Assessing Aging
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47 / 8-19 HaTurim infers that the way in which Jacob stood at this

Pharaoh, 8 s “ meeting was defective, in the sense that he was extremel
Y Jaczb athawraro); ;a’:d to Jafob’ ‘How many are the days of the years of your life?” _old and frail, so that Joseph had to support him. Y
s ba ered P a,-agh, The days of the years of my sqjourns have been a hundred and 8.-9. The commentators note the apparent incongruity of a
lrty years. Few and bad have been the day G f the years o f i . king inquiring about the age of a visitor. In the plain sense;
the life spans of my forefathers in the dal ol Yy - "T,I.y ife, and they have not reached Pharaoh was struck by the appearance of the man, who
and left Pharaoh’ s of their sojourns.” 1° Then Jacob blessed Phara oh ‘seemed to be older than anyone he had ever seen before;
' abn's presence. ’ hence his question, In reply, Jacob said that he not yet lived
nearly as long-as Abraham or Isaac; but he had aged due to
a life filled with travail (Rashbam; Ramban). He said, the
days that | have lived as a " stranger or alien; have totaled
130.years, for I have been a stranger in other people’s lands
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all my life (Rashi).

3 ~ Yaakov Avinu traveled to Mitzrayim and stood before Pharaoh.
In response to Pharaoh’s question of “How old are you?” Yaakov
answers, “The years of my dwelling are 130; few and terrible were

_ the years of my life.” Why did not Yaakov simply answer that he
" was 130 years old? Why did he give such a long-winded answer?
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fter the joyful reunion of Yaakov Avinu and his beloved
“son Yosef, the brothers had an audience with Pharach,
which was followed by Yaakov's meeting with the Egyp-
tian monarch. As soon as Pharaoh was introduced to Yaakov, he
immediately asked him how old he was. Yaakov replied that he has
not as old as he looked. His premature aging was due to a lifetime filled
with tzaros, giving him the appearance of an extremely aged person.
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Ramban (47:9) wonders about the propriety of Yaakov complain- YWY PRUYH AR ,A73pR 17 WK T DYN
ing to Pharaoh about his difficult, trouble-filled life and about his ' by DYID ANKY APT 7 AR a2
S N ——— MDA IASw TR LD LY DAw Ph
i statement that he had not reached the life spans of his father and TRUWR OM DM R T RN 1
grandfather. Yaakov was not on his deathbed at this time. Who coutd” mn 3% om A PRY YND NN KW
say that he would not reach the age of his forefathers? Ramban Bp N PR MW MR 1O AT I ’
explains that when Pharaoh met Yaakov, he was immediately struck- : Cpp RUR OMORY Ipyn M
by his greatly aged appearance. This prompted Pharaoh’s incongru-
ous first question upon seeing him - “How old are you " — because ,0m21 nb3 [RD WIIT M1 ARG {
in all his years on the Egyptian throne he had never seen a person XYn ,apy °Bb3 yany RO R¥® Dpn An
\¥Nho looked as old as Yaakov did. To this, Yaakov replied that the myaa by 5% opyr pyann XY RanW H
“Ytragedies he had suffered had caused him to age prematurely. ’
Daas Zekeinim, quoting a Midrash, notes that Yaakov suffered a nyID Hw nRwY VR KUK VoY NIV
terrible consequence as a result of his words. Hashem castigated - BX_IKTIL MpIn Yoy nEnp n DWW
him, saying, “I saved you from Esav and Lavan and returned Dinah ' _ ' KML'M‘%WT‘
and Yosef to you, and yet you complain aboutithe yéars of your life Kb ROW RYX 37 W hon THob w0
which are ‘few and bad™? | swear that your years will not number on oo Naw 1o DURORR DpAR BT
~ythose of your forefathers as you have said. Your father lived 180 W fm Ayany WY DR W i i XY
\“%rears and you will live 33 years less, corresponding to the 33 words IIYS MY Y Yk D W avw

found in the two pesukim describing your ;—x__wj\iegce with Pharaoh.”




