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VAYECHI 

A LEGACY FOR LIFE 

 
What does it mean to live? Does the mere act of breathing 

categorize us as living individuals or is there more to the definition 

of life? This parashah is called “Vayechi (he lived)” and yet it is about 

the end of Yaakov Avinu’s life. Seemingly only this parashah conveys 

Yaakov Avinu’s living life to its fullest. 

As Yaakov Avinu, the last of our three Avos, stands at the 

entrance to heaven, about to join the Almighty, he knows what 

living is all about. He wants to pass on this wisdom to his beloved 

children, to give us counsel on how to live and even to thrive in a 

world without him – as a Jew in exile. 

A Revelation Blocked 

As Yaakov Avinu lays on his deathbed, he calls his children 

together in order to give them some fatherly advice. He says, 

“Assemble and I will tell you what will occur to you in the end of 

days. Gather and listen, sons of Yaakov, and listen to Israel, your 
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father. Reuven, you are my firstborn, my power and the beginning 

of my strength…”1  

If we look closely at his words, there is an obvious gap in this 

introduction to Yaakov Avinu’s final address. Yaakov Avinu calls 

his sons together to reveal a great secret about the end of days: 

“… I will tell you what will occur to you in the end of days.” But 

in the next pasuk, Yaakov Avinu reveals nothing about the future. 

Instead, he begins giving out berachos: “Gather and listen…”  

 Rashi explains2 this famous discrepancy: “He wished to 

reveal the end, but the Presence of God departed from him and 

he began to say other things.” In the final moments of Yaakov 

Avinu’s life, when he wanted to reveal secrets about the end of 

time, the Shechinah left him and he was not able to make any such 

revelation. Surrounded by all of his sons, he was suddenly 

deprived of the prophetic vision – and so he blessed them instead. 

Why was Yaakov Avinu prevented from telling us this 

revelation? Why was he himself privileged to it? And why were the 

blessings an appropriate substitute for the information he really 

wanted to provide?  

A Microcosm of Jewish History 

In the beginning of Vayechi, we learn about the nature of 

Yaakov Avinu’s last years of life. “Yaakov lived in the land of 

Egypt for seventeen years; the days of Yaakov, the years of his 

life, were 147 years.”3 The midrash Tanna Devei Eliyahu informs4 us 

 

1 Bereishis 49:1-3. 

2 Commentary on Bereishis 49:1. 

3 Bereishis 47:28. 

4 Chapter 5. 
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that the seventeen years that Yaakov Avinu lived in Egypt were 

mei’ein Olam Haba (a semblance of the World to Come). “Vayechi 

Yaakov (Yaakov lived)” – as close to a true life as one can get in 

this world. 

These years, explains Rabbi Yehudah Zev Segal,5 were even 

better than the years spent learning in the yeshivah of Shem and 

Ever and the years that he lived in his father’s house. How could 

this be? How could the immoral land of Egypt hope to compare 

with those spiritual havens?  

Righteous individuals measure value in terms of spiritual 

accomplishments. For the previous twenty-two years, Yaakov 

Avinu had been blocked spiritually because of his perpetual state 

of mourning for Yosef. This had prevented the Divine Spirit from 

resting upon him. When he was told of Yosef’s survival in Egypt, 

“the spirit of Yaakov their father was revived”6 – the Divine Spirit 

returned to him. When Yaakov Avinu received this precious gift 

back, says Rabbi Segal, the contrast between his state of renewed 

spiritual connection and the lack of connection with which he had 

suffered for so many years propelled him to spiritual heights never 

before attained. These last seventeen years were the most 

spiritually productive – and therefore the best – years of his life. 

By looking at the ordeals of Yaakov Avinu’s life, we can 

explain the World to Come that Yaakov Avinu experienced in a 

slightly different fashion.  

Yaakov Avinu’s life parallels our larger, collective history, 

Rabbi Gedalyah Schorr explains:7 Just as Yaakov Avinu faced 

certain major challenges in his life, so too Klal Yisrael would have 

 

5 Inspiration and Insight, p. 96. 

6 Bereishis 45:27. 

7 Ohr Gedalyahu, Bereishis, p. 124-125. 
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to endure periods of national exile. First Yaakov Avinu struggled 

with Eisav, and then with Lavan. Later he had to deal with the 

problems associated with Dinah, and then with those of Yosef. 

