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In Warsaw in the beginning of the twentieth century there were two wealthy 
businessman who decided that together they would go into a philanthropic partnership 
and build a yeshiva. It was their hope that thousands of young men would pass through 
the halls of the yeshiva and study Torah.  Of course, to build such a yeshiva requires 
money. It was estimated that they would need $200,000 to build the yeshiva, so each 
man pledged to give $100,000 towards this very holy and important cause.  They set 
out at once to build a beautiful yeshiva.  Unfortunately, when the final bill came in the bill 
was for $250,000, instead of $200,000.  Only one of the partners received the bill and 
he immediately added from his own personal account an extra $50,000.  Later on, the 
other partner heard about this and was disappointed.  He argued that he should have 
the right to pay for half of the extra costs since they had agreed on splitting the costs 
50/50.  Whereas the other man argued that their agreement was only for the first 
$200,000, but now he was entitled to pay for everything.  And so they argued back and 
forth until they both agreed to go to the Chofetz Chayim and ask the great sage for a 
ruling on the matter. 
 
At that moment the Chofetz Chayim was also in Warsaw meeting with the Polish 
President.  The Polish government had passed a law which would severely disturb the 
ability of yeshivot to operate properly and the Chofetz Chayim had asked for a meeting 
to annul the decree.  When the Chofetz Chayim was finally brought in to meet the 
President, he didn’t say a word.  Instead, he just broke down in tears and started crying.  
The Polish President stopped him and said, “You do not have to say a word.  I can tell 
from your tears how important a matter this is to you.  We will annul the decree at once.” 
 
As the Chofetz Chayim exited from the meeting these two men approached him and 
asked him for a ruling about their question.  The Chofetz Chayim did not answer their 
question.  Instead, he embraced them and said, “When I was meeting the President I 
was suddenly overcome with tears.  Now I know why.  Your holy argument has shaken 
the gates of Heaven and it is in the merit of your righteousness that this dangerous 
decree was annulled.”   
 
In parashas Vayigash we read the story of Yaakov and his family emigrating from the 
land of Canaan to Egypt.  In that context we come across the following pasuk: 
 

׃ֶׁשןְֽרָצה ּגֹ ֥אּו אַ ְׁ֖שָנה ַוָּיבֹ ֑יו ּגֹ ֖ת ְלָפנָ ֥ף ְלהֹורֹ ֶ֔אל־יֹוסֵ  ֙ח ְלָפָניו֤ה ָׁשלַ ְ֞וֶאת־ְיהּודָ    
[Yaakov] had sent Judah ahead of him to Joseph, to point the way before him to 
Goshen (46:28). 
 
About this pasuk, Rashi comments: 
 



A Midrashic comment is: להורת לפניו (in the sense of, “that there might be teaching 
before him”) — to establish for him a House of Study from which Teaching (הוראה or 
 .might go forth (Genesis Rabbah 95:3) (תורה
In other words, according to Rashi and the ancient Midrash, even before the family of 
Yaakov settled in Egypt, Yaakov felt that it was spiritually necessary to establish a 
House of Study or a yeshiva in Goshen. 
 
Why a yeshiva and why specifically in Goshen?  One answer to this question gives us 
insight into the purpose of a yeshiva. 
 
The medieval commentator, R’ Yitzchak Arama explains in his commentary, Akeidas 
Yitzchak, why Yosef insisted on telling Pharaoh that his brothers were shepherds and 
why he desired for them to dwell in Goshen.  He writes: 
 
“He chose for them what is good and upright and hated public office.  For there is no 
doubt that if he had wanted he could have appointed them to high positions but he 
wanted them to say that they had been shepherds from their youth, both they and their 
fathers, till that vocation had been theirs from time immemorial and they could not leave 
it.  The idea was to segregate them from the Egyptians; the shepherds were an 
abomination to them.  This would lead to their being settled in Goshen.  This was 
Rashi’s meaning, when he said: ‘when you say you are not versed in any other work, he 
will send you far from himself’ you will settle in Goshen, that he would prompt the 
Egyptians to have them segregated (cited and translated in Nechama Leibowitz, 
Studies in Bereishit, 516).” 
 
According to R’ Arama the whole purpose of the sons of Yaakov living in Goshen was to 
segregate them from Egyptian society.  This has always been one of the traditional 
understandings of what a yeshiva culture represents.  A yeshiva is a group of people 
who gather together for the primary purpose of sitting and studying Torah.  A yeshiva is 
often a counter force against the surrounding culture.  Unlike other institutions which are 
deeply impacted by the surrounding society, a yeshiva aims to be an oasis of Torah 
values and a Torah lifestyle in a world that presents great spiritual dangers to the 
Jewish people.   
 
This is how most commentators understand Yaakov’s decision to send Yehuda to 
Goshen and establish a place of study.  Yaakov was emphasizing that in order for his 
family to survive spiritually and in order for them to retain their spiritual identity they 
needed to be separate from society.  They needed to establish a yeshiva that would be 
a place for them to grow in their own spiritual pursuits without fear of Egyptian ideas 
tainting their values.  Before the family of Yaakov settled in Egypt, Yaakov felt that it 
was spiritually necessary to establish a strong yeshiva. 
 
