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Mind Over Matter 
by Rabbi Sariel Malitzky 

The long wait was finally over. After twenty-two long years of 

believing that his son was dead, Ya’akov Avinu would finally be 

able to see his son.  We can only imagine how much Yosef 

HaTzadik and his father Ya’akov longed to be with each other.  

After all, Yosef was the Ben Zekunim whom Ya’akov Avinu loved 

more than anyone else.  Finally, Yosef would be able serve his 

father, learn with him, and properly fulfill the Mitzvah of Kibud 

Av VaEim.  However, the Torah seems to imply that, even after 

being united, Ya’akov and Yosef really did not spend much time 

together.  The Pasuk states, “VaYehi Achar HaDevarim HaEileh 

VaYomer LeYosef Hinei Avicha Choleh,” “And it came to pass after 

these things that someone said to Yosef, ‘Behold! – your father is 

ill’” (BeReishit 48:1).  The Da’at Zekeinim MiBaalei HaTosafot asks: 

why did they have to tell Yosef that his father was sick?  Shouldn’t 

he have known that his father was sick?  One would think that they 

were in constant contact with each other!  

He answers that in truth, Yosef did not spend time with his 

father and actually chose to avoid his father.  Yosef was scared that 

his father would ask him what had really transpired on that 

mysterious day twenty two years earlier.  Ya’akov thought Yosef 

had died and would want to know how he had been saved and if 

wondrous miracles had occurred.  However, this was a 

conversation that Yosef did not want to have.  He did not, under 

any circumstances, want to tell his father what his brothers had 

done, because he felt that such information would do more harm 

than good.  Therefore, as much as he longed to be with his father, 

Yosef pushed that desire away in order to distance himself from 

potentially having to tell Lashon HaRa and embarrassing his 

brothers.  Yosef had the ability to use his Seichel, his mind, to 

conquer his emotion and to do what he knew was right, putting 

Halacha before his personal interests. 

From the Da’at Zekeinim, we see that Ya’akov Avinu never 

discovered the truth about what happened to Yosef, a conclusion 

that is also the opinion of Ramban and Rabbeinu Bachya (45:27; 

see, however, Rashi to BeReishit 49:6 and 9).  Later in the Parashah, 

the brothers came to Yosef and told him that Ya’akov had 

commanded them to tell Yosef that he must forgive them for the 

injustices they had perpetrated against him years before.  The 

Gemara (Yevamot 65b) notes that this interaction is the source for 

the Halacha that one may lie for the sake of peace, as Ya’akov never 

made such a statement to the brothers, but they lied in order to 

achieve peace.  Ramban asks: if Ya’akov had in fact known the 

truth, why didn’t the brothers ask him to talk to Yosef?  Moreover, 

why wouldn’t Ya’akov himself instruct Yosef to forgive them?  

Evidently, says Ramban, Ya’akov never discovered the truth.  

However, the Ohr HaChaim HaKadosh writes that when the 

brothers returned and told their father “Kol Divrei Yosef,” “All the 

words of Yosef” (45:27) they indeed revealed the truth.  Seemingly, 

the Ohr HaChaim would avoid Ramban’s proof by saying that 

even though Ya’akov knew, he still didn’t feel the need to tell Yosef 

because he did not suspect that Yosef would do anything to harm 

his brothers (see Rashi to 50:16).  Clearly, one of Yosef’s foremost 

qualities was his sensitivity towards the feelings and emotions of 

others, leading his father to act accordingly. 

We find that Yosef acted in line with this Middah in another 

instance as well.  In Parashat VaYigash, the Torah describes how 

Yosef could not control himself anymore and needed to reveal his 

identity to his brothers.  The words, “I am Yosef” just came out, as 

if a conscious decision to speak was not even necessary.  Yet before 

he revealed his identity, he asked all of the Egyptians to leave the 

room so as not to embarrass his brothers, which seems to contradict 

the description of Yosef being unable to control himself.  If the 

words were indeed just blurted out, then how did he have the 

presence of mind to ask all of the Egyptians to leave?  Rav 

Yeruchim Levovitz, the Mashgiach of the Mir Yeshiva before the 

Holocaust, elucidates that we see from here how, once again, Yosef 

did not allow his emotions to control his Seichel.  Though Yosef 

had to reveal himself and tell them who he was, he could not bring 

himself to embarrass the brothers in front of all of the Egyptians 

and therefore asked his servants to leave. 

