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SEDRA        
SUMMARY
 Â Yehuda approaches Yosef

 Â Yosef reveals to his brother: 
“I am Yosef”

 Â Bnei Yisroel/the Shevatim ascend 
to Egypt
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Last week’s sedra, Miketz, ended with what is probably the greatest cliff-hanger in the 
entire Torah. Binyamin, Yaakov’s youngest son, is caught red handed handling stolen goods 
from Yoseph’s palace. Yoseph seeks to imprison Binyamin, putting the other brothers in a 
very difficult position as they were well aware that should they fail to return with him, this 
could cause their father Yaakov to die of grief. At this point Yehuda speaks up and helplessly 
declares, ‘what can we say to my lord, how can we speak and how can we justify ourselves?’ 
and offers himself and his brothers into slavery. Joseph refuses this request and seeks to 
only imprison Binyamin.  At this point, the curtain comes down on Parshas Miketz and we all 
take a deep breath.

When the curtain rises again at the start of this 
week’s sedra, Vayigash, Yehuda takes a far more 
confrontational stance against his estranged brother 
Yoseph. The commentaries explain that Yehuda was 
willing to engage in conflict with Yoseph to reclaim 
his brother and the Midrash has a graphic description 
of the violent threats that were traded by both sides. 

Rav Shimon Schwab zt’’l notes that there is a 
change in mood between these two sedros. At the 
end of Miketz, Yehudah appears to be feeble and 
resigned to his fate, whereas at the start of Vayigash 
he is ready for all-out war. When we read these 
sedros we often overlook this point as there is a week 
between them, but in the Biblical narrative this is 
all part of one episode. If so, then why did Yehuda’s 
attitude change so suddenly?

The answer lies in one short line where Yehuda 
recalls that he had personally guaranteed Binyamin’s 
safety, ‘for your servant took responsibility for the 
youth…’ [44:32] The acceptance and awareness of 
responsibility is perhaps the greatest motivating 
factor possible. When we feel personally invested in 
a cause, when we realise that the buck stops with us, 
then we stand up for what we believe in and ensure 

that the job gets done, 
come what may.

As we clean up our mini oil slicks and put away 
our Menorahs, we leave Chanukah behind for another 
year. However the message of the Chashmonaim 
needs to remain with us until next Chanukah. We can 
barely imagine what would have happened has they 
resigned themselves to their fate. Klal Yisrael would 
have been spiritually annihilated had the Maccabim 
not assumed responsibility to stand up and fight 
for kvod shamayim. The realisation that the results 
were not in their hands did not exempt them from the 
obligation to stand up and fight for our future. This 
was also the message of the Menorah where despite 
the fact that it was physically impossible for oil to 
burn for the required amount of time, they did what 
was required of them and lit the small amount of oil 
that they had. 

Rav Noach Weinberg zt’’l explains the Mishna in 
Pirkei Avos [2:16] in a novel fashion. “He (R’ Tarfon) 
would also say: It is not incumbent upon you to finish 
the task, but neither are you free to absolve yourself 
from it.” It is not for you to finish the job, because 
without Hashem’s help you can’t even start it. But 
once you realise that Hashem is on your side, then 
how can you not try your best?!

Time and again, Jewish history and destiny is 
defined by those who assume responsibility leshem 
shamayim. When we do so, we are zoche to the siyata 
dishmaya necessary to get the job done. 
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Hilchos Yichud 
the principles and their application
Yichud – seclusion of a man with any ‘forbidden’ woman, 
is inherently dangerous and the Torah itself forbids this 
problematic situation. The basic elements of these halochos 
need to be presented in as clear a way as possible so that 
members of the public are armed with the information needed 
to ensure that daily routines remain within the realm of 
halachic permissibility. 

This series of two articles will take the 
form of Questions and Answers relating 
to common situations which will serve 
as a platform for presenting the rules. In 
this week’s article, we will focus primarily 
on the number of people who need to be 
present in order to rule out yichud. In later 
articles, we will focus on some of the 
other methods resolve yichud problems.

Readers are advised to present their 
personal queries to their local Rabbonim. 
As always though, the Shailatext team 
is on hand to provide guidance on these 
issues where the need arises.

CASE 1

I am a bochur in Yeshiva and will 
be going to an aunt of mine for the 
evening. Do I need to be concerned 
about yichud?

Yichud is a problem even if you are 
somewhat related to the woman in 
question. Parents, and grandparents with 
children and grandchildren are exempt; 
similarly, siblings are no issue. Further 
afield – aunts and cousins, and even 
adoptive brothers or step sisters can all 
present halachic challenges.

If I bring along a friend, will that 
resolve the issue of yichud?

To answer this question we will deal 
with the permissibility of situations of 

yichud when ‘shemira’ – guardianship is 
in place. The basic premise is that when 
in the company of another man, fear of 
embarrassment acts as a deterrent; thus, 
one man acts as a ‘shomer’ for the other.  

Not all men, however can act as a 
‘shomer’; the gemoro in Kiddushin states 
that ‘shmira’ would apply only if the other 
man in question is “kosher” What does 
‘kosher’ mean? This term is subject to great 
ambiguity; two great Amora’im - Rav and 
Rav Yehuda cast aspersions on their own 
‘kosher’ status; as they humbly admitted, 
only the superior Rabbi Chanina Bar Papi 
qualified for this rarefied status.

Rambam and Shulchan Oruch 
conclude that nowadays based on the 
standards required by the above gemoro, 
no two men can act as shomrim for each 
other. Instead, other methods must be 
adopted in order to avoid the prohibitions 
of yichud.

Ashkenazi halacha is more lenient. 
Remo cites opinions that the conduct of 
these Amoroim was unique and went 
beyond the letter of the law. In his view, 
any men who conduct themselves in 
a kosher manner are considered to be 
shomrim for each other and remove the 
prohibition of yichud with a foreign woman. 

