Decoding Yaakov’s Blessings to his Sons
Source 1: Bereishit Ch. 48

48:13 Joseph then took the two boys. He placed Ephraim to
his right (to Israel's left), and Manasseh to his left (to Israel's
right). He then came close to [his father]. 48:14 Israel
reached out with his right hand and placed it on Ephraim's
head [even though] he was the younger son. He [placed] his
left hand on Manasseh's head. He deliberately crossed his
hands, even though Manasseh was the firstborn. 48:15
[Jacob] gave Joseph a blessing. He said, 'The God
before whom my fathers, Abraham and Isaac, walked, is the
God who has been my Shepherd from as far back as I can
remember until this day,
48:16 [sending] an angel to deliver me from all evil. May He
bless the lads, and let them carry my name, along with the
names of my fathers, Abraham and Isaac. May they increase
in the land like fish’. 48: 17 When Joseph saw that his
father had placed his right hand on Ephraim's head, he was
displeased. He tried to lift his father's hand from Ephraim's
head and place it on Manasseh's. 48:18  'That's not the
way it should be done, Father,' said Joseph. 'The other one
1s the first-born. Place your right hand on his head'. 48:19
His father refused and said, 'T know, my son, I know.
[The older one] will also become a nation. He too will attain
greatness. But his younger brother will become even greater,
and his descendants will become full-fledged nations’.
48:20 On that day [Jacob] blessed them. He said, '[In time to
come] Israel will use you as a blessing. They will say, 'May
God make you like Ephraim and Manasseh.! ' He
[deliberately] put Ephraim before Manasseh.
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Source 2 Commentary of the Netziv, Ha’amek Davar on Bereishit 48

He guided his hands for Menashe was the firstborn. It is extra
for we known from the parsha that Menashe was the firstborn.
But this has depth and intension for truthfully, Yaakov shouldn't
have guided (crossed) his hands, rather switched the positions of
the boys. But since Menashe was the firstborn, he intended that
Menashe should stand by Yaakov's right leg and Efrayim by his
left leg. Only his hands did he guide that they should be crossed.
The reason is that even though Yaakov put Efrayim before
Menashe and therefore in the wilderness he was the head of his
flag group (which Menashe was also a part of) still, in the
counting of Parshas Pinchas, it was the opposite. Not only that,
but even in the counting of Parshas Bamidbar it is written by all
the (other) flags "and those that camp upon him" as opposed to
with Menashe it 1s written, "and upon him the tribe of Menashe."
All this comes to teach us that Efrayim only came before
Menashe in matters of spirituality, that which is higher than the
natural happenings of the world. In matters of the world,
however, Menashe came before Efrayim. Therefore in the first
counting at Mt. Chorev, where the Divine precence was upon
their heads and the conduct was beyond nature, Efrayim came
first. But in the counting in the Plains of Moav, when they were
entering the Land, which was basically in a natural way (as is
explained later in Bamidbar and Devarim) therefore Menashe
came first. (And check out what I write in Bamidbar regarding
the change of "and upon him the tribe of Menashe." The
occurred because with regards to natural occurrences, the
advantage of the firstborn is very impactful as I wrote earlier
(27:19). Now, the hand services the head and the mind and the
foot services the goings of the body according to its nature.
That's why the Sages said in their way: The son 1s the foot of the
father. Meaning: the natural mannerisms of the father that goes
on its own without thought and wisdom. Therefore, Jacob
desired that Menashe stand by his right leg and guided his hands
so that Efrayim would be on his right hand. See more in Verse
20. That 1s why the verse specified "because Menashe was the
firstborn."
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Source 3a): Rav Mordechai Willig, Priority and Innovation

Indeed, the little we know about the lives of Efraim and Menashe supports
the description of their respective strengths. Efraim was often in Yaakov's
presence learning Torah (Rashi, 1), whereas Menashe served as the official
interpreter in Yosef's palace (Rashi 42:43).

When Yaakov defended his actions, he told Yosef (48:19), "I know that the
elder will be great, but the younger will be even greater". Rashi explains that
this referred to the respective descendants of Menashe and Efraim, namely Gidon and
Yehoshua. The Netziv added that Gidon was a warrior, succeeding in worldly
pursuits, whereas Yehoshua was primarily a Torah scholar and teacher, excelling in
spiritual matters.

A fundamental difference between the worldly and spiritual realms is
reflected in these biblical personalities. To succeed in worldly affairs -
diplomatic, military, technological, and financial - one must always
respond to changing realities. Innovation is a prerequisite for overcoming
new challenges in physical matters. New strategies, weapons, technologies,
and careers are appropriate, and necessary, in order to succeed.

