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In loving memory of Devorah Bat Avraham

It is customary for parents to bless their children on Friday night. For boys, the verse below is used,
whilst girls are blessed to be like Sarah, Rivkah, Rachel and Leah.
“So (Yaakov) blessed them that day, saying, ‘By you shall Israel bless saying, ‘May God make you
like Ephraim and like Menashe’” (Bereishit 49:20).
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Sidrah Summary: Vayechi
1st Aliya (Kohen) – Bereishit 7:28-48:9
Yaakov has been in Egypt for 17 years and is 147
years old. Knowing that he will soon die, he asks
Yosef to take an oath to bury him in Cana’an (later
Israel) in Me’arat Hamachpela (the Cave of the
Patriarchs) where his forefathers are buried. Yosef
promises. Yaakov becomes ill and Yosef visits
him, together with sons Ephraim and Menashe
(see p.3 article). Yaakov tells Yosef that these two
grandsons will be like the other tribes and will
receive their own portion of the Land.
2nd Aliya (Levi) – 48:10-16
Yaakov’s sight is failing. Yosef places his younger
son Ephraim to Yaakov’s left and his older son
Menashe to Yaakov’s right. However, Yaakov
crosses his arms, putting his right hand on
Ephraim’s head and his left hand on Menashe’s
head. He blesses them with his hands in this
position.
3rd Aliya (Shlishi) – 48:17-22
Yosef tries to switch Yaakov’s hands back but
Yaakov resists. He tells Yosef that Menashe will
be great, but Ephraim will be greater still. Yaakov
tells Yosef that God will eventually bring the
people back to Cana’an.
4th Aliya (Revi’i) – 49:1-18
Yaakov gathers together his sons to deliver a final
message to them. Following Rashi’s commentary:
Reuven is criticised for behaving impulsively;
Shimon and Levi are criticised for aggression;
Yehuda is given a leadership role; Zevulun will
be successful as a sea merchant; Yissachar will
bear the ‘yoke’ of Torah learning and Dan will be
as great as Yehuda.
Question: What animal is Yissachar compared to?
(49:14) Answer on bottom of page 6.

Point to Consider: Why did Yaakov pray for God’s
help whilst blessing Dan? (see Rashi to 49:18)
5th Aliya (Chamishi) – 49:19-27
The tribe of Gad’s battalions will fight wars
successfully. Asher will receive a fertile portion of
land and prosper, as will Naftali. Yaakov praises
Yosef for overcoming his many challenges.
6th Aliya (Shishi) – 49:28-50:20
Yaakov hints that King Shaul (Saul), Mordechai
and Esther will descend from Binyamin. Yaakov
reiterates his burial instructions to his children and
then dies. Yosef falls on his dead father in tears.
Yosef instructs doctors to embalm Yaakov. This
process takes 40 days, followed by 30 days of the
Egyptians mourning Yaakov’s death (Rashi). Yosef
asks for permission from Pharaoh to bury his
father in Cana’an. Pharaoh grants permission and
sends a large entourage to accompany Yosef and
his relatives. The brothers observe seven days of
mourning (shiva). Yaakov’s sons bury him in
Me’arat Hamachpela. Yosef reassures his anxious
brothers that he is still at peace with them.
7th Aliya (Shevi’i) – 50:21-26
Yosef commits to providing food for his brothers
and their families. He makes them take an oath to
take his bones out of Egypt when the nation
eventually leaves. Yosef dies, aged 110. He is
embalmed and placed in a coffin. This concludes
the Book of Bereishit.
Haftarah
King David, about to die, entreats his son and
successor Shlomo (Solomon) to stay faithful to the
ways of the Torah. His final request is for Shlomo
to make sure to punish Yoav and Shimi Ben Gera
for their rebellious behaviour.
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A Rapid Turn of Fortunes
by Rabbi Akiva Rosenblatt, Assistant Rabbi, Woodside Park United Synagogue
This week’s sidrah recounts
the end of Yaakov’s life.
Yosef received news that his
father was ill and rushed to
see him, together with his
sons Ephraim and Menashe,
so that Yaakov could bless
them before passing away.
It is clear from Yaakov’s initial words to Yosef that
he knew exactly who Ephraim and Menashe
were; he was not meeting them for the first time:
“And now, your two sons who were born to you
in Egypt before my coming to you in Egypt shall
be mine; Ephraim and Menashe shall be mine like
Reuven and Shimon” (Bereishit 48:5).
However, strangely, only a few lines later, the
verse records the following question: “And
Yisrael (Yaakov) saw the sons of Yosef and
asked, ‘who are they?’” (ibid. 48:8). Was this a
case of sudden memory loss or was something
deeper going on? Based on the Midrash, Rashi
(d. 1105) writes that of course Yaakov knew
exactly who they were; in fact, he used to study
with them on a regular basis (see Midrash
Tanchuma). Yet, when he attempted to bless
them, he lost his access to Divine inspiration
(ruach hakodesh). Even though Ephraim and
Menashe were extremely righteous, Yaakov saw
prophetically that they were going to have
wicked descendants. The evil kings Yerovam and
Achav would come from Ephraim, Yehu and his
sons from Menashe. Therefore, when he queried
“who are they?”, Yaakov was really questioning
whether they should receive a blessing, given
who their descendants would be.

