
5781 – Genesis 47-50 - Vayechi (And he lived) 
 
Rachel: The Epitome of Motherhood1 
 
The little girl had been playing boisterously, but now tears were streaming 
down her plump cheeks. She had fallen, scraped her delicate knee, and 
was bleeding slightly. Her sobs came in heaves, more due to the shock of 
her fall than the intensity of her pain.  
There were several onlookers. Their responses were varied.  
“Why was the child playing in such an unsafe setting?”criticized one.  
“Who was supervising her?” demanded a second.  
“Look at her lovely outfit, all crumpled and dirty now!” commented 
a third.  
“Isn't that the uniform worn by students of that school—the one that our 
children don't go to?” huffed another.  
“That explains her loud behavior ...”  
The comments continued, addressing the child's age, the color of her hair 
and eyes, the school she attended, the friends she played with, the appro-
priateness of her clothing and playing location.  
And meanwhile the child sobbed.  
One woman's behavior differed. She lifted the child in her arms, consoling 
her with soothing words and hugging her closely.  
This woman did not pay heed to the gossip around her. She overlooked the 
tears and blood that might stain her own attire. She ignored the voices of 
criticism, focusing only on comforting the child.  
She didn't care about any of the other issues that were being raised. Those 
would be dealt with, but not now. Not when the girl was in tears.  
For now, her mind was simply on soothing the child. After all, she was the 
child's mother. 
 
On his deathbed, addressing his much-loved son Joseph, Jacob expressed 
his desire that his remains be transported to the Holy Land, to be in-
terred alongside his ancestors in the Machpelah Cave in Hebron.  

“Do true kindness with me,” said Jacob to his son, “and do not bury 
me in Egypt. Let me be with my fathers. Carry me out of Egypt and 
bury me in their burial place.”—Genesis 47:29-31  

He even asks Joseph to take a solemn oath to fulfill this request.  

 
1 Chana Weisberg, Shabbat deLights, Bereishit/Shemot, (Chabad.org), pp. 131-138. 

A few verses later, Jacob recounted to Joseph an event that occurred dec-
ades earlier: the burial of Joseph's young mother, Rachel, who died sud-
denly while giving birth to her second child, Benjamin.  
Jacob recalled that painful moment:  

“And I, when I came from Padan, Rachel died on me in the land of Ca-
naan, on the road, a short distance away as we came toward Ephrath. I 
buried her there, alongside the road to Ephrath, near Bethlehem."—
GENESIS 48:7  

Jacob was a short distance, about two-thirds of a mile, from Ephrath. Yet 
he did not bring his beloved Rachel there, nor did he carry her to the 
more distant Hebron, but laid her to rest alongside the road.  
Jacob now explained his actions. “This was not during the rainy season, 
when I could claim that it was because of the mud that I did not bring her 
to Hebron. The roads were dry and good. Still,I buried her alongside the 
road to Ephrath.  
“Not only did I not bury your mother in our family plot in the Machpelah 
Cave in Hebron, I did not even bring her as far as Bethlehem, a nearby 
village.  
“Let me explain the reason,” Jacob said to Rachel's eldest son. “I did it 
because G-d commanded it.  
“I will reveal to you a mystery regarding the future,” Jacob disclosed. 
“There will come a time when your children will go into exile, driven from 
their homes by Nebuzaradan, marched in chains to the distant land of 
Babylonia.  
“On the way, they will pass your mother's grave. Rachel will come out and 
cry and beg G-d for mercy. G-d, in turn, will respond to her, ‘There is re-
ward for your actions ... Your children will return to their borders.’” 
(Rashi, Genesis 48:8)  
Thus the prophet Jeremiah declaims:  

A voice is heard on high, lamentations and bitter crying; Rachel is 
weeping for her children.—JEREMIAH 31:15 

 
Of all the great leaders of Israel, it was Rachel who waged war against 
the heavenly accusers, demanding from G-d that He have mercy on her 
children. Only she was capable of eliciting G-d's compassion.  
The Midrash relates: As the Temple lay in ruins and the Jews were being 
led into exile as slaves, Abraham came before G-d and said: “Master of 
the universe, when I was one hundred years old, You gave me a son, and 
when he was thirty-seven years old You told me, ‘Raise him as a sacrifice 
before Me.’ I overcame my natural mercy and bound him myself. Will You 
not remember my devotion and have mercy on my children?” 



