
Discovering the Other—Understanding Ourselves 
Being a student of Elie Wiesel means being yourself and cultivating your humanity, your sensitivity to 
others…It means knowing you do not have to choose between your particular identity and your concern for 
all people…that the particular and the universal can be mutually reinforcing.”   [Witness Ariel Burger, pgs. 253-254] 
 

 
 

 
 

Key KOSHI: 
HOW does Jacob’s burial promise & its fulfillment frame the future of Israel as other? 

WHAT does Israel’s final wish teach us about our view of death, & how we live on? 
P’SHAT…The Story that Unearths THE Question: WHAT Are We to Become 

28] Jacob lived seventeen years in the land of Egypt, so that 
the span of Jacob’s life came to one hundred and forty-
seven years. 29] And when the time approached for Israel 
to die, he summoned his son Joseph and said to him, “Do 
me this favor, place your hand under my thigh as a pledge 
of your steadfast loyalty: please do not bury me in Egypt. 
30] When I lie down with my fathers, take me up from 
Egypt and bury me in their burial-place.” He replied, “I will 
do as you have spoken.”  
49:29] Then he instructed them, saying to them, “I am 
about to be gathered to my kin. Bury me with my fathers in 
the cave which is in the field of Ephron the Hittite, 30] the 
cave which is in the field of Machpelah, facing Mamre, in 
the land of Canaan, the field that Abraham bought from 
Ephron the Hittite for a burial site—31] there Abraham and 
his wife Sarah were buried; there Isaac and his wife 
Rebekah were buried; and there I buried Leah—32] the 
field and the cave in it, bought from the Hittites.” 33] When 
Jacob finished his instructions to his sons, he drew his feet 
into the bed and, breathing his last, he was gathered to his 
people.  
50:1] Joseph flung himself upon his father’s face and wept 
over him and kissed him. 2] Then Joseph ordered the 
physicians in his service to embalm his father, and the 
physicians embalmed Israel. 3] It required forty days, for 
such is the full period of embalming. The Egyptians 
bewailed him seventy days; 4] and when the wailing period 
was over, Joseph spoke to Pharaoh’s court, saying, “Do me 
this favor, and lay this appeal before Pharaoh: 5] ‘My father 
made me swear, saying, “I am about to die. Be sure to bury 

י   28 ה ָׁשָנ֑ה ַוְיִה֤ ע ֶעְׂשֵר֖ ִים ְׁשַב֥ ֶרץ ִמְצַר֔ י ַיֲֽעֹק֙ב ְּבֶא֣ ַוְיִח֤
ת   ים ּוְמַא֖ ים ְוַאְרָּבִע֥ ַבע ָׁשִנ֔ יו ֶׁש֣ ְיֵמי־ַיֲֽעֹק֙ב ְׁשֵנ֣י ַחָּי֔

א ׀ ִלְב֣נֹו   29ָׁשָנֽה:  ַוִּיְקְר֣בּו ְיֵמי־ִיְׂשָרֵא֘ל ָלמּו֒ת ַוִּיְקָר֣
אֶמר ל ֹ֤ ף ַוּי י� ִׂשים־ ְליֹוֵס֗ אִתי ֵח֙ן ְּבֵעיֶנ֔ א ָמָצ֤ ֹ֙ו ִאם־ָנ֨

ת ַאל־  ֱאֶמ֔ ֶסד ֶוֽ יָת ִעָּמִד֙י ֶח֣ י ְוָעִׂש֤ ַחת ְיֵרִכ֑ ָנ֥א ָיֽ ְד֖� ַּת֣
ִים: ִני ְּבִמְצָרֽ י   30 ָנ֥א ִתְקְּבֵר֖ ַכְבִּת֙י ִעם־ֲאֹבַת֔ ְוָׁשֽ