The Gemara (Yevamos 121b) says that Hashem is éxacting with
those who surround Him even to the extent of a hairsbreadth, This

incident is a remarkably stringent illustration of this concept, A year
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of life for a word of complaint! The loss of 33 years of life for the 33
words spoken during the meeting with Pharaoh! 1x%5) X957

The severity of such a punishment is hard to digest and its-
impact on the eternity of Kial Yisrael is immeasurable. Yaakov,
despite living 33 years less than Yitzchak and 28 years less than
Avraham, became the Niaxaw N3, the greatest of the Patriarchs.
Who can estimate the additional greatness he could have attained
had he lived another 33 years?

In his Sichos Mussar (Va'eira, 5731), R’ Chaim Shmulevitz poses
A question: The 33 words of the conversation includes the first eight
words spoken by Pharach himself. Why Was Yaakov punished for A
that? The answer is telling. What was it that prompted Pheraoh to /
ask Yaakov how old "he was? It was because he looked at the P
creases and folds of Yaakov's face and could “read’” the tzaros and
hardships he had gone through. Thus, Yaakov was punished not
only for complaining about his sorrow-filled life, but even for his
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nonverbal facial appearance which betrayed what he had gone

hrough. For 4 person of his "towering level of greatpess, Yaakov
vas held accountable even for this!

@e faces of many people mirror the feelings of their hearts. It is
a_mark ‘of greatness when a pé_rSon can conceal the pain and
ifficulties he may be enduring and be able to greet every person
with a smile and cheerful countenance.” As R’ Yisrael Salanter put -
it, “A person’s heart is a reshus hayachid rivate domain), but his

face is a reshus harabbim (public domain).”
I
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To our sense of justice this verdict appears incongruous. Why was

Bilaam, the evil protagonist, given a swift and merciful death, while
Iyov, guilty of only silence, was afflicted with every pain and

torment? The very name Iyov has become the synonym for suffering! _

The answer is that it is our shallow understanding of the value of
life that does not allow us to understand Hashem'’s verdict. We have
no appreciation of life’s true essence. Were our eyes to be opened, we
would see that Iyov’s punishment was by far the easier of the two.
True, he suffered greatly, but he lived. Bilaam was spared suffering,

but put to death. Better a thousand times pain than the ‘merciful’
death of Bilaam.

e y
This is, perhaps, best reflected in David HaMelech’s cry, 792 ~o2

™M XY N 1, Hashem has caused me to suffer terribly, but He

. has not given me over to death (Tehillim 118:18). King David is able
to reflect on a life filled with pain and sorrow and put it into proper

erspective regarding the gift of life itself. :

%n order to gauge one’s own appreciation of life, one must observe
in what perspective one places his own problems and troubles, Just as
a person who has just received or won a great fortune does not feel a
small loss, so, too, a person in full cognizance of the tremendous gift
that is his, i.e, life, is oblivious to the relatively unimportant travails
that he must undergo. Against the background of the fabulous gift of
life, even the tribulations of Iyov are unimportant. Thus, the verse
exclaims, oIx RN i, Of what can a living man.complain
(E:chah 3:39);

vy
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Ear better an hour of repentance and good deeds in this
world than a lifetime in the World-to-Come (Pirkei
Avos 4:22).
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There is another important lesson inherent in the words of the
Daas Zekeinim. Yaakov had gone through many difficult situations
in his life, but ultimately he had overcome them. He had been
threatened by Esav and had spent 20 years in Lavan’s home, yet
he arrived intact at the city of Shechem (33:18). Dinah had been
abducted but she had been returned to him. His favorite son, Yosef,
was sold into slavery and Yaakov mourned him for 22 years. But
now he was reunited with him and saw Yosef in all his glory as the
viceroy over the land and provider to all the people of the land
(42:6), who made Egypt the breadbasket of the world. What was
there to complain about?

