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Timely Topics

What Ya’akov Really Saw
Yosef’s emotion-laden and dramatic saga finally reaches
its zenith. Having been sold as a slave to Egypt years earlier by his brothers, Yosef’s father (from whom Yosef’s
true fate had been hidden) had long mourned his “death.”
In reality, Yosef rose to great power in Egypt, and in this
week’s parshah, he is finally reunited with his beloved
father Ya’akov.
At first, Ya’akov did not believe the claim that “Yosef is
still alive.” The verse tells us that he retained his denial
until he saw the wagons sent to transport him to Egypt
to meet his long-lost son. “And (when) he saw the wagons ()עגָלֹות
ַ that Yosef sent to transport him, the spirit of
Ya’akov was revived” (Bereishis 45:27).
What was so special about these wagons that they tipped
the scale and convinced Ya’akov? Rashi explains that it
was not the actual wagons that changed Ya’akov’s mind;
rather, the word  ַעגָלֹותalludes to another entity of the
same root – namely, ( ֶע ְג ָלהcalf). Yosef sent a message to
his father, referring to the last topic the two had studied
together before their fateful separation. It was the subject
of רּופה
ָ ( ֶע ְג ָלה ַעthe broken-necked calf), the section of the
Torah containing the ritual and procedure to be followed
upon the discovery of a corpse (Devarim 21:1-9). (The
Torah there mandates that when an unknown murder victim is discovered, the elders of the nearest city must bring
a calf, break its neck and recite a particular passage.) It
was the reminder of this study session that reinvigorated
the grieving patriarch.
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There is an aspect of this relatively familiar incident
worth contemplating: namely, the choice of topic. Was
it mere coincidence that the two were studying this particular topic immediately before the cataclysmic events
were set in motion? In other words, could they just as
well have been studying Maseches Beitzah in their final
session (tractate dealing with an egg laid on Yom Tov and
other Yom Tov-related halachos), in which case Yosef
could have sent something like a fried omelet instead of
wagons, as proof of his existence? Or, perhaps, was their
a deeper significance to the fact that the subject matter
was רּופה
ָ ?ע ְג ָלה ַע
ֶ

When the Righteous Suffer
According to the Dubno Maggid (Ohel Ya’akov, parshas
Vayigash), it is the latter – the selection of this topic was
Divinely orchestrated, intended to convey to Yosef an essential message at this crucial juncture. (The Dubno Maggid there brings precedent for such a tactic. The Medrash
[Eichah Rabbah] relates how two sages were once studying Megillas Eichah, and one of them injured his finger
upon conclusion of their session. Reflecting back on the
verse they had just been studying, they were able to ascertain therein the reason for the accident’s occurrence.)
To better understand how the topic of רּופה
ָ  ֶע ְג ָלה ַעrelates
to Yosef’s personal set of circumstances, it is necessary to
first contemplate some of the notions underlying the ֶע ְג ָלה
רּופה
ָ  ַעritual. Specifically, the involvement of the nearest
city is a curious point; why are they chosen to bring the
“offering” in the situation of a corpse found under mysterious circumstances? Is there a suspicion that the elders
of that city (who participate in the ceremony) had some-
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thing to do with the victim’s demise? This assertion is
For background purposes, we present here a brief
rejected outright by the Mishnah in Sotah (9:6), which
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Day #3: Trees, grass, and all vegetation.
Day #4: Heavenly bodies of illumination (sun, moon,
stars).
Day #5: Flying creatures and denizens of the sea.
Day #6: Animals and man.
The Mishnah in Keilim (17:14) goes through
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Although possibly not the most fashionable by current
standards, people did utilize (at one point or another)
the abundant fibrous material supplied
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