
December 16, 2021 

Rabbi Wexler - Vayehi 

 

This week in shul, we will conclude the book of Genesis with the final parasha, Vayehi.  At its 

core, the Book of Genesis is about family.  Through story, it offers us characters, virtues, and 

values to emulate. Some of the stories and relationships are to be held up as ideals, while others, 

perhaps, are intended to teach us how NOT to act. Such is the case when we look at the 

relationships between the majority of siblings in the first book of the Torah. Just look at the list: 

Cain and Abel, Isaac and Ishmael, Jacob and Esau, Rachel and Leah, and finally, Joseph and his 

brothers. 

 

Sibling rivalry is ubiquitous throughout Genesis. Why? Perhaps to teach us of the foundational 

importance of family, the importance of parents, and value of siblings that actually care for one 

another. Perhaps the Torah is teaching us that we are often hardest on those closest to us; our 

family can suffer the most from our anger and callousness. Or finally, perhaps, the Torah is 

teaching us that we as human beings are responsible for one another, and certainly, all the more 

so when it comes to our siblings and closest loved ones. 

 

As we arrive at the end of the book of Genesis we meet one more sibling pair, and with them 

find one of the Torah’s greatest unsung heroes. It’s a beautiful scene. Joseph presents his 

children Ephraim and Menashe to his father (Jacob) for a blessing. Jacob realizes that Ephraim is 

the younger of the two, and yet, he crosses his hands so as to bless him with his right. It’s a sign 

of favoritism; a similar destructive maneuver Jacob tricked his father Isaac into years prior.  The 

younger sibling is raised above the older one. 

 

But what comes next is most important. What does Menashe do? NOTHING. He does not 

protest or complain. He simply remains silent, and in doing so, as Rabbi David Wolpe writes: 

“he breaks the pattern of family fracture.” 

 

There are several explanations regarding why we bless our sons on Friday night that they should 

be like Ephraim and Mensahe. The Sefat Emet explained that in blessing his grandsons, Jacob 

placed them firmly in the line of Jewish tradition, and so too we hope that our children will find 

their place in Judaism as well. The Netziv explained that Ephraim was a Torah scholar while 

Menashe was a community builder.  We invoke their names in the hope that our children will 

have both attributes. But perhaps there is a third explanation, which is maybe even the most 

important of all.  We invoke the names of Ephraim and Menashe, because they are the siblings 

who finally got it right.  They acknowledged that each person is different and has a different role 

to play, and that need not cause disdain, rupture, or pain. 

 

Through his silence, his acceptance, and his understanding of individuality, Menashe left an 

indelible mark on our history. May we strive to be like Ephraim and MENASHE. 


