Parashat Vayechi - From Honored Guests to Slaves
Torah in Motion January 9, 2025
Dr. Susan Hornstein

How do we transition from Sefer Bereishit to Sefer Shemot? How does this nascent nation wind

up in slavery in Egypt?
l. It all starts with Brit Bein HaBetarim:

1. Brit Bein HaBetarim
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Genesis 15:13

And [God] said to Abram, “Know well that your offspring
shall be strangers in a land not theirs, and they shall be
enslaved and oppressed four hundred years;

II.  B’nei Yisrael - What is happening with them at the end of Bereshit?

2. B’nei Yisrael’s arrival is heralded
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Genesis 45:16-18

(16) The news reached Pharaoh’s palace: “Joseph’s brothers
have come.” Pharaoh and his courtiers were pleased. (17) And
Pharaoh said to Joseph, “Say to your brothers, ‘Do as follows:
load up your beasts and go at once to the land of Canaan. (18)
Take your father and your households and come to me; | will
give you the best of the land of Egypt and you shall live off the
fat of the land.’

3. Yaakov’s first deathbed scene
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Genesis 47:28-31

(28) Jacob lived seventeen years in the land of Egypt, so that the
span of Jacob’s life came to one hundred and forty-seven years.
(29) And when the time approached for Israel to die, he
summoned his son Joseph and said to him, “Do me this favor,
place your hand under my thigh as a pledge of your steadfast
loyalty: please do not bury me in Egypt. (30) When | lie down
with my ancestors, take me up from Egypt and bury me in their
burial-place.” He replied, “I will do as you have spoken.” (31) And
he said, “Swear to me.” And he swore to him. Then Israel bowed
at the head of the bed.




4. Yaakov’'s second deathbed scene
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Genesis 48
(1) Some time afterward, Joseph was told, “Your father is ill.” So
he took with him his two sons, Manasseh and Ephraim. (2)
When Jacob was told, “Your son Joseph has come to see you,”
Israel summoned his strength and sat up in bed. (3) And Jacob
said to Joseph, “El Shaddai, who appeared to me at Luz in the
land of Canaan, blessed me— (4) and said to me, ‘I will make
you fertile and numerous, making of you a community of
peoples; and | will assign this land to your offspring to come for
an everlasting possession.’ (5) Now, your two sons, who were
born to you in the land of Egypt before | came to you in Egypt,
shall be mine; Ephraim and Manasseh shall be mine no less
than Reuben and Simeon. (6) But progeny born to you after
them shall be yours; they shall be recorded instead of their
brothers in their inheritance. (7) | [do this because], when | was
returning from Paddan, Rachel died, to my sorrow, while | was
journeying in the land of Canaan, when still some distance short
of Ephrath; and | buried her there on the road to Ephrath"—now
Bethlehem. (8) Noticing Joseph'’s sons, Israel asked, “Who are
these?” (9) And Joseph said to his father, “They are my sons,
whom God has given me here.” “Bring them up to me,” he said,
“that | may bless them.” (10) Now Israel’s eyes were dim with
age; he could not see. So [Joseph] brought them close to him,
and he kissed them and embraced them. (11) And Israel said to
Joseph, “I never expected to see you again, and here God has
let me see your children as well.” (12) Joseph then removed
them from his knees, and bowed low with his face to the ground.
(13) Joseph took the two of them, Ephraim with his right
hand—to Israel’s left—and Manasseh with his left hand—to
Israel’s right—and brought them close to him. (14) But Israel
stretched out his right hand and laid it on Ephraim’s head,
though he was the younger, and his left hand on Manasseh’s
head—thus crossing his hands—although Manasseh was the
first-born. (15) And he blessed Joseph, saying,
“The God in whose ways my fathers Abraham and Isaac walked,
The God who has been my shepherd from my birth to this day—
(16) The Messenger who has redeemed me from all
harm—Bless the lads. In them may my name be recalled,
And the names of my fathers Abraham and Isaac,
And may they be teeming multitudes upon the earth.” (17) When
Joseph saw that his father was placing his right hand on
Ephraim’s head, he thought it wrong; so he took hold of his
father’s hand to move it from Ephraim’s head to Manasseh'’s.
(18) “Not so, Father,” Joseph said to his father, “for the other is
the first-born; place your right hand on his head.” (19) But his
father objected, saying, “I know, my son, | know. He too shall
become a people, and he too shall be great. Yet his younger
brother shall be greater than he, and his offspring shall be
plentiful enough for nations.” (20) So he blessed them that day,
saying, “By you shall Israel invoke blessings, saying: God make
you like Ephraim and Manasseh.” Thus he put Ephraim before
Manasseh. (21) Then Israel said to Joseph, “I am about to die;
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but God will be with you and bring you back to the land of your
ancestors. (22) And now, | assign to you one portion more than
to your brothers, which | wrested from the Amorites with my
sword and bow.”