This Middah of being able to conquer our emotions by using 

our Seichel is a crucial Middah in Avodat Hashem.  Often, we are 

faced with a situation where we are tempted to do something and, 

sometimes, our intentions are even noble and sincere.  However, 

before we let our emotions take over, we must first use our Seichel 

and figure out what is truly the right thing to do.  With the help of 

Hashem, may we all merit to follow in the footsteps of Yosef, 

specifically in this area, and always act in accordance with our 

Seichel HaYashar. 

This week’s issue of Kol Torah is sponsored by the 

faculty of TABC in honor of Rabbi and Mrs. Blau on the 

birth of their daughter. 
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The Case for Reuven 
by Aaron Fishkind (’16) 

In Parashat VaYechi, we are confronted with Ya’akov’s 

blessings to his twelve sons before his death. Reuven, 

Ya’akov’s Bechor, is the first of the brothers to approach his 

father. The two Pesukim that describe his Berachah seem 

to cast a very harsh and negative outlook on Reuven. 

Ya’akov tells Reuven that he possesses “Pachaz 

KaMayim,” “the restlessness of water” (49:4), and Ya’akov 

reminds Reuven that he desecrated his father’s bed.  

Although Ya’akov does indeed seemingly criticize 

Reuven, we must not jump to any conclusions about 

Reuven’s character; rather, we must trace the progression 

of the multitude of unfortunate events that occur 

throughout his lifetime. In Parashat VaYishlach, we are 

told about Reuven’s moving Ya’akov Avinu’s marital bed 

from Bilhah’s tent into the tent of his mother Leah. Rashi 

explains that Reuven did this since he saw it as a 

tremendous disgrace to Leah that once Rachel passed 

away, Ya’akov preferred Rachel’s maidservant Bilhah over 

Leah (35:22 VaYishkav). For moving the bed, Ya’akov 

Avinu criticizes Reuven in Parashat VaYechi by saying “Az 

Chillaltah Yetzu’i Alah” (49:4), seemingly describing 

Reuven’s actions as wrong and impulsive.  

Although on the surface it seems as though Reuven 

committed an egregious wrong by moving his father’s bed 

and was therefore justifiably scolded by his father, many 

reasonable individuals placed in Reuven’s situation would 

have reacted as Reuven did. Reuven realized that Ya’akov 

greatly loved Rachel; therefore, Leah was pushed aside. 

However once Rachel passed away, Reuven rightfully 

assumed that Leah would become the main wife of 

Ya’akov Avinu. Yet, as is made clear by the Pesukim, Leah 

was once again passed over for another one of Ya’akov’s 

wives. Reuven’s actions could be viewed as a great act of 

Kibbud Eim which saved Leah from further disgrace and 

humiliation. By moving Ya’akov’s bed into Leah's tent, 

Reuven allowed Ya’akov to realize that he should focus 

more on Leah, the only living one of his two primary wives. 

Yet Ya’akov fails to recognize Reuven’s motives, and he 

scolds Reuven for moving his bed in his brief Berachah to 

Reuven on his deathbed.  

A similar idea can be exhibited also in the story of 

Yosef and his brothers in the beginning of Parashat 

VaYeishev. Although Reuven speaks up and saves Yosef 

from certain death at the hands of his brothers –“VaYomer 

Aleihem Reuven Al Tishpechu Dam Hashlichu Oto El 

HaBor HaZeh Asher BaMidbar VeYad Al Tishlechu Bo” 

(37: 22) – it seems as though Reuven does not receive any 

credit for his bold actions that saved Yosef from certain 

death, even after Ya’akov and Yosef reunite. Yehudah, on 

the other hand, who was the major figure in inducing the 

sale of Yosef, was praised by Ya’akov Avinu on his deathbed. We 

can see through the unfortunate situations that plagued Reuven’s 

life that we must fully appreciate who Reuven was as a biblical 

figure and try to understand the extraordinary challenges and 

trials that he needed to endure.  

