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VAYECHI

There are two stories told in the Gemara, on apparently
similar themes, yet with a significant difference between them. The
first begins like this: Every man should at all times say
apb Xpw » 1Ayt Yo Whatever God does is for the best.” Rabbi
Akiva, for example, was once on a journey, and with him he had
an ass, a cock, and a lamp. When he reached a village, he asked
for somewhere to sleep, but the men of the place refused to let
him stay there. Said Rabbi Akiva: ‘Whatever God does is for the
best'—au% xmw 1 prayt Ya. He went and lay down in a field, and
a lion came and ate his ass, a cat came and ate his cock, and the
wind blew and put out his light. Said Rabbi Akiva:
b pw » Pyt 5 —Whatever God does is for the best.” And
indeed, on that very night, army-troops invaded the village and
laid it waste. If his light had been burning, the marauders would
have seen him; if the ass had brayed or the cock crowed, they
would have plundered him. So that is why Rabbi Akiva said about
everything that befell him on that night: avb x»w 1 rayT b,
—Whatever God does is for the best.”

The other story concerns Nahum Ish GamZu, and explains
the origin of his strange name. He would always, no matter what
happened to him, react by saying: amwb i o3 — This too is for
the best.” (‘Gam zu letovah’).

Once, the Jews wanted to send a gift to Caesar, and they said,
‘Who will go for us and take it to him?" The answer was, ‘Nahum
Ish GamZu, as he has had experience of miracles.” So they gave
him a casket full of jewels and sent him off. On the way, he
stopped at an inn, and when the inn-keepers saw his casket, they
seized on it during the night, emptied it of its contents and filled
it with earth. The following day, Rabbi Nahum rose up and
continued on his way, unaware of what had happened. He reached

1. Berachoth, 60b.
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Caesar’s palace and offered him the present from the Jews. Caesar
was of course furious when he saw the contents of the casket, and
wanted to have Nahum executed on the spot, for contempt. Rabbi
Nahum, however was not at all dispirited, and said: ;2w w m
‘This too is for the best.” Then, the prophet Elijah appeared in the
guise of one of the king’s ministers, and said, ‘It may be that this
earth is like the earth that Abraham used, sprinkling it over the
ground, and defeating his enemies—as it is written, ‘He makes his
sword like earth and his bow like driven chaff’— yasn=oysino2
1nwp A3 wpa. Perhaps this earth too has special qualities?” At that
time, there was a territory over which the king was waging war
to no avail. So he sent the casket of earth to the battlefield, where
his officers tried it out and suddenly became victorious. Then the
king took Rabbi Nahum into his treasury and filled his casket with
precious stones and jewels, and sent him back to his city. On his
way back, he stopped at the same inn, and when the inn-keeper
saw all the wealth and honour he brought back with him, they
asked the reason for his good fortune; and Rabbi Nahum told
them the whole story. Immediately, they went out and filled many
baskets with the earth, and brought it before Caesar, declaring that
it was the very same earth that Rabbi Nahum had brought. The
officers tried its power in battle, but it achieved no miracles; and
the inn-keepers were executed.®

That the two declarations, ap% xnw 1 7297 > and
w5t ox  are not identical, is evident from the fact that only
the first is presented as an obligatory belief: ‘Every man should
think and speak in this way." This, the belief that everything that
God does is for the best, represents the stage of Emunah, of sceing
beyond present evil into the future good that is always the end of
God's plan. The Baal Shem Tov* explained that the other state-
ment, aw® v oy “This too is for the best,’ is on a higher plane
even than this: here, Nahum does not see evil anywhere, even in
his present distress; his sight pierces with the ray of truth to the
very essence of life, and he knows that it is goodJ

Similarly, Joseph looks back on the apparently unmitigated
evil of his brothers’ betrayal of him—the hatred, the will to

2. Isaiah, 41: 2.
3. Taanith, 2la.
4. See * Shomer Emunim’ by R, Aharon Rote, Drush HaBitachon, Ch. 7.
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murder, the delivery of a helpless boy into slavery and suffering;
and in all this he sees only God’s single purpose, the thread of
destiny that would lead ultimately to salvation.