ר   ם ַוּיֹאַמ֕ ָרָת֑ ִני ִּבְקֻבֽ ִים ּוְקַבְרַּת֖ ִנ֙י ִמִּמְצַר֔ ּוְנָׂשאַת֨
י ֶאְעֶׂש֥  ֹנִכ֖ �: לאָאֽ ע   ה ִכְדָבֶרֽ י ַוִּיָּׁשַב֖ ְבָע֙ה ִל֔ אֶמר ִהָּׁשֽ ֹ֗ ַוּי

ה:  אׁש ַהִּמָּטֽ ֹ֥ ל ַעל־ר חּו ִיְׂשָרֵא֖  פ ֑לֹו ַוִּיְׁשַּת֥
י   29 ף ֶאל־ַעִּמ֔ אֶמר ֲאֵלֶה֙ם ֲאִנ֙י ֶנֱֽאָס֣ ֹ֤ ם ַוּי ו אֹוָת֗ ַוְיַצ֣

ה   ר ִּבְׂשֵד֖ ה ֲאֶׁש֥ ל־ַהְּמָעָר֔ י ֶא֨ י ֶאל־ֲאֹבָת֑ ִקְב֥רּו ֹאִת֖
י:  ִחִּתֽ ה   30ֶעְפ֥רֹון ַהֽ ה ַהַּמְכֵּפָל֛ ר ִּבְׂשֵד֧ ה ֲאֶׁש֨ ַּבְּמָעָר֞

ם   ה ַאְבָרָה֜ ֶרץ ְּכָנַ֑ען ֲאֶׁש֩ר ָקָנ֨ א ְּבֶא֣ ֲאֶׁשר־ַעל־ְּפֵנ֥י ַמְמֵר֖
ֶבר:   ֲאֻחַּזת־ָקֽ י ַלֽ ִחִּת֖ ן ַהֽ ת ֶעְפֹר֥ ה ֵמֵא֛ ֶאת־ַהָּׂשֶד֗

ָּמה  31 ה ִאְׁשּ֔תֹו ָׁש֚ ם ְוֵא֙ת ָׂשָר֣ ְב֞רּו ֶאת־ַאְבָרָה֗ ָּמה ָּקֽ ָׁש֣
בְ  ְרִּתי  ָקֽ ָּמה ָקַב֖ ה ִאְׁשּ֑תֹו ְוָׁש֥ ת ִרְבָק֣ ק ְוֵא֖ ֣רּו ֶאת־ִיְצָח֔

ה:  ת  32ֶאת־ֵלָאֽ ה ֲאֶׁשר־ּ֖בֹו ֵמֵא֥ ה ְוַהְּמָעָר֥ ִמְקֵנ֧ה ַהָּׂשֶד֛
ת: לג  יו   ְּבֵני־ֵחֽ ף ַרְגָל֖ יו ַוֶּיֱֽאֹס֥ ת ֶאת־ָּבָנ֔ ל ַיֲֽעֹק֙ב ְלַצֹּו֣ ַוְיַכ֤

יו ֶסף ֶאל־ַעָּמֽ ע ַוֵּיָא֥ ה ַוִּיְגַו֖  נ   :ֶאל־ַהִּמָּט֑
יו ַוִּיַּׁשק־ֽלֹו:   1 יו ַוֵּיְ֥בְּך ָעָל֖ ף ַעל־ְּפֵנ֣י ָאִב֑ ל יֹוֵס֖ ַוִּיֹּפ֥
ט ֶאת־  2 ֲחֹנ֖ ים ַלֽ ְפִא֔ ף ֶאת־ֲעָבָדי֙ו ֶאת־ָהֹר֣ ו יֹוֵס֤ ַוְיַצ֨

ל:  ים ֶאת־ִיְׂשָרֵאֽ ְפִא֖ יו ַוַּיַֽחְנ֥טּו ָהֹרֽ ַוִּיְמְלאּו־לֹ֙ו   3ָאִב֑
ים וַ  ֲחנִֻט֑ י ַהֽ ן ִיְמְל֖אּו ְיֵמ֣ י ֵּכ֥ ים ֔יֹום ִּכ֛ ִּיְבּ֥כּו  ַאְרָּבִע֣

