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Keep the Light Burning 
Parashas Vayigash 

 
Harav Hagaon Nissan Kaplan Shlit’’a 
Chanukah has just ended, but the light of Chanukah is meant to stay with us for the entire 
year. Indeed, the sefarim teach that one of the reasons there’s no issur melachah on 
Chanukah is that when there’s an issur melachah there’s an obligation of Havdalah, to 
differentiate between kodesh and chol. If Chazal would have instituted an issur melachah 
on Chanukah, they would have had to institute a Havdalah requirement. But Havdalah 
consitutes a hefsek, and we need the light of Chanukah to shine for the whole year, 
through the entire galus, so we can’t have a hefsek after Chanukah. Therefore, no issur 
melachah was instituted, so that we would not need Havdalah.  
 
This idea is alluded to in the wording of the Gemara regarding the establishment of 
Chanukah as a Yom Tov. The Gemara (Shabbos 21b) says: לשנה אחרת קבעום ועשאום ימים
 we want the kedushah of – לשנה אחרת Chanukah is supposed to extend .טובים בהלל והודאה
Chanukah to continue even after the eight days of lighting the menorah end. 
 
The yesod of Chanukah is light, the light of the menorah that shines in the galus, which is  
a time of darkness. Chazal say that the word vechoshech, in the passuk: �ַעל ְּפנֵי ְתהֹום ְוחֶׁש , 
refers to Yavan, and that is the galus we are currently experiencing.  
 
The Meshech Chochmah on this week’s parashah notes that Yaakov Avinu is the only 
one of the Avos described in the Torah as having received nevuah at night, as the passuk 
says: �ים ְליְִׂשָרֵאל ְּבַמְראֹת ַהַּליְָלהקִ ַוּיֹאֶמר ֱא . This is the second time the Torah describes how 
Yaakov had a prophetic vision at night – the first is in Parashas Vayeitzei, when Yaakov 
is on his way to Lavan. Why didn’t Hashem speak to Yaakov in a daytime nevuah, like 
all the other Avos? 
 
The Meshech Chochmah gives the following answer. [Parenthetically, I heard R' 
Chatzkel Abramsky say that this Meshech Chochmah was written with ruach hakodesh.] 
When Yaakov received these two prophetic night visions, he was on his way first to 
Lavan, and then to Mitzrayim, heading into galus. At those times, Hashem appeared to 
him at night, telling him: Afilu b’hastarah – even in the darkness, in the night, I will be 
with you: ָאנִֹכי ֵאֵרד ִעְּמ� ִמְצַריְָמה.  
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Chazal tell us that Avraham instituted the tefillah of Shacharis, Yitzchak instituted the 
tefillah of Minchah, and Yaakov instituted the tefillah of Maariv, which is the nighttime 
prayer. He instituted this tefillah when he was running away from Eisav, when Elifaz 
took all of his money, when he thought the sun had fallen and that his world was coming 
to an end.  
 
Yaakov is the symbol of the galus: ְויֲַעקֹב ּוָבנָיו יְָרדּו ִמְצָריִם, and Hakadosh Baruch Hu 
revealed himself to Yaakov in a vision at night to give him the koach to endure the galus. 
That is was Chanukah is about: radiating light into the galus. There’s no Havdalah, 
because we have to take the light of Chanukah and make it shine for us in the galus, in 
the hard days, and believe that everything is from the Ribbono Shel Olam. Even when it’s 
dark, even when it looks hard and impossible, we have to know that Hakadosh Baruch 
Hu is with us.  
 
Two Survival Tools 
Tefillas Arvis represents strengthening ourselves in a time of galus. Every person takes 
part in the general, collective galus of Klal Yisrael, and has his own individual galus as 
well. Yaakov Avinu gave us guidance for surviving the galus. The first survival tactic is 
davening: we daven to Hashem, knowing that He is with us in the choshech. The second 
survival tactic is inherent in the words: ְוֶאת יְהּוָדה ָׁשַלח ְלָפנָיו ֶאל יֹוֵסף ְלהֹורֹת ְלָפנָיו ּגְׁשנָה. What 
does the word ְלהֹורֹת tell us? Rashi cites a Midrash Aggadah that says:  לתקן לו בית תלמוד
  .שמשם תצא הוראה
 
Certainly, Yaakov Avinu – the yosheiv ohalim – and the Shivtei Kah were speaking in 
learning the entire time on their way to Mitzrayim. In fact, Yosef had to warn his brothers 
 which Rashi explains means don’t get engrossed in divrei Torah so that you ,ַאל ִּתְרְּגזּו ַּבָּדֶר�
don’t get waylaid. Yaakov and his sons were sitting and learning all their life. So what 
was the rush to send Yehuda to open a beis midrash?  
 
The answer is, it’s not enough for a person to sit and learning day and night – he needs a 
beis midrash, and also a place to sit and learn. Those are two different things, and both 
are important.  
 
One, you need to have a beis midrash, a makom of kevias Torah. When my son became 
bar mitzvah, I took him to an older Yid in Far Rockaway named Mr. Talansky, and I 
asked Mr. Talansky if he had any advice to give my son upon becoming bar mitzvah.  
 
“I was living in Far Rockaway,” he said, “and on the highway up to Lakewood, New 
Jersey, there were a lot of exits. Every exit led to a city, and every city had a shul – a big 
shul with a lot of members. These shuls had good rabbis, too – yet nothing is left from 
these shuls. But in Lakewood and in Far Rockaway there were two boys’ high schools. 
There was a little apartment, a little basement with 18 boys who said, ‘Amar Rava, amar 
Abaye.’ One of these schools was run by Rav Kotler and one was run by Rav Perr. And 
these two places became the Jewish cities, the mekomos Torah. In all the other cities, 
nothing is left.” 
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He concluded by saying, “If only I would have known where to invest in property.”   
 