5. Yaakov’s third deathbed scene
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Genesis 49:1-28

(1) And Jacob called his sons and said, “Come together that |
may tell you what is to befall you in days to come.

(2) Assemble and hearken, O sons of Jacob;

Hearken to Israel your father:

(3) Reuben, you are my first-born,

My might and first fruit of my vigor,

Exceeding in rank, And exceeding in honor.

(4) Unstable as water, you shall excel no longer;
For when you mounted your father’s bed,

You brought disgrace—my couch he mounted!

(5) Simeon and Levi are a pair;

Their weapons are tools of lawlessness.

(6) Let not my person be included in their council,

Let not my being be counted in their assembly.

For when angry they slay a man,

And when pleased they maim an ox.

(7) Cursed be their anger so fierce, and their wrath so relentless.
| will divide them in Jacob, Scatter them in Israel.

(8) You, O Judah, your brothers shall praise;
Your hand shall be on the nape of your foes;
Your father’s sons shall bow low to you.
(9) Judanh is a lion’s whelp; On prey, my son, have you grown.
He crouches, lies down like a lion,
Like a lioness —who dare rouse him?
(10)_The scepter shall not depart from Judah,
that tribute shall come to him
And the homage of peoples be his.
(11) He tethers his ass to a vine, His ass’s foal to a choice vine;
He washes his garment in wine, His robe in blood of grapes.
(12) His eyes are darker than wine;
His teeth are whiter than milk.

(13) Zebulun shall dwell by the seashore;
He shall be a haven for ships, And his flank shall rest on Sidon.

(14) Issachar is a strong-boned ass,
Crouching among the sheepfolds.
(15) When he saw how good was security,
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And how pleasant was the country,
He bent his shoulder to the burden, And became a toiling serf.

(16) Dan shall govern his people,

As one of the tribes of Israel.

(17) Dan shall be a serpent by the road,

A viper by the path, That bites the horse’s heels
So that his rider is thrown backward.

(18) I wait for Your deliverance, O 0’ !

(19) Gad shall be raided by raiders,
But he shall raid at their heels.

(20) Asher’s bread shall be rich,And he shall yield royal dainties.

(21) Naphtali is a hind let loose,
Which yields lovely fawns.

(22) Joseph is a wild ass, A wild ass by a spring

—Wild colts on a hillside.

(23) Archers bitterly assailed him;

They shot at him and harried him.

(24) Yet his bow stayed taut, And his arms were made firm
By the hands of the Mighty One of Jacob—

There, the Shepherd, the Rock of Israel—

(25) The God of your father’s [house], who helps you,

And Shaddai who blesses you With blessings of heaven above,
Blessings of the deep that couches below,

Blessings of the breast and womb.

(26) The blessings of your father

Surpass the blessings of my ancestors,

To the utmost bounds of the eternal hills.

May they rest on the head of Joseph,

On the brow of the elect of his brothers.

(27) Benjamin is a ravenous wolf;
In the morning he consumes the foe,
And in the evening he divides the spoil.”

(28) All these were the tribes of Israel, twelve in nhumber, and

this is what their father said to them as he bade them farewell
addressing to each a parting word appropriate to him.

[ll. What's up with the Egyptians at the end of Bereshit?

