Jacob’s Blessing: Advantaged Memory

“Rabbi Yochanan answered, ‘ He(Jacob) is connected to his descendants.  Just as his descendants live, so he lives.”(Taanit 5b)

This parsha, aptly named, “And he lived” is about  the meaning of the patriarch Jacob’s legacy. Who, are truly his inheritors, and what story will they transmit to their children? Will they remember the past, Jacob’s own ancestors?  These issues hover over the parsha, much as they do in the other section of Genesis to contain “life” in its title, “The Life of Sara”(Genesis 23:1 - 25:18)

“Hayei Sarah,” is concerned with the biological continuity of her line, through Isaac.  Jacob already has children and grandchildren – there is no fear for his genetic continuity.  The concern for Jacob is his spiritual legacy, and which aspects of his personality, as both Jacob and Israel, to bequeath his progeny. 

Oddly, this parsha is the only one in the Torah which is ‘s’tuma” [closed] without a  spatial break between its writing and the writing in the prior section.  Genesis Rabbah 96:1 posits a long list of reasons for the closure.  Among them are Jacob’s inability to give the prophecy he’d planned, and  that the period of enslavement in Egypt began with Jacob’s death. 
 I believe however, there is no break to indicate a visual seamlessness, a continuity with the rest of Genesis rather a than rupture from it. The contiguity of “Vayehi” with the text prior to it displays visually that there is continuity from Jacob’s life on through his death.  Jacob’s death creates a fear both that the covenant will be forgotten in the land of Egypt, and that after his father’s demise, Joseph will use his political power for deserved revenge on the brothers who sold him into servitude.  The portion is concerned with proving both these fears groundless.  


In bestowing a blessing on the sons of Joseph, Jacob resets the birth order of his grandsons, declaring the older one to be secondary and the younger to be more prominent(Gen 48:20). In describing the vital events of his life before giving the blessing Jacob tells Joseph that God appeared to him at Luz, using the original name of the city not “Beth El” the name Jacob himself bestowed upon it.  The midrash suggests that the luz bone, in the spinal column is the body part through which bodies will be regenerated in messianic days(Leviticus Rabba 18:1). These grandchildren Ephraim and Manasseh have been born of an Egyptian mother, yet Jacob claims them here to be fully his, part of the patriarchal blessing he received from his own father, his own luz bone of continuity.
   This scene, a blind father close to death choosing between two sons to give blessing to the younger in place of the older holds an uncanny edge for readers familiar with Jacob’s own life. The tableau seems to be a version of Genesis 27, Isaac’s blessing of Jacob, with a new script, Jacob the grandfather blessing his grandsons. 

.  
 Memory can be faulty as recent psychological research on the ability of misinformation to create false autobiographical memories has taught us. When a story is retold, details change.   We need only examine the other sites of retelling in Genesis. Genesis 24, the search for a wife for Isaac, has Abraham’s servant retelling his story — though he changes the particulars of the order of events -- so Laban and Bethuel are convinced that God must have had a role in the matter(Gen 24: 50)  In  Genesis 39:13-18 Potiphar’s wife’s gives a rendition of  why she is holding Joseph’s garment.  The reader knows the lie.  The third repetition of  an event is the description of Pharoah’s dreams and his rendition of them for Joseph to interpret.(  Genesis  41:17. 17-24).  In all  these retellings, details are presented to convince the listener that only one interpretation of the events is possible.  

Jacob’s blessing of his grandsons retells the struggle between himself and Esau as a smooth transition with acceptance by both parties that the younger Ephraim should precede the older Manasseh.   In Jacob’s new version of his life, there is no enmity between the brothers.  He gives the blessing to the one he designates, and they both accept the verdict, without hatred or bloodshed. It is unlike the lies, great and small, told by Abraham’s servant and the wife of Potiphar.  Like those prior retellings, this scene too is staged to create an effect on its observers and participants.  

 Genesis Rabbah 84:6 comments on the many lines of similarity in the lives of Jacob and his son Joseph.  The beauty of history is that it can be shaped with hindsight.  Shakespeare, in Henry V, speaks of the ability to  “remember with advantages.” ( Act IV, scene III: 54).  In reviewing his life, Jacob reshapes his primal scene of impersonating Esau to gain his father’s blessing to remove the violent urges of the shunned older sibling.  

However,  after Jacob is buried and the clan has returned to Egypt, the brothers worry that Joseph will now hate them: “What if Joseph still bears a grudge against us(yistemainu) and pays us back for all the wrong that we did him?”(Gen 50: 15)   The verb used for the hatred “yistemenu” is one particular to sibling anger(Avivah Zornberg, The Murmuring Deep: 318).  Jacob has tried to re-envision the story of brotherly competition and anger, yet, Jacob’s biological children betray anxiety about the lurking motives of Joseph. 
Though this portion itself is closed in relation to what comes before, it encodes another opening.  The eighty five verses of “Vayehi” are a sign for the word, “peh” mouth, also equivalent to eighty five in Gematria, the Hebrew letter/number correspondence. The mouth with which this portion speaks, is the possibility of re-envisioning and transforming the past, of noticing some elements and not others.  Perhaps the ability to envision a future with the advantaged memory of past knowledge can make possible an advantaged future as Jacob suggests in the blessing he bequeaths to his grandsons.  
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