Lavan, says Rabbi Schorr, corresponded to the oppression by 

Bavel (Babylonia), as both are associated with the sin of avodah 

zarah. The subjugation of Dinah by Shechem foreshadowed the 

exile of Paras and Madai (Persia), both corresponding to the sin of 

gilui arayos (immoral relations). Yaakov Avinu’s struggle with Eisav 

represented the exile of Yavan (Greece), with both Eisav and 

Yavan personifying the sin of murder.  

The last exile that the Jewish people will face – which we are 

in presently – is Edom (Rome). Galus Edom is the harshest galus of 

them all, both in severity – it represents all three cardinal sins put 

together – and in length – we have been here for almost two 

thousand years and it feels like it will never end. When Yosef 

vanished and Yaakov Avinu had to live for twenty-two years in a 

state of perpetual mourning, never consciously believing that he 

was going to emerge from the darkness of that loss – that ordeal 

corresponded to the long and harsh exile of Edom. With this view 

of Yaakov Avinu’s life, we can understand that when Yaakov 

Avinu lived out the final years of his life in serenity in Egypt, with 

all these challenges behind him, he was really living beyond all the 

exiles, in a state of Final Redemption. 

Yaakov Avinu wanted to give over to his sons the privileged 

knowledge he had acquired after going through so much hardship 

in his life. Standing between this world and the World to Come, 

he wanted to tell us about the times of Olam Haba. However, 

matters of the next world cannot be openly revealed to those who 

must still live in and deal with this world. Yaakov Avinu had a 

higher level of perception, but his thoughts and visions were 

meant only for him; he was not permitted to reveal them to 

others. His children could not have perfect knowledge of the 

secrets of the next world while still living in this one.  
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Closed Until Further Notice 

The midrash suggests that the physical layout of the parashah 

itself supports the idea that Yaakov Avinu’s message had to be 

concealed. Parashas Vayechi is unique among the parshiyos in that 

there is no extra space between it and the preceding parashah. 

Every other portion in the Torah is significantly separated from 

the one it follows – either by a nine-letter space or by beginning 

on a new line. Thus, the midrash calls parashas Vayechi a parashah 

sesumah, a “closed” parashah. This graphic element – the manner in 

which the parashah is positioned on the page – hints to us that an 

element of this story – this revelation of the End of Days – was 

intentionally concealed. 

A Substitute for Revelation? 

 When Yaakov Avinu saw that he was unable to speak of the 

End of Days, he chose instead to bless his sons. How are 

blessings a substitute for revelation? The answer is in the blessing 

itself. Let us look closely at the berachah that Yaakov Avinu gives 

Yosef’s sons: “God, that my forefathers Avraham and Yitzchak 

walked before Him, God Who shepherds me from my inception 

until this day, may the angel who redeems me from all evil bless 

the lads and may my name be called upon them and the name of 

my forefathers, Avraham and Yitzchak; and may they be greatly 

multiplied in the midst of the land.”8  

Rabbi Matisyahu Salomon notes9 that Yaakov Avinu uses an 

intriguing term for his relationship with God, the first time in the 

Torah such an expression is used. He calls Him the “God Who 

 

8 Bereishis 48:15-16. 

9 Matnas Chaim: Ma’amarim, p. 114. 
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shepherds me.” Yaakov Avinu used an array of names for God 

throughout his life, each highlighting a different aspect of Him. 

What was Yaakov Avinu trying to convey by emphasizing this 

attribute here?  

Rabbi Salomon writes that this term can also be found in a 

well-known chapter of Tehillim. “Mizmor IeDavid, Hashem ro’i, lo 

echsar (a psalm of David, God is my shepherd, I shall not lack).”10 

David HaMelech chooses here to describe HaKadosh Baruch Hu as 

“ro’i (my shepherd)”. Rabbi Salomon cites Rabbi Chaim of 

Volozhin in his commentary on Pirkei Avos who explains this 

chapter of Tehillim by saying that true faith in HaKadosh Baruch Hu 

is best represented by the relationship between a shepherd and his 

sheep.  