By contrast, spiritual accomplishment demands fealty to ancient
tradition. Both in study and practice, the Torah Jew is guided by the law
given by Hashem at Sinai thousands of years ago. Even novel interpretations
are attempts to understand that revelation, and were initially given at Sinai.

Gidon overcame a more powerful army by devising a new strategy. In
making a great noise by sounding shofars and breaking jugs, his small force
fooled the enemy into flight and they were defeated (Shoftim 7:19-22). Wars
must be fought with new weapons and strategies to confound the foe. This
individual innovation was referred to as "this strength of yours" which
Hashem gave Gidon to save Am Yisroel(6:14).

Yehoshua was the loyal disciple of Moshe, the one to whom Moshe
transmitted the Torah he had received at Sinai. Moshe's face was like the
sun, and Yehoshua's like the moon (Baba Basra, 75a). Yehoshua's goal was
to reflect the radiance of his master Moshe, as the moon reflects the light
of the sun. He was chosen for spiritual leadership because of his
dedication to his rebbe and tradition, and his aversion to innovation in the
study and practice of Torah.



Note to understand the remainder of Rav Willig’s comments:

3b) Bereishit Ch. 41
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41:50 Joseph had two sons before the famine years came, borne to him by
Asenath, daughter of Poti Phera, priest of On.

41:51 Joseph named the first-born Manasseh (Me-nasheh) - 'because God
has made me forget (nasheh) all my troubles - and even my father's

house.'

41:52 He named his second son Ephraim - 'Because God has made
me fruitful (p 7)) in the land of my suffering.'

These ideas resonate not only in the personalities of the great descendants of
these shvatim, but in the very name of their forebears as well. The name
Menashe is based on ""nashani' (41:51), the root of which means to forget
(Rashi 32:33), or to move away. In the worldly area in which Menashe
excelled, one must forget old ideas and move to deal with new realities.

The name Efraim comes from "hifrani" (41:52), which means He has
made me fruitful. Just as a fruit is a replica of the previous ones grown on
that tree, so does spiritual greatness and leadership require preserving the
immortal tradition of previous generations.

Source 4a: Bereishit Ch. 49 with commentary of Rav Hirsch

49:1 Jacob called for his sons.
[When they came,] he said, 'Come
together, and I will tell you what
will happen in the course of time.
49:2 Come and listen, sons of
Jacob; listen to your father Israel.
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https://bible.ort.org/books/pentd2.asp?ACTION=displaypage&BOOK=1&CHAPTER=41#C818

Wwnw 18apn! these two words of the
dying father carry the whole of Jewish
history up to 00 n9nN. Materially you
are apy> "3, a powerless minority. But
because you are such a powerless minority,
8apn, stick together, do not let yourselves
fall apart, your strength lies in \)ap, in unity;
- and apy’ ’2 wv: only through one thing
can the materially weakest minority win
the victory from the strongest majority, it
is the spirit, it is Ny, it is the devotion to
the spiritual, therefore: apy> »a ywnv!
have an ear, have a sense of the spiritual,
7thirst” for the spiritual, as the word is
called in its depths (ynv is the spiritual XnY),
draws, likes to drink spirit! This is the will of
our father Jacob. #Unity and spirit” in this he
recognizes the strength and life of his
children, and ~if the thirst for spirit
awakens in you, have no other thirst than
the traditions of your father Israel, ywnwv)
05ax YN9v> ON!” The drink from the
Jewish fountain of the spirit and peaceful
cohesion is the oldest legacy of our dying
father and that calls to us the latest prophetic
word: AN DWW NPXRM (Zechariah 8:19).
Rav Hirsch on Genesis 49: 3. 990NN 18PN,
were the first thoughts that filled Jacob
when he saw his sons about his death bed.
The uniting with one another and the keen
interest in everything spiritual was initially
the legacy for everyone. But if such a totality,
consisting of so different elements, is to form
an inner and outer unity, it needs guidance;
Jacob is looking for this leading point and
examines his sons for this purpose. Most
naturally this position would have been given
to the firstborn. So he turns to Reuben first.
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4b) Rav S.R. Hirsch: The Father of Neo-Orthodoxy
Hirsch's Philosophy of Judaism: Torah im Derekh Eretz

The statement in Ethics of the Fathers (2:2) of Rabbi Gamaliel III: "Torah

is good together with derekh eretz" formed the basis of Hirsch's
understanding of Judaism for modern Jews. In the -context derekh
eretz (literally, "the way of the earth") refers to a worldly occupation. But
Hirsch developed the concept to embrace Western culture. This is the "way
of the world" which has to be combined with the study and the practice of
the Torah. Hirsch states that derekh eretz refers to not only ways of
earning a living but also to the social order that prevails on earth, the
mores and considerations of courtesy and propriety arising form social
living and things pertinent to good breeding and general education.