Unemployed? 
Ya’akov Zinberg (’18) 

The meaning of Yissachar’s blessing in this week’s Parashah 

has more than one interpretation. 

Before blessing Yissachar, Ya’akov blesses Zevulun, 

describing him as a seafaring merchant (BeReishit 49:13). As 

opposed to Zevulun’s blessing, Yissachar’s blessing is not as clear. 

Ya’akov’s Berachah to Yissachar is that he is a “strong boned 

donkey who crouches between the boundaries” (49:13). Yissachar 

“saw that the land was pleasant, yet he bent his shoulder to the 

burden and became an indentured laborer” (49:15). In explaining 

this blessing, Rashi (49:14 s.v. Yissachar Chamor Garem) cites the 

Midrash (BeReishit Rabbah 99:9) which explains that Yissachar and 

Zevulun agreed upon a business deal in which each would share 

his own goods with the other: Zevulun, a successful merchant, 

would finance the constant study of Yissachar, the full time Torah 

student. In return, Yissachar would share a portion of the Sechar, 

reward, from his learning with Zevulun. It may seem that Rashi is 

of the opinion that since Yissachar occupied all his time studying 

Torah, he therefore had the right to benefit from Zevulun’s aid. 

However, upon closer examination, it is clear that Rashi means 

something else – Yissachar did engage in physical labor and 

provided a tangible service to his brother. Rashi (49:15 s.v. VaYar 

Menuchah Ki Tov), citing Onkelos, explains that the words, “he 

saw that the land was pleasant” mean “the land of Yissachar 

produced favorable fruit.” This was valuable to Zevulun, as these 

fruit could be sold at the market and abroad. In addition to this, 

Rashi lists a practical service that Yissachar provided. After David 

HaMelech succeeded Sha’ul, all the tribes sent soldiers to Chevron 

(I Divrei HaYamim 12:24). However, Yissachar sent two hundred 

men “with understanding of the times” (I Divrei HaYamim 12:33). 

The Midrash (Pitron Moshe, Parashat VeZot HaBerachah) 

identifies these Bnei Yissachar as masters of the Jewish calendar 

who knew exactly when and how to add a 13th month to the year. 

They served not only Zevulun, but the entire nation, as they had 

the responsibility to determine the proper days to observe the 

Chagim. Rashi is of the opinion that Bnei Yissachar provided Am 

Yisrael with these valuable services, and only because of these did 

they have the right to Zevulun’s aid.  

Rashbam (BeReishit 49:14 s.v. Yissachar Chamor Garem) has a 

different opinion regarding the role of Yissachar. Noting the 

agricultural references in Yissachar’s blessing, he writes that the 

tribe of Yissachar consisted of farmers. In contrast with Bnei 

Zevulun, who traveled across the seas to trade, Bnei Yissachar 

remained within their boundaries and worked the land. Because of 

the wealth generated by Bnei Yissachar, the kings of Bnei Yisrael 
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taxed their grain heavily (Ibn Ezra 49:15 s.v. VaYar Menuchah). 

Apparently, Yissachar was not at all dependent on Zevulun for 

financial support. 

Before his death, Moshe Rabbeinu, just like Ya’akov Avinu, 

blesses the Shevatim, awarding them with blessings similar to 

those of Ya’akov. To Zevulun and Yissachar he proclaims, “Rejoice, 

Zevulun, on your journeys, and Yissachar, in your tents” (Devarim 

33:18). Rashi’s approach (ad loc. s.v. VeYissachar) to this Berachah 

is that “tents” refer to Torah study, just as Ya’akov is described as 

“dwelling in tents.” However, many of the more Peshat-orientated 

commentators explain that “dwelling in tents” simply means that 

Bnei Yissachar were shepherds and farmers. Rashbam explains 

that this reinforces the contrast set up in BeReishit between the 

travelling Zevulun and the stationary farmers of Yissachar. 

