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PARASHAT VAYECHI: DID JACOB DIE?
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Tractate Sotah 13a

“And there they lamented with a very great and sore lamentation.” It has been taught: Even the
horses and asses [joined in the lamentation]. When [the cortege] arrived at the Cave of
Machpelah, Esau came and wished to prevent [the interment there], saying to them, ... “[Jacob]
had buried Leah in his portion and what remains belongs to me.” They replied to him, “Thou
didst sell it.” He said to them, “Granted that I sold my birth-right, but did I sell my plain heir's
right!” They replied: “Yes, for it is written: ‘In my grave which I [Jacob] have digged for me,’”
... He said to them, “Produce a document [of sale] for me.” They replied to him, “The document
is in the land of Egypt. Who will go for it? Let Naphtali go, because he is swift as a hind;” for it
is written: “Naphtali is a hind let loose, he giveth goodly words.” R. Abbahu said: Read not
‘goodly words’ [imre shefer] but imre sefer [words of a document].

Among those present was Hushim, a son of Dan, who was hard of hearing; so he asked them,
“What is happening?” They said to him, “[Esau] is preventing [the burial] until Naphtali returns
from the land of Egypt.” He retorted: “Is my grandfather to lie there in contempt until Naphtali
returns from the land of Egypt!” He took a club and struck [Esau] on the head so that his eyes
fell out and rolled to the feet of Jacob. Jacob opened his eyes and laughed; and that is what is
written: The righteous shall rejoice when he seeth the vengeance; he shall wash his feet in the
blood of the wicked.

At that time was the prophecy of Rebekah fulfilled, as it is written: Why should I be bereaved of
you both in one day? Although the death of the two of them did not occur on the one day, still
their burial took place on the same day.
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“and expired and was gathered” - It does not say of him that he died. And our Sages have said:
“Jacob our father did not die [Taanit 5b].”
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R. Nahman and R. Isaac were sitting at a meal and R. Nahman said to R. Isaac: Let the Master
expound something. He replied: Thus said R. Johanan: One should not converse at meals lest the
windpipe acts before the gullet and his life will thereby be endangered.
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After they ended the meal he added: Thus said R. Johanan: Jacob our patriarch is not dead. He
[R. Nahman] objected: Was it then for nought that he was bewailed and embalmed and buried?-
The other replied: I derive this from a scriptural verse, as It is said, Therefore fear thou not, O
Jacob, My servant, saith the Lord; neither be dismayed, O Israel,- for, lo, I will save thee from
afar and thy seed from the land of their captivity. The verse likens him [Jacob] to his seed
[Israel]; as his seed will then be alive so he too will be alive.
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To embalm his father — meaning a combination of perfumes.

Rashi on 18:19 9 PI0D 1 2D NOwNI2 By v'"wn
DIN2R 7Y ROR K1 RY O712R 092 5V A 0702aR OV T R02OW 070 ' 717 100w 17120 MIRn R 70 - R0 jvnb

