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Priority One

“The time approached for Yisroel (Yaakov) to die, so he called for his son, for Yosef, and said to him, ‘Please...do kindness and truth with me – please do not bury me in Egypt. (After I die,) transport me out of Egypt and bury me in (my fathers’) burial plot.’ And (Yosef) responded, ‘I will do as you have spoken.’ (Yaakov) said, ‘Swear to me,’ and (Yosef) swore to him” (Genesis 47:29-31).

A

s Yaakov sensed his end nearing, he determined to make known his desire for burial in the Cave of Machpeilah in Chevron. Yaakov chose Yosef as the one to whom he would reveal his request because Yosef, being a man of authority in Egypt, had the power to fulfill it.


Upon acquiescing to his father’s wish, Yosef was further compelled to accept the duty under oath. This fact illustrates Yaakov’s great desire to be buried in his fathers’ homeland. What was so important about being buried in the Land of Israel that Yaakov would not be at peace until Yosef swore to that end?


From the many answers offered to this question, the response of the Jerusalem Talmud enlightens us to Yaakov’s profound aspiration to live (1).


The Talmud (2) says that when Moshiach (Messiah) will come and the dead will resurrect, those who have been buried in Israel will be the first to be brought back to life. Yaakov wished to be buried in Eretz Yisroel in order that he be restored to life as quickly as possible.


Let us understand this. Yaakov knew through prophecy that the Resurrection wouldn’t be for several thousands of years, as it obviously has yet to occur. He was also aware that until then he would surely be basking in the glory of G-d in the world-to-come. Yet, his final request was to be afforded the opportunity of leaving Eden as soon as possible and return to this world. What’s the rush to leave the blissful world of Eden to return to this world?


The great 18th Century scholar, the Vilna Gaon, was heard sighing shortly before his death. When questioned about it, as he didn’t even move without reason, his response was that as wonderful as the world-to-come will be, this world offers an opportunity unequaled in the afterlife. 


In this world, a few dollars can purchase a pair of tzitzis (3) with which a person can perform a mitzvah, enriching his life with purpose and bringing him ever closer to the Almighty. 

In the next world, however, one only reaps the benefits of his past deeds; one cannot experience the satisfaction of fulfilling his or her Creator’s calling. As the Sages say, “Better a moment’s time of repentance and good deeds in this world than all the world-to-come” (4).

This too was the reason Yaakov so desperately wished to be buried in the Land of Israel. Although he had suffered many misfortunes during his initial term in this world, Yaakov understood that true fulfillment only comes from living a Torah life, amid Torah learning, mitzvah performance and character development. Retuning to this type of existence was therefore priority number one.

This parsha concludes the Book of Genesis, the book that relates the beginnings of the world in general, and our roots as a people in particular. Furthermore, the stories of the Patriarchs and Matriarchs stand as allusions to the future of us, their descendants. 

Nachmanides (5) draws many parallels between the descent to Egypt of Yaakov and his family and our passage into exile from Eretz Yisroel many years later at the time of the destruction of the second Temple.

When the Tribes went down to Egypt, it had been their own doing. They had sold their brother, Yosef, as a slave, eventually ending up in Egypt. Later, during the terrible famine, Yaakov sought refuge there for his family with Yosef, who had since become viceroy of the land, in the shadow of Pharaoh, who claimed to be concerned for Yosef’s family’s well-being. Although they intended to remain only temporarily, the sojourn extended for many years and they all died there. 

However, when Yaakov passed away in Egypt, his remains were brought to burial in Israel amid great honor and respect. Pharaoh himself sent along an imperial escort to eulogize and bemoan Yaakov’s death.

So too was our exile from Israel brought about through our own actions. The end of the Second Commonwealth was a time of terrible internal strife (6). Some Jews sought an alliance with the ruling foreign power, Rome (7). But when the last king of the docile Jewish state, Agrippa, ran there for assistance, it resulted instead with his nation’s further submission to the enemy (8). Eventually, the Jews succumbed to their Roman oppressors due to the supply embargo imposed upon them (9). 

The exile of our people has extended seemingly endlessly. Many have perished and “our bones have withered” (10). Yet, there will come the time when G-d shall redeem us. Then, the nations will mourn, seeing the great honor afforded us (11). We will outlive our tormenters and witness the vengeance of G-d (12).  

--------------------------


(1) Rabbi Avrohom Pam, current dean of Mesivta Torah V’Daath, Brooklyn, NY in his Atarah Lamelech, p.49. (2) Kelayim 9:3. (3) The mitzvah of affixing tzitzis-tassels to a four-cornered garment, mentioned in Numbers 15:37-41. (4) Pirkei Avos 4:17, as explained by Ruach Chaim. (5) Genesis 47:28. (6) The brothers had similarly quarreled with Yosef. (7) Just as Yaakov had turned to the Egyptians in his time of need. (8) So too in Egypt the Jews became slaves to their host country. (9) Just as Yaakov’s family was forced to emigrate due to famine. (10) As our ancestors experienced in Egypt. (11) Just as Yaakov was accorded great honor upon his death, with the nations mourning his passing. (12) As we had witnessed Egypt’s downfall. 
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