Another example of Yissachar’s physical contributions to the 

Jewish nation can be found in Sefer Shofetim. After the military 

victory against Sisera, Devorah praises Yissachar, saying, “The 

leaders of Yissachar were with Devorah, and so was (the rest of) 

Yissachar with Barak” (Shofetim 5:15). This does not sound like the 

Yissachar of the Midrash, exclusively devoted to Torah and 

dependent on Zevulun for even the most basic of necessities, such 

as food. In a time of national crisis, Yissachar volunteered and 

fought bravely in the war. 

Most of us at some point remember hearing the Midrash about 

the Zevulun-Yissachar partnership. However, this Midrash is only 

one way of interpreting the blessings. Based on a close reading of 

Rashi, Rashbam, and accounts from both Sefer Shofetim and Sefer 

Divrei HaYamim, it appears that Yissachar was self-sufficient. It is 

important to realize that there are often many interpretations to 

verses in the Torah other than the interpretations we may be 

accustomed to hearing. 

Emunah – an Introduction – Part Three  
by Rabbi Chaim Jachter 

Introduction 

We concluded last week’s issue with a quote from Rav Dr. 

Haym Soloveitchik’s essay entitled “Rupture and Reconstruction: 

The Transformation of Contemporary Orthodoxy,” which 

explained that our generation faces many new difficulties 

regarding Emunah. We will continue our discussion by outlining 

how in the modern age Hashem has introduced new and varied 

opportunities for Emunah to counterbalance the phenomena Rav 

Dr. Soloveitchik has outlined.  

Modern Advents which Should Promote our Emunah 

In pre-modern times, medicine was primitive, which made 

one very vulnerable and dependent on God. Today, with the 

advent of modern medicine, man does not feel so dependent on 

Hashem. Thus, it is not surprising that Jews in the East European 

Shtetl would wail on Yom Kippur and most pious Jews do not do 

so nowadays.  

Moreover, the temptation to sin is far greater today 

than it was only fifteen years ago. Severe violations of the 

Torah, with which spiritually corrosive impacts come, 

are accessible with one click of a computer mouse. 

Although such activities are self-destructive and against 

one’s long term interests, the short term attraction is 

great.  

Nonetheless, Shlomo HaMelech’s principle of “Zeh 

LeUmat Zeh Asah Elokim” discussed in last week’s 

essay very much holds in our time. Despite the enormous 

spiritual challenges of modernity which we face, we have 

been given an equally great degree of spiritual 

opportunities. Most prominently, the survival and 

thriving of the State of Israel presents boundless spiritual 

opportunities. As we mentioned earlier, the very 

survival of Israel constitutes an ongoing sixty-eight year 

long Chanukah miracle of the few against the many. 

Moreover, whereas only a century ago a visit to the Kotel 

HaMa’aravi was experienced only by a privileged few 

amongst our people, today it is almost routine for 

observant Jews to connect with this very holy space 

many times during their lives. Moreover, Biblical 

predictions of the Jews’ mass return to their homeland 

after years of exile of being scattered across the four 

corners of the world have been fulfilled.  

Archaeological findings abound that confirm very 

significant sections of the Tanach, as Rav Amnon Bazak 

summarizes in chapter six of his masterful work Ad 

HaYom HaZeh (available in English at the website of 

Yeshivat Har Etzion 

http://etzion.org.il/en/topics/fundamental-issues-study-

tanakh?combine=&page=1). Evidence of King David was 

found at Tel Dan in the early 1990’s, which disproved the 

assertions of secular scholars who had insisted for 

decades that King David was a matter of legend. The 

archaeological discoveries are ongoing, as just in August 

2015, a huge gate was found in the ruins of the ancient 

Pelishti city Gat (as reported at 

http://www.nbcnews.com/science/science-news/goliath-

gate-archaeologists-uncover-entrance-biblical-city-gath-

n404016; Golyat came from the city of Gat), which 

entirely supports the Biblical text. Only three weeks ago 

the seal of King Chizkiyahu was discovered in Ir David 

excavations. 

