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In this week’s daf yomi we learned that when one dies the walls of the house tes5fy about the 
deceased.  Symbolically, this means that a person’s behavior will be brought as evidence in the 
Heavenly Court.  In addi5on, the Talmud also says that all of one’s deeds precede the deceased 
into the beis din shel ma’aleh in order to tes5fy (Ta’anis, 11a).  Rav Yisroel Salanter takes this one 
step further and says that in the courtroom in heaven there will be two screens.  One screen will 
play back on a loop all the deeds we did in our life.  The other screen will be an alterna5ve life 
and will show all the good deeds we were capable of doing.  AHer 120 years we will be judged 
not only on what we did, but also on what we didn’t do! 

Our parasha begins with the words, “Vayeshev Yaakov, and Jacob sePled in the land where his 
father sojourned” (37:1). 

Rashi writes: “Bikesh Ya’akkov leishev bashalvah, Jacob wished to live at ease, but this trouble in 
connec5on with Joseph suddenly came upon him. When the righteous wish to live at ease, the 
Holy one, blessed be He, says to them: ‘Are not the righteous sa5sfied with what is stored up for 
them in the world to come that they wish to live at ease in this world too!’” (37:2). 

According to this Rashi, Ya’akov felt he had achieved enough in this world.  He had had a very 
hard life and he sought to sePle down and take his foot off the gas pedal.  This was not 
acceptable.  Hashem told him that the 5me to take it easy is not in this world, but in the next 
world.   

Rav Yerucham Levovitz (1873-1936), the mashgiach of the Mir, used to say that “there are no 
recliners in a factory.”  By this he meant that we are not meant to go through life in a relaxed 
manner, but rather every single moment should be about serving Hashem and trying to bring 
about a bePer world (cited in Rav Wolbe on Chumash, 91).  

The phrase we have in our tradi5on for this concept is the idea of working towards bring the 
mashiach.   Working to bringing the mashiach means that we work  
towards making a bePer world and fixing the inequi5es we see around us.   

Parahat Vayeshev contains within it a narra5ve that provides insight into how we can work 
towards bringing the mashiach, as Chapter 38, tells us about the birth of Peretz—the ancestor 
of King David.   

As described in this chapter, Peretz is born from the union of Tamar and Judah: 

About that 5me Judah le7 his brothers and camped near a certain Adullamite whose name was 
Hirah. There Judah saw the daughter of a certain Canaanite whose name was Shua, and he 



married her and cohabited with her.  She conceived and bore a son, and he named him Er. She 
conceived again and bore a son, and named him Onan. Once again she bore a son, and named 
him Shelah; he was at Chezib when she bore him. Judah got a wife for Er his first-born; her name 
was Tamar. But Er, Judah’s first-born, was displeasing to the LORD, and the LORD took his life. 
Then Judah said to Onan, “Join with your brother’s wife and do your duty by her as a brother-in-
law,a and provide offspring for your brother.” But Onan, knowing that the seed would not count 
as his, let it go to waste whenever he joined with his brother’s wife, so as not to provide 
offspring for his brother. What he did was displeasing to the LORD, and He took his life also.  
Then Judah said to his daughter-in-law Tamar, “Stay as a widow in your father’s house un5l my 
son Shelah grows up”—for he thought, “He too might die like his brothers.” So Tamar went to 
live in her father’s house.  Along 5me a7erward, Shua’s daughter, the wife of Judah, died. When 
his period of mourning was over, Judah went up to Timnah to his sheepshearers, together with 
his friend Hirah the Adullamite. And Tamar was told, “Your father-in-law is coming up to Timnah 
for the sheepshearing.” So she took off her widow’s garb, covered her face with a veil, and, 
wrapping herself up, sat down at the entrance to Enaim, which is on the road to Timnah; for she 
saw that Shelah was grown up, yet she had not been given to him as wife. When Judah saw her, 
he took her for a harlot; for she had covered her face. So he turned aside to her by the road and 
said, “Here, let me sleep with you”—for he did not know that she was his daughter-in-law. 
“What,” she asked, “will you pay for sleeping with me?” He replied, “I will send a kid from my 
flock.” But she said, “You must leave a pledge un5l you have sent it.” And he said, “What pledge 
shall I give you?” She replied, “Your seal and cord, and the staff which you carry.” So he gave 
them to her and slept with her, and she conceived by him. Then she went on her way. She took 
off her veil and again put on her widow’s garb. 
Judah sent the kid by his friend the Adullamite, to redeem the pledge from the woman; but he 
could not find her. He inquired of the people of that town, “Where is the cult pros5tute, the one 
at Enaim, by the road?” But they said, “There has been no pros5tute here.” So he returned to 
Judah and said, “I could not find her; moreover, the townspeople said: There has been no 
pros5tute here.” Judah said, “Let her keep them, lest we become a laughingstock. I did send her 
this kid, but you did not find her.” About three months later, Judah was told, “Your daughter-in-
law Tamar has played the harlot; in fact, she is with child by harlotry.” “Bring her out,” said 
Judah, “and let her be burned.” As she was being brought out, she sent this message to her 
father-in-law, “I am with child by the man to whom these belong.” And she added, “Examine 
these: whose seal and cord and staff are these?” Judah recognized them, and said, “She is more 
in  the right than I, inasmuch as I did not give her to my son Shelah.” And he was not in5mate 
with her again (38:1-26). 