It is commonly accepted in the 
Ashkenazi world to permit daytime yichud 
of two men with one woman.

Can my friend and I stay overnight in 
the home of my great-aunt?

In the previous answer we dealt 
with day time situations, and allowed 
two ‘kosher’ men to be in yichud with a 
woman. At night time, Chazal demanded 
increased vigilance. The general rule for 
night time is that one needs two shomrim 
to be present. 

Does the onset of nightfall require a 
second shomer? Poskim agree that night 
begins at the point at which the people in 
question are likely to begin sleeping. This 
would mean that although nightfall itself 
does not trigger the need for a second 
shomer, the need does when the shomer 
in question, located in the place he plans 
to sleep for the night, may begin to sleep. 
If the shomer is a young sibling, this may 
be quite early in the evening. Conversely, 
if the shomer does not plan to sleep as he 
is entertaining guests, one shomer would 
still suffice.

In a similar vein, when travelling 
in truly secluded locations, yichud is 
permitted only if two shomrim are present 

– this would necessitate three men to 
be present.

In your case, sleeping overnight would 
be permitted if you would be accompanied 
by another two friends. If you were not 
able to invite other friends, there may be 
room for further permission depending 
on the layout of your great-aunt’s home. 
You would need to discuss your question 
with a Rov who, when equipped with the 
necessary information may be able to 
determine that halachically the house can 
be considered split into two.
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CASE 2

I and two other female colleagues are 
currently undergoing a short course 
as part of our CPD; we go weekly for 
a lecture to the home of our instructor 

– we have a male teacher – is this a 
problem of yichud?

Although halacha views two men as 
‘shomrim’ – for each other and allows 
them together to be in yichud with one 
woman, this is not the case for women. 
Chazal were concerned that their shemira 
of each other would not suffice. 

Rambam, and many other Rishonim 
teach that no matter the number of women 
who are present, a lone man would need 
further male shemira. This is the teaching 
of Shulchan Oruch, and contemporary 
poskim rule that even Ashkenazim should 
try to follow this ruling.

There is, however, a lenient school 
on this matter. Poskim note the opinion 
of Rashi - who in his commentary to the 
gemoro [KIDUSHIN 82A] teaches that once 
there are three or more women present, 
yichud is permitted as the women provide 
‘shemira’ for each other. 

Although there is room to allow a man 
to be in yichud with three women, this is 
not always the case. Chazal demanded 
that we employ stricter means of shemira 
for someone whose job requires him to 
develop friendships with women – he is 
considered ‘isko im hanoshim’. Through 
no fault of his own, he may not be in 
yichud with three women.

When a group of women find 
themselves in situations in which they 
need to spend time with a male instructor, 
they are advised to speak to a Rov to 
discuss the relevant aspect of the question. 

Best would be to arrange for the session 
to be conducted in a public location.

Case 3

I have invited a friend this evening to 
study for an exam. My parents will be 
out but my 15-year-old brother will be 
at home. He is worried that this will 
be yichud. Is this a concern?

To recap, ideally a man should avoid 
yichud with any number of girls and it 
would be forbidden if there were less than 
three of them; this is a problem even if the 
man is in yichud with two ladies who are 
related to each other. 

Your question, however, is different – as 
the group of girls includes his own sister. 
The man in your question is allowed to be 
in yichud with his sister – in turn his sister 
can act as a ‘shomer’. During the day time, 
when one shomer is sufficient, this is 
permitted; late at night, two shomrim are 
required – so if the friends will be staying 
over-night this would be problematic. 

Summary 

 Â Two men can act as shomrim for each 
other during the day. At night, or 
when travelling in deserted locations, 
three are required. 

 Â Although a man should not be in 
yichud even with three women, where 
there is a need one can rely on 
opinions who allow this. 

 Â Although a man may not be in yichud 
with two women, if one of them is a 
close relative of his (sister or mother) 
then there is no yichud with the 
other woman.

CASE 4

My husband and I are going out this 
evening, and my boys are growing 
up – from what age do I need to be 
concerned about employing a girl 
babysitter?

Although they are young, children are 
subject to the laws of yichud. Girls and 
boys are viewed differently with regard 
to these halochos. For boys yichud is an 
issue once he has reached nine years old. 
For girls, yichud is a problem from age 
three. So if your boys are all under nine 
years of age, then you may take a girl as 
a babysitter. 

If you have a nine-year-old boy then 
you can employ a female babysitter only 
if there are shomrim in place; as always, at 
night time you would need two shomrim. 
A child can be a shomer once they are old 
enough to report inappropriate behavior – 
in most cases this would be from age 5-6. 

As a further precautionary measure, 
Rabbonim recommend employing girl 
babysitters wherever possible – this even 
where shemira is technically in place. On 
a halachic level, male children over the 
age of five would be sufficient to provide 
‘shemira’ for their sister when a male 
babysitter is being used purposes – one 
would need two shomrim at night.

Summary

 Â A boy is subject to the rules of yichud 
once he reaches nine years of age. A 
girl’s yichud begins from age three.

 Â When making babysitting 
arrangements, remember that at night 
time two shomrim are necessary

 Â A child can only act as a shomer from 
an age that they would report indecent 
behaviour to someone else. 
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When reading through the parsha, the following question jumps off the 
page. How did Yoseph’s brothers not realise that the Egyptian viceroy 
standing before them was their brother? Both the question and its eventual 
answer need explanation, so we shall briefly recap the chain of events 
in the episode of Yoseph’s sale, but from a different perspective. We are 
very much used to going through this story from an informed onlooker’s 
perspective, knowing that the viceroy is really Yoseph and knowing that 
the brothers are unaware of this. However, if we look at the story from the 
brothers’ perspective, the story should take on an entirely new dimension.

