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Vayaishev 5776-Sacked 
 

 
 In this week’s parsha Yaakov 

Avinu’s world is shattered when he is 

presented with horrific evidence that 

something very bad has happened to his 

favorite son and study partner, Yosef. 

The brothers, who had sold Yosef to a 

passing caravan, had taken his unique 

multi-colored tunic, ripped it and dipped 

it in goat’s blood and showed it to their 

father. Yaakov recognized the piece of 

clothing and announced “Chaya Ra’ah 

achalashu” - “A wild animal has 

devoured him.” He then tore his own 

clothing and girded himself with sackcloth. The Midrash comments that because Yaakov 

reacted by donning sackcloth his descendant Mordechai, too, reacted by donning sackcloth 

when hearing of the evil decree pronounced against the Jews of Shushan and the world. 

Asks the Chasam Sofer (Derashos, Volume 1, page 185a) is this Midrash to be understood 

that Yaakov was being rewarded or punished for his action? If it was a punishment, one 

has to wonder what it was that he had done wrong. After all, he believed his son was dead. 

Wasn’t his response perfectly appropriate? (See there for his important answer.) 

 Perhaps we can suggest the following: When Yaakov exclaimed that Yosef had been 

devoured by a wild beast, Rashi, quoting a Midrash, tells us that at that particular moment 

Yaakov had a (unknown) burst of Ruach Hakodesh -Divine Spirit (that allows one to be 

privy to some future events). His words were thus a reference to an upcoming episode (also 

in this parsha) when Yosef was wildly propositioned by Zelika, the wife of Potifar. One 

has to wonder though, why didn’t the Midrash understand Yaakov’s remark in its literal 

sense, that he put 2+2 together and concluded from the evidence being presented to him 

that Yosef must have been attacked by a beast? Where is there any suggestion that Yaakov 

must be referencing a future event? The answer I believe is that Yaakov Avinu was the 

paragon of emes. And for a person of such stature there is no wiggle-room whatsoever for 

any statement that is untrue, even one uttered by mistake. It is this level of truthfulness to 

which Yaakov is held that causes the Midrash to conclude that Yaakov could not have been 

referring to Yosef’s demise, because it was just not true. It therefore must be a reference 

instead to a true future event when Yosef was attacked by the bearish wife of Potifar. 
 Now, Chazal have been able to understand Yaakov’s words in a way that they are 

free of any untruths. But what about his actions? One would think that not only verbally 

did Yaakov have the perfect track record for truth, but so too, his actions. For truth is not 

only in what one says but also in what one does. If so, the donning of the sackcloth becomes 

extremely problematic. Because in the world of truth no-one had died and no sackcloth was 



 

 

necessary. Reb Menachem Mendel of Riminov famously tells us that Avraham Avinu had 

fine-tuned his body to the level that his bones, muscles and sinews were reluctant to move 

for any action that was antithesis to serving Hashem. Similarly we can say with Yaakov 

Avinu in his forte, the lofty world of emes, he should have been able to sense that something 

was seriously awry. Yes, he had been duped, and Yes, it was not his fault, but it nonetheless 

marred a legacy of total emes. And this hung over Yaakov until a future descendant brought 

him tikkun-repair and closure by donning sackcloth in a situation where it was 

unfortunately absolutely necessary.  
 Before Mordechai put on the sackcloth the Megillah writes (Esther 4:1) 

“U’Mordecahi yada ais kol asher na’asoh” -”And Mordechai knew all that had happened 

(regarding Haman’s plan to annihilate the Jews)”. Rashi, quoting Chazal explains that what 

Mordechai knew was that Haman’s plan was legit, because in a dream it was told to him 

that Hashem was on board with it [as a punishment for the Jews having bowed down to 

Nevuchadnetzar’s idol and for participating in Achashvairosh’s party]. Why was it so 

important that Mordechai receive this piece of Heavenly information? Wouldn’t it have 

been sufficient to put on sackcloth once he had heard in the hallways of Government that 

something evil was coming down the pike for the Jews? The answer is, that Mordechai it 

seems, needed this piece of information before donning the sackcloth because this 

sackcloth-wearing was closure on Yaakov’s legacy of emes. And the only way to know if 

something is really true is if it is validated by Hashem Himself. 
 It is interesting to note that emes is spelled with three letters aleph, mem and tav. 

The Torah tells us that Yaakov was an “Ish Tam” - “A man of innocence” Tam is spelled 

tav & mem. Very close to the letters that spell emes, it’s just missing that (numerically) tiny 

aleph. Because Yaakov Avinu in his lifetime, though the absolute epitome of emes, had one 

tiny action where that emes was missing. For to be human is to be imperfect. Only Hashem 

is wall-to-wall emes, that’s His calling card, not mankind’s. 
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