Just like sheep follow the shepherd almost blindly, because 

the shepherd is concerned for their welfare and guides them 

accordingly, so we should follow HaKadosh Baruch Hu. When a 

sheep tries to wander off to an area it imagines is good for 

grazing, the shepherd, who knows better, may come after the 

animal and block its path, if the best grazing area is where it is 

now. Or sometimes, when a sheep thinks that its pasture is good, 

the shepherd, knowing of a different area that is better for the 

sheep, will steer it away.  

God does that with us all the time – guiding us to the most 

productive place for us. Even if we think we are doing well 

where we are, HaKadosh Baruch Hu may push us forward to some 

other place. Or, if we are heading in the wrong direction, He will 

steer us to the right one. Just as the shepherd knows what is best 

for his sheep, so HaKadosh Baruch Hu knows what is best for us. 

Just as the shepherd leads his flock, so we are led by God. The 

 

10 Tehillim 23:1. 
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psalm states: “Shivtecha umishantecha heimah yenachamuni (Your rod 

and Your staff – they will comfort me).”11 The shevet is a rod or 

club, and represents the middas hadin; the mishenet is a walking 

stick and represents middas harachamim (the attribute of mercy). 

We know, then, that strict justice and God’s compassion work 

together to guide us to achieve the ultimate good in life, and that 

comforts us in every situation. 

Yaakov Avinu achieved this realization, explains Rabbi 

Salomon, when he approached the end of his life and looked back 

on its entirety. He was able to live his last seventeen years in 

Egypt mei’ein Olam Haba, in a state of happiness afforded only in 

the World to Come. After the trials and tribulations he had 

suffered, he now had perspective on everything that had 

transpired. He was now able to say, “God Who shepherds me 

from my inception until this day”:12 HaKadosh Baruch Hu, in the 

role of shepherd, has led me up to this point. And even though I have had 

tremendous sorrows and difficulties of great magnitude, and I do not 

understand the reasons for all these difficulties, nevertheless, in retrospect I 

understand that God is the Shepherd who knows what is best for me.  

Rabbi Salomon suggests that perhaps this is why the word ro’eh 

(shepherd) is spelled chaser (incomplete – missing a vav) in this pasuk. 

Spelled this way, the word looks like ra’ah, meaning evil. This 

spelling indicates that that which we perceive to be bad is really the 

shepherd guiding us. It was this insight that Yaakov Avinu wanted 

to give to his children more than anything else: the ability to see 

HaKadosh Baruch Hu as our shepherd. He hoped his children would 

not only understand the concept of Hashem as our shepherd but 

would live, moment by moment, with this insight. 

 

11 Tehillim 23:4. 

12 Bereishis 48:15. 
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Rabbi Akiva Tatz explains13 that Yaakov Avinu wanted to 

reveal the exact method by which Hashem would shepherd the 

Jewish people throughout the eons: an understanding of exactly 

how Hashem, as our ro’eh, would lead Bnei Yisrael, step by step, 

to certain pastures at one time, certain rivers at another, and 

how He would use both strict discipline and compassion to 

guide us.  

These illuminating and comforting details are what he wanted 

to leave his children before he departed from this world, but 

HaKadosh Baruch Hu would not allow that level of revelation, as 

the lack of clarity about the workings of Hashem’s plan is the 

challenge of faith destined for the Jewish people throughout 

history. So Yaakov Avinu had to settle for informing his children 

that all personal and national history has a guiding, loving 

shepherd behind it, even if he could not demonstrate it to them. It 

would be their challenge to take Yaakov Avinu’s insight and live 

with that faith throughout every twist and turn of history, even the 

most perplexing.  

This process would not be one of pure intellectual 

attainment. Rabbi Mordechai Miller explains,14 based on Rabbi 

Tzadok HaCohen, that there are times in the Torah’s narrative 

where a space is left between two portions to indicate that an 

interval of time was given for a person to absorb intellectually 

what he had just been told. In the case of Yaakov Avinu and his 

children, however, no space was left because the clarity of 

Hashem as shepherd of the Jewish people throughout history is 

not a matter that can be grasped in its entirety by the intellect 

only, but needs the force of emunah to penetrate the areas and 

events unfathomable even by the strongest intellect. 

