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Short and Bitter Have Been the Years of  My Life  1

Where was the first Jewish homeland?  

I would wager that 99 our of  100 people would answer, “Eretz Yisrael.” Indeed, when Avraham reaches Eretz 
Canaan, God tells him, “to you I shall give this land.” We are linked to Eretz Yisrael from the dawn of  our 
existence as a people.  

But that would not be a full answer. Avraham himself, despite the Divine promises he receives, cannot burry 
his wife without haggling for a burial plot. Avraham describes himself  at that time as “ger v’toshav.” Ger v’toshav 
is often understood as an oxymoron or paradox - native / stranger. Is he a foreigner or he is a native? But, 
more accurately, the phrase in Biblical Hebrew is a hendiadys,  a common literary device in Tanakh where two 
words that mean the same thing are linked for emphasis. Ger v’toshav means a stranger who lives among you. 
Avraham is a foreigner in his own promised homeland. That’s what the negotiations are about. Avraham has 
to pay an exorbitant fee to bury his wife in a grave that will be, not only his property, but sovereign Jewish 
territory. - He wants the land to be “ahuzah” which is more than just property. 

Avraham had been told that his descendants will be strangers in a strange land, oppressed and subjugated, but 
will eventually return to Eretz Yisrael to settle there.  Implicit in that prophetic prediction, is that Avraham will 
not enjoy sovereignty in Eretz Yisrael until after that foreign oppression and the return to the land.  

Avraham’s son Yitzchak manages to live his entire life within Eretz Yisrael and he is, at times, a successful 
farmer, but he is constantly on the move, chased from one region to another by his stronger and more 
numerous neighbors. Whatever can be said about Yitzchak, it’s clear that he is not in charge. 

The first Jewish homeland was in Egypt and was introduced in this morning’s Torah portion: 

When Yaakov and his family arrive in Egypt, they tell Pharaoh that their intention is only to sojourn in Egypt 
on a temporary basis:  

 לָגּ֣ור ּבָאֶָרץ֮ ּבָאנּו֒ 

But when Pharaoh grants their request to live in Goshen, he grants the land to them on a permanent basis: 
אֶֶ֤רץ מִצְַר֙יִם֙ לְפָנֶ֣יָ הִ֔וא ּבְמֵיטַ֣ב הָאֶָ֔רץ הֹושֵׁ֥ב אֶת־אָבִ֖יָ וְאֶת־אַחֶ֑יָ יֵשְׁבּו֙ ּבְאֶֶ֣רץ ּגֹּשֶׁן וגו׳ 

And this is what indeed happened: 
וַּיֹושֵׁ֣ב יֹוסֵף֮ אֶת־אָבִ֣יו וְאֶת־אֶחָיו֒ וַיִּתֵּ֨ן לָהֶ֤ם אֲחֻּזָה֙ ּבְאֶֶ֣רץ מִצְַר֔יִם ּבְמֵיטַ֥ב הָאֶָ֖רץ וגו׳ 

This means that there was a degree of  settledness that rested on our neighborhoods in Goshen that was more 
secure than anything our patriarchs and matriarchs were able to achieve in Eretz Yisrael.  

And this achievement in Egypt was a source of  great distress to Yaakov. 

When Yaakov moves to Egypt his son Yosef  brings him to meet Pharaoh. Yaakov’s reaction is one of  the 
most curt, even rude, statements in Tanakh: 

 The central interpretational sense for this drasha was based on an audio recording of  a lecture by Leeor Gotleib at one 1

of  the YCT Tanakh Yamei Iyun as well as Rabbi Chaim Brovender’s weekly parashat ha-shavua podcast for VaYigash 
5775.
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וַּיֹּאמֶר ּפְַרעֹ֖ה אֶֽל־יַעֲֹק֑ב ּכַּמָּה יְמֵ֖י שְׁנֵ֥י חַיֶּֽיָ׃ 
After Yaakov blesses Pharaoh, Pharaoh turns to Yaakov and asks him him age. Yaakov responds in a startling 
way: 
וַּיֹּאמֶר יַעֲֹקב֙ אֶל־ּפְַרעֹ֔ה יְמֵי֙ שְׁנֵ֣י מְגּוַר֔י שְֹׁלשִׁ֥ים ּומְאַ֖ת שָׁנָ֑ה מְעַ֣ט וְָרעִ֗ים הָיּו֙ יְמֵי֙ שְׁנֵ֣י חַיַּ֔י וְֹל֣א הִשִּׂ֗יגּו אֶת־יְמֵי֙ 

שְׁנֵי֙ חַיֵּ֣י אֲבֹתַ֔י ּבִימֵ֖י מְגּוֵריהֶֽם׃ 

Yaakov responds to Pharaoh by saying: The days of  the years of  my sojournings are a hundred thirty years; 
few and evil have been the days of  the years of  my life, and they have not matched the days of  the years of  
the lives of  my fathers in the days of  their sojournings.’ 

This makes little sense. Ramban points out - how does he know how long he will live? Why compare his age 
to that of  the patriarchs? Yaakov isn’t dead yet. He will live longer. And what sort of  manners is he 
displaying? 

Yaakov is expressing his profound disappointment that his life has failed. 

Yaakov thought that his sojourn with Lavan was the foreign oppression spoken of  in the berit ben habetarim 
with Avraham.  He was a stranger in a strange land. And he was taken advantage of  and oppressed, and he 
returned to Eretz Yisrael with great wealth. He thought the prophecy had been fulfilled and it was then time to 
engage in yeshiva. The very next parashah “Vayeshev Yaakov b’Eretz Migurei Aviv” -Yaakov sought to settle down 
in the land where his parents had wandered as sojourners.  

And so his trip to Egypt is a recognition of  failure. This is why Yaakov insists that he be buried in Eretz 
Yisrael. Yaakov is insisting that Eretz Yisrael not be forgotten in Egypt.  

Judaism is about what we do in the aftermath of  disappointment. We pick up the pieces, and we carry on. We 
understand that the solution doesn’t materialize in our lifetimes - לא עליך המלכה לגמור - but we try to do 
what we can to leave the world a better place, to study Torah and perform mitzvot, to encounter God and 
bring Godliness to the world, with the recognition that the ultimate goal will not be achieved in our lifetime. 
We still do whatever we can - ולא אתה בן חורין להבטל ממנה. That’s what faith is about - knowing that 
incremental victories are all we are likely to see, but knowing that they will ultimately fit together into 
something greater and grander. 