The brothers decided for some reason (several 
reasons are offered) to sell their brother Yoseph into 
slavery, who eventually ended up in Egypt. It was not 
unlikely that a slave should make his way to Egypt, since 
Egypt was the major power in those days, and so the 
possibility of Yoseph ending up there would not have 
been beyond the imagination of Yoseph’s brothers. In 
fact, Rashi (BEREISHIS 42:13) tells us that the reason the 
brothers later entered Egypt through different gates was 
to spread out and look for Yoseph, which implies that 
they indeed suspected that Yoseph was in Egypt. Years 
later, when ten of the brothers went down to Egypt to 
purchase food due to the famine in the land of Israel, 
they met with the viceroy of Egypt. This viceroy was 
Yoseph, of course, but to the uninformed brothers he 
was simply the Egyptian viceroy. We are told that the 
brothers did not recognise Yoseph for he had now grown 
a beard (RASHI IBID. 42:8). A beard is presumably not a 
very major change of appearance, and there surely must 
have been some resemblance of the brother they once 
knew in the viceroy’s features. One may therefore ask 
why seeing this viceroy did not ring a bell (or several 
bells) in the brothers’ minds?

After this, the viceroy accused the brothers of being 
spies, to which they responded that they were in fact 
all brothers and that they had left one brother back in 
Canaan. The viceroy then asked them to prove this 
by bringing their remaining brother to Egypt, and 
meanwhile took Shimon as a captive. This is extremely 
puzzling, and the brothers must have been wondering 
about some, if not all, of the following questions. First, 
why had they been given a chance to protest their 
innocence at being accused of spying in ancient Egypt? 
Second, what would it prove if they were all brothers - 
maybe they were brothers who were all spies? Third, why 
would it prove anything to bring their brother to show 
the viceroy - as far as the viceroy was concerned, they 
could have taken any man off the street and pretended 
that he was their brother! Fourth, which ruler would 
run the risk of letting nine spies free while keeping one 
in prison? And fifth, if this viceroy really thought that 
they were spies, why did he fill their bags with food? 
The brothers must have realised that something strange 
was going on, and the viceroy was behaving in a most 
uncharacteristic fashion. At the very least they must 
have wondered why the viceroy was treating them with 
such relative kindness.

As the story continues, the brothers eventually 
managed to get Yaakov’s permission to take Binyamin 
down to Egypt, and Shimon was then returned to 
them, as promised. The viceroy, in apology for his false 
accusations towards them, arranged a slap-up meal to 
be enjoyed in his house. Surely it was hardly the protocol 
for a leader of ancient Egypt to treat those he had 
accused of being spies with a lavish meal with him at his 
house to apologise. Presumably, the protocol was that 
someone accused of spying would have been executed 
before having an opportunity to prove his innocence! Did 
the brothers not realise that this was abnormal? Next, 
this viceroy sat the brothers according to their seniority, 
announcing “Yehuda is royalty so he sits at the front, 
Reuven the firstborn sits next to him,” and he went on 
to say that Binyamin should sit next to him for neither 
of them had a living mother. (RASHI IBID. 43:33). Why 
did the brothers fail to process this information which 
indicated that this viceroy was their brother Yoseph? 
Eventually, after the brothers left and the cup had been 
planted in Binyamin’s sack, the brothers returned and 
Yoseph revealed his true identity to them. What was 
their reaction to this revelation? The passuk (IBID. 45:3) 

records that the brothers were completely speechless. 
Nobody turned to his brother and said “I thought it was 
Yoseph,” or “I told you so!” It seems that the thought that 
this might be Yoseph did not enter the brothers’ minds at 
any point during the entire episode.

To summarise the question, it seems that the 
brothers had many clues: a) the viceroy was behaving 
differently toward them, b) they thought that Yoseph was 
in Egypt, c) the viceroy must have looked rather familiar 
to them, d) he knew about their family. So why did they 
not realise that this was Yoseph? In fact, the midrash 
makes these questions even stronger, for it states 
(MIDRASH RABBAH BEREISHIS 93:8) that when the viceroy 
was about to reveal himself, he first said to the brothers, 

“Your brother who you sold is in the house,” and started 
shouting “Yoseph ben Yaakov come out!” The brothers 
started looking around the room in all directions to see 
where their brother would appear from. They had no 
idea that the viceroy was Yoseph, and even when he did 
reveal himself, saying “I am Yoseph,” the above Midrash 
reports that the brothers did not believe him! Yoseph 
had to prove himself by showing them a certain part 
of his body which proved his Jewishness. Why did the 
brothers refuse to believe that the viceroy was Yoseph? 

The answer to all of this is that if the viceroy 
was indeed Yoseph, it would have been too major a 
consequence for the brothers. If this viceroy was Yoseph, 
it would be an open demonstration and admission that 
they had been incorrect in selling him into slavery, for 
his dreams had indeed come true, and Hashem had 
made him succeed. Additionally, after all these years 
they would now have to admit to their father that they 
had wrongly sold their brother into slavery, for all their 
calculations about Yoseph‘s dreams being false had now 
been proven wrong. In other words, guessing that this 
was Yoseph would mean openly admitting that the last 
two decades or so of their lives had been lived in fault. 
Consequently, the thought never entered their minds, 
despite all the clues, that this viceroy was really Yoseph, 
for subconsciously it was not allowed to be an option. 
This explains why, even after Yoseph revealed himself, 
the brothers could not accept this conclusion. In fact, 
this is why, when the passuk (IBID. 45:3) tells us that 
the brothers were speechless after Yoseph had revealed 
himself, Rashi explains that they were speechless 

“because of the embarrassment.” Surely shock would 
have been a more fitting emotion here – why were they 
embarrassed? The answer is that they were embarrassed 
to have been wrong for so many years. This is also why 
one of the first things Yoseph did after revealing himself 
to the brothers was to tell them not to feel guilty for 
selling him (IBID. 45:5), because the implication of Yoseph 
revealing his true identity was that the brothers had 
been mistaken for selling him.