 

13 Living Inspired, p. 195. 

14 Sabbath Shiurim, p. 74-76. 
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Galus is about emunah. Often, we do not understand why 

things happen. But that just means we have to redouble our faith 

and understand that Yaakov Avinu wanted to give us answers and 

clarity of truth, but was prevented from doing so because our 

make-up and our mission was to reach the truth on our own. 

Faith is the tool of man and clarity is its eventual achievement. We 

are left to earn this clarity for ourselves, to advance beyond the 

shadows. This message of faith – the awareness of the existence of 

truth, if not yet the clarity of truth – is Yaakov Avinu’s legacy to 

his children. 

Rabbi Yanki Tauber, based on the Lubavitcher Rebbe’s 

teachings, says15 that this very emunah, this persistence in our 

relationship with God despite the lack of clarity, is the key to the 

bringing of the redemption. If we would see God’s plan with total 

clarity, our subsequent commitment to God would be limited, 

effectually based on our understanding. When we maintain our 

commitment to God despite our lack of clarity, our actions take 

on an eternal and infinite quality, and are thus suitable means to 

bring about the eternal, Divine redemption. 

Rabbi Gedalyah Schorr writes16 that our persistence in emunah 

is what our Sages referred to when they said,17 “Yaakov Avinu did 

not die… his children are alive, so he is alive.” As Yaakov Avinu’s 

descendants, we all have within us a spark of connection to clarity 

and truth, to the ability to perceive the presence of the ro’eh, the 

shepherd. If we access and activate this spark with our emunah, 

then this aspect of Yaakov Avinu lives eternally. 

Blessings and revelation have the same aim. Both serve to 

buoy and encourage Bnei Yisrael through the trials of life. While 

 

15 The Inside Story, p. 117. 

16 Ohr Gedalyahu, Bereishis, p. 74. 

17 Taanis 5b. 
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Yaakov Avinu could not give his children concrete information 

about the promised, happy ending of human history, he could 

assure them that an all-powerful and benevolent guide exists who 

will not lead them astray. Now all they would need to do is trust 

Him. 

Individual Blessings 

Once our children have a will to live and therefore the ability 

to persevere through especially hard times, the next thing they 

need to know is what to do with these lives that they are now 

committed to living. The Torah asserts that we have two pathways 

in our spiritual development: to resist evil and to pursue good. 

Both are worthy and necessary, but we must know which one to 

prioritize, which one to use to direct our choices. On this matter, 

Yaakov Avinu and Yosef had different concerns. Their debate was 

played out when Yaakov Avinu blessed Menashe and Ephraim – 

Yosef’s children, Yaakov Avinu’s grandchildren 

When Yosef saw Yaakov Avinu cross his hands in order to 

place his right one, the hand that could confer supremacy, on his 

younger son, Ephraim, Yosef wanted to correct him. He wanted 

Yaakov Avinu to lay his right hand on the head of his eldest son, 

Menashe. But Yaakov Avinu insisted. He knew what he was doing. 

The Slonimer Rebbe writes18 that Yaakov Avinu was 

reflecting on the names of Yosef’s children and what they 

represented. Menashe’s name indicated “Nashani Elokim es kol 

amali v’es kol beis avi (God has made me forget all my toil and all 

the house of my father [i.e. all the difficulties of the past]).”19 

Menashe, therefore, represented sur meira, resisting and removing 

 

18 Nesivos Shalom, Bereishis, p. 307-308. 

19 Bereishis 41:51. 
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ourselves from evil. Ephraim’s name stemmed from “Hifrani 

Elokim be’eretz onyi (God made me multiply in the land of my 

affliction).”20 The message of this name reflected aseh tov, actively 

doing good. The names of the children represented the two 

necessary qualities in avodas Hashem. Menashe represented fear and 

awe of God, which lead to sur meira, and Ephraim represented 

love of God, which leads to aseh tov.  

 Yaakov Avinu placed the emphasis on aseh tov service of God, 

and Yosef on sur meira. The Slonimir Rebbe sees a hint to this 

disparity in Yaakov Avinu’s question, “Mi eileh? (Who are these?),”21 

referring to Menashe and Ephraim, whom he had already seen and 

identified. The letters of “mi eileh” also spell Elokim, the name of 

God indicating strict justice.  