It is a frequent occurrence in life that what seems like a terrible
crisis and tzarah turns out to be a blessing in disguise. The eternal
kindnesses of Hashem come in different forms: some obvious, and
gome'not so obvious. It may take years, decades, or even a lifetime
to_discern that what seemed like a catastrophe was in reality a

great blessing.”

© Conversely, there are times in a person’s life when he fervently
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desires something, thinking that its attainment will bring him success

and happiness. [But who can know whét is truly good for the per-
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son? What may seem to be beneficial can tum out to be extremely
detrimental. This idea is noted in the Blessing of the New Monith,
recited on the Shabbos before Rosh Chodesh: “Give us ... alife in
which Hashem will fulfill our heartfelt requests for the good.” The
word “good” is stressed because a person does not always know
what is in fact good for him and may pray for things which he
ncorrectly perceives as good. Therefore, we pray to Hashem to
nlv fulfill the heartfelt requests that are truly good for us. A/
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The Gemara (Berachos 60b) says, ‘“‘Whatever the Merciful One
does, He does for the best.” This teaches that a person should not

say that things are going badly for him. Bitter, yes, but not bad.
This is why we pray on Rosh Hashanah for a fipanm matw mw, a

good and sweet year, Hashem always does good for us. At times
the doctor prescribes a beneficial medicine, but it is a bitter pill to
swallow. If this happens, we can ask the doctor for a better- tasting
prescription.

There is a well-known mashal of the Chofetz Chaim to answer
those who question the fairness of Hashem when they are beset by
tzaros, tragedies, illness, poverty, etc. A stranger walks into shul

- one Shabbos morning for krias haTorah. He notices that the gabbai
distributes the aliyos to the Torah in a seemingly haphazard fash-
ion. First; a man from the back of the shul is called up for an
aliyah, and then one-from the front. Next a rich man is called,
followed by a pauper in tattered clothes, then a talmid chacham,
and then'an am ha'‘aretz (illiterate Jew). He questions the gabbai
on this strange seder (order) of aliyos. The gabbai replies, “My
friend, you were not here last Shabbos and you probably will not be

here next week either. There is a seder to the distribution of the -

aliyos. If you will be here every Shabbos for a few months you will
see how everyone gets what is due them and nobody is deprived.”

. The Chofetz Chaim concludes: People have questions on how
Hashem runs the world' and cannot fathom why certain events take
place, why some people are successful while others are failures,

why some are blessed with wealth and good health while others

‘suffer poverty and illness. Why is it that righteous people are faced
with times of crushing tzaros? We cannot know the answers to
these and similar questions. Only Hashem knows the entire picture
of history: past, present, and future. Only He kniows How ‘everything
that happens fits in perfectly with the master plan of Creation.
A< he Chofetz Chaim (Chofetz Chaim al haTorah, p. 79) notes how
osef's brothers could not figure out what the Egyptian viceroy
wanted from them and why he acted so strangely, sometimes with
undue harshness and other times benevolently. Nevertheless, once
he said those words, ‘0o WX, [ am Yosefl” (45:3), everything
became clear. All the pieces of the “puzzle” suddenly fit perfectly
and they had no more questions. So, too, concludes the Chofetz
Chaim, the Jewish people endure so much personal and communal
suffering - in_their two-millennia-long trek in. galus. Yet when the
great day will come with the arrival of Mashiach and Hashem will
say, ‘i1 1K, | am Hashem,” all the questions of history will be
angwered and mankind will acknowledge that everything was with
a cheshbon, exact calculation, administered by a just and loving
Father in Heaven.

