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There’s an old Borscht Belt comedy sketch that you can listen to on-line called, 
“The Reading of the Will.”  In it, the executor of the will of a certain Samuel B. 

Cohen reads his will.  Sam leaves substantial sums of money to his son, 
Sheldon; to his daughter Jane; and to his wife Miriam.  And then he mentions 
his brother-in-law, Louis, who, and I quote, “lived with us all of his life, who 
never had to do a day’s work, who only smoked the finest cigars -- mine -- ... 
who all his life said I’d never remember him in my will:  ‘Hello, Louis.’”1 
 

It’s hard not to think of that joke when reading this week’s parashah. Think 
about it: the venerable patriarch, Jacob, is at the end of his life.  He has words 
to offer each one of his sons.  And yet, when we read those words, which 
collectively are referred to “Jacob’s Blessings for His Children,” they don’t all 
seem to be blessings. On the contrary, he says a lot of nasty things about his 
children in those so-called blessings.  He brings up the fact that his son, 

Reuben, committed incest; he accuses Simeon and Levi of being impulsive and 
violent; Joseph, he describes as a wild ass; and Benjamin? -- he’s a ravenous 
wolf.  (See Gen. 49) 
 
It’s not the kind of death-bed scene that any of us would wish for.  
 

Now, to be charitable, you could say, “At least he had something to say to each 
one of his sons!” 
 

1 That clip can be heard toward the end of the following Youtube recording: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=whjZ6-Vz3_c . 
 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=whjZ6-Vz3_c


After all, Jacob was Abraham’s grandson and Isaac’s son. Abraham wasn’t the 
most emotionally present father:  he drove out of his home one of his sons and 

almost sacrificed the other one. Over his lifetime, he doesn’t say very much to 
either of them.  In the next generation, Isaac had only one blessing for his two 
sons, which he purportedly wanted to give to Esau but ended up giving to 
Jacob -- leaving his two sons in terrible conflict with one another. 
 
So, you could say that, compared to his father and grandfather, Jacob did 

alright.  
 
Clearly, there remained much familial emotional turmoil in that family.  
 
How should we speak to our descendants, or to those we will eventually leave 
behind, before our time comes?  

 
Well, we actually have a well-established Jewish tradition about that.  It’s the 
notion of an Ethical Will. An ethical will -- as opposed to the kind of legal will 
that our lawyers prepare for us.  
 
Some people write ethical wills and read them to their family members while 

they’re still alive. Others leave them in their personal effects, to be opened 
after their deaths.  
 
Now, it sounds simple, but, as we learn from our Patriarch, Jacob, unless 
thoughtfully and properly prepared, an ethical will can be hurtful rather than 
encouraging, inspiring or consoling; it can do harm as well as good.  If it 

becomes “a desire to control instead of to teach, if it becomes ‘a grudge from 
the grave,’ then it can cripple the recipient and destroy his capacity to live a 
good life.”2  
 
Rabbi Jack Reimer co-authored a marvelous book about Jewish ethical wills 
which includes quotations from some of the most famous ones.  He tells the 

2So That Your Values Live On -- Ethical Wills and How to Prepare Them, by Jack Riemer and Nathaniel Stampfer 
(Jewish Lights, 1991). 
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story of one of the most famous medieval Jewish ethical will, that of the great 
Hebrew translator, Yehudah Ibn Tibbon, to his son, Samuel. Yehudah ibn 

Tibbon is perhaps best known for translating Yehudah HaLevi’s treatise, the 
Kuzari, and Bahya ibn Pakuda’s moralistic work, Hovot HaLevavot, the “Duties 
of the Heart,” from Arabic into Hebrew.  
 
This will is well-known because it has the following famous passage within it: 
“Let books be your companions; let bookcases and shelves be your pleasure 

grounds and gardens. Bask in their paradise, gather their fruit, pluck their 
roses, enjoy their spices and their myrrh.  If your soul be sated and weary, 
change from garden to garden, from furrow to furrow, from prospect to 
prospect.” 
 
That passage is beautiful. But the will runs to over fifty pages!  And with the 

exception of that passage, according to Rabbi Riemer, most of it is full of 
rebukes and chastisements and laments and self-pity.  Yehudah goes on and 
on about how hard he has worked and sacrificed for his son -- and how much 
aggravation the son has given him in return. He rebukes his son for neglecting 
his studies, for having bad penmanship, for not writing Arabic more elegantly. 
 