In a way, this lesson about discarding self-bias and 
viewing things objectively served to correct the brothers’ 
mistake in selling Yoseph. They had looked at Yoseph 
through their own, subjective lenses, branding Yoseph 
a power-hungry brother who wanted to be the sole 
heir to Yaakov’s legacy and who dreamed accordingly. 
Similarly, they saw Yaakov’s treatment of Yoseph as 
favouritism, instead of accepting the fact that it was 
common practice that the youngest son would remain 
at home to attend to the father of the family and that this 
son was often given a special coat with which to serve 
his father. Had they looked at things more objectively 
they might have realised that Yoseph’s dreams were 
prophecies and that Yoseph was not looking to usurp 
the brothers’ mantles in Klal Yisrael whatsoever.

The lesson for us is to learn to be modeh al 
ha’emes (PIRKEI AVOS 5:10) – to acquire the ability to look 
objectively at things and admit the truth, regardless 
of how painful the personal consequences might be. 
We are very good at twisting the facts to fit with our 
expectations or perceptions of what did, should, or 
would have happened. We would rather twist facts than 
face the music and admit being wrong. If the Torah went 
out of its way to relate to us every detail of the Yoseph 
episode to teach us the lesson that the brothers erred - at 
their lofty spiritual level - in some aspect of this middah, 
then it must be important to make the effort to make 
ourselves capable of absorbing this lesson to the best 
of our abilities.
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“. . . and he [Yaakov Avinu] saw the wagons that Yosef had sent to 
transport him, then the spirit of their father Yaakov was revived.” 
[BEREISHIS 45:27]

From this verse it would seem that Yosef sent the 
wagons to Yaakov, and indeed the Midrash relates 
that Yosef used the wagons to remind Yaakov of the 
last topic they were learning when he left home that 
fateful day twenty-two years previously-eglah arufah 

- the calf that is beheaded by the elders of the city 
closest to where a murdered body is found without 
any clues pointing to the murderer. The word for 
calf¸egel, is hinted to in the word for wagon, agalos. 

But this is highly problematic, for the Torah 
explicitly states that it was Pharaoh who commanded 
Yosef to send wagons to transport the family and 
that Yosef sent wagons “according to the word 
of Pharaoh.” Although the Midrash says that the 
wagons Pharaoh sent were bedecked with idolatry 
and Yehudah burnt them and Yosef sent other 
wagons, this too presents difficulties, for the Torah 
later refers to the wagons in which Yaakov’s family 
was transported as those sent by Pharaoh.

If the wagons were sent at Pharaoh’s behest, 
where was there a hint to eglah arufah, and since 
the wagons were needed to transport Yaakov’s 
family, where did Yaakov see an added hint linking 
the wagons with calves? Upon closer analysis of 
Pharaoh’s command to take wagons and Yosef’s 
response, the answer to all these questions will 
become evident.

Pharaoh told Yosef: “And now I command you to 
do the following, take for yourselves from the land of 
Egypt wagons for you and your wives and transport 
your father and come here. And do not be concerned 
about your possessions, for the best of the land 
of Egypt will be yours” [BEREISHIS 45:19]. Pharaoh 
greatly desired that Yosef’s whole illustrious family 
come to live in Egypt, especially after witnessing the 
great benefit brought to the kingdom by Yosef.

Pharaoh sought to remove any barriers to 
Yaakov’s coming. He reasoned that Yaakov might be 
deterred by the difficulties of acclimating to a new 
culture and society, and therefore told Yosef to tell 
his father not to worry about bringing his wardrobe, 
furniture, or utensils from Eretz Yisrael. He would be 
furnished with the best Egypt had to offer so that 
he could blend comfortably into Egyptian society. 
Therefore Pharaoh instructed Yosef to send wagons 
for the people but not for their possessions.

Yosef, however, knew that if this plan were 
conveyed to Yaakov, he would never descend 
to Egypt. On the contrary, Yaakov would need 
assurances that every precaution was being taken 
to combat the possibility of assimilation. Thus Yosef 

sent wagons ‘according to the word of Pharaoh” - not 
exactly according to the command of Pharaoh, but in 
accord with Pharaoh’s intention of enticing Yaakov 
to Egypt. Yosef added wagons for their possessions 
so that they could recreate totally the environment 
of Eretz Yisrael in Egypt and remain insulated from 
Egyptian society and culture. Thus, Yaakov’s family 
went down to Egypt with all “their livestock and all 
of their possessions which they acquired in the Land 
of Canaan . . .” [BEREISHIS 46:6].

When Yaakov saw the wagons that Pharaoh had 
sent and was informed of the extra wagons that Yosef 
added for their possessions, it revived his spirit. He 
recognized that Yosef understood the importance of 
guarding against possible assimilation and the need 
to remain insulated from Egyptian culture.

It was no coincidence that the last subject 
Yaakov and Yosef were discussing was eglah arufah. 
Both Da’as Z’keinim and Maharal explain that 
when Yaakov sent Yosef to check on his brothers, 
he bid him farewell and began to escort him as the 
halachah dictates. Yosef, a boy of seventeen, begged 
his father, then one hundred and eight years old, not 
to accompany him down the steep hill from Hebron, 
which would necessitate a difficult climb back up. 
Yaakov replied that levayah (the mitzvah of escorting 
people on a journey) is of great importance.