Almost instantaneously, they had gone from not
being in line for a blessing at all to receiving a
highly coveted blessing.
It is interesting to note that nothing changed;
Ephraim and Menashe were still going to have
evil descendants. And yet God allowed Yaakov
to bless them. Why?
God is our Father in Heaven and ultimately His
love is unconditional. Yosef – Ephraim and
Menashe’s father – interceded with God.
Whether they were fitting or not, he begged that
Yaakov be allowed to bless them. God listened,
as He does. And Yaakov’s Divine Inspiration
returned; in his blessing he actually hinted to
the righteous descendants (Yehoshua and Gidon)
who would come from these grandchildren.
There are times when we might feel unworthy of
blessing. Perhaps the Torah is hinting that God
loves us, just as a father (such as Yosef) loves his
children. Unlike Yaakov, Yosef was not interested
in whether Ephraim and Menashe were
“supposed” to get a blessing or not. He simply
wanted his children to be blessed and begged
God to let that happen. It is always our goal to
live to the best of our abilities and hope that our
descendants follow suit – but even when this
may not be the case, God still wants to bless us
and give us the goodness that a father wishes to
give his children, regardless of merit.

Yosef, realising what had happened, poured his
heart out to God and prayed that Yaakov would
nevertheless bless them (Rashi). Yaakov’s Divine
inspiration returned and, as a result, they
received a beautiful blessing, which is used to
bless boys on Friday nights, “may God bless you
[to become] like Ephraim and Menashe” (48:16).

In memory of Harav Avraham Yitzchak Yaakov ben Harav Nata Gershon
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Jewish Contemporary Ethics Part 14: The Written and Oral
Torah VI
by Rabbi Dr Moshe Freedman, New West End Synagogue
The previous article
noted that one of the key
functions of the Oral Law
is that it allows the
rabbinic authorities in
each generation to apply
God’s tenets to new
circumstances, emerging
technologies and evolving societal conditions.
Nevertheless, one might point out that human
involvement seemingly risks undermining the
objectivity of Divine law. The simple answer to
this is that there are many inbuilt checks and
balances within the Oral Law that are designed
to prevent such bias. Yet there is also a deeper
purpose to God wanting to partner with mankind
in deciding Jewish Law.
The Russian child psychologist Lev Vygotsky (d.
1934) identified the importance of social
interaction and imaginative play as key elements
in a child’s cognitive development. Later the
Swiss psychologist Jean Piaget (d. 1980)
emphasised the importance of play as a process
of experimentation which is critical for a child’s
cerebral growth. Counterintuitively, he stressed
that the role of the teacher must be limited, so as
to allow children to discover the world for
themselves.
He writes: “Children should be able to do their
own experimenting and their own research.
Teachers, of course, can guide them by providing
appropriate materials, but the essential thing is
that in order for a child to understand something,
he must construct it himself, he must re-invent it.
Every time we teach a child something, we keep
him from inventing it himself. On the other hand,
that which we allow him to discover by himself
will remain with him...” (Play and Development: A
Symposium, Maria W. Piers p. 27). In other
words, if a parent or teacher reveals to a child
something they could have worked out for
themselves, they have robbed that child of an
educational opportunity.

In memory of Shmuel Nissim ben Yaacov

King David refers to Torah as a sha’ashua, a
“delight” or “toy” (Psalms/Tehillim 119:92) –
learning Torah was never intended to be a
process of merely assimilating information; it was
meant to foster relationships between teachers
and students, parents and children. The pithy,
terse language of the Oral Torah, such as the
Talmud and Midrashim, necessitates these
relationships.
Moreover, the cryptic style of the Oral Torah
forces its students to use their intellectual
faculties in the pursuit of understanding and
knowledge. This experience of personal effort
means students of Torah take ownership of the
knowledge they acquire. Had the answers they
sought been spoon-fed, they would not have
forged their own personal connection to Torah.
Piaget’s theory is also reflected by Rabbi Shlomo
Kluger (d. 1869) who explained that using our
imagination, hard work and grit to understand
Torah ourselves means that it penetrates into
our hearts. Therefore, while the Written Torah is
God’s absolute word, the Oral Torah is ours to
delve into for “there is no study hall without a
novel teaching” (Talmud Chagigah 3a).
The next article will explore whether innovation
in Torah is genuine, or whether it is an exercise in
uncovering God’s established laws.
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Kohanim on Aeroplanes
by Dayan Elimelech Vanzetta, Rabbi of Ahavas Yisrael United Synagogue,
Rabbinical and Halachic Administrator for US Burial
According to statistics
published by the OU
(Orthodox
Union)
in
America, 65% of all El
Al flights have dead bodies
on board. These are
normally bodies of Jews
who asked to be buried in
Israel and are being flown to the Holy Land
in compliance with their last wishes. US Burial
has a section of burial plots in Beit Shemesh
for members who wished to have their eternal
resting place in our eternal homeland, whilst
still adhering to our own United Synagogue
customs.

domains altogether (not under a single roof) and,
as such, the presence of a dead body in the hold
has no bearing on the Kohen being able to sit
in the passenger cabin. This is the lenient ruling
of Rabbi Shlomo Amar, who until recently
served as the Sephardic Chief Rabbi of Israel
and is currently the Sephardic Chief Rabbi of
Jerusalem.