6. How the Egyptians are stripped of their land

T72-377:1"n N’WNRA2

Genesis 47:13-24
(13) Now there was no bread in all the world, for the famine was
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very severe; both the land of Egypt and the land of Canaan
languished because of the famine. (14) Joseph gathered in all
the money that was to be found in the land of Egypt and in the
land of Canaan, as payment for the rations that were being
procured, and Joseph brought the money into Pharaoh’s palace.
(15) And when the money gave out in the land of Egypt and in
the land of Canaan, all the Egyptians came to Joseph and said,
“Give us bread, lest we die before your very eyes; for the money
is gone!” (16) And Joseph said, “Bring your livestock, and | will
sell to you against your livestock, if the money is gone.” (17) So
they brought their livestock to Joseph, and Joseph gave them
bread in exchange for the horses, for the stocks of sheep and
cattle, and the asses; thus he provided them with bread that year
in exchange for all their livestock. (18) And when that year was
ended, they came to him the next year and said to him, “We
cannot hide from my lord that, with all the money and animal
stocks consigned to my lord, nothing is left at my lord’s disposal
save our persons and our farmland. (19) Let us not perish before
your eyes, both we and our land. Take us and our land in
exchange for bread, and we with our land will be serfs to
Pharaoh; provide the seed, that we may live and not die, and
that the land may not become a waste.” (20) So Joseph gained
possession of all the farmland of Egypt for Pharaoh, all the
Egyptians having sold their fields because the famine was too
much for them; thus the land passed over to Pharaoh. (21) And
he removed the population town by town, from one end of
Egypt’s border to the other. (22) Only the land of the priests he
did not take over, for the priests had an allotment from Pharaoh,
and they lived off the allotment which Pharaoh had made to
them; therefore they did not sell their land. (23) Then Joseph
said to the people, “Whereas | have this day acquired you and
your land for Pharaoh, here is seed for you to sow the land. (24)
And when harvest comes, you shall give one-fifth to Pharaoh,
and four-fifths shall be yours as seed for the fields and as food
for you and those in your households, and as nourishment for
your children.”

7. Ramban on Bereshit 47:14 “gathered all the money”
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Ramban on Genesis 47:14

AND JOSEPH GATHERED UP ALL THE MONEY, etc.
Scripture relates this and goes on to complete the
subject in this entire section in order to make known
Joseph’s excellence in wisdom, in understanding, and
in knowledge, and that he was a faithful man in that he
brought all money into Pharaoh’s house and did not
accumulate for himself treasures of money and secret
hiding places for wealth in the land of Egypt, or send it
to the land of Canaan. Instead, he gave all money to
the king who trusted him and purchased the land for
him, and even the bodies of the Egyptians. Through this
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endeavor, he found grace even in the eyes of the
people, for it is G-d Who causes those who fear Him to
prosper.

8. Rashi on Bereshit 47:21 “town by town”
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Rashi on Genesis 47:21

71avn nyn nxi AND AS FOR THE PEOPLE HE
CAUSED THEM TO PASS — Joseph caused them to
pass from one city to another city that they might be
reminded that they now had no claim to the land. He
settled the people of one city in another. There was no
need for Scripture to state this except for the purpose of
telling you something to Joseph’s credit — that he
intended thereby to remove a reproach from his
brothers because, since the Egyptians were themselves
strangers in the various cities where they then dwelt,
they could not call them (Joseph’s brethren) strangers
(Chullin 60b).

9.

Ibn Ezra on Bereshit 47:21 “town by town”
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Ibn Ezra on Genesis 47:21

AND AS FOR THE PEOPLE, HE REMOVED THEM. He
uprooted each and every Egyptian from his place. Some
say that Scripture speaks of the people of Egypt’s main
city. Joseph removed them from the capital to villages so
that they would till the soil.

10. How were the Egyptians doing by the end of this?
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Genesis 47:25-26

(25) And they said, “You have saved our lives! We are grateful

to my lord, and we shall be serfs to Pharaoh.” (26) And
Joseph made it into a land law in Egypt, which is still valid,
that a fifth should be Pharaoh’s; only the land of the priests
did not become Pharaoh’s.

11. ...in contrast to B’nei Yisrael (the very next pasuk)
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Genesis 47:27

Thus Israel settled in the country of Egypt, in the region of
Goshen; they acquired holdings in it, and were fertile and
increased greatly.

12. Chizkuni - “were fertile and increased

greatly”
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Chizkuni, Genesis 47:27
N itnx, “they became totally attached to it.” They
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acquired land that served as the ancestral heritage.