We learn the importance of levayah from the 
mitzvah of eglah arufah. As part of the mitzvah of 
eglah arufah, the Elders of the city proclaim that 
they did not shed his blood. The Gemara [SOTAH 45B] 

asks could anyone have really suspected the elders 
of the city of having shed his blood? The Gemara 
answers that the meaning of the elders’ oath is that 
they did not knowingly permit the deceased to leave 
the city without an escort, since such an escort is 
a protection for the person embarking on a journey.

The Maharal explains that although one is 
halachically required to accompany his friend no 
more than four amos (approximately eight feet), 
even that levayah suffices to show the one being 
accompanied that he is not alone but is connected 
to others. This spiritual connection gives the one 
accompanied the merit of the tzibbur (public), which 
is a potent protection against harm.

The mitzvah of levayah shows us that a person’s 
physical location is not as significant as the spiritual 
locus to which he is attached. One can be physically 
alone yet spiritually connected to the body of Klal 
Yisrael through his connection to the one who escorts 
him on the beginning of his journey. Similarly, one 

may physically be in galus, far from Eretz Yisrael, but 
still be deeply connected to it. Yaakov’s realisation 
that Yosef still lived in accord with this concept 
served to revive his spirit.

When Yosef coached his brothers prior to 
their first meeting with Pharaoh, he told them to 
emphasise that they were shepherds from time 
immemorial so that they would be sent to live apart 
in Goshen, for shepherds were an abomination to 
the Egyptians. Instead of bidding them to conceal 
that they were shepherds so that they would be 
more readily accepted, Yosef stressed that fact. He 
realised that their ability to survive the Egyptian 
exile depended on their capacity to remain apart, and 
Goshen was well-suited to that purpose. Yosef told 
his brothers that he was going to inform Pharaoh, 

“My brothers and my father’s household, who are in 
the Land of Canaan have come to me,” hinting to 
them that they were not from the Land of Canaan, 
but still in the Land of Canaan, despite temporarily 
residing in Egypt.

Before actually descending to Egypt, Yaakov sent 
Yehuda ahead to prepare the way. Chazal say that 
his function was to establish a yeshiva in Goshen. 
Seemingly this task should have been given to Levi, 
the Rosh Yeshivah of Klal Yisrael, not to Yehudah, 
the king. But this yeshiva was not merely a place 
of Torah study, it was the means of transferring the 
kedusha of Eretz Yisrael to Egyptian soil. Goshen 
was to become a spiritually sovereign region within 
the environs of Egypt. Areas adjacent to Eretz Yisrael 
conquered in war take on some of the spiritual 
status of Eretz Yisrael. Thus the king, Yehudah, was 
needed to ‘conquer’ Goshen as a spiritual extension 
of Eretz Yisrael.

It was Yehuda who exercised his royal power by 
bringing the extra wagons back to Yaakov for all their 
possessions. He thereby nullified Pharaoh’s purpose 
of promoting Yaakov’s assimilation. When Chazal 
say Yehudah burnt the avodah zarah (idolatry) of 
Pharaoh’s wagons, they mean that he destroyed 
them by negating their intended function.

Chazal tell us that the batei medrash and shuls in 
galus are in essence parts of Eretz Yisrael transplanted 
to foreign soil. It is in them and around them that 
we must build a temporary physical dwelling place 
that is spiritually rooted in the holiness and purity of 
Eretz Yisrael. As long as one is physically prevented 
from being in Eretz Yisrael, he must transplant Eretz 
Yisrael to foreign soil. In this way the Jew insulates 
himself from assimilating into the host society 
and culture!

May we strengthen our Houses of Prayer and 
Houses of Study in chutz la’aretz, so that they can 
all be soon transplanted to their proper location in 
Eretz Yisrael.
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5. What was Yosef’s proof to his brothers that he was Jewish and the real Yosef?

 ANSWERS
1. The Daas Zekeinim [47:8] brings a Midrash that when Yaakov appeared before 

Pharaoh he asked him how old he was and he complained how bad they had 
been. Hashem said that for every word of complaint instead of recognising 
that He had saved him from Esav and Lavan, returned to him Dina and Yosef, 
one year of his life would be deducted. There were 33 words (including 
Pharaoh’s question since his looking sad brought on the question). Others 
explain that when Lavan accused Yaakov of stealing his terafim, Yaakov said 

that whoever took it should not live [VAYEITZEI, 31:32]. The word “live”- יחי“ה 
has the gematria of 33. Since he put this curse down he was punished.

2. When Yosef provided food for his brothers to take for their families he 
provided enough (even) for the children. The Sifsei Chachamim [ON RASHI 
47:12] brings that this means he gave more than just what was required since 
the way of children is to waste and make crumbs meaning they need more!
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Why Did the Brothers 
Edit Yosef’s Message 
to his Father?
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In an attempt to reassure his brothers that he bore no grudge against 
them, Yoseph tells them “And now: It was not you who sent me here, 
but G-d; He has set me as a “father” (patron) to Pharaoh, and as a 
master of his entire household, and as a ruler over the entire land of 
Egypt.” [BERESHIS 45:8]

There are a number of strange things about 
this statement. First, if I were Yoseph, I would not 
say, “I am the ruler over the entire land of Egypt.” 
Yoseph needs to know his place. There is only 
one supreme leader in the land of Egypt and that 
is Pharaoh. [For those old enough to remember, 
at the time when Ronald Reagan was shot, 
Alexander Haig, who was the Secretary of State 
at that time, said, “I’m in charge here now”. This 
was an overly bold and inaccurate statement that 
he was never allowed to forget in the future! This 
statement of Yoseph seems to be the political 
equivalent of Haig’s faux pas.] 

Second, it is noteworthy to see how the 
brothers edited Yoseph’s message when they 
relayed it to Yaakov. When the brothers return to 
their father in Canaan, they tell him “Yoseph is 
still alive and he is ruler over the entire land of 
Egypt…” [ 45:26]. Yoseph had specifically told his 
brothers to tell his father three things: (1) I am a 

“father” to Pharaoh; (2) I am a master of his entire 
household; (3) I am ruler over the entire land of 
Egypt. The brothers, in delivering the message, 
mentioned the third point, but not the first two. 
Why did they delete the first two parts of the 
message Yoseph asked them to deliver?