Hence Hirsch speaks of the ideal Jew as the "Israel-man", that is, the Jew
who is proudly Jewish, a believer in the eternal values and precepts of the
Torah as divinely ordained, and is, at the same time, a cultured "man", a
human being belonging to the modern world.

Cultured Jews Reading Jewish Sources

Hirsch certainly does not avoid the problem facing the modern Jew when he
makes his imaginary protagonist remark in the first of the WNineteen
Letters: "How can anyone who is able to enjoy the beauties of a Virgil, a
Tasso, a Shakespeare, who can follow the logical conclusions of a Liebnitz
and Kant-how can such a one find pleasure in the 0ld Testament, so
deficient in form and taste, and in the senseless writings of the Talmud?"
Before Hirsch, no Orthodox Jew had ever expressed such sentiments, even as
a prelude to their rebuttal.

Hirsch seeks to demonstrate in all his writings that the combination of
Torah and derekh eretz is not only possible but essential if Judaism is to
come to grips with the challenge of modern life. Basically, his approach is
to see the divinely revealed Torah as the means for the ennoblement of the
human spirit by bringing it closer to the divine will for the Jews and,
through them, to the whole of mankind. The Jewish people have a divinely
ordained role to play in the world, one that can only be realized when the
Jew belongs to the world and is, in the best sense, a man of the world.

Hirsch on "The Spirit of the Age"

This is not to say that Hirsch tolerates any watering down of the full
Jewish tradition. He fought Reform in his belief that this movement
pandered to the Zeitgeist, "the spirit of the age." Hirsch wrote in
the Nineteen Letters:


https://www.sefaria.org/Pirkei_Avot.2.2?lang=he-en&utm_source=myjewishlearning.com&utm_medium=sefaria_linker

"Was Judaism ever 'in accordance with the times? Did Judaism ever
correspond with the views of dominant contemporaries? Was it ever
convenient to be a Jew or a Jewess?..Was that Judaism in accordance with
the times, for which, during the centuries following the Dispersion, our
fathers suffered in all lands, through all the various periods, the most
degrading oppression, the most biting contempt, and a thousand-fold death
and persecution? And yet we would make it the aim and scope of Judaism to
be always 'in accordance with the times!"

Source 5a): Ch. 49
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5b) Rashi

Simeon and Levi are brothers: [They were] of one [accord in their| plot
against Shechem and against Joseph: “So they said one to the other, ¢...So
now, let us kill him...” ” (Gen. 37:19f). Who were “they” ? If you say [that it
was| Reuben or Judah, [that cannot be because] they did not agree to kill him.
If you say [that it was] the sons of the maidservants, [that cannot be because]
their hatred [toward him] was not [so] unmitigated [that they would want to
kill him], for it is stated: “and he was a lad [and was] with the sons of Bilhah”
(Gen. 37:2). [It could not have been] Issachar and Zebulun [because they]
would not have spoken before their older brothers. [Thus,] by necessity [we
must say that] they were Simeon and Levi, whom their father called
“brothers.” - [from Gen. Rabbah, Shitah Chadashah]

stolen instruments: This craft of murder is in their hands wrongfully,
[for] it is [part] of Esau’s blessing. It is his craft, and you (Simeon and Levi)
have stolen it from him. — [from Tanchuma Vayechi 9]

their weapons: Heb ,01>n701 .a term denoting weapons. In Greek, the
word for sword 1s“machir” (Tanchuma Vayechi 9). Another explanation :
oPnanmeans: In the land of their dwelling (on9m) they conducted
themselves with implements of violence, like“Your dwelling place (>n951n) and



your birthplace ”(n79im) (Ezek. 16:3). This is Onkelos’s translation. — [from
Tanchuma Vayechi 9]

for in their wrath they killed a man: These are Hamor and the men of
Shechem, and all of them are considered as no more than one man. And so
[Scripture] says regarding Gideon, “And you shall smite Midian as one man”
(Jud. 6:16), and similarly regarding the Egyptians, “a horse and its rider He
cast into the sea” (Exod. 15:1). This is its midrashic interpretation (Gen.
Rabbah 99:6), but its simple meaning is that many men are called “a man,”
each one individually. In their wrath they (Simeon and Levi) killed every
man with whom they were angry. Similarly,“and he learned to attack prey; he
devoured men (o1n)” (Ezek. 19:3).

and with their will they hamstrung a bull: They wanted to “uproot”
Joseph, who was called “bull,” as it is said: “The firstborn of his bull-he has
majesty”’ (Deut. 33:17). ypy means esjareter in Old French, to hamstring, an
expression similar to “You shall hamstring their horses” (Josh. 11:6). - [From
Targum Yerushalmi]