Yaakov Avinu was in effect asking, “Where did these children 

come from that they worship God with such emphasis on Elokim, 

the quality of fear and awe?” Yosef replied, “Banai heim asher nasan 

li Elokim bazeh (these are the children which God gave me in this 

[Egypt]).”22 In Egypt, Yosef explained, he had to bring his 

children up with a focus on avoiding the bad influences all around 

them, and so fear and awe of God, the sur meira, was their primary 

tool, and the tool that Yosef felt should come first in any plan of 

growth: first remove all evil influences, and then one can safely 

focus on building positively. 

Yaakov Avinu understood Yosef’s methodology, but asserted 

that the higher level of service of God is aseh tov – the quality 

represented in Ephraim’s name. With the help of Yaakov Avinu’s 

attribute of the power of Torah, Yaakov Avinu felt, it would be 

 

20 Bereishis 41:52. 

21 Bereishis 48:8. 

22 Bereishis 48:9. 
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possible to serve God with a primarily positive focus, without the 

fear of falling prey to evil influences which could misdirect the 

active building process. 

This was the debate between Yaakov Avinu and Yosef. While 

Yosef believed that it was critical to establish the ability to resist 

evil before focusing on the ability to do good, Yaakov Avinu 

emphasized the opposite. He championed the power of positive 

action, when backed by the strength of Torah, directing us to 

focus on actively doing good. For example, by saying more 

positive words of comfort or support, we are necessarily less likely 

to spread gossip or embarrass someone verbally. Ephraim 

ultimately received the primary blessing to show us that the power 

to grow and develop is on a higher level than the power to refrain 

and rebuke. 

We can apply the principle of the primacy of aseh tov to the 

world of parenting. Most children are equal when it comes to sur 

meira. When told not to eat non-kosher food, almost all children 

obey. When told not to touch a forbidden item on Shabbos, 

almost all children comply. What makes a child unique is the 

way he carries out positive mitzvos. It is in the aseh tov areas that 

we see differences in children. As parents, it is our job to help 

our child blossom in his unique way. A shy child may shudder at 

the idea of visiting elderly people, but be a perfect companion 

to a home-bound child. Each child has his own distinctive 

nature and we need to teach him how to grow – “hifrani (he 

made me multiply)” – and build on that nature in his or her 

special way. Children need to develop special affection for 

particular mitzvos; these can serve as a springboard for them to 

greater connection with Hashem.  
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Just before Yaakov Avinu died, he was helping his children to 

grow, each one in his own unique way. Rabbi Zev Leff explains23 

that by individually blessing his children, Yaakov Avinu gave each 

of them a life path. He knew their strengths and he helped each of 

them focus on his positive qualities, on his personal way to best 

build his connection with God. Yaakov Avinu hoped his advice 

would direct and guide his children through the challenges and 

tribulations of this world. 

As we saw above, Yaakov Avinu originally had another kind 

of gift in mind for his children. He wanted to reveal the keitz, the 

resolution to the story of the Jewish people, as a way to reassure 

and encourage them in the course of their lives without him. But 

when prevented from giving them this gift, writes Rabbi Leff, he 

blessed them with something perhaps even more valuable: He 

offered each one an insight into who he was and what made him 

unique.  

Yaakov Avinu understood that if each of his children would 

be able to use his spiritual gifts to make his singular and vital 

contribution to the world, this would bring the keitz (End of 

Days) that much closer. This is the blessing of self-knowledge. 

When we are aware of our strengths and talents, as well as our 

shortcomings, we are well on our way to fulfilling our potential, 

and the ultimate potential of world history. 

A Finale to the Book of Creation 

 Parashas Vayechi is the last in the book of Bereishis. The book 

of Bereishis is called Sefer HaYetzirah, the Book of Formation. All 

events described in it act as a blueprint for everything that follows. 

 

23 Outlooks and Insights, p. 237. 
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Therefore, if this story of Yaakov Avinu’s last days, his blessings 

and his death, is the culmination of this foundational book, what 

does it teach us about the final touches made to the blueprint of 

the world?  

Even more puzzling are the very last pesukim in Vayechi. It 

would be logical if the last verses of the last parashah of Bereishis, 

the book that deals with the lives of the Avos and Immahos, would 

conclude with the death of Yaakov Avinu, but they do not. “Yosef 

lived in Egypt, he and his father’s house; Yosef lived 110 years. 

