 37:18). When we resort to viewing brothers
from afar, refusing to establish mutual affection, the worst
may occur.
To maintain such harmony we must have strong
leadership who is respected and accepted by all. Such
leadership is similar to monarchy, with the Torah, which is the
Rosh Yeshivah’s primary source of distinction, as the source
of his unique wisdom, infusing his personality with a sense of
sovereign majesty. As such, he senses an achrayos,
responsibility, for his flock; indeed, for all of Klal Yisrael.
Yehudah was the perfect mix, being able to meld his
monarchial personality with his Torah erudition. I must add
that the harmony among Jewish brothers is only sought, and
is only possible, when the brothers all accept and adhere to
guidelines, ie, Torah, of the same Father.
ימי שני מגורי שלשים ומאת שנה מעט ורעים היו ימי שני חיי
The years of my dwelling are 130; few and terrible were
the years of my life. (47:9)
Our Patriarch, Yaakov Avinu, stood before Pharaoh,
and, when asked his age, Yaakov replied, “The years of my
dwelling are 130; few and terrible were the years of my life.”
What provoked Yaakov to add that his life was short and
miserable? Why not just answer the question? How old are
you? 130 – end of conversation. Obviously, Yaakov felt that
simply stating his age was insufficient. It was necessary to
explain the kind of life he had endured. Why?
Horav Shlomo Wolbe, zl, distinguishes between
“dwelling” in the world and “living” in it – or between mere
existing and living life to its fullest, maximizing the potential
of one’s life. If Pharaoh wanted to know the Patriarch’s age,
how long he had been existing/dwelling in this world, then
the answer was 130. Yaakov intimated that this period could
not be defined as living, however, because these years were
few and terrible. How does Yaakov define “terrible”?
The Patriarch added, “And they did not attain the
years of life of my ancestors in the days of their dwelling. And
these are the days of life of Avraham that he lived” (Ibid 25:7).
Avraham Avinu’s 175 years on this world were filled with
“life.” Yaakov implied that while he spent 130 years on this
world, he could not say that all of these years were filled with
“life.”
How did Yaakov define life? Apparently, he lived
differently than we do. To him, living meant living with Ruach
HaKodesh, Divine Inspiration, and with hashroas
ha’Shechinah, the Divine Presence, hovering over him. There