A oovd nwy JynY ampy Aawn DphR Y0 °YY onawn ong

a7 oy nrnab

You planned evil against me, but God planned it for

good, so as to preserve a great nation, as He has done

today.'*

The clarity of vision entailed in mawb o2 raises its
preceptions to the category of Emeth, of absolute, indubitable
truth. Like the axioms of reason, they are true and self-evident.
aub ®omw m PTayT > remains, however, in the realm of faith, of
Emunah, where nothing can be proved. It is a realm of shadows,
of encroaching doubts, but through the shadows, man, illuminated
by faith, can discern the ultimate goal; the struggle to keep that
lamp alight is the condition for any meaningful life. For the truth
to be fixed in a man’s mind with the clarity of knowledge, however,
means that the gropings of faith are resolved and transcended.
The world of truth and falsehood is a far cry from that of faith
and doubt.

Jacob died in the land of Egypt, among a foreign and
potentially hostile nation. He knew that this was the beginning
of exile for his children, of long centuries of oppression and
slavery. He had this knowledge, and yet he could die in peace:
what is more striking is the fact that he could live with this
knowledge — a fact stressed by the opening of the portion
«p3n PR32 2py? o, on which one commentator notes that with
the viewpoint of truth, Emeth, it is possible to live, even in a land
like Egypt.”

Truth is the characteristic traditionally ascribed to Jacob
(apy*> mox nn)e and before the insight of truth all the horrors
of exile melted like phantoms. He saw only the goodness and the
purpose of God in events that might have clouded the vision of a
lesser man.

S. Bereshith, 50: 20.
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This utter simplicity of truth was his special prerogative: for
his children, another path was destined. For them, the experience
of suffering and pain were part of the divine plan, for them, the
struggles and triumph of faith, of humanity striving to transcend
itself. They, therefore, could not be allowed to share in their
father’s vision. Yet Jacob, like anyone who has a vision to
communicate, longed to reveal to them the truth and ultimate
purpose of life. The tension is described by Rashi, in an
explanation of the fact that in the Sefer Torah, the Portion dealing
with the death of Jacob is barely separated from the previous one
—by the width of a single letter, instead of the usual sizeable gap.
This is known as a mmno nwao, a blocked opening, and on this
basis Rashi comments:1amn onox 1™a% ppa nx mb (apy) wpaw
This frustration of Jacob’s desire to reveal the ultimate
truth is qualified by an ecnigmatic passage in the Zohar:
DY 93 YaR MR MY A5 TwERT an b3 apyn ‘Whatever Jacob
wanted to say, he said; but in a way that combined openness and
reserve.’®

This area between not speaking at all and communicating the
full intensity of the truth, is the battle-line of faith. On this front,
man is left to strive for himself, to advance into and beyond the
shadows. Faith is the creation and achievement of man: its goal
and reward is the granted apprehension, the peace of truth.

This was the message that Jacob left to his children, the
testament that he handed to them on his death-bed. In connection
with this, R. Zadok HaCohen! refers to an explanation by Rashi
of the intervals that occurred between one occasion of God’s
speaking to Moses, and another.

The purpose of these intervals was to allow time for Moses to
absorb what he had been told, and bring the full action of his
intellect to bear on each part, before proceeding to another. On the
subject of Jacob’s death, however, and of the message he passed on
to his children, the commentator remarks that in this case no
amount of intellectual consideration would be of avail—and that,
again, may account for the lack of any interval between the two

6. ibid. 47: 28, a, Bereshith, 47: 28.

7. Sefath Emeth on Torah, Vol. I, p. 264. 10. Zohar, Vol. I, p. 234b,

8. Micah, 7: 20. 11. Pri Tzaddik, Vol. I, p. 217.
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Portions. No menlal consolidation was called for, and therefore
no respite is given.

The nature of this passage is a matter not of intellectual
comprehension: nor of that mystic apprehension of truth that has
the clarity of intellectual knowledge. Instead, it is a matter of
Emunah, it is the handing over of the legacy of struggle and
intense effort to penetrate shadows that seem only too substantial.
It is the bitterness of exile, felt in the flesh, yet threaded with the
gold of faith and trust in God. av% xnw m g7 % Itis a
process of millenia that is here initiated, a slow, hard battling
through, under the constant threat of annihilation.

In this process, there are no short-cuts, no easy outlets. All the
intellect of man cannot justify the suffering of our nation. No
possible rationalisation exists, Only through Emunah, the belicf
that God is all-Wise and all-Good, can man save himself from
despair; and win through at last, if he has fought long and bravely,
to the hard-won peace of Emeth, of absolute understanding.
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