Parashas Vayigash is usually read around the time of Asarah
B'Teves, which commemorates the beginning of the dgstruction of
the Beis HaMikdash. The daylight hours are some of the shortest of
the year; the full brunt of winter is being felt. It is a difficult time. of
the year as the glow of Chanukah fades away and there is a long
stretch of time until the next yom tov, Purim. It is an opportune time
to strengthen ourselves with the realization that even in the intense

darkness of galus, Hashem is with us and, as the navi Yeshayah

(63:9, read as the haftarah of Parashas Nitzavim) says, In all their

troubles, He was troubled, so an angel from before Him saved

them. With His love and with His compassion He redeemed them;

He lifted them and bore them all the days of the world.
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Yaakov answered Pharaoh, ‘The days of years of my sojourns have
been a hundred and thirty years. Few and bad have been the days of
the years of my life, and they have not reached the life spans of my
Jforefathers in the days of their sgjourns.’"45

What was Yaakov Avinu trying to say? Why did he not just
answer directly, that he was one hundred and thirty years old?

What did he mean by “the years of my sojourns,” and why did he

mention at all the lives of his forefathers, in which Pharaoh had
expressed no interest?
~J Although we are inspired by the heights of greatness that
- Yaakov Avinu achieved, he held himself inadequate despite the
magnitude of his accomplishments. "o omT Yon vy — “I have
been made small by all Your kindnesses,” he said to Hashem.’ He
felt himself to be unworthy of the kindness that Hashem had
shown him.

When asked by Pharaoh how long his life had been, his heart
plumeted. He thought to himself, What is my life? Am I alive at
all? The wicked even in their lifetimes are considered as dead.””’
The Rambam writes that for the wise, and for those who pursue
wisdom, life without Torah study is tantamount to death.*® Cgn
the days of my existence truly be considered life at all, considering
my inadequacies? he thought. Therefore, he did not answer that
he had lived for one hundred and thirty years, but rather that the
“the years of his sojourns” had been one hundred and thirty — as
if to say that he had existed for one hundred and thirty years, but
how long had he actually lived with Torah and mitzvos? “Few and
bad have been the days of the years of my life, and they have not
reached the days of years of the lives of my forefathers.”

F¢_compared his own sorry state to the glorious achievements
of his forefathers, who had truly lived their lives. “Avraham was old
and come of days.”*® He had utilized the days of his life to their
utmost potential. The same was true of Yitzchak. Their days had
been full of Torah and yiras Shamayim. Hence, Yaakov referred to

their years as “years of life.” His own years were merely “years of
sojourn,” whereas his years of real life had been “few and bad.”

@ With this we can understand why the Torah writes of Adam,
N MY Dot MY Nikp ywn 0wk o o 3 van — “And it
was, that all the days that Adam had lived were nine hundred and
thirty years, and he died.”*”° The Torah stresses that these were
the days that he had actually lived, since he had utilized his life in
the pursuit of Torah and mitzvos. The same was true of Avraham
Avinu: 11 WK DiTAK M0 W M PK) — “These were the days of the
life of Avraham th\at he had lived.”*"' He had lived his life to the

7
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fullest. However, regarding Yishmael, the Torah states only 07X}
Sxynur 0 W — “These were the years of the life of Yishmael."*"
The Torah does not add the words “that he had lived.” since he
had squandered his years on meaningless frivolities, that gave no
meaning to his life. In his great humility, Yaakov Avinu thought that
his own life had likewise not fulfilled its potential.

This was Yaakov’s estimation of himself, but the Torah paints
a very different portrait”of his life. oW yawy ™0 MW apyr " WM
MW N a1 — “And the days of Yaakov, the years of his life,

were one hundred and forty-seven years.”™” The Torah testifies that
just like his forefathers before him, Yaakov brought life to the years

of his existence, by utilizing them to their fullest, and thus giving

eternal significance to all his days.
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To Yaakov Avinu, true life was living with ruach hakodesh and
hashraas- haShechinah. Yaakov felt that he had not truly lived
during the many years that he was deprived of ruach hakodesh.
Although we do not have ruach hakodesh, we can define true life
as utilizing our days to their fullest.