Yosef saw three generations from Ephraim; also the sons of 

Machir the son of Menashe bore children on the lap of Yosef. 

Yosef said to his brothers, ‘I am dying, and God will surely 

redeem you and bring you up from this land to the land that He 

promised to Avraham, to Yitzchak and to Yaakov.’ Yosef made 

the children of Israel swear, saying, ‘God will surely redeem you, 

and you shall bring up my bones from here.’ Yosef died, 110 years 

old, and they embalmed him and put him in a coffin in Egypt.”24  

After Yaakov Avinu’s litany of blessings, the very last lines of 

the Book of Formation describe Yaakov Avinu’s great-grandchildren 

and, finally, a last request made by Yosef to his brothers. 

Rabbi Gedalyah Schorr defines25 the book of Bereishis as a 

book of berachah, of the multiplication and growth of the various 

aspects of the Creation. The ultimate goal of Creation is to bring 

all of these aspects back to the Creator, to use everything for a 

Godly purpose. Yaakov Avinu’s blessings at the end of Bereishis 

served to draw all the individual people and elements into a 

unified whole, working for the sake of God. 

 

24 Bereishis 50:22-26. 

25 Ohr Gedalyahu, Bereishis, p. 152. 
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God’s purpose for the Creation, for each of us as individuals, 

is the formation of a personal relationship between Him and us. 

Only when we know ourselves can we form a solid, healthy 

relationship with God, and so Yaakov Avinu’s blessings to his 

children, the blessing of self-awareness, provide a natural 

conclusion to the book of Creation. 

But why mention Yaakov Avinu’s grandchildren at this time? 

Rebbetzin Esther Jungreis tells26 a story which provides an insight 

to this choice of conclusion. Before leaving Hungary on the eve of 

World War II, she went to say goodbye to her zaide (grandfather). 

He took her on his lap, then began to tremble and cry. Frightened, 

she ran to her father to ask why her zaide was crying. He took her 

outside to explain. As her father trudged through the snow, he 

comforted his daughter.  

He explained that just as he now leads the way for her by 

clearing a path in the snow, her zaide is also leading the way. 

“There is another road, a road that you, my child, do not yet 

understand. It is that road which Zaide is preparing for us with his 

tears. When your Zaide studies the Holy Books, he not only 

studies to acquire knowledge for himself, but in order to make a 

path for you, my child, and for all of his children… The snow, my 

child, will be very deep, and often, you will find it difficult to walk; 

you may even fall. But then you will have to remember that 

beneath the snow is a path that Zaide blazed for you with his 

tears.”  

For Rebbetzin Jungreis, this visit with her grandfather left her 

with one important message. We follow in the footsteps of those 

who came before us. All of her zaide’s learning was not only for 

himself, but for those who would carry on after him. His legacy to 

his descendants was a path for them to follow. 

 

26 The Committed Life, p. 327-328. 
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Perhaps we can now understand why the conclusion of Vayechi 

includes the fact that Yaakov Avinu lived to see future generations. 

Those descendants are necessary for Yaakov Avinu’s values to live 

on. It was to them that he gave over his path: the awareness that 

Hashem is leading us, and if we know who we are, we can elevate 

everything we do, creating the ultimate relationship with God. 

Unity: A Prerequisite for Blessing 

However, just having descendants, even descendants to 

whom Yaakov Avinu passed a vital mesorah (heritage), does not 

assure Yaakov Avinu that the mesorah will continue, or that those 

descendants will live lives of blessing. As an indication of this 

eventuality, the parashah closes with one last event.  

At the end of Vayechi, after the description of Yaakov Avinu’s 

blessings, we are told about Yosef’s death. Before he dies, he asks 

his brothers to remember that when Bnei Yisrael are redeemed, 

they should bring his remains to the Promised Land. Why did he 

request this of his brothers and not of his children? Yosef 

specifically asked his brothers because he suspected that his 

brothers had always felt great discomfort in their relationship with 

him, wrongly imagining that while they needed Yosef, he did not 

need them. Yosef wanted to dispel this notion. No one is ever 

so self-sufficient that he does not need his family, his community.  

