“You Call THIS Living?”

Source 1: Bereishit Ch. 47:9
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7 And Joseph brought in Jacob his father,
and set him before Pharaoh. And Jacob
blessed Pharaoh.

8 And Pharaoh said unto Jacob: 'How
many are the days of the years of thy life?’

9 And Jacob said unto Pharaoh: 'The days
of the years of my sojournings are a
hundred and thirty years; few and evil
have been the days of the years of my life,
and they have not attained unto the days
of the years of the life of my fathers in the
days of their sojournings.'

10 And Jacob blessed Pharaoh, and went
out from the presence of Pharaoh.

Source 2: Bereishit Rabba Perashat Vayigash
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And Yaakov said....few and bad.... R. Shimon Ben Yochai said,
“Because he complained using 33 letters, his life was shortened by

33 years”



Source 3: Aggadat Bereishit (Buber) Ch. 62
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I said “It is not good for man to be alone”.. He did not have to praise Me, but
he began to complain and say, “The woman that you gave me...”....so, too,
Ya’akov...Idid all of that good on his behalf, and he said to Pharoah “few and
bad?”...I have deducted years from your life, Ya’akov, for saying so....

Source 4: Hadar Zekenim
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Few and bad. Midrash: When Ya’akov said the days of my life were few,
said the Holy One Blessed be He, “I saved you from Lavan and from Esav
and gave you back Yosef and you are doubting Me! By your life! Years will
be deducted from your life - you will not live as long as Yitzchak, your
father...because your father lived 180 years and he (Ya’akov) lived 147 years




Source 5: Why did Pharaoh Ask about Yaakov's Age?
— Rabbi David Silverberg

When Yosef introduces his father, Yaakov, to Pharaoh, the Egyptian
king inquires as to the saintly patriarch's age. Yaakov answers with not
only a number, but also a description: "Few and hard have been the
years of my life, nor do they come up to the life spans of my fathers
during their sojourns" (47:9). The Midrash criticizes Yaakov's
complaint, commenting that thirty-three years were taken from his
life as punishment for the thirty-three words of self lamentation he
spoke to Pharaoh.

Someone with the time and patience to count the number of Yaakov's
recorded words in this brief conversation will arrive at a lower number
than thirty-three (21). How did Chazal calculate his words to number
thirty-three? The answer is that Chazal counted all the words in the
Torah's account of this conversation, starting from "Pharaoh said to
Yaakov" and through Yaakov's response to the king's inquiry. One who
counts the words contained in the two verses of 47:8-9 will, indeed,
arrive at thirty-three.

Needless to say, this itself begs for an explanation. Why should Yaakov
be punished for Pharaoh's question? Why should the words uttered by
Pharaoh - and even the words used by the "narrator” in this context -
count towards the shortening of Yaakov's life?

Rav Chaim Shemuelevitz explains that the answer lies in a more
obvious question regarding this entire scene: did Pharaoh really have
nothing else to ask Yaakov except his age? Could these two men not
find any better topic of conversation?

Rav Chaim answers that Pharaoh's question indicates that Yaakov wore
his troubles on his face. The Egyptian monarch saw in front of him a
frail, elderly gentlemen, whose wrinkled complexion and squinted
eyes told the tale of his brother's plot to kill him, his father-in-law's
attempts to cheat him, the difficult family life he suffered from the rape
of his daughter through the sale of his favorite son, and starvation from
famine. This woeful appearance prompted Pharaoh to inquire about
his guest's age. Chazal teach us that for this alone Yaakov was
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punished. A tzadik of his stature was to avoid sharing his personal
crises with others, and greet others warmly and pleasantly, with a
joyous smile and friendly countenance. Therefore, the words spoken by
Pharaoh when inquiring about Yaakov's age counted towards the
shortened years of his life.