I will separate them throughout Jacob: I will separate them from one another
so that Levi will not be numbered among the tribes; hence they are separated.
Another explanation: There are no [itinerant] paupers, scribes, or teachers
of children except from [the tribe of] Simeon, so that they should be
scattered. The tribe of Levi was made to go around to the threshing floors for
heave offerings and tithes; thus he caused him to be dispersed in a respectable
way. — [From Gen. Rabbah 98:5, 99:6, Shitah Chadashah]

Source 6: Rav Shmuel Wozner, Shevet HaLevi
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Source 7: Netziv, Ha’amek Davar
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Cursed be their anger: when they are at the height of their anger — it is intense
— without bounds — like a rush of mighty water...and they are hard to appease
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I will divide them amongst Ya’akov. Sometimes we need a few people like
this, but many of them in one place makes for difficulty. Therefore, I will
disperse them, so only a few of them will be in one place
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Sometimes in the midst of the righteous of Israel a person like this is
sometimes needed as Pinchas was in the incident with Zimri. But only a few
are good...therefore, they should be dispersed among Israel.

Source 8: Rav Nebenzhal, Sichot/Shiurim on Sefer Bamidbar
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Source 9: R. Yaakov Medan, Ya'akov's Blessings to His Sons
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49:8 'Judah, your brothers shall submit (yodu) to you. Your hand
shall be on your enemies’ necks; your father's sons shall bow to
you.

49:10 The scepter shall not depart from Yehuda, nor the ruler's staff
from between his feet, until he comes to Shilo; and unto him shall
the obedience of the peoples be.

There are many interpretations of this (second)
difficult verse. We will mention only our own proposal:
Yehuda's 1leadership over his brothers will find
expression only until the Shekhina arrives at Shilo.
Once it becomes permanently attached to God's Chosen




House, the Mishkan in Shilo, God will rule as king over
all of the tribes equally, showing no preference for
Yehuda's leadership, as many prophets speak about that
day in the future when God will rule as king, and there
will be no need for a king of flesh and blood. It is Shilo
that Yaakov sees as the end of days in his prophecy, and
he assigns it to Efrayim, whom he selects among the sons
of his chosen son Yosef. Yaakov does not see in his
prophecy Jerusalem and the development of the monarchy
of Israel in its wake. Perhaps this is the vision of the
end that is concealed from him, alluded to at the
beginning of this shiur. Therefore, he makes everything
dependent upon Shilo.

As stated, history unfolds in a manner different from
the partial end that is revealed to Yaakov. However,
the order established by the Rambam for the monarchy
in Israel is expressed in the words of Yaakov. First he
says: "Your hand shall be on the neck of your enemies,"
which, as we explained, refers to the war waged against
Amalek; then he says: "The scepter shall not depart
from Yehuda," referring to the appointment of a king;
and last he talks of the Temple, which according to
Yaakov will be in Shilo. This is the sequence described
by the Rambam (Hilkhot Melakhim 1:1):

Israel is commanded to fulfill three mitzvot upon
entering the Land of Israel:
a. To choose a king, as it is stated (Devarim 17:15):
"Appoint a king over yourselves."
b. To wipe out the descendants of Amalek, as is it
stated (Devarim 25:19): "Erase the memory of
Amalek."
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c. To build God's Chosen House, as it is
stated (Devarim 12:5): "Seek out His Presence and go

there."

«. God chooses Jerusalem, straddling the border of the
territories of Yehuda to the south and Binyamin to the
north. This reflects the covenant made between Yehuda
and Binyamin when Yehuda fearlessly defends Binyamin
against Yosef, agreeing to become a slave in his place.
This is also a covenant between the tribes of Leia and

the tribes of Rachel.

Source 10: Bereishit Ch. 49
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49:28 All these are the tribes of Israel, twelve in all, and this is what their
father said to them when he blessed them. He gave each one his

own special blessing.

Source 11: Rav Chayim Ben Attar, Ohr Hachayim

“ A BLESSING APPROPRIATE TO
HIM: A blessing which matched the inner
traits of his soul and his actions. For every soul
has a particular virtue. It may be the priestly
service or the majesty of a monarch, the crown
of Torah or physical strength, wealth or simple
good fortune. Jacob wanted his blessings here
to bring out the inner nature of every son.

HE BLESSED THEM ALL: He blesses them
as a collective, for the particular blessing of
every one of the brothers will help all the
brothers. When one brother has a particular
virtue ... a small amount of that virtue will
reach each and every one of the brothers.”
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