This is a classical understanding of the concept of a yeshiva—a place to serve as a 
cocoon from the rest of the society. 
 
But there is also another way to imagine the concept of a yeshiva. 



 
The reason why the midrash and Rashi see the text as hinting to a yeshiva being 
established by Yehuda is because the verse uses the word lehorot, which has as its 
root, Torah, or to teach. 
 
But there is another possible inference to draw from the word lehorot.   
The Haftorah for Vayigash comes from Yechezkel, chapter 37.  In this chapter the 
prophet Yechezkel envisions a world in which the split kingdoms of Efraim and Judah 
are finally reunited.  They will be united under a single king—a king which we 
traditionally call the mashiach.  The purpose of this mashiach is not to unite the Jews, 
as the mashiach is the result of the unified kingdom (as opposed to the purpose).  The 
purpose is different.  Here are the navi’s words: 
 
My servant David shall be king over them; there shall be one shepherd for all of them. 
They shall follow My rules and faithfully obey My laws.  Thus they shall remain in the 
land which I gave to My servant Jacob and in which your fathers dwelt; they and their 
children and their children’s children shall dwell there forever, with My servant David 
as their prince for all time. 
I will make a covenant of friendship with them—it shall be an everlasting covenant with 
them—I will establish them and multiply them, and I will place My Sanctuary among 
them forever. 
My Presence shall rest over them; I will be their God and they shall be My people. 
And when My Sanctuary abides among them forever, the nations shall know that I the 
LORD do sanctify Israel (24:28). 
 
According to the words of the prophet one of the purposes of the mashiach is so that 
“the nations shall know.”  The purpose of the mashiach is to teach the lessons of the 
Torah to the nations of the world. 
 
The Lubavitcher Rebbe goes further and notes an anomaly in the text: 
 
David, My Servant will be their prince: Besides being a great king, the Messiah will 
also be both a great sage and a great prophet.  He will make use of these latter qualities 
to fulfill his second role: to instruct the people—both Jews and non-Jews—in the 
ways of the God.  This role is being described here as being the “prince” rather than 
the king, much as the head of the Sanhedrin was always referred to as the “prince.”  
Thus, in the previous verse, the Messiah is described as being “king over them,” for the 
king’s primary function is to impose God’s rule over his subjects; whereas in this verse, 
the Messiah is described as being simply “their prince” rather than the “prince over 
them,” for a teacher must relate to his pupils on their level.  Since the Messiah’s first, 
kingly role will recede into the background once his kingdom is functioning, and he will 
then chiefly manifest his second, pedagogical role, he is only described as being a 
prince “forever,” not a king (Haftarah, based on the teachings of the Lubavitcher Rebbe, 
90.) 
 



Thus, according to the Rebbe, the reason why we want a mashiach is to teach the 
Torah to the world—Jews and Gentiles. 
 
As Maimonides writes:  
 
Because of this, all Israel their prophets and their scholars craved for the Messianic era 
so that they may rest up from tyrannical government which do not give them the 
tranquility to study the Torah and observe the precepts as they ought to, and so that 
they may find the peacefulness of mind to increase wisdom in order to acquire life in the 
World to Come. For, in those days knowledge and wisdom and truth will increase, even 
as it is said: "For the earth shall be full of the knowledge of the Lord" (Is. 11.9); and it is 
again said: "And they shall teach no more every man his neighbor, and every man his 
brother" (Jer. 31.34); and it is yet again said: "And I will take the stony heart out of your 
flesh" (Ez. 36.26), as that king who will arise from the seed of David will be gifted with 
wisdom more than Solomon, and great in prophecy nigh unto Moses our Master. He 
will, therefore, teach (yoreh) the whole people and point out to them the Lord's path, 
and all nations will come to listen to him, even as it is said: "And it shall come to pass in 
the last days, that the mountain of the Lord's house shall be established in the top of the 
mountains" (Laws of Repentance, 9:2). 
 
Maimonides here uses the word yoreh—the same word that Rashi says means to 
establish a yeshiva—to mean that there is an obligation to teach Torah to the world.   
 
This is a second concept of a yeshiva.  A yeshiva is not only an insular place to protect 
our tradition, but it is also a place from which to broadcast our tradition to the world.   
 
This suggests another reason why Yaakov wanted Yehuda to establish a yeshiva in 
Goshen.  Not to be isolated from the world, but to broadcast the Torah from the center 
of Egypt.   
 
Indeed, the Talmud states that the very reason the Jewish people went into exile was 
precisely in order to teach Torah to the nations of the world: 
 
And Rabbi Elazar said: The Holy One, Blessed be He, exiled Israel among the nations 
only so that converts would join them, as it is stated: “And I will sow her to Me in the 
land” (Hosea 2:25). Does a person sow a se’a of grain for any reason other than to 
bring in several kor of grain during the harvest? So too, the exile is to enable converts 
from the nations to join the Jewish people (Pesachim, 87b). 
 
Here in Washington, DC there is a desperate need for a yeshiva for both of these 
reasons: to establish a safe space for serious people to immerse themselves in the 
cocoon of Torah study and also to use the platform of Washington, DC –the city on a 
hill—and to turn it into a center of Torah from which Torah can go forth to the world.  
  
 
https://youtu.be/QkJKp-4bOAY 