While most of us cannot expect of ourselves to live at the standards
demanded of Yaakov Avinu, this Midrash must open our eyes to this
important quality of maintaining one's pleasantness even during
trying times. Life is full of pressures, anxieties, disappointments, and
challenges. But as much as possible, we must try to put it all aside when
speaking with others, and to afford others the warmth and friendliness
we expect from them.

Source 6: HaRav Gur Galon, Yeshivat Har Bracha
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Source 7: Commentary of Ramban

I don’t understand the reasoning of our wise patriarch -
what ethical basis is there for him complaining to the
King? Why would he say that he did not live as long as
his fathers? Maybe he would live as long as, or longer
than them?!

It seems to me that Ya’akov became prematurely grey
and therefore he appeared very old. Pharoah was
surprised by his age, because most of the people of that
time did not live so long...so he asked him how old he
was...Ya’akov answered that he was 130 years old, and
not to be surprised because he was younger than his
fathers who lived longer - but because they were bad,
difficult years with toil and anguish, he became
prematurely grey and therefore looked older than he
actually was. (See also Radak and Rashbam who take a
similar approach)
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Source 8: Rav Moshe Feinstein, Drash Moshe
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Source 9: Commentary of Alshich

Let us first clarify Ya’akov’s statement to
Phaorah, answering his question, “How old are
you”? ....Isn’t it strange that he said, “few and
bad” in reference to 130 years? Also, saying that
they did not reach (his fathers’ years) - who told
him that he would not yet reach their age?
Also, what about the change in language from
“years of life - chayim” and then “years of
megurim’ ..When Pharoah asked, “How
many are the years of your life?” - when
Ya’akov heard the term “the years of your life”
- indicative of years of life and tranquility - he
answered, they were not years of life but of
“megurim”, a temporary and transient
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existence. This is what he meant when he said,
“The days of the years of my sojournings are
a hundred and thirty years.” Maybe you will
ask, is it possible that between these difficult
years, there weren’t some years of calm? To
this, Ya’akov answered, “know that the years
of ‘life’ were few and bad...He called them,
“bad” because he even had troubles within
those years. Ya’akov continued, “Maybe you
will ask why this worries me, because my
fathers also had many unsettled years and
few years of ‘life’?” Regarding this he said,
“and they have not attained unto the days of
the years of the life of my fathers in the days
of their sojournings” meaning: “Even
though my fathers experienced years of
transience, intermingled within those years
were a few good years, what is bitter and bad
for me is that the few years of tranquil life
that I experienced in the midst of my
transient years did not reach the tranquil
years of my fathers in the midst of their
transient years...”

Regarding this, the Torah came here and
testified, “and Ya’akov lived..” in other
words, the years that could be called “life”
were not just the 17 years he spent in
Egypt...When all of a person’s earlier years
were difficult, and in the end his life is good
and he dies at a ripe old age, the number of
good years erase all of the difficult
years...and they are all end up being
equally good....
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How is R. Alschich reading the conversation?
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when Ya’akov heard the term “the
years of your life” — indicative of
years of life and tranquility — he
answered, they were not years of life
but of “megurim”, a temporary and
transient existence

9 And Jacob said unto Pharaoh: 'The days
of the years of my sojournings are a
hundred and thirty years; few and evil
have been the days of the years of my life,
and they have not attained unto the days
of the years of the life of my fathers in
the days of their sojournings.’
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Maybe you will ask, is it possible that )
between these difficult years, there
weren’t some years of calm? To this,
Ya’akov answered, “know that the
years of ‘life’ were few and bad.. . He
called them, “bad™ because he even had

(“Maybe you will ask why this worries me. because )
my fathers also had many unsettled years and few

years of ‘life’?” Regarding this he said. “and they

have not attained unto the days of the years of the

life of my fathers in the days of their sojournings™ — troubles within those years.
meaning: “Even though my fathers experienced A
years of transience, intermingled within those years
were a few good vyears, what is bitter and bad for
me is that the few years of tranquil life that I
experienced in the midst of my transient years did
not reach the tranquil years of my fathers in the
kmidst of their transient years...”
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Source 10: Commentary of Malbim