Rav Moshe Sheinerman of Brooklyn, NY, 
in his sefer Ohel Moshe brings a hesped that 
the Chasam Sofer said on someone named 
HaGaon Rav Yoseph Dovid. In his hesped, the 
Chasam Sofer gives an answer to this question 
in Parshas Vayigash.

Rav Yoseph Dovid apparently had some kind 
of connection with Napoleon Bonaparte. (The 
Chasam Sofer lived during the period of the 
Napoleonic wars.)

To understand the Chasam Sofer’s message, 
let us use a contemporary example. Suppose 
you have a Jew from Eretz Yisrael, a Jew who 
never left Yerushalayim – a person who sits and 
learns the whole day. His entire life is immersed 
in Yiddishkeit. For whatever reason, his son left 
Yerushalayim and went away to seek his fame 
and fortune in the United States of America. As 
it turns out, he was wildly successful and started 
working in the White House. He rose through the 
ranks and ultimately became the White House 
Chief of Staff. It has now been ten, twenty or 
even thirty years since the father and son last 
saw each other. When the father wants to hear 
about what happened with his son, he is not 
interested that he graduated Summa Cum Laude 
from Harvard Law School or that he worked 
his way up from being a White House intern to 
being White House Chief of Staff. He is interested 
in one thing and one thing only – is he still an 
erhliche Yid [honest and upstanding Jew] or not? 
The halls of power are intoxicating. When a 
person is in Washington and in the White House 
and literally has his hands on the levers of power 
that control the world – it is very intoxicating. A 
person can become so wrapped up in that power 
that nothing else matters.  For this Yerushalmi 
Yid from Meah Shearim, the rest of it – Harvard 
Law School, the White House, the money, the 

power, the armoured limousine, does not mean 
anything. He wants to know one thing and one 
thing only – does he put on Tefillin daily; does 
he eat Kosher; does he learn? The rest does not 
mean anything to him.

That is exactly what happened over here 
with Yoseph. He went away as a 17 year old boy. 
He became viceroy to Pharaoh, King of Egypt. 
Yoseph was the second most powerful man in 
the world. “I became the patron of Pharaoh” “I 
became in charge of the entire house of Pharaoh 
(the White House of its time)” However, “u’moshel 
b’chol Eretz Mitzraim” does NOT mean, “I am the 
supreme leader of Egypt”. That statement means, 

“I rule over Egypt and Egypt does not rule over 
me”. I did not become wrapped up in the society 
and in the culture, and in the licentiousness and 
depravity of Egypt. “Egypt did not dominate me. 
I dominated Egypt. I am still in charge. I never 
abandoned my Jewish lifestyle.”

This answers both our questions. Yoseph was 
not bragging that he ruled over all of Egypt. “I 
am in charge of Egypt” was a reassurance to his 
father that Egyptian culture had not taken over 
his life; rather he was in charge and was not 
in any way subservient to the influence of the 
surrounding society. The brothers came to their 
father and they told him “Yoseph is still alive” and 
now we will tell you the only thing that interests 
you: He is moshel [rules] on Mitzraim and not vice 
versa, meaning he never abandoned his Judaism. 
This is the only thing that made a difference to 
Yaakov Avinu.

This is the hesped the Chasam Sofer said 
about the Gaon Rav Yoseph Dovid: He was 
a confidante of the Emperor Napoleon, but 
nevertheless he remained an ehrliche Yid. He 
never lost that which is the essence. He was 
moshel over the entire culture of France.



??
livingwithmitzvos.comQ

U
IZ

TI
M

E 6. How did the special law for special rights for the priests (47:22) help the Jews 
later? 

 
3. In Mitzrayim it stopped when Yaakov came and only lasted two years. 

However, elsewhere the famine continued a full seven years to fulfill the 
interpretation of Yosef and not give an excuse for others to say Yosef had 
been wrong in his interpretation. [SIFSEI CHACHAMIM TO RASHI 47:19]

4. Yaakov’s granddaughter, Serach Bas Asher, played her harp and sang to 
Yaakov that Yosef is still alive. She did so in such a way to slowly break the 
news to the elderly Yaakov. In gratitude for this, Yaakov blessed her with long 
life and prophecy.

5. He showed them that he had a full bris mila like Jews have (with priya unlike 
the Arabs). The Egyptians who had to have mila [SEE RASHI, 47:21] were only 
the poor ones and therefore the rich Yosef should not have had mila. Yosef 
spoke Lashon Hakodesh, a language that even Pharaoh who spoke all other 
seventy languages did not know fully [SEE SOTAH 36B].

6. It was because of this that the tribe of Levi did not have to work as slaves 
during the exile in Mitzrayim since they were the tribe of priests of the Jews.
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“He [Yaakov] sent Yehudah ahead of him to Joseph, to prepare ahead 
of him in Goshen; and they arrived in Goshen.” [BEREISHIS, 46:28]

Ahead of him: …And a Midrash Aggada 
states: To teach ahead of him; to prepare for him 
a house of study that from there, teaching will go 
out. [RASHI, 46:28: SV].

