Vayechi

Just before Jacob dies, he calls his sons together and he blesses them.  The surprising thing is that Jacob seems very harsh towards his first three sons. 

Towards Reuben, he says because you defiled my bed by your actions with Bilhah, therefore, pachaz ka-mayim, al totar, you are unstable like water, you will no longer have the right to be the first born.  To Shimon and Levi, who killed an entire city in anger, Jacob says arur apam, cursed is your anger.  

Why can’t Jacob give a blessing to these three children?  Instead of cursing them, why doesn’t he make peace with them just before he dies?

One answer that is suggested in many commentators is that this statement is really said derekh tefillah, as a prayer from Jacob.  Jacob is saying to Shimon and Levi, I pray that your anger is cursed, that it shrivels up and dries away, so that you can not be hindered by your anger.  To Reuben, whose arrogance caused him to sin, Jacob says, I pray that you be a little unstable like water, so that your arrogance does not consume you.  Thus you will be able to accomplish great things in this world.  What seems like a curse to us is really a prayer and a blessing by Jacob to his sons.


The Haftorah concerns the story of King David on his deathbed investing his son Solomon to take command of the kingdom.  This scene obviously parallels the reading of this week’s parshah, where Jacob too on his deathbed calls his sons in and blesses them, and reinforces to them how great they are. 
In these two scenes there is an important didactic message.  The Torah is teaching us how to die.  The Torah is teaching that when it comes time for someone to die, the way to die is that the children should come to the home of the parent and the parent should bless the children in return.


Too often today, when people die they die alone and the coming of death is seen as a place not to be around.  Here says the Tanakh in these two images, the coming of death is a chance to give blessings, say the proper goodbyes, and to tell your descendants what you hope that they can accomplish.