....years of life can only refer to years in
which one serves Hashem - and those years
are a person’s (main) life, not the years
which one is physically alive...those years
reflect one’s animalistic dimension. So, for a
person, who possesses intellectual and
spiritual qualities, those years are
considered as if he was dead, and they can be
called “megurei”, because during those
years he lived (gar) on the earth.....Since
Pharoah, for his part, related to a person’s
entire physical life as “years of life”, Ya’akov
noted that Pharoah had not been exacting
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with his words. “If you are asking me about
“yemeil meguri’,1can tell you thatIlived 130
years, but if you are asking me about the
years of my life, ie the years during which I
lived a spiritual life, the kind of life unique
to man, mine did not reach the years of life
of my fathers during their physical life, as
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How is Malbim reading the conversation?
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but if you are asking me about the years of my
life, ie the years during which | lived a spiritual
life, the kind of life unique to man, mine did not
reach the years of life of my Fathers during their
physical life, as they experienced many more
years of life serving Hashem and achieved their
spiritual potential..

R. Shimshon Raphael Hirsch takes a similar approach, adding:
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This was not a complaint regarding how short a life he lived, but
an expression of humility when he looked back at the ethical
value of the life that he had lived.




Source 8: Haketav Vihakabala

Now, all the commentaries have explained
the term “megurei” as transience,
instability and suffering. I don’t know how
to reconcile such an explanation within the
term, “megurei” - because all of the
difficulties that Yaakov suffered from Esav,
Lavan, Dina and Yosef were not a function of
transience. Also, it is the way of righteous
people to be happy with difficulties, not to
constantly mention them, as this appears as
if he is complaining. Also, why did the Torah
see fit to mention this story? They are
seemingly trivial and nothing of value
seems to come from them. Therefore, it is
possible that these words contain a precious
lesson that is of great value.

Every individual who pursue spiritual
fulfilment has two ways of serving Hashem:
the path of “conquering”, or the “straight”
path. The path of conquering works as
follows: a person’s inner natural physical
desires remain intact, and attempt to
overtake him on a daily basis; he overcomes
them and subjects them to service of
Hashem. Even though he does not wish to
submit to these desires, his heart pulls him
to covet etc, against his will. One who serves
God in this way experiences a constant inner
struggle; one who serves God in this way
Yaadkov called “megurei” [he goes on to
prove, how through reference to pesukim in
Tanach, that this term can refer to
struggle..]

Serving God in the “straight path” refers to
an approach in which a person does not
suffer an inner tension, but with a heart full
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of love of Hashem; there is no place left in
the heart for animalistic desires. (one who
serves God in this way is serving on a higher
level, not like the Rambam says...who
distinguishes between Chukim and mitzvot
whose reason we understand). One who
serves God on this level, is truly called
“alive”, since all of his spiritual energies are
being harnassed to acquire eternal
life....There is no doubt that Yaakov the
choicest of the Avot served Hashem
throughout his life along the “straight path”
and each day served God with true
wholeheartedness, as it says Mw 2py? MM
1711 - because his whole life was a life of true
life. However, when he spoke to Paroh, he
spoke less of himself, as is the way with the
righteous; that’s why he used the term
“megurei”, as if the majority of his life he
only served God using the “conquering”
path, but few and far between were his years
of serving Hashem on the “straight” path,
and even these occasions were sporadic -
that’s what he meant by “few and bad.” By
saying this, he was praising the
accomplishments of his father and
grandfather; that’s also why he used the
term DTN MY, to emphasize 0™ and not
n7w...with his answer, Yaakov intended to
awaken Paroh to the fact that what people
normally call “life” is not true life, because
those who pursue a life of pleasure are really
experiencing “death”- because the wicked
in their lifetime are referred to as dead....
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How is Ktav V’Kabala reading the conversation?

reference to his religious

struggle - serving God by
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My fathers experienced life on
the "straight” path their years of
struggle were few and far
between




