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The elderly man sitting on the veranda, rocks slowly in his 
chair, gazing into the distance. His eyes dimmed by years 
of exposure to the desert sand, glaring sunlight and years 
of crying over his lost son. Suddenly his serenity is broken 
as he sees from afar a dust trail from a caravan traveling 
towards him at breakneck speed. His heart rate quickens in 
anticipation and continues to race. The messenger alights 
from his camel, runs to the elderly man and blurts out the 
news- suddenly, the man faints. 

The elderly patriarch is Yaakov Avinu, and the news is that 
his son Joseph is alive and well as second only to Pharaoh 
in Egypt and his reaction is “(בראשית מה:כז). ” ויפג לבו This 
unusual term is never seen elsewhere in Torah and is 
uniformly interpreted as meaning a disturbance in his heart 
rhythm - the heart paused or stopped, leading to his 
fainting. 

There are many different commentaries on these two 
words: Rashi (1040-1105, France) defined this as  ,נחלףhis 
heart changed and ceased to believe - an emotional 
response. Ibn Ezra (1089-1167, Spain) stated “ עמד לבו

” וימת לבו… ודמם his heart stood still and it died - a physical 
response to the news. 

Ramban (1194-1270, Spain) was a physician and, similar to 
Ibn Ezra, disagreed with Rashi. Ramban noted that the 
root  פוגmeans his heart ceased and his breathing stopped 
as if he were dead. He continued, “this is a well-known 
phenomenon that occurs when joy comes suddenly upon a 
person. The medical books mention that older, frail people 
cannot tolerate sudden joy, and that many of them faint 
when happiness comes to them unexpectedly and 
suddenly”. He quoted from the medical books that “the 
heart of a person told unexpected good tidings expands 
and opens suddenly causing the natural beat of the heart to 
escape and dissipate to the extremities of the body and the 
heart fails when it cools down. Thus Yaakov, the old man, 
felt nothingness as if dead. He remained motionless for the 
greater part of the day until revived physically and 
emotionally by the brothers shouting Joseph’s words in his 
ears and the vision of the wagons”. We presume that the 
wagons reminded him of the last topic he had learned with 
Joseph,  ,עגלה ערופהas quoted by Rashi. 

Sforno (1475-1550, Italy), stated that the term meant that 
“his heart stopped beating briefly, something common 
when people have a fainting spell.” This occurred the 
moment the brothers had uttered Joseph’s name. Chizkuni 
(1250- 1310, France), noted that it meant that Yaakov’s 
heart was standing still and stopped beating. He cited 

Lamentations 2:18, which uses the words “פוגת לך ,”
meaning “no respite.” 

Rabbeinu Bahya (1255-1340, Spain) also stated that this 
was similar to Lamentations, but referenced a different 
pasuk, 3:49, “מאין הפוגות ” without respite, and interpreted 
as his heart stopped beating and it was as though he was 
dead. Rashbam (1085-1158, France) also commented on 
this by saying that his heart skipped a beat. The heart is a 
four-chambered organ which sits in the middle of the 
chest behind the sternum. 

The heart receives deoxygenated blood from the great 
veins which enter the right atrium, the blood then crosses 
the tricuspid valve, into the right ventricle, which pumps 
blood to the lungs where gaseous exchange takes place 
(carbon dioxide out, oxygen in). The blood re-enters the 
heart through left atrium from the four pulmonary (lung) 
veins, crosses the mitral valve into the left ventricle, which 
then pumps the blood out through the aorta to the entire 
body. 

What controls the “heart beat”? The heart contracts in a 
rhythmic sequence between 60-100 beats per minute 
(known as the pulse) and can more than double its baseline 
(basal) rate when needed for exercise or in anticipatory 
reaction. The “fight or flight” response, the heart’s ability 
to pump faster to circulate more blood through the 
“fighting” or “fleeing” muscles in times of need is found in 
many animal species. This basic response is under the 
control of the sympathetic nervous system which 
stimulates smooth muscles and the adrenal gland to release 
adrenaline and noradrenaline (epinephrine and 
norepinephrine) to increase the heart rate and blood 
pressure, and to send more blood to the working muscles. 
This is similar to the response we can imagine might have 
taken place in Yaakov when he fought the angel in the 
middle of the night .(בראשית לב:כב) 

Conversely, stimulation of the parasympathetic nervous 
system can slow or even stop the heart, lower the blood 
pressure and cause fainting known as “vasovagal syncope” 
or “neurocardiogenic syncope.” This response is 
responsible for the fainting that may occur upon having 
blood drawn, seeing blood or hearing bad news. Yaakov’s 
response to the sudden newsflash (CNN and Twitter were 
not around then) that his son was still alive may have 
triggered such a response. 

An even more extreme response to sudden shocking news 
or an event is called the “Broken Heart Syndrome” or  
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“Takotsubo Syndrome” which can simulate a heart 
attack by all objective sophisticated tests. Yaakov’s 
response upon hearing the news may have caused a 
profound slowing and stopping of his heart beat, 
causing fainting from which he was revived. The 
occurrence of “shock” or “fainting” or even “death” 
upon an elderly person’s hearing a radically good or 
bad news report must have been well known. The 
Sefer HaYusher related that the brothers fearing the 
worst, send Serach, Asher’s daughter, to play the harp 
and relay the news to Yaakov through music and 
song. Despite the mellifluous method to gently break 
the news to Yaakov, it was too much for his heart, 
and “ויפג לבו.”  
The real-life description of a natural response to 
sudden shocking new is further evidence that our 
Avot and Emahot were real people, responding 
emotionally and physically to events in their lives. 

They had to cope with joy, family feuds and tragedies. 
Whereas other religions deify their founders, we see 
all aspects of the human nature of our founders. But 
through their amazing life stories and perseverance 
they continue to serve as role models for our lives. 
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