And he sent Yehudah ahead of him: Rebbe 
Chanina the son of Rebbe Acha and Rebbe 
Chanina, one says: To prepare a dwelling for 
him [Yaakov]. And one says: To prepare a study 
hall for him, so that he would teach words of 
Torah and so that the Tribes would study in it. 
[BEREISHIS RABBAH, 95:3]

Before the family of Yaakov Avinu leave for 
Egypt, he sends his great son, Yehudah to prepare 
the way.  Rashi brings one opinion in the Midrash 
as to the purpose in sending Yehudah – to set 
up a Beis Midrash (study hall).  This teaches 
us that when embarking on an endeavour one 
must give priority to the spiritual realm, and 
only then deal with the physical aspects.  Indeed, 
the Shelah Hakadosh derives from here that no 
matter what endeavour a person embarks upon, 
he should first think about the sacred aspects of 
that endeavour. Thus, for example, if a person 
builds a house, he should first design a room in 
the house that will be designated for Torah study, 
prayer and meditation, and a meeting place for 
Torah scholars.  Only after that, should he turn 
his attention to the mundane aspects.1

Yet the Midrash brings a second opinion, that 
Yaakov sent Yehuda in order to prepare a simple 
house for Yaakov. This approach is very difficult 
to understand – why was it necessary to send 
the leader of the brothers, Yehuda, on such a 
seemingly mundane task, why couldn’t someone 
of lesser status assume that role?  The answer can 
be found in a Gemara that discusses the different 
ways in which the Avos related to the Beis 
HaMikdash, and by extension, Avodas HaShem.  
Avraham referred to the Beis Hamikdash as a 

mountain; Yitzchak, a field; and Yaakov, a house.2 
Why does Yaakov refer to it as a house? 

Of all the Avos, Yaakov was most deeply 
involved in the daily vicissitudes of life, such 
as dealing with dishonest people, working long 
hours, and bringing up a large family. For many 
years he had to cope with the neutral realms of 
work and home, unable to devote all his time 
to learning and prayer. One aspect of Yaakov’s 
greatness is that he nonetheless elevated his 
daily activities to acts of holiness.  A house 
is the place where a person performs all the 
mundane activities of his daily life, including 
eating, sleeping, and forms of work. Yaakov 
elevated all such activities, because he saw them 
all as opportunities for holiness. Accordingly, he 
viewed a house as a vehicle of Divine service.

Based on this explanation, we can now 
understand why Yaakov felt it necessary to send 
no less than Yehuda to set up a home for him.  In 
Yaakov’s worldview, a home was no less ‘spiritual’ 
than a study hall or a shul.  He viewed every 
aspect of life as being imbued with spirituality, 
therefore it was essential that the foundations of 
Yaakov’s dwelling be set up by someone as great 
as Yehuda.  The Divrei Yitzchak elaborates on 
one of the spiritual aspects of setting up a home 
that Yaakov had in mind in sending Yehuda.  He 
explains that Yaakov did not want his children to 
settle amongst the spiritually corrupt Egyptians, 
rather he intended that they settle in their own 
neighbourhoods with modest homes, where they 
could be raised in a Jewish environment.  This 
mission was so vital that he could entrust it to 
no one other than Yehuda, the proven leader of 
the family.3  

This Midrash reminds us of a vital life lesson, 
that spirituality is not confined to the study 
hall and shul. Spirituality must permeate even 
the seemingly ‘mundane’ aspects of our lives, 

including the location of our home, and the way 
that we conduct ourselves in our home.   A person 
can fall prey to the mistake of viewing his home 
as a solely physical dwelling and forget that it 
must also be elevated into a Mikdash Meat – a 
mini Temple.  This attitude can have a number 
of negative results – firstly it can lead him to 
allow foreign influences into his home that can 
significantly negate the spiritual level of his 
family.  Secondly he may spend most or all of his 
time at home on non-spiritual pursuits, when in 
truth it is essential that he devote time to learning 
Torah and other spiritual activities in his home.  
This is particularly important with regard to the 
chinuch (education) of his children –  the main 
time that they see their parents is at home, and if 
they only see their parents reading newspapers 
or looking at their computer, then they will very 
likely emulate their parents when they grow up.  
This is even the case if their parents constantly 
tell them about the importance of Torah learning 
as it is well-known that children are far more 
effected by their parents’ behavior than by 
their words.

In this vein, Rav Michel Yehuda Lefkowitz zt”l4 

recalled that when he had a young family, he used 
to learn at home with a chavrusa (study partner).   
At one point, they decided to stop learning at 
home, and instead to learn in a Beis Midrash.  A 
few days after this change, one of Rav Lefkowtiz’s 
young sons asked him, “Aba, why have you 
stopped learning Torah?”  The son did not realize 
that his father was still learning somewhere else, 
in his mind, he must have stopped completely.  
Upon hearing this, Rav Lefkowitz resumed his 
chavrusa at home! May we all merit to elevate our 
homes into a Mikdash Meat.

1 Shelah – Torah Shebiksav, TzonYosef, Parshas Vayigash; Quoted in 
Artscroll, Bereishis Rabbah, Vayeishev – Vayechi, p.3

2 Pesachim 88a.
3 Quoted in Artscroll, Bereishis Rabbah, Vayeishev – Vayechi, p.3.
4 One of the Torah leaders of the past generation – he passed away a 

few years ago.
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When Yaakov Avinu saw the wagons that Yosef sent 
to transport him down to Egypt, his spirit was revived. He 
immediately wished to go down to Egypt and see his beloved 
son before he died [45:27-28]. However, a close reading of the 
pesukim indicates that Yaakov did not make immediate use 
of these wagons. Rather, the Torah tells us he travelled from 
his home in Chevron to Be’er Sheva, but does not mention the 
wagons at all. In Be’er Sheva, Hashem appeared to Yaakov and 
assuaged him about the journey. After leaving Be’er Sheva 
and departing Eretz Yisrael the pasuk makes mention of the  
wagons [46:5].