A story is told of a man who went to a certain town and was
shown the cemetery. He perused the tombstones and was aston-
ished to find that everyone in the town had died young. One tomb-
stone said that the deceased had lived for twelve years: on another
was engraved that the deceased had lived for ten years, and so on.
The man was baffled, because he had met the townspeople and
they did not appear to be that yourg. When he asked one of the
natives for an explanation, the person answered that in that town,
the duration of a person’s life was not measured by how many vears

33k

The Mishnah in Giltin gives us various tests to discern the
development of a child’s understanding. The first level is
whether if he is given a nut and a stone, he will throw away the
stone and retain the nut. The next stage is whether he can be

lent something for a period of time and recognizes that it must
be given back when that time is over. A child who can play
with a friend’s toy and give it back when it is time to go home
has reached a new stage of maturity.

This last test, says Rabbi Avraham Pam, applies to us as well. -

Do we recognize that life is something that has been lent to us
for a period of time, but that we will soon have to return to our

‘Maker? If we do, we are adults. But if we do not act on this real-

ization, then we are still children no matter how old we are.

a person actually lived, but by how many of his days were used pro-
ductlvely Many of the people buried in that cemetery had died when
they were eighty, ninety, or even a hundred years old, but they had

The famous Maggid of Kelm once called upon his audience
to imagine that all those buried in the Kelm cemetery could
suddenly come back to life for a half an hour: “What would

not made the most of all the years of their life.

Hashem said to the Jewish people (Shemos Rabbah 25:13): ‘T

will deal with you measure for measure. I gave you the Torah in
order that you should engage in it each and every day (vom yom),
as it states, ‘Praiseworthy is the one who listens to Me, diligently
frequenting My door yom yom.’ Theréjore, I will satisfy your hunger

with the heavenly mann yom yom, as 1t states, ‘And the nation’
went out and collected dvar yom b’'yomo.’”
The days of our lives were not given to us as a means to learn
and master the Torah; rather, the days themselves are the purpose.
Jur goal is not to gain knowledge of
the entire Shas as much as it is to
learn Torah on a daily basis. Each

“Our goal is not to

gain knowledge of
and_every day of our lives must be

the entire Shas as spent productively.

much as it is to learn It is imperative that we make a
Torah on a daily basis.!! cheshbon hanefesh, and scrutinize
one area in particular: How did we
» Spend our days? Were they spent constructively and in the service
of Hashem, or did we neglect them and waste our time?
lWith this approach, we can succeed in not merely residing in- this
world, but in truly living.
(Shiurei ei Chumash, Parashas Vavigash 47:9; Maamarei Yemei
Ratzon, p. 26)
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they do? This one would run to the beis medrash to learn, and

this one to the hospital to visit the sick, and this one to help out

a_poor widow. All the while, each of these reprieved souls
would watch the clock to see how much time was left.” The

- — B ———
rMaggld concluded hlS shmuess by asking, “Rabbosai, if we
ave more than a half an hour, is that so bad? Does every

‘moment then cease to be precnous'J Is that a reason to not

<keep our eyes cocked on the clock all the time to make sure

we are not wasting time? And who can really be sure that he
has more than a half an hour?” _
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"« HOW PRECIOUS THE MOMENT

There is yet another lesson to be learned from Yechanidh
besides the power of teshuvah. And that is how precious a
moment can be, and by extension how precious is life itself.
Sometimes, especially when we are younger, we tend to forget

%thls and think of life as endless. That is what Rabbi Shimon bar
Yochai had in mind when he explained Hashem’s verdict on
His creation as follows: “and behold it was good” — this refers
to the Angel of Life; “and behold it was very good” — this
refers to the Angel of Death. Without the realization that our
lives come to an end, we would never appreciate how great is
the gift of life. Only the awareness of the Angel of Death makes
life “very good.”
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amban asks: Why would. Yaakov compléin to Pharaoh? We shall

N
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world had undergone a major change from the time of Avraham and
Yitzchak to the time of Yaakov.