N IR PRI PUTY 12 TORYAn Do 1D
In order that the Lord may bring — Thus will he ever command his children saying, “Keep the
way of the Lord in order that the Lord may bring upon Abraham, etc.” Since it does not say here
“upon the house of Abraham,” but upon Abraham himself, we may infer that one who raises a
righteous son is as if he never dies.
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He did not die - Rather he lives forever.
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I derive this from a scriptural verse — For those who embalmed him thought he was dead.
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That he will be brought to the exile so that his children can be redeemed before his eyes, as we
found in reference to Egypt, “And Israel saw,” which they explain Israel the patriarch. They
embalmed him because it seemed to them that he was dead, but he was really alive.
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Jacob our patriarch did not die — So we infer from and “he expired” not mentioning “and he
died” as it is found in Sotah with regard to the tale of Chushim.
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Said R. Jochanan: Jacob our patriarch is not dead — The meaning that is be conveyed is that
Jacob our patriarch did not die in Egypt, rather in the Land of Israel, and this is the meaning of
“Lo, I die; in my grave.”
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And he expired and was gathered — But “dying” was not mentioned. Our sages therefore said:
“Our forefather Jacob did not die.” This is a quote from Rashi.
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According to the opinion of the sages you see that Jacob mentioned “dying” in connection with
himself, “Behold, I am about to die, God will be with you (48:21).” Perhaps Jacob did not know
himself! [That he was not going to die.] Alternatively, he did not want to glorify himself.
Similarly, when it says, “Joseph’s brothers perceived that their father was dead (50:15)” it
means, for them he was dead. Alternatively, they did not know about this matter at all.
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The idea behind this Midrash is that the souls of the righteous are “bound up in the bond of life (I
Samuel 25:29)” and this soul hovers over the deceased all day wearing its second garb which
never leaves it stripped bare as in the case of Jacob. Or else it is one that garbs on certain
occasions. This concept can be understood in Tractate Shabbos (152b) and Tractate Kesubos
(103a) (where it is related that some of the Sages appeared to others after their deaths.
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The meaning of “did not die” is that the soul of Jacob always remained hovering over his body
due to the degree of his holiness. Whereas other righteous people who did not attain the level of
holiness that he did are forced to return their souls to celestial regions, and once they have
returned there to not return to earth, Jacob’s soul was in a constant state of commuting between
heaven and earth.
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Only extremely rarely did great men attain this degree of holiness in their lives, R. Yehudah (the
editor of the Mishnah) being one of the select few. If is said of this R. Yehuda in Ketuvos 103
that his soul returned to his former residence on earth every Sabbath eve. It happened on one
such Sabbath eve that a neighbor of his widow came to visit her caller to her from the doorway.
Her maid said to the neighbor “be still, the rabbi is sitting here.” As soon as R. Yehudah heard
this he decided to stop visiting his former home on earth. He did this so that people should not
say of former scholars who soul has not been observed as returning to earth had been inferior to
him in piety. If this was true of R. Yehudah, how much more so must it have been true of Jacob
who acquired three levels of sanctity! (Milah, Akeydah, personal holiness). For all these reasons
we find that God himself is referred to as “Sanctity of Jacob (Isaiah 29:23),” and not as Sanctity
of Abraham of Isaac.
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And according to a Kabbalistic approach, the statement “Jacob our patriarch did not die” refers
to his attribute was not of the usual kind, for his attribute was not like the extremes that cause
counterparts. For his attribute was a balance of extremes and in him included the other
attributes. .. Jacob pursued the golden mean in his outlook...
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The body of Jacob that remained alive was what is called the “second body,” something very
diaphanous, not like the body we normally think of. The second body serves as clothing for the
soul and it therefore not merely allegorical, and clothes the soul at prescribed times...
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And Rashi explained that he was still alive in body and spirit; and so, the matter of the
embalmment was according to their perception and not the reality. And people have already
thought that the intention of R. Yochanan was that Jacob didn’t die the death of spirit for it is
bound in the bound of Life. And this does not make sense, for why should the Torah single out
Jacob when all the righteous are considered to be still “alive”?! ...However, the nation is called
by the name of Jacob and Israel. And it is from that perspective that they say that Jacob didn’t
die, for Jacob refers to the whole nation.




GENESIS CHAPTER 49
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am to be gathered unto my people; bury me
with my fathers in the cave that is in the field
of Ephron the Hittite,

30 in the cave that is in the field of Machpelah,
which is before Mamre, in the land of Canaan,
which Abraham bought with the field from
Ephron the Hittite for a possession of a
burying-place.

31 There they buried Abraham and Sarah his
wife; there they buried Isaac and Rebekah his
wife; and there I buried Leah.

32 The field and the cave that is therein, which
was purchased from the children of Heth.'

33 And when Jacob made an end of charging
his sons, he gathered up his feet into the bed,
and expired, and was gathered unto his people.
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GENESIS CHAPTER 50

1 And Joseph fell upon his father's face, and
wept upon him, and kissed him.

2 And Joseph commanded his servants the
physicians to embalm his father. And the
physicians embalmed Israel.

3 And forty days were fulfilled for him; for so
are fulfilled the days of embalming. And the
Egyptians wept for him threescore and ten
days.

4 And when the days of weeping for him were
past, Joseph spoke unto the house of Pharaoh,
saying: 'If now I have found favour in your
eyes, speak, [ pray you, in the ears of Pharaoh,
saying:

5 My father made me swear, saying: Lo, I die;
in my grave which I have digged for me in the
land of Canaan, there shalt thou bury me. Now
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therefore let me go up, I pray thee, and bury
my father, and I will come back.'

6 And Pharaoh said: 'Go up, and bury thy
father, according as he made thee swear.'

7 And Joseph went up to bury his father; and
with him went up all the servants of Pharaoh,
the elders of his house, and all the elders of the
land of Egypt,

13 For his sons carried him into the land of
Canaan, and buried him in the cave of the field
of Machpelah, which Abraham bought with the
field, for a possession of a burying-place, of
Ephron the Hittite, in front of Mamre.

14 And Joseph returned into Egypt, he, and his
brethren, and all that went up with him to bury
his father, after he had buried his father.

15 And when Joseph's brethren saw that their
father was dead, they said: 'It may be that
Joseph will hate us, and will fully requite us all
the evil which we did unto him.'

16 And they sent a message unto Joseph,
saying: 'Thy father did command before he
died, saying:

17 So shall ye say unto Joseph: Forgive, I pray
thee now, the transgression of thy brethren, and
their sin, for that they did unto thee evil. And
now, we pray thee, forgive the transgression of
the servants of the God of thy father.' And
Joseph wept when they spoke unto him.
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