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-T:TN 719 N'UXI] Genesis 47:7-10
I'ANQP Y'N N O0i'R 27 Yosef brought Yaakov his father
NV 12OAN Ty He stood him before Par'oh
Y A XA Y DAl Yaakov blessed Par’oh
nY 29 Xapya 12l Yaakov blessed Paroh
Y 1297 Xy He left from before Par’oh.

Exile is usually the consequence of defeat, and evokes depression and powerlessness. Yaakov Avinu’s
descent to Egypt, however, is more complex — he is reuniting with the most beloved member of his
family, and he arrives as the father of the Second-Only-To-The-Throne. Nonetheless, rereaders of
Chumash know that his arrival heralds the paradigmatic exile of Egypt. The question for us, then, is why
that exile begins in consolation, perhaps even joy, and apparent glory.
We must be aware up front that this question carries a variety of ideological baggage. Can there be
glory in exile, or is it necessary to believe that Jews can only hold their heads high when politically
autonomous in Israel? Can there be security in exile? One easy approach is to say that Yaakov’s story is
cautionary, intended to warn us that even the greatest exilic reception may be/is a honeyed trap. This
seems to me in many ways a compelling read of Yosef’s political history.
Yaakov is not Yosef, however, and the Jewish enslavement does not begin in his life time. We should
therefore be careful not to unnecessarily conflate the messages of their lives.
| want to focus literarily this week on two puzzling elements of 47:7-10:
a) Why isit necessary to state that Yosef “stood Yaakov” before Par’oh, rather than simply “Yosef
brought Yaakov before Par’oh”?
b) Why does Yaakov bless Par’oh twice?
Baal HaTurim plausibly argues that Yosef “stood Yaakov up” because he was too old to stand on his own,
and many pashtanim argue with similar plausibility that blessing a king on arriving and departing was
normal court etiquette. Both explanations, however, run smack into Radak’s laconic comment
2ND1 N7 DTN 11907 DYV RXIN "1'RI
I cannot find any reason for this story to have been written.
Finding a purpose for the story requires a somewhat greater degree of speculation.
Abravanel, with a fine disregard for connotation, writes that Yosef stood Yaakov before Par’oh so that
Yaakov could bow to him. Seforno by contrast insists that Yaakov never bowed to Par-oh, neither
coming nor going — instead, he blessed him as an equal. Kedushat Levi argues, rather implausibly, that
Yosef stood Yaakov before par’oh, meaning that he established Yaakov as superior.

| prefer the readings in which Yaakov is not subordinate to Par’oh, but | think we also need to account
for the power relationship between Yaakov and Yosef. Yaakov is brought to Par’oh by Yosef; he does

not come on his own. And Yosef is subordinate to Par’oh. So my suggestion (contra Kedushat Levi) is
that Yosef brought Yaakov to Par’oh in order for Yaakov to bow, but Yaakov instead blessed Par’oh.

What was the content of that blessing? Here Rabbinic tradition is clear: he blessed Par’oh with a rising
Nile and the end of famine. Textually, this explains why the famine appears to end earlier than the
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seven years Yosef predicted. Thematically, it exposes the weakness of Yosef’s position; he has power
only through the weakness of others, and the mere presence of Yaakov takes away his legitimacy by
removing the famine he (now wrongly) predicted.

Perhaps the underlying message is that Yosef’s identity is exilic, meaning that his dignity and standing
are granted him by a non-Jewish culture. Yaakov, even in exile, is the source of his own dignity.
However, Yaakov cannot in the end convey his essential independence to his children, and so they slip
into the full condition of exile. They are redeemed ultimately by Mosheh, who is anomalously at home
in Egypt, but goes into exile with them regardless, hoping to make it to a new homeland, where he and
they can build new dignified identities.

Shabbat shalom
Aryeh Klapper
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