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“For how shall I go up to my father when the lad is no“For how shall I go up to my father when the lad is no“For how shall I go up to my father when the lad is no“For how shall I go up to my father when the lad is not with me; lest I see the evil that would t with me; lest I see the evil that would t with me; lest I see the evil that would t with me; lest I see the evil that would 
befall my father.”befall my father.”befall my father.”befall my father.”    Gen. 44:34    

The Sforno here explains why Yehuda offered to remain a slave in Binyamin’s place. Although Yehuda 
knew that Yaakov would have sorrow over his absence, at least he, Yehuda, would not have to witness 
this suffering of his father. This language of Yehuda’s is similar to another verse in Sefer Beraishis.  In 
Vayeira, when Hagar is expelled from Avraham’s home, Yishmael is very sick and it appears that he will 
die.  Hagar throws Yishmael beneath a tree and walks away.  She reasons, “that I shall not see the boy 
die.”  While this seems compassionate, the commentaries say that she was actually being selfish, and 
chose to let her son die alone rather than suffer the pain of watching him die.  Was this in fact the 
motivation of Yehuda? 

The Ramban explains that this was indeed NOT his intent.  Hagar 
chose to sit quietly by and ignore the suffering of her son so that she 
would not be inconvenienced.  Yehuda, on the other hand, as the 
Ramban explains, chose rather spend the rest of his life in harsh 
servitude, than witness the anguish of his father as he cried and 
mourned the loss of his son.  He was not worried about his own pain, 
but that of his father. 

At this point, Yoseph acted in kind.  He could not let his brothers 
suffer anymore, and he could not let them be embarrassed.  

Therefore, he sent everyone else out of the room so the brothers would not be shamed.  Even though 
the brothers might have ganged up on him and killed him when everyone left, he was willing to suffer 
that fate rather than cause them an ounce of pain they did not deserve. 

When we are faced with situations in which we might hurt others, do we stop and consider their 
feelings?  Do we ensure that others don’t suffer on our behalf, or are we merely selfishly concerned 
that we not be around to see their pain? 

The Daas Zekainim mi’Baalei HaTosfos says that Yaakov was punished by having his life shortened for his 

“complaining” response to Pharaoh’s question about his age.  

Because of this, he lived 33 years fewer than Yitzchak, 

147 vs. 180, one year for each negative word.  If we count 

the words, however, the number is only reached by 

including Pharaoh’s question. 

R’ Chaim Shmuelevitz z”l explains that Pharaoh’s 

question only came about because Yaakov looked so old 

and decrepit.  A person must be able to appreciate all the 

good that HaShem does for him and accept bitterness 

with the understanding that this is G-d’s Will and not get 

upset by it.   

For it to affect someone and make him look old, 

especially to the point that it makes others stop and 

stare, is problematic.  That is why Yaakov was punished for the fact that Pharaoh even asked the question.  

There is deeper aspect to this which we must all take to heart and endeavor to practice.  R’ Yisrael Salanter 

is quoted as saying that one’s face is a “Reshus HaRabim,” a public domain.  Even if one is experiencing 

bitterness or difficulty, he may not let that affect his countenance, as that will negatively affect others.   

Rather, he must always maintain a pleasant and composed expression.  In other words, “Keep Smiling!” 
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Leaf Bag Lesson by Rabbi Avi Shafran 

An aroma all but absent these days but deeply evocative of childhood to 

many of us who grew up before pollution laws is the bouquet of burning 

leaves. Back in the day, we would rake the dry debris of autumn into a pile 

or put it into a metal trash can (remember those?) and set the leaves aflame. 

The resultant smoke, at least at somewhat of a distance, was a seasonal 

perfume, an olfactory hint that the snow days weren’t far off. 

Today we put what we’ve raked into very large double-reinforced paper 

“lawn bags” and leave them for the recycling pickup. (I don’t imagine they 

put the leaves back on trees, but surely something worthwhile is done with them.) 

A few weeks ago, while I was doing the final leaf-raking of the year, the lawn bag I was filling provided me some 

timely spiritual direction. 

I needed the chizuk, and for a reason not unrelated to how distant a memory the scent of burning leaves is, to how 

many years have elapsed since it would regularly waft through the autumn air. 

Having several months ago passed the 60-year life-mark (the “new 40,” as I prefer to imagine it), I find myself among 

the population I casually regarded for so much of my life as “old.” I still like to think of myself as a young adult, and 

am always happy when, at a simchah, I’m seated with people much younger than I. I prefer to converse about the sort 

of things un-old people talk about, not my contemporaries’ various aches, pains and medical conditions. (Though, of 

course, if anyone demonstrates the slightest interest, I am happy to share details of my own.) 

One danger of passing the half-century mark and then some is the enticing thought that it’s time to “settle down” and 

rest on one’s laurels – or, if one doesn’t really have any laurels, to rest at least on one’s easy chair. That is to say, to 

imagine that the season of personal growth and development is in one’s past, and that the present and the future are 

limited to “maintenance,” not only of our physical health but our spiritual states as well. The baalei mussar, however, 

famously warn us that there’s no spiritual standing still in life, no neutral gear as we climb the hill of our personal 

histories. Take your figurative foot off the accelerator, they caution, and be prepared to drift downward. 

A Midrash (Koheles Rabbah 1:3) speaks of the various stages of life, comparing a baby to a king and an aged person to 

a monkey. Every parent understands the royalty comparison – we wait on our newborns, happily but often exhaustedly, 

hand and foot; high chairs are thrones and the will of the little one (in most cases) must be done. 

What’s with the monkey, though? Explains the Kotzker, zt”l: An ape… apes. That is to say, he imitates what he sees. 

Visit a zoo and engage one of the simian prisoners. Slowly raise your hand; as likely as not, he’ll do the same. Lift 

your leg; he’ll follow suit. 

When people grow old, explains the Kotzker, they all too often come to just imitate… themselves, or, better, their 

younger versions. They just keep on keeping on, with their lives mere mirror reflections of their earlier days. They 

daven the same, they study Torah the same, they observe Shabbos and Yomtov the same, they interact with others the 

same way. 

Whereas once, in youth, striving for higher levels of sensitivity to tefillah, Torah, Shabbos, Yomtov and interpersonal 

relations was a given. As we grow older, unfortunately, it is all too often a forgotten. Yet, we do well to recognize that 

“ohd yenuvun biseivah” isn’t just a brachah; it’s a mandate. 

It’s not easy to maintain growth after a few decades of adult life. Like objects moving closer to the speed of light, 

where the faster they go, the more energy they need to increase speed, it takes greater effort as we age to avoid 

complacency, to not become lazy about life. 

Such thoughts were bouncing around in the back of my head as I raked the leaves. And then I noticed the apparent 

motto of the “home-improvement center” where I had purchased my lawn bags, inscribed in large letters on the side of 

the bag. It seemed to be speaking to me; halevai I should take it to heart. 

It read: “Never Stop Improving.”    

Want to sign up to get this Shabbos Table Talk each week?  E-mail us at DoItForDovid@Gmail.com. 