ים ֽיֹום:  ִים ִׁשְבִע֥ י ְבִכי֔תֹו   4ֹא֛תֹו ִמְצַר֖ ַוַּיַֽעְברּ֙ו ְיֵמ֣
אִתי   א ָמָצ֤ ר ִאם־ָנ֨ ה ֵלאֹמ֑ ית ַּפְרֹע֖ ף ֶאל־ֵּב֥ ר יֹוֵס֔ ַוְיַדֵּב֣

ר:  ה ֵלאֹמֽ א ְּבָאְזֵנ֥י ַפְרֹע֖ ם ַּדְּברּו־ָנ֕ יֵניֶכ֔ י   5ֵח֙ן ְּבֵע֣ ָאִב֞
ֹנִכ֘י ֵמ֒ת ְּבִקבְ  ר ִהֵּנ֣ה ָאֽ ִני ֵלאֹמ֗ ר  ִהְׁשִּביַע֣ י ֲאֶׁש֨ ִר֗

ֱעֶלה־  ה ֶאֽ ִני ְוַעָּת֗ ָּמה ִּתְקְּבֵר֑ ַען ָׁש֖ ֶרץ ְּכַנ֔ יִתי ִל֙י ְּבֶא֣ ָּכִר֤
י ְוָאֽׁשּוָבה:  ה ֶאת־ָאִב֖ ה   6ָּנ֛א ְוֶאְקְּבָר֥ אֶמר ַּפְרֹע֑ ֹ֖ ַוּי

 :� ר ִהְׁשִּביֶעֽ ֲאֶׁש֥ י� ַּכֽ ר ֶאת־ָאִב֖ ה ּוְקֹב֥ ף   7ֲעֵל֛ ַוַּיַ֥על יֹוֵס֖

 
Genesis 47:28-30,49:29-50:12 

 



me in the grave which I made ready for myself in the land 
of Canaan.” Now, therefore, let me go up and bury my 
father; then I shall return.’” 6] And Pharaoh said, “Go up 
and bury your father, as he made you promise on oath.” 
7] So Joseph went up to bury his father; and with him went 
up all the officials of Pharaoh, the senior members of his 
court, and all of Egypt’s dignitaries, 8] together with all of 
Joseph’s household, his brothers, and his father’s 
household; only their children, their flocks, and their herds 
were left in the region of Goshen. 9] Chariots, too, and 
horsemen went up with him; it was a very large troop. 
10] When they came to Goren ha-Atad, which is beyond the 
Jordan, they held there a very great and solemn 
lamentation; and he observed a mourning period of seven 
days for his father. 11] And when the Canaanite inhabitants 
of the land saw the mourning at Goren ha-Atad, they said, 
“This is a solemn mourning on the part of the Egyptians.” 
That is why it was named Abel-mizraim,b which is beyond 
the Jordan. 12] Thus his sons did for him as he had 
instructed them.   

יו ַוַּיֲֽע֨לּו ִאּ֜תֹו ּכָ  ר ֶאת־ָאִב֑ י ַפְרֹע֙ה ִזְקֵנ֣י  ִלְקֹּב֣ ל־ַעְבֵד֤
ִים:  ֶרץ־ִמְצָרֽ ל ִזְקֵנ֥י ֶאֽ ף   8ֵבי֔תֹו ְוֹכ֖ ית יֹוֵס֔ ְוֹכל֙ ֵּב֣

ְז֖בּו   ם ָעֽ ק ַטָּפ֙ם ְוצֹאָנ֣ם ּוְבָקָר֔ יו ַר֗ ית ָאִב֑ יו ּוֵב֣ ְוֶאָח֖
ֶרץ ּֽגֶׁשן:  י   9ְּבֶא֥ ים ַוְיִה֥ ָרִׁש֑ ֶכב ַּגם־ָּפֽ ַוַּיַ֣על ִעּ֔מֹו ַּגם־ֶר֖