Rav Bazak also includes in this work (chapters one 

through five) a culmination of over a century of 

Orthodox responses to Biblical criticism. In the past, 

some thought that Biblical criticism has demolished 

educated belief in the literal truth of the Bible. However, 

there have been more than a century of sustained, 

effective, and convincing traditional responses to Bible 

criticism, beginning with Rav David Zvi Hoffman and 

Rav Samson Raphael Hirsch, continuing with Professor 
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Umberto Cassuto and Dr. Benno Jacob, followed later by the Da’at 

Mikra commentary to all of Tanach and Rav Mordechai Breuer. 

Rav Bazak’s work is the culmination of this effort, and it represents 

an intellectual death sentence to Biblical criticism.  

The discovery in the 1960’s of evidence supporting the Big 

Bang theory confirmed the Biblical insistence that the world had a 

beginning. These discoveries challenged scientists who had, since 

the time of Aristotle, insisted that the world is eternal. Dr. Robert 

Jastrow famously remarked about this phenomenon (God and the 

Astronomers, 1978, p. 116; p. 107 in 1992 edition): 

 

“For the scientist who has lived by his faith in the power 

of reason, the story ends like a bad dream. He has scaled 

the mountains of ignorance; he is about to conquer the 

highest peak; as he pulls himself over the final rock, he is 

greeted by a band of theologians who have been sitting 

there for centuries.” 

  

The most important development, though, might be the 

magnificent spiritual opportunity offered by study of modern 

science. Rambam writes in Hilchot Yesodei Torah 2:2 (translation 

from www.chabad.org): 

 

“What is the path [to attain] love and fear of Him? When 

a person contemplates His wondrous and great deeds and 

creations and appreciates His infinite wisdom that 

surpasses all comparison, he will immediately love, 

praise, and glorify [Him], yearning with tremendous 

desire to know [God's] great name, as David stated: ‘My 

soul thirsts for the Lord, for the living God’ [Psalms 42:3]. 

 

When he [continues] to reflect on these same matters, he 

will immediately recoil in awe and fear, appreciating how 

he is a tiny, lowly, and dark creature, standing with his 

flimsy, limited, wisdom before He who is of perfect 

knowledge, as David stated: ‘When I see Your heavens, 

the work of Your fingers... [I wonder] what is man that 

You should recall Him’ [Psalms 8:4-5]. Based on these 

concepts, I will explain important principles regarding the 

deeds of the Master of the worlds to provide a foothold for 

a person of understanding to [develop] love for God, as 

our Sages said regarding love: ‘In this manner, you will 

recognize He who spoke and [thus,] brought the world 

into being.’” 

 

The study of science affords the opportunity for a rich religious 

growth in love and awe of the Creator. I found the study of college 

level biology to be one of the most poignant religious experiences 

of my life. From the complexity of a simple organism such as the 

E. coli to the grandeur of the structure of the human eye, a sensitive 

soul soars in spiritual ecstasy at the marvels of the Creator, which 

are revealed by modern science. 

Only a few decades ago, Reform and Conservative Judaism 

dominated the American Jewish scene. Today the movements are 

disintegrating (see, for example, 

http://www.ynetnews.com/articles/0,7340,L-4488219,00.html), 

which demonstrates once again that Orthodoxy is the only 

expression of Judaism that withstands the test of time.  

The bottom line is that despite the many challenges posed by 

modernity, its spiritual opportunities are great. 

Conclusion 

This Kol Torah article series, as well as the preceding and 

following series, is intended to enrich the belief in Hashem and 

Torah of its readers. However, the most effective means to promote 

belief in Hashem is the public proper behavior of observant Jews. 

When Orthodox Jews behave in a peaceful, moral, and productive 

manner to the broader society, its behavior serves as the most 

compelling evidence of the divine origin of the Torah. When 

Orthodox Judaism is identified with not only ritual observance 

such as Kashrut and Shabbat but also with honest business, well-

mannered driving, and contributions to the broader society, belief 

in Hashem and His Torah are confirmed and enhanced.  

Yeshayahu (43:10) teaches that we are Hashem’s witnesses and 

that Hashem should be glorified by us (60:21). These are the 

mission statements of our people which challenge us to lead 

proper, fulfilling, and enjoyable lives which live up to the Torah’s 

ideals. Following these mission statements serves as the most 

compelling evidence that the Torah is the divine plan which best 

outlines human conduct. 
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