It stands to reason, therefore, that the likelihood
of flying to Israel on a plane in which a corpse is
present is reasonably high. Whereas this does
not present a halachic problem to most
passengers, it might be potentially problematic
for a Kohen, who is forbidden from coming into
contact with the dead body of a Jew (Vayikra
21:1), with the exception of his father, mother,
son, daughter, brother and unmarried sister (ibid.
21:2 – 3). This halachic concept is known as
tumat met and is not restricted to direct physical
contact with the deceased. It even forbids a
Kohen from being under the same roof or in
close proximity to a dead body.

Nevertheless, there might be specific
circumstances limiting a Kohen’s flight choice
to one carrying a corpse, or one in which this
information is not available to the public. In
such situations, it is important to seek rabbinic
guidance.

Many Kohanim follow the strict ruling of Rabbi
Moshe Feinstein and contact El Al ahead of
their flights to ascertain whether or not a dead
body will be on board. This offers the opportunity
for Kohanim to rebook on alternative flights,
if necessary.1

1 It should be noted that the only airline that flies bodies to
Israel from the UK is El Al, and exclusively from Heathrow
Airport.

In ruling on the question of whether a Kohen can
fly on a plane carrying a person to burial in Israel,
contemporary halachic authorities have analysed
whether the baggage compartment and the
passenger cabin of an aeroplane are viewed as
a single domain, in which case passengers
and corpses would be sharing the same
space (i.e. they would be under one single roof),
which would forbid a Kohen from being able
to take such a flight. This is the stringent ruling
of Rabbi Moshe Feinstein (d. 1986). However,
other authorities considered the baggage
compartment and the cabin as two separate

In memory of David Yochanan ben Moshe
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Inspiring the Next Generation Part 1
by Mr Justin Kett, Head of Kodesh and Deputy Head, Sacks Morasha Jewish
Primary School
The Talmud tells a story
about one of Rabbi Yehuda
Hanassi's students, Levi,
and Rabbi Yehuda’s son,
Rabbi Shimon. The two
finished studying a particular
text and had to decide
which text they would study
next. Rabbi Shimon wanted to study the Book
of Tehilim (Psalms), whilst Levi wished to study
the Book of Mishlei (Proverbs). When the Book
of Tehilim was chosen, Levi was forced to accept
the decision and Rabbi Yehuda Hanassi began
to teach. At the beginning of the first chapter, he
quoted the verse: “if he desires the Torah of God”
(1:2) and explained the verse to mean that a
person learns only what their heart desires. Upon
hearing this, Levi stood up and said: “Rabbi, you
have given us permission to depart” and left the
room (Avoda Zara 19a).
Nowadays, our community’s teachers are
challenged with ensuring that Jewish education
is close to the students’ hearts, so that they
‘desire’ to learn about the different topics in
Jewish Studies. Whether that topic is Chumash,
prayer or festivals, we ultimately aim to nurture
in them the spark of Jewish learning that will stay
with them far beyond their school years.

from other people” (see Ethics of the Fathers,
2:1, green siddur p.528). The pupils’ life choices
must be presented as such – that they always
have the ability to choose a positive, straight path.
Moreover, making good choices is in itself highly
praiseworthy.
We also try to convey the importance of
embracing challenges with a positive attitude.
Chief Rabbi Mirvis elucidated this perfectly
when he indicated that there are two simple
Hebrew words consisting of the same three
letters: pleasure (gni) and plague (ign). The only
difference between the two words is in the
placement of the letter ayin (i), representing the
Hebrew word for ‘eye’ – how we perceive our
challenges can define our experience and our
ability to succeed. We encourage our students
to view their lives in the best way possible, even
at the most challenging times.
Samuel Beckett, the Irish playwright, once said:
"Ever tried? Ever failed? No matter. Try Again.
Fail again. Fail better". As strange as it might
seem, this is what we have to hope for from
the next generation. We all got to where we are
today by making mistakes in our lives and
learning from them. We have to share with the
next generation that making mistakes is allowed;
it helps us to learn and move forward.

This means that lessons must be presented in a
relevant, impactful manner. We aim to present
quality materials in an engaging way, often using
educational technology to support and enhance
our lessons.
We are also conscious of the contemporary
pressures affecting the wellbeing of students.
One means of tackling this is by sending a strong
message that their life choices, and indeed ours,
surpass exam results on the scale of importance.
The Mishnah in Pirkei Avot states: “Rabbi Yehuda
Hanassi said: Which is the straight path that
a person should choose for themselves?
Whichever path that is itself praiseworthy for
the person adopting it, and praiseworthy to him
Answer: a donkey
In memory of Harav Yisrael ben Eliyahu
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