ד: ד ְמֹאֽ ֲחֶנ֖ה ָּכֵב֥ ַּמֽ ד ֲאֶׁש֙ר   10ַהֽ ָאָט֗ ֶרן ָהֽ אּו ַעד־ֹּג֣ ַוָּיֹב֜
ד   ד ְמֹא֑ ד ָּג֥דֹול ְוָכֵב֖ ם ִמְסֵּפ֛ ְסְּפדּו־ָׁש֔ ן ַוִּי֨ ֶבר ַהַּיְרֵּד֔ ְּבֵע֣

ים:  ת ָיִמֽ ֶבל ִׁשְבַע֥ יו ֵא֖ ְרא יֹוֵׁש֩ב   11ַוַּיַ֧עׂש ְלָאִב֛ ַוַּי֡
אְמ֔רּו   ֹ֣ ד ַוּי ָאָט֔ ֶר֙ן ָהֽ ֶבל ְּבגֹ֨ י ֶאת־ָהֵא֗ ְּכַנֲֽעִנ֜ ֶרץ ַהֽ ָהָא֨

ד זֶ֖  ֶבל־ָּכֵב֥ ל  ֵאֽ א ְׁשָמּ֙ה ָאֵב֣ ן ָקָר֤ ִים ַעל־ֵּכ֞ ה ְלִמְצָר֑
ן:  ֶבר ַהַּיְרֵּדֽ ר ְּבֵע֥ ִים ֲאֶׁש֖ ן   12ִמְצַר֔ ַוַּיֲֽעׂ֥שּו ָבָנ֖יו ֑לֹו ֵּכ֖

ר  ֲאֶׁש֥  ִצָּוֽם: ַּכֽ

 
  



REMEZ…An Interchange of Truths: The More Jewish—The More Human 
47:30 When I lie down with my fathers, take me up from Egypt and bury me in their burial-spot. And he said: I will do as you said 

RASHI… “Please do not bury me in Egypt!” For in the future its soil will become vermin…Also, because the 
dead outside of the Land of Israel will have to roll underground all the way there until they are resurrected! 
[BT, Ketubot 11a] And I fear the Egyptians would make me into a pagan deity! [B’reishit Rabbah 96:5] 

47:31 And he said: “Swear to me.” And he swore to him. Then Israel bowed at the head of the bed. 
RAMBAN… It is not that Jacob had any suspicion that his beloved son might disregard his instructions. 
Rather, he made Joseph swear in order to make the matter seem more significant to Pharaoh. For Pharaoh 
might not give Joseph permission to leave, or he might want to bury Jacob in his own country knowing the 
honor that would accrue to the Egyptians. So he made his son swear, knowing Pharaoh could not let 
Joseph violate such an oath… 
MUNK…Jacob made his son swear knowing that this favor constituted an insult to the land which had 
given him hospitality. He wanted to make it binding with a solemn oath which Joseph could reference if he 
was faced with a refusal from Pharaoh. And the foresight of the patriarch turned out to be justified. As 
RASHI mentions, “Were it not for the oath, I would not have given my permission.” 

49.30 In the cave that is in the field of Machpelah, which faces Mamre, in the land of Canaan, which Abraham bought from Ephron… 
ARTSCROLL…Jacob proceeds to go into great detail about the burial site because 17 years had elapsed 
since the family left Canaan…Jacob’s intention in mentioning all of the details was to impress them with 
its importance.  He wanted them to know Abraham purchased the burial site as an everlasting possession. 
Then invoking the memory of those interred there, Jacob hoped to inspire them in carrying out his wish. 