By entrusting his brothers with such a vital task, Yosef 

declared: just like you need me, I need you. We need each other. He 

understood that only by cementing a relationship of unity would 

they be capable of receiving the berachos that Hashem had in store 

for them. 

Implications for Our Lives 
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Yaakov Avinu’s lessons to his children were meant to support 

them through the exiles of Jewish history, but the lessons apply 

equally to our personal exiles, the periods of darkness through 

which everyone passes over the course of his life. Yaakov Avinu’s 

legacy to his children is that there is purpose in everything God 

does. No matter what we go through, we must know that God is 

shepherding us. Perhaps this is the greatest gift we can give our 

children – the gift of emunah. 

Rabbi Abraham Twerski notes27 that parents who commit 

themselves to furthering their children’s success will put 

considerable effort into ensuring that they develop a healthy body 

and a healthy mind. 

Yet the primary definition of humanity is not one’s physical 

or intellectual profile. The true sign of humanity is our ability to 

reach beyond our selves, whether by acting towards others with 

altruism or by improving our character traits and moral decisions. 

A parent who does not invest time and effort into developing 

these spiritual capacities of his child is neglecting the primary area 

of human development and quite possibly consigning the child to 

a developmental handicap in this area later in life.  

So how does one provide this essential tool for success as a 

human being? The best way to develop spirituality in a child is by 

example. The message of what we do is a much more powerful 

lesson to a child than the messages that we express verbally. In 

order for our children to develop the spiritual capacity of emunah, 

to understand that God gives direction to the world and that 

therefore every event has meaning and purpose, this emunah needs 

to be apparent in the manner in which we live our lives. 

 

27 It’s Not as Tough as You Think, p. 100. 
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This was what Yaakov Avinu was intimating to his children 

during his last hours, and this is what we must transmit to our 

children throughout our lives. Most of us are acutely aware of the 

obstacles and challenges that our children will have to face. When 

they are young, it may be that they will feel left out of a class 

project or a group of friends. Later on, there will be 

disappointments in relationships. No parent can be there to hold 

his children’s hands at all times. However, by modeling, we can 

give them the spiritual capacities that they will need to succeed in 

the trials and tribulations of life.  

If we overcome our personal difficulties and pick ourselves 

up, if we stay close to the path and rely on the fact that there is a 

ro’eh, that Hashem has a master plan, we actively demonstrate to 

our children our belief that life has meaning and purpose. 

Yaakov Avinu also teaches us about our obligation to identify 

in our children and our students what is unique about them. 

Yaakov Avinu understood the unique characters of Ephraim 

(doing good) and Menashe (resisting evil) and was therefore able 

to direct them. We too must focus on what makes a child special 

in order to give him accurate guidance in his personal 

development. We must also identify the uniqueness in ourselves. 

Only by being aware of our individual strengths and using them 

can we raise all aspects of life to be elements in a relationship with 

God, fulfilling the purpose of creation.  

But self-actualization is not enough. Yosef is our model for 

the next vital step in fulfilling our mission in this world. He tells 

his brothers that he needs them, sending the message that there is 

a supreme value to being united. The book of Bereishis itself joins 

in this message, beginning with the letter beis, which stands both 

for berachah and for the number two. A lone entity does not 

engender blessing. It takes two to create a berachah, two that need 

and nurture each other. We need to know ourselves, and at the 
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same time, know what we can offer our communities, and thus 

enhance and develop our connection with Hashem.  

Yaakov Avinu originally wanted to bolster us through the 

trials of life by revealing the promised, happy ending. But we were 

not permitted to know the future. Instead, our father Yaakov was 

able to endow us with the next best thing – emunah. However, he 

needed us to know something about the mechanics of faith. We 

can rely on Hashem to be in charge of the overall destination, but 

we must not cede our responsibility for the journey. Thus he, 

together with Yosef, subsequently gave us a two-part blessing to 

aid us as we make our way: self-knowledge to direct us in fulfilling 

our unique roles in life, and unity to allow us to receive all the 

berachos that Hashem has in store. Yaakov Avinu’s message was 

how we can live our life to the fullest in order to bring about the 

ultimate redemption: a truly inspiring legacy. 