What are some of the lessons that can be derived from this story about the behavior necessary 
to bring about the mashiach. 

There are actually too many lessons to enumerate in this space, here are just a few: 

First, we note that that the sons of Judah acted in the exact opposite way that is necessary to 
bring about the mashiach.  From their sinful ac5ons we can learn to do the opposite.  The Torah 



tells us that Judah’s oldest son, Er, died because he was bad in the eyes of Hashem.  The Torah 
doesn’t specify his sin—but Rashi (ci5ng Yevamot, 34b) does: 
“Onan’s death was for a similar reason as Er’s death. Why did Er commit this sin? So that she 
should not bear children and her beauty thereby become impaired” (Rashi to 38:7). 
According to this Talmudic interpreta5on, Er’s sin was one of supreme selfishness.  He desired 
not to populate the word –in direct viola5on of the Divine commandment to be fruilul. His 
desire stemmed from pure selfishness.  He wanted to maintain Tamar’s beauty.  This is the 
height of selfishness.  He chose his own hedonis5c needs and did not care about the 
commandment to make the world a bePer place.  In order to bring about the mashiach we need 
to start from the opposite vantage point—we need to work every day on behalf of the world. 

Second, we turn to the ac5ons of Onan, Er’s younger brother.  His ac5ons are also the opposite 
of what we should do if we want to work towards the bringing the mashiach. We know that 
Onan was killed by Hashem because he “refused to uphold the seed of his brother.”  Refusing to 
uphold the seed of our brother is the an5-mashiach.  It means that we are living in a world 
where we only care about ourselves and have no interest in helping our brother. To bring about 
the mashiach we need to make the extra effort to uphold our brothers. 

Third, another lesson in how not to bring about the mashiach can be seen from the way Judah 
judged Tamar.  Judah was told that his daughter Tamar was pregnant, and he immediately 
responded, “Bring her out and let her be burned.”  There was no aPempt on his part to learn 
the context or to see the maPer from Tamar’s perspec5ve.  At this point, not once has Judah 
cared about Tamar’s feelings or perspec5ve.  He rushes to judge her in a cruel manner.  As a 
consequence, his judgment is off. This is the way of the an5-mashiach -- judging others in a 
cruel manner without first gemng the basic facts correct. 

The fourth lesson to learn comes from the ac5ons of Tamar herself.  Most of the tradi5onal 
commentary on this passage highlights the courage of Judah in admimng he was wrong and not 
wan5ng to allow Tamar to be punished.  But the greatest hero of this story is Tamar. 

The verse states that aHer Onan died, “many days passed,” and Judah did not allow Tamar to 
marry his third son Shua. 

Rabbi Joseph Soloveitchik explains that these words hint to the amazing heroism of Tamar. 

Writes Rabbi Soloveitchik: 

Tamar was a heroic woman, a great woman.  She possessed the ability and pa5ence to wait 
without end.  Tamar waited many years.  She was lonely, forsaken, forgoZen by everyone.  
Seasons passed.  All her friends married, reared families; all contact with them came to an end; 
people treated her with ridicule and contempt.  Shelah married; Judah had forgoZen her.   And 
yet she waited and never said a word.  Was she not the incarna5on of Knesses Yisrael, which has 
waited for her Beloved for hundreds and thousands of years under the most trying 



circumstances?  Did not Tamar personify the greatest of all heroic ac5on—to wait while the 
wai5ng arouses laughter and derision? 
Tamar showed the strength of wai5ng and hoping, of having faith even when she became the 
subject of mockery.  She sat as a widow in her father’s house, wai5ng for Shelah.  Tamar 
remained faithful and loyal.  In her simplicity and naivete, she ins5nc5vely trusted Judah.  She 
could not tear herself away from him; something fateful, incomprehensible 5ed her to him.   So 
she made the desperate decision to sit at the crossroad.  This strength of absurd loyalty is…the 
idea of the Messiah (Chumash with Commentary based on the teachings of Rabbi Joseph 
Soloveitchik, 287). 

Tamar represents the concept of absurd loyalty.  This is the ingredient required to bring about 
the mashiach.  It means that we will never become cynical or give up hope in crea5ng a 
redeemed world.  Despite the pilalls we will all encounter in life we will work day and night to 
bring about a bePer world.  This dedica5on to absurd loyalty to the idea that it is possible to 
make a bePer world is the very reason why Tamar is the mother of the mashiach. 

Our HaHorah for this Shabbat comes from the prophet Amos and speaks about the corrup5on 
in the world that prevents the arrival of the mashiach (2:6-3:8).  The poor are trampled on and 
the judicial system is corrupt.  In response we should not give up on fixing the world, but 
instead we must recognize that it is our responsibility to fix the world.   

We need to see every interac5on as an opportunity to repair the world. The verse states, “Do 
two people walk together without having arranged?” (Amos 2:4). 

According to the Lubavitcher Rebbe, this verse means that we have to walk through life 
recognizing that everything has been arranged for us to bring the mashiach.  We should not 
take any encounter for granted.  Everything must be seen as an opportunity to help another and 
bring the other closer to Hashem.  This is exactly what the sons of Judah did not do.  They did 
the opposite.  On the other hand, this is the exct message of Tamar.  She never stopped 
believing.  She always remained op5mis5c about the world.  As a consequence, she birthed the 
mashiach.  

 