49.33 When Jacob finished his instructions to his sons, he drew his feet into the bed and, breathing his last, was gathered to his people. 
RASHI…There is no mention of dying in reference to Jacob. Our Sages teach because “Jacob, our father, did not die.” 
50.33 Then Joseph ordered the physicians in his service to embalm his father, and the physicians embalmed Israel. It required 40 days, and the Egyptians bewailed him 70 days 

ALTER…Mummification would be dictated by Jacob’s status as father of the Viceroy of Egypt, and also by the 
practical necessity of carrying the body on the long trek to central Canaan. 
ETZ HAYIM…Such a practice is never again referred to in the Bible. It is well known that mummification was bound 
up with the Egyptian worship of Osiris and conceptions of the afterlife.  The embalming of Jacob & Joseph, however, 
was a purely practical measure, for Jacob is to be buried far from his place of death… 
MUNK…R’ S.R. HIRSCH points out that embalming marks the difference between Jewish and pagan outlooks.  The 
Egyptians embalmed in order to preserve individuality; the soul, they held, goes through numerous transmigrations… 
Jews, on the other hand, taught that the soul is everlasting while the body decomposes…No doubt it is this belief 
which led the Egyptians to embalm their dead—and to erect those colossal edifices. They wanted to at least retain the 
body, since the soul was in migration. If Joseph took into account this Egyptian custom, diametrically opposed to the 
Jewish, it could only have been for one reason: to avoid being accused of a lack of filial piety. 
50.4 When the wailing period was over, Joseph spoke to Pharaoh’s court, “Do me this favor; lay this appeal before Pharaoh: My Father made me swear… 

ALTER…It is a little puzzling that Joseph is compelled to approach Pharaoh through intermediaries. Some have 
explained this by invoking Joseph’s condition as a mourner…Yet Joseph is aware he’s requesting something 
extraordinary…for Pharaoh might be apprehensive that the real aim was repatriation, which would cost him…Joseph 
consequently decides to send his petition through the channels of Pharaoh’s trusted courtiers… 
50.7 So Joseph went up to bury his father, and with him went all the officials of Pharaoh 

ALTER…The vast entourage of Egyptian dignitaries betokens Pharaoh’s desire to honor Jacob…But the 
whole grand Egyptian procession is an effective means for ensuring that Joseph & his father’s clan will return. 

50.12-13 Thus his sons did for him as he instructed…carrying him to the Land of Canaan, burying him in the Cave of Machpelah. 
SARNA…The funeral takes place in two stages.  The entire cortege first proceeds to a place at which a great 
public mourning ceremony is held.  Here formal Egyptian participation is completed.  Then, after a week’s stay 
[Shivah] the immediate family continues the journey to Machpelah where Jacob is privately interred. 

BRETTLER/BERLIN…The itinerary foreshadows the route Israel takes after their miraculous escape from Egypt, 
when they enter Canaan from Transjordan. As God had promised Jacob [46.4] is given his own personal exodus. 



 

DRASH…A Dialogue of Celebrating Difference: Listening for the Light 
Prof. LEON KASS… [from The Beginning of Wisdom, pgs 648-655] 
…The earlier charge, given to Joseph alone and backed by an oath, emphasized Jacob’s insistent wish not 
to be buried in Egypt. That charge is here supplemented—or is it replaced—by a new one that does not 
mention Egypt at all but that speaks in detail (even somewhat redundantly) about the ancestral grave back 
in Canaan. CF 49:29-32 

Jacob’s charge is a masterful combination of practical direction, legal instruction, and pious 
inspiration.  Jacob’s last words on earth—reminds his own sons of their filial duty of ancestral piety, and 
he gives them a charge that will unify them as the sons of Israel. He locates their personal filial relation to 
him in its larger context by recalling the memory of (nearly) all of the patriarchs and matriarchs. …For it is 
Israel’s memory of these ancestors, preserved through burial in a specific memorialized site purchased for 
such purpose, that will constitute Israel’s sole link to the Promised Land through the four hundred years of 
exile.  

The funeral and burial of Jacob are the last great act of the book of Genesis, after which no Israelite will be 
found in Canaan until after the exodus and the giving of the Law. Ancestral piety, burial, and sacred 
memory prepare and keep the ground. But the return of these tribes as a people will be on the basis of 
divine redemption from slavery in Egypt and divine giving of law in the Sinai desert.  