Prior to the birth of Yaakov’s twelve tribes, it was incumbent upon the
righteous to teach and encourage others to follow the will of Hasherii.
Thus, Avraham and Yitzchak strove to teach others to recognize their
Creator and obey the seven Noachide laws God had placed upon them.
Once the twelve tribes had been born, however, there was now a specific
nation, independent of the other nations of the world, that was to be

see that Yaakov’s statement was much more meaningful than a

dedicated to the service of Hashem. Their job was not to teach others,

mere complaint. o

When a group of people immigrate to a new country, it is natural
and expected that they desire to better their chances of success in their
new surroundings, through assimilation into their new nation. Certainly
Pharaoh would have expected that Yaakov and his children, who were
family to the rovalty of the country, would wish to explore all of the
opl?ortunities open to them in their new home. This, however, was
not Yaakov’s desire at all. He understood that in order for his family
to fulfill the will of Hashem and become “A kingdom of ministers and
a holy nation” (Shemos 19:6), they would have to remain a people
apart from the Egyptians. Indeed the Haggadah, expounding the
verse that says “And there he became a nation” (Devarim 26:5), tells
us that the children of Yaakov were successful at this and therefore
became “distinctive” there. It was this that Yaakov wished to convey
to Pharaoh — that he was not coming to Egypt with the same intent as
most immigrants, and that his actions were not guided by what =
would allow him to live a comfortable life. Few and bad have been the
days of the years of my life — my goal has never been to lead a

»comfortable existence. Rather, my way has been to live apart from

others, even though it would seem to be to the detriment of my family’s
_prosperity. o i
In this, Yaakov differed from the ways of his forefathers Avraham and
Yitzchak. We know that Avraham and Yitzchak worked continuouély to
spread recognition of Hashem and adherence to His commandments
among all of the nations. Yaakov, however, harbored no desire to do
the same for the Egyptians. The reason for this lies in the fact that the

but rather to perfect themselves. Yaakov knew that in order to reach and
maintain this perfection, it is necessary to distance oneself from evil as

positive influence upon Lavan and his children when he was living in
\ Charan. It was for this reason too that Yaakov’s children would have to
liveas ) .
P Indeed, this is the task of Bnei Yisrael as a nation; to insulate itself
| from that which is evil, and thereby excel at that which it knows is Divine.
" We find this idea clearly reflected in the verse: Thus Israel shall dwell
secure, solitary, in the likeness of Yaakov (Devarim 33:28).
! : ) ///_—#
‘ ‘ L+o . SHEMOS  MIDRASH RABBAH  TETZAVEH

% 137 — Another explanation: b3 3wn oy opwRT b3
Y 1 28 140 71 0K Y70 0k — With all other Liquids, a per-

i son mingles thexn together and he does not know which liquid -

E{m on the bottom and which is on top,"?  nnx Wk pawn bax

£ 770 oy Ting om D5WaW PRYn Y33 ta9ym — but with olive

3911’ even if you mix it with all the liquids in the world, it is

" Dy ony nywa bxyw 19

much as possible. For this reason, Yaakov never attempted to exert anyg

» always situated on top of them.
10y oo Sanay i nimi Moynb oy i Sy iy
) — And so, too, the people of Israel, when they ftﬂ.ﬁi'tlie w:.ll :
the Omnipresent they stand above the other nations, as it
stated, It shall be that if you hearken to the voice of HASHEM,
your God, to observe, to perform ail of His commandments . . . therz
HASHEM, your God, will make you supreme over all the nations
of the earth ('ibid. 28:1). i v npr Py N w1 — This is
v. ?J;Z;ex;);aﬁ;?n of the verse, A leafy olive tree, beautiful with
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