ְוֶאת־ ְוֶאת־ַטָּפם  ֲאִביֶהם  ֶאת־ַיֲעֹקב  ְבֵנֽי־ִיְׂשָרֵאל  ַוִּיְׂשאּו  ָׁשַבע  ִמְּבֵאר  ַיֲעֹקב  ַוָּיָקם 
ְנֵׁשיֶהם ָּבֲעָגלֹות ֲאֶׁשר־ָׁשַלח ַּפְרֹעה ָלֵׂשאת ֹאֽתֹו

The question is obvious, why does the Torah only mention 
the ֲעָגלֹות - the wagons after Yaakov left the border town of Be’er Sheva? 
Why doesn’t the Torah mention the use of these wagons upon his 
immediate departure from his home in Chevron? 

Rashi [45:27] explains that Yosef specifically sent wagons as a veiled 
reference to the last topic the two of them were learning together 22 years 
earlier, namely the topic of ֶעְגָלה ֲערּוָפה, the laws of the axed calf that the 
elders of the nearest town had to bring when an unidentified dead body 
was found. Thus, the ֲעָגלֹות, wagons sent by Yosef were meant to remind 
Yaakov of the ֶעְגָלה, the calf they had been learning about. Yosef, in effect, 
was telling his father that although they had been separated for many 
years, he never forgot the Torah they shared together and continued to 
maintain a life infused with Torah values. Although Yosef had risen to 
the highest echelons of Egyptian power, he remained the Ben Zekunim 
of Yaakov. While that message is lofty indeed there is no real connection 
between the Hebrew words of ֲעָגלֹות  and ֶעְגָלה. They share similar Hebrew 
letters but they are completely different ideas, in fact they have nothing in 
common at all. How exactly was Yaakov to interpret the ֲעָגלֹות  wagons as 
an allusion to the topic of ֶעְגָלה ֲערּוָפה  and all that was meant to convey?

The Daas Zekeinim explains that the allusion had nothing to do 
with ֶעְגָלה ֲערּוָפה at all. Rather Yaakov and Yosef were learning about the 
Chanukas Hamishkan, specifically the donations to the Mishkan which 
were brought with עגלות צב  covered wagons. Yosef sent his father wagons 
to remind him of the last time they learned Torah together and discussed 
wagons which were donations for the Mishkan. The Chasam Sofer 
explains that these wagons were a unique donation, there were 6 wagons 
donated by 12 nesiim. Therefore, each wagon was sponsored jointly and 
shared by two nesiim from two distinct shevatim. This gift symbolized true 
achdus, in Klal Yisrael. Yosef was sending his father a vital message. He 
was telling his father that the last time they were together he was sent on 
a mission. 

ָּדָבר“ ַוֲהִׁשֵבִני  ַהֹּצאן  ְוֶאת־ְׁשלֹום  ַאֶחיָך  ֶאת־ְׁשלום  ְרֵאה   Go now and look“ - ”ֶלְך־ָנא 
into the welfare of your brothers” [37:14]. Yaakov charged Yosef with the 
following task: “we are all aware that each shevet is unique with their own 
personalities, affinities and interests. However, do they get along with 
each other? Is there common ground upon which they can rally? Can 
they coalesce into one unit?” Sadly, at that stage of their development all 
those attributes of achdus were lacking and there was strife and discord. 

In the ensuing 22 
years so much had 
changed. Yosef 
witnessed Yehuda 
literally sacrifice 
his future to save 
Binyamin. Yosef 
saw the brothers 
care for Shimon 
and Binyamin and 
each other. So much had changed! Yosef had finally observed first hand 
the achdus and unity his father had been searching for. At this point Yosef 
could truly declare that that there is ַאֶחיָך  there is peace amongst ְׁשלֹום 
them. Yosef was letting Yaakov know that the mission he had been sent 
on so many years ago had now reached its fruition, there was peace and 
love among the brothers. Yosef sent the wagons, which signified the 
achdus of the nesiim to highlight the success of his mission. 

Harav Tzvi Abramovitz in his sefer Taam HaTzvi, explains the Daas 
Zekeinim differently. He explains the Gemara [Shabbos 49b] which 
teaches us that the melacha of hotzaa’ah (the transgression of carrying 
on Shabbos from one domain to another) is derived from these wagons 
donated by the nesiim. The wagons, being ten tefachim high, had the 
status of a reshus hayachid - a private domain, while the ground below was 
a public domain, a reshus harabbim. Thus, transferring any items from the 
wagon to the ground constituted ‘carrying’ and could not be performed 
on Shabbos. Thus, Yaakov and Yosef were learning the topic of the עגלות 
 these very wagons. Yaakov was teaching Yosef the lesson of how ,המשכן
to survive in Egypt, in galus. He was instructing Yosef that he would need 
to create his own environment, his own private domain, distinct from and 
wholly apart from the public domain. The only way to stay fortified against 
the allures of the culture that surrounds us is to insulate ourselves, to turn 
inward and remain true to our own identity. When Yosef sent the wagon 
to Yaakov he was reminding Yaakov that he had internalized that message 
and had remained a Jew committed to the Torah.

I would like to suggest, that perhaps Yosef was sending an additional 
message to his father. Rashi points out [46:3] that Yaakov was apprehensive 
and feared going to Egypt. However, when he saw the wagons of Yosef he 
acquiesced. It is because these wagons showed Yaakov Avinu that he can 
go down and remain in Egypt in his own עגלה, his own wagon, separated 
from the ills of Egyptian society. Perhaps the reason the Torah does not 
mention the wagons upon Yaakov’s departure is because at that moment, 
he did not need them, he was still within the comforts and security of Eretz 
Yisrael. However, once he left Be’er Sheva and ventured into unfamiliar 
lands, he took refuge in the wagons of Yosef, confident that like Yosef, he 
would create his own reshus hayachid to protect all his ideals.  

These two powerful ideas, achdus, despite our diversity and kedusha, 
distinctiveness amidst the immorality of our surroundings are the twin 
aims we must strive for today.
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