The report of the death of Jacob is remarkable in several ways, especially when compared with the reports of 
the deaths of Abraham and Isaac…Joseph, alone among the brothers, falls upon “his father’s face,” weeping 
upon him and kissing him, treating the corpse as if it were still his father….Some claim that Joseph’s 
behavior shows that he alone among the brothers truly cared for Jacob—a thesis belied by Judah’s great 
speech and his standing as pledge to Jacob for Benjamin, and also by the example of Benjamin himself, now 
among the mourners. But it seems to us more likely that Joseph’s emotional outburst and his embracing of 
the corpse reflects rather his own Egyptianized views of death and the dead body. Joseph, alone among the 
brothers, seems utterly unprepared for his father’s death. And in any case, he does not recognize the 
difference between his father—now “gathered to his people”—and his mortal remains. 

Rising from the dead body, Joseph summons his servants—not just any servants, but the physicians—and 
commands them to embalm his father; he does not summon priests, he does not move immediately to prepare 
for burial. Pious commentators rush to assure us that Joseph had Jacob’s body embalmed “not in the imitation 
of the Egyptians…but merely to preserve it from dissolution before it reached the cave at Machpelah.” But 
who can be sure?  

The symbolically pregnant forty days of embalming are observed; and a tenfold complete number of days 
(seventy) are given over to weeping….The Egyptians, with Joseph’s active participation, claim Jacob in 
death as one of their exalted own….Still, Joseph has not forgotten his promise to his father. Yet keeping it 
requires Pharaoh’s cooperation, not a sure thing. Joseph addresses his request to Pharaoh indirectly. Most 
of all, Joseph wants Pharaoh to know, his father made him sear. But when we compare what Jacob actually 
said in charging Joseph with what Joseph tells Pharaoh, we notice that Joseph has tactfully altered the 
terms. He omits Jacob’s insistence “Not in Egypt, as well as his mention of the cave, the ancestors who are 
buried there, and the ownership of land in Canaan for just such purpose. In petitioning Pharaoh, Joseph 
plays down all ritual and cultural divergence…And lest Pharaoh get the wrong idea, Joseph finishes by 
promising that he will return to Egypt. Any reader who knows what lies ahead will be struck by the 



contrast between Joseph’s timid “Let me go up” and that of the next Israelite who stands before Pharaoh, 
Moses’ bold demand “Let my people go.” In the contrast between Moses and Joseph we see the difference 
between the man who knows who he is and the man who is willing and able to be all things to all people. 

Pharaoh readily gives his consent directly to Joseph, emphasizing the oath that Joseph has been forced to 
swear…. Joseph leads a grand Egyptian funeral procession, complete with chariots and horsemen, and 
filled with the elite of the Egyptian court. ….The Canaanite witnesses see an enormous Egyptian party 
performing a clearly Egyptian rite of mourning. But at this point (50:12) the text pointedly shifts from the 
Egyptian doings produced by Joseph to the deeds of all Jacob’s sons. “His sons” did as he commanded 
them; that is, they carried him—not in a chariot, but on their shoulders—into the land of Canaan, and 
they buried him in the cave.  The funeral is, thus, a mixture. Its grand and noble Egyptian beginning gives 
way to the plain and austere Israelite journey to the cave. 

I must confess that I get gooseflesh whenever I try to imagine Jacob’s funeral.  Lifting and carrying their 
father, six on each side, each leaning toward his load and all bending toward one another, the brothers 
would find the walking cumbersome. Now stumbling, now bumping into the one in front or behind, their 
individual gaits would be hampered as if by a limp, but they would see that progress can be made together, 
each one now equally dependent on the others, all equally the sons of Israel. 

Although their little ones and livestock had been left behind, it would be surprising if they felt no pull of 
return from and for the Promised Land. It would be surprising if they felt no pull of return from and for 
the Promised Land. It would be surprising if his brothers were not also thinking about Joseph and how this 
journey would affect him and his subsequent conduct toward them. And finally, it would be surprising if 
this journey did not stir Joseph’s soul most of all, bringing the conflict between his “two cultures” into the 
open: Am I the Egyptian viceroy in the chariot, or am I the dutiful son of my Israelite ancestors? 