And he ends by asking his son to read the will twice a day for the rest of his 
life! 
 
Interestingly, despite his father’s rather irritating ethical will, Yehudah’s son 
grew up to be a gifted translator and a skilled physician, just like his father. 
He is perhaps best known for translating Maimonides’ Guide for the Perplexed 

from Arabic into Hebrew. 
 
Rabbi Riemer’s book on ethical wills contains several beautiful short ones. 
One such will is from Rose Weiss Baygel, who came to Cleveland from Riga, in 
Latvia, as a small child.  She had little formal education and worked in a 
sweatshop in her teens. She walked a picket line with the “ILGWU,” the 

International Ladies Garment Workers Union.  
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She left behind a simple ethical will. Here is what it said: 
 

My dear children: 
 
… This is what I want from you ...: -- to be to one another -- good sisters 
and brother. Daddy and I love the three of you very much, and we did our 
best raising you and gave you the best education we could afford. Be good 
to each other. Help one another if “God Forbid” in need. This is my wish.  

 
Love all of you, Your mother. 

 
What a wonderful model for condensing all of your worthy desires into one 
paragraph! 
 

Why don’t more of us write ethical wills? 
 
Rabbi Reimer offers three reasons: 
 

1. To do so, we have to come to terms with our own mortality. 
2. We live in a relativistic culture.  Sharing our convictions is looked down 

upon. We don’t want to cripple our heirs by imposing a burden of guilt. 
We don’t want to impose our beliefs and values upon them by threats or 
by manipulating their emotions.  

3. One more reason.  All of Judaism is so little known and understood. 
Rabbi Reimer tells the story about the time he was speaking about his 
book. A therapist came up to him:  “Why didn’t anyone ever tell me that 

this was a part of Judaism back when I was Jewish?” (What a sad story!) 
 
Rabbi Riemer ends his book by giving some advice on how to write an ethical 
will. I’ll post those tips on our webpage.  
 
Some of us may want to take a look at a recent book by Rabbi Elana Zaiman, 

entitled, The Forever Letter: Writing What We Believe For Those We Love.  I 
hope one day we bring her to our congregation to deliver a talk on the subject. 
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* * * * * 

 
In our parashah, right after Jacob delivers his blessings to his children, he dies.  
 
What happens then? 
 
Well, right then, the brothers say to one another:  “What if Joseph still bears a 

grudge against us and pays us back for all the wrong that we did him?!”  
 
Think of the fear, the acrimony, the anxiety!  And they then send to Joseph a 
message purporting to be the words of their father, Jacob, asking Joseph, to 
forgive his brothers.  Most of the commentators understand that message to 
be fictional. That is, they believe that the brothers made that up, in a desperate 

effort to prevent Joseph from taking revenge on them.  The commentators are 
convinced that this isn’t what Jacob actually said or wrote: it’s what, perhaps 
we today might say he should have written. 
 
What a sad turn of events.  Now, it is possible that, no matter what Jacob 
would have said to his sons, they still would have felt and behaved the same 

way.  But it’s possible that, had he spoken to them earlier, they might have 
been able to hear him out, and he might have been able to hear them out.  
 
Let’s not leave the world the way Jacob did, with unfinished business between 
ourselves and our descendants.  Let’s instead say what ought to be said, as 
difficult as it may be to say it. Let’s not wait until it’s too late for them to do 

anything about it; too late to influence how people will behave after our 
deaths. 
 
I’d like to conclude with the final paragraph of the will of the great Sholem 
Aleichem -- who, many of us know, is the ancestor of our own Ron Waife: 
 

“My last wish for my successors and my prayer to my children:  Take good 
care of your mother, make beautiful her old age, sweeten her bitter life, heal 
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her broken heart.  And do not weep for me--on the contrary, remember me 
with joy; and the main thing: live together in peace, bear no hatred for each 

other, help one another in bad times, think on occasion of other members of 
the family, have compassion for the poor, and when circumstances permit, pay 
my debts, if there be any. Children, bear with honor my hard-earned Jewish 
name and may God in Heaven sustain you forever. Amen.” 
 
Shabbat shalom. 
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