You can ask, why do I need a beis midrash? But this is the way it works. Where there’s a 
beis midrash, misham teitzei horaah.  
 
It’s not enough that the Shevatim are learning, they needed a yeshiva, a makom Torah. 
That is the way to transform a place and survive in the galus.  
 
But there’s a second point for every person to know. A person has to have a corner in his 
house that is the learning room, the sefarim shtibel – a special place, a study where he can 
sit and learn, a place that can be a makom Torah for him. When a person has a makom 
Torah in his house where he learns, that is like the beis midrash. Only with such a place 
can a person can survive the galus.  
 
We need two things to survive the galus: tefillah and Torah. We daven Maariv at the time 
of hastarah, asking Hashem to help us – that’s one way to survive. The other way is have 
a makom tefillah, a makom Torah – ְוֶאת יְהּוָדה ָׁשַלח ְלָפנָיו ֶאל יֹוֵסף ְלהֹורֹת ְלָפנָיו ּגְׁשנָה. Through 
this, Torah will not be forgotten.  
 
Judged for Appearance 
When Yaakov arrives in Mitzrayim and meets Pharaoh, Pharaoh asks him how old he is, 
and Yaakov answers that his life was short and bitter:   
 

ר יֲַעקֹב ֶאל ַּפְרעֹה יְֵמי ְׁשנֵי ְמגּוַרי ְׁשלִׁשים ּוְמַאת ָׁשנָה ְמַעט ְוָרִעים ַוּיֹאמֶ . ַוּיֹאֶמר ַּפְרעֹה ֶאל יֲַעקֹב ַּכָּמה יְֵמי ְׁשנֵי ַחּיֶי�
 .ָהיּו יְֵמי ְׁשנֵי ַחּיַי ְו�א ִהִּׂשיגּו ֶאת יְֵמי ְׁשנֵי ַחּיֵי ֲאבַֹתי ִּביֵמי ְמגּוֵריֶהם

 
The Daas Zekeinim teaches that because Yaakov answered in this way, he lost 33 years 
of his life, corresponding to the number of words in these two pesukim. The famous 
question is, we can understand that Yaakov was punished for saying  ְמַעט ְוָרִעים ָהיּו יְֵמי ְׁשנֵי
  ?but why do we count Pharaoh’s words to Yaakov, which are not Yaakov’s fault ,ַחּיַי
 
R' Chaim Shmuelevitz, whose yahrtzeit is this week, gives a beautiful answer. If Yaakov 
would not have looked as though he had suffered, if he would have appeared young and 
happy, Pharaoh would never have thought to ask him how old he was. Pharaoh asked him 
this question because he looked like an old man, like someone who had suffered.  
 
The criticism against Yaakov was not only for saying these words, it was for living them, 
for viewing the years of his life as ְמַעט ְוָרִעים. Not only should Yaakov not have looked as 
old and embattled as he did, he should not have felt that way, either. He should have not 
have viewed his life as difficult and bitter, but should rather have believed that everything 
is from the Ribbono Shel Olam, and accepted everything with emunah, with simchah, 
with ahavah. He should have been happy, and looked happy.  
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Some people, says R' Chaim Shmulevitz, are a bor b’reshus harabbim – they look so sad 
and so down that they drag others down. A person is judged not only for how he feels, 
but also for how he looks, how his attitude to life comes across.  
 
How Many Suits? 
I’d like to conclude with a vort from the Gaon on the parashah. Yosef gave each of the 
brothers one suit of clothing, and he gave Binyamin five, as the passuk says:  ְלֻכָּלם נַָתן ָלִאיׁש
 The Gemara (Megillah 16) asks how .ֲחִלפֹות ְׂשָמ�ת ּוְלִבנְיִָמן נַָתן ְׁשלׁש ֵמאֹות ֶּכֶסף ְוָחֵמׁש ֲחִלפֹת ְׂשָמ�ת
Yosef could have shown favor to Binyamin, after his own bitter experience with the 
brothers’ jealousy of him for being favored by Yaakov. The Gemara answers that Yosef 
was hinting that a descendant of Binyamin, Mordechai Hatzaddik, would go out before 
the king wearing five royal garments, as the passuk says:  ַהֶּמֶל� ִּבְלבּוׁש ַמְלכּות ּוָמְרֳּדַכי יָָצא ִמִּלְפנֵי
  .ְּתֵכֶלת ָוחּור ַוֲעֶטֶרת זָָהב ְּגדֹוָלה ְוַתְכִרי� ּבּוץ ְוַאְרָּגָמן
 
But how does that answer the question? Furthermore, each of the brothers received one 
suit, and Binyamin received five, which means that he had four more than the others did. 
Where, then, is the remez to Mordechai’s five garments?  
 
The Gaon explains that Yosef gave each of his brothers one expensive suit, while he gave 
Binyamin five cheaper suits whose combined value was equal to the one suit the others 
received. This is alluded to in the fact that the word ֲחִלפֹות is spelled malei, with a vav, in 
reference to the suits given to the brothers, while it is spelled chaser, ֲחִלפֹת, in reference to 
Binyamin’s suits. Since the value of the garments he gave each of the brothers was the 
same, he was not causing jealousy. Why, then, did he give Binyamin five suits? The 
answer is to hint that Binyamin’s descendant, Mordechai, would wear five royal 
garments. Because Binyamin’s five suits were equal to the one suit of the other brothers, 
it wasn’t that Yosef gave him one plus four; all five are part of the remez.   
 
A gut Shabbos. 