 

SOD: The Open Questioning that Leads to Love 
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This week, the Torah recounts what Jacob said on his deathbed. Having lived 147 years, as Jacob prepares 
to breathe his last breath, he charges his sons with one final request: "When I am gathered to my people, bury me 

with my ancestors—in the cave that is in the field of Machpelah . .At the moment of death, the Torah says Jacob is 
"gathered to his people" (Genesis 49:33). Literally speaking, he is gathered to his people when Joseph and the 
brothers bury him in the ancestral tomb. Metaphorically, Jacob is gathered to his people by the legacy he 
leaves behind. With his sons and their children secure under Joseph's care in Egypt, Jacob takes his place 
among his ancestors, forever remembered alongside them. There is no talk of otherworldly afterlife. Rather, 
his family and his legacy occupy Jacob in his final moments. He achieves symbolic immortality through his 
children. Now Jacob belongs to the ages. 

The Talmudic Sages described this type of immortality: Thus said Rabbi Yochanan: Jacob our patriarch is not 

dead. [Rabbi Nachman] objected: Was it then in vain that the mourners mourned, the embalmers embalmed, and the 

buriers buried? The other replied: I derive this from a scriptural verse, as it is said, "But you, have no fear, My servant 



Jacob—declares the Eternal—Be not dismayed, O Israel! I will deliver you from far away, your descendants from 

their land of captivity" [Jeremiah 30:10]. The verse likens him [Jacob] to his offspring [Israel]; as his offspring will 

then be alive, so he too will be alive. (Babylonian Talmud, Ta'anit 5b) 

Jacob lives on through his children, in the life of the nation that sprang forth from his family line and bears 
his name. In procreation, there is a glimpse of life eternal. Each generation is a regeneration of ancestors.   
In 1973, Ernest Becker wrote The Denial of Death,5 arguing that Western civilization was constructed to 
buffer us against the knowledge of our own mortality. Humans can engage in an "immortality project" by 
joining a group or tradition that will live on after the individual's death. Being part of such a project lets 
the individual share in a sense of eternity. On a micro level, having children is an immortality project. 

On a macro level, being Jewish is an immortality project. Judaism offers membership in a collective that 
stretches temporally between past and future. Participation in this project bestows immortality by linking our 
story in an unbroken chain, from our ancestors through us to the next generation. Judaism is not simply a 
project of self-propagation, nor does its promise of immortality require biological children. Judaism as a project 
involves standing for something, hearing God's call, embodying Torah in word and deed. 

If Jacob's immortality came through ensuring his family's success, Joseph's death and burial teach us a 
broader lesson about the collective enterprise of Judaism. Like Jacob, Joseph makes a deathbed request of 
his family: 

"I am dying, but God will surely take care of you and bring you up out of this land to the land that [God] promised to 
Abraham, to Isaac, and to Jacob." Joseph adjured Israel's children, saying, "God will surely take care of you; bring my 
bones up from this place!" Joseph died aged 110 years. They embalmed him and he was put into a coffin in Egypt. 
(Genesis 50:24-26) 

The Rabbis define Joseph's significance not by his offspring, like Jacob, but by his adherence to Torah. 
We can forgive them this (useful) anachronism—Joseph died before the Torah was received. For the 
Rabbis, and for us, Joseph mattered because he stood for Torah, and he continued the Jewish story. The 
coffin containing his bones was worthy of accompanying the Ark of the Covenant because he was the living 
embodiment of what God's Revelation came to teach. He earned his place in the annals of our people by 
planting the seed that would sprout into our eternal covenant. We earn our place when the seeds of our 
deeds blossom even after our death. 

The Torah may not have much to say about the afterlife or dwelling with the angels. But the Torah does 
call us to participate in an eternal story spanning time and space, linking past and future through our 
present. It teaches us how to live a life that matters, a life of lasting impact, a life worthy of being called, by 
those who look back on it, one for the ages. 

 