111 N9 “they became fruitful and they multiplied.” Thus
G-d’s promise to the Yaakov in Genesis 46,3, became
fulfilled.

IV. Sefer Shemot

13. Time passes, B’nei Yisrael are enslaved
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Exodus 1:5-14

(5) The total number of persons that were of Jacob’s issue came
to seventy, Joseph being already in Egypt. (6) Joseph died, and
all his brothers, and all that generation. (7) But the Israelites
were fertile and prolific; they multiplied and increased very
greatly, so that the land was filled with them. (8) A new king
arose over Egypt who did not know Joseph. (9) And he said to
his people, “Look, the Israelite people are much too numerous
for us. (10) Let us deal shrewdly with them, so that they may not
increase; otherwise in the event of war they may join our
enemies in fighting against us and rise from the ground.” (11) So
they set taskmasters over them to oppress them with forced
labor; and they built garrison cities for Pharaoh: Pithom and
Raamses. (12) But the more they were oppressed, the more
they increased and spread out, so that the [Egyptians] came to
dread the Israelites. (13) The Egyptians ruthlessly imposed upon
the Israelites (14) the various labors that they made them
perform. Ruthlessly they made life bitter for them with harsh
labor at mortar and bricks and with all sorts of tasks in the field.

14. Ibn Ezra on 1:7 - The land was filled with them
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Ibn Ezra on Exodus 1:7
AND THE LAND WAS FILLED WITH THEM. The land of
Goshen, also known as the land of Rameses.

15. Rashi on 1:10 - And rise from the ground/And he will go up out of the land
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Rashi on Exodus 1:10

Yaxn n n7v1 AND HE WILL GO UP OUT OF THE LAND,
against our will. Our Rabbis explained that they spoke like
a person who is pronouncing a curse against himself but
attaches the curse to others (because he does not wish to
use an ominous expression of himself), so that it is as
though Scripture wrote “and we shall have to go up out of
the land” and they will take possession of it (Sotah 11a).

16. Talmud Bavli: Sota 11a-11b - The Egyptians made the children of Israel work
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slavery, gradually subjugating them until they had lost their
word befarekh should be understood as: With crushing

labor.

5N 232 DX 078D 1T The next verse states: “And the Egyptians made the children

72 YXINY 27 .77 7192 ©AK MYPX 27,7771932 | with rigor [befarekh]” (Exodus 1:13). Rabbi Elazar says: The
127792 K 7)) word befarekh is a conjugation of the words: With a soft mouth
’ ' [bifeh rakh], as the Egyptians enticed the Jewish people into

freedom completely. Rabbi Shmuel bar Nahmani says: The

[bifrikha], as the Egyptians subjugated Israel with backbreaking

17. Rabbi Aryeh Klapper “Yosef ha-Tzaddik” (8/26/2001)
To sum up: Joseph seems not to question his moral context, not to wonder whether the power in
a society is necessarily doing that which is right. Thus a former slave places all Egypt in slavery.
Perhaps the Sages are making this point when they censure Joseph for relying on the
Cupbearer rather than on G-d to rescue him from Potiphar’s jail. As an arbitrary prisoner, he had
a clear chance to recognize the corruption of Egyptian society, but instead he worked the
system.
Mosheh Rabbeinu provides the perfect contrast. Mosheh, raised by the Egyptian monarchy, has
a sudden epiphany in which he realizes the corruption of the system and rejects all the
advantages it brings him. Joseph is the Jew who loses himself in the Egyptian moral context;
Mosheh is the Jew who finds himself by recognizing its corruption. Thus, Mosheh Rabbeinu is
Joseph’s personal redeemer.

18. Micha Odenheimer for 929 (on Sefaria) “The Manna Principle”
Redemption, along with the giving of the Torah, is marked by a new means of sustenance. The
Israelites are lifted out of the by now seemingly inevitable economy and culture of hoarding
through the story of the manna. The Sages rightly saw the manna as creating a preparatory,
material basis for divine revelation. “The Torah was not given,” says the Talmud, “but to the
eaters of the manna.”

What is the essential quality of manna? It is a sustenance unmediated by a human economic
system. It cannot be stored or hoarded.