Next, Isaac approached. “When my father said, ‘G-d will show us the lamb 
for a sacrifice, my son,’ I did not hesitate, but accepted my fate and ex-
tended my neck to be slaughtered. Will You not remember my strength 
and have mercy on my children?”  
Then Jacob beseeched: “I worked for twenty years in the house of Laban, 
and when I left, Esau came to harm me. I suffered all my life raising my 
children. Now they are being led like sheep to the slaughter in the hands 
of their enemies. Won't You remember all my pain and suffering, and re-
deem my children?”  
Moses rose up and said: “Was I not a loyal shepherd of lsrael for forty 
years? I ran before them in the desert like a horse. When the time came to 
enter Israel, You decreed that I would die in the desert. Now they go into 
exile. Won't You listen to my crying over them?”  
Before all these virtuous defenders, G-d remained silent.  
Then Rachel lifted her voice. “Master of the Universe, You know that Ja-
cob loved me intensely, and worked for seven years in order to marry me. 
When the time of my marriage came, my father substituted my sister for 
me. I did not begrudge my sister, and I didn't let her be shamed; I even 
revealed to her the secret signs that Jacob and I had arranged.  
“If I, a mere mortal, was not prepared to humiliate my sister and was 
willing to take a rival into my home, how could You, the eternal, com-
passionate G-d, be jealous of idols, which have no true existence, that 
were brought into Your home? Will You cause my children to be exiled 
on this account?”  
Immediately, G-d's mercy was aroused and He responded, “For you, Ra-
chel, I will bring Israel back to their place.” (Midrash on Lamentations)  
Jacob revealed the essence of Rachel’s character and self-sacrifice.  
More than anyone, Rachel understood the spiritual merit and pleasure of 
being buried in a place as blessed as the Machpelah Cave—a place so sa-
cred that, on his deathbed, Jacob instructed Joseph to vow to bring his 
remains up from Egypt to there. Yet Rachel was willing to forgo the im-
mense benefit of being buried there together with Jacob. Instead, Rachel 
readily accepted a burial in solitude and loneliness, on the side of a de-
serted road.  
During her lifetime, Rachel forfeited her own happiness in order to 
spare her sister, Leah, embarrassment. She didn't hesitate, despite the 
fact that Leah's marriage to Jacob might have prevented her from ever 
marrying her intended. Not once did she pause to consider the effect of 
her actions on her own plight. 

After such immeasurable sacrifice in her lifetime, surely, in her death, 
Rachel was entitled, as Jacob's primary wife and first love, to be buried 
next to her rightful husband for all perpetuity.  
Surprisingly, though, Rachel relinquished this privilege in order to be bur-
ied alongside a deserted, forlorn road.  
She did this for the sake of her children—descendants of Jacob, who 
would live centuries later. 
 
Were these children special? Did they possess endearing qualities or ex-
ceptional merits?  
These children were sinners. Sinners who were exiled from the Holy 
Land due to their reprehensible behavior. Sinners whose wicked deeds 
caused the Holy Temple—G-d's home and the source of the most intense 
divine light shining forth for the world—to be destroyed.  
These were sinners who engaged in the worst possible sins, committing 
acts of idolatry, sexual immorality, and murder.  
Was Rachel not aware of the deeds of these far-off descendants? Did she 
not know to what spiritual lows they would descend?  
A woman of Rachel's stature knew far better than we to what depths of 
lowliness these children would reach. But when she looked far ahead into 
the future, Rachel was determined to sacrifice her eternal pleasure so 
that these children could pass by her gravesite, and she would pray on 
their behalf.  
On no other occasion had Rachel pleaded to G-d mentioning her own 
merit of enabling Leah to marry her intended husband. At the lowest 
point in her life, after years of aching barrenness and keenly feeling that 
her life was worthless without offspring, we do not find Rachel citing this 
meritorious act.  
But now, as she pleaded on behalf of these children—sinners who were 
dragged out of their homeland due to their iniquity—Rachel begged G-d 
to consider her deed.  
For centuries, Rachel waited patiently, in utter solitude, on the wayside of a 
forlorn road, simply so that these pitiful sinners would find encouragement 
as they passed by her gravesite and as she beseeched G-d on their behalf. 
 
Why? What compelled Rachel to such sacrifice?  
Because to Rachel, these were not simply evil sinners. They were her children.  
Children who may have strayed. Children who may have fallen. But, nev-
ertheless, her children, who were worthy of love and compassion.  
Rachel is the quintessential Jewish mother, sacrificing for the sake of her 
children. With her boundless wellspring of mercy and compassion, Rachel 



saw beyond their iniquities to the innocence of their essence, to the in-
herent goodness and beauty of their souls.  
No matter how low they would fall, they were unconditionally her chil-
dren and the children of G-d. 
 
Unlike the destruction of the First Temple, the Second Temple's destruc-
tion was not due to sins of immorality or idolatry, but rather due to the 
sin of senseless hatred.  
Can we, spiritual heirs of Rachel, learn from our matriarch's sacrifice?  
Can we look beyond the sins, faults, or inadequacies of our fellow 
Jews, and envision what our matriarch saw—children of G-d, deserving 
of His mercy and compassion?  
As we search deep within ourselves for that vision, embodied by our 
quintessential mother, Rachel, we have G-d's promise, “Your children will 
return to their borders.” 
 
1. “On the way, they will pass your mother's grave. Rachel will come out 

and cry and beg G-d for mercy. G-d, in turn, will respond to her, ‘There 
is reward for your actions ... Your children will return to their bor-
ders.’” (Rashi, Genesis 48:8)  
a. Matthew 2:16-18 

16When Herod realized that he had been outwitted by the Magi, he 
was furious, and he gave orders to kill all the boys in Bethlehem and 
its vicinity who were two years old and under, in accordance with 
the time he had learned from the Magi. 17Then what was said 
through the prophet Jeremiah was fulfilled:  

18"A voice is heard in Ramah, weeping and great mourning, Ra-
chel weeping for her children and refusing to be comforted, be-
cause they are no more." (Jer 31:15).  

b. The model for this act of Herod is the Pharaoh of the enslavement 
(Exod. 1:16). The comparison is strengthened when rabbinic 
sources are examined. Pharaoh’s desire to remove the threat of a 
newborn pretender was so intense that he was willing to kill even 
the children of his own people.2  
1) Sotah (Woman Suspected of Adultery)12a 

And Pharaoh charged all his people. (Ex. 1:22). R. Jose son of R. 
Hanina said: He imposed the same decree upon his own people. 
R. Jose son of R. Hanina also said: He made three decrees: first, 
‘if it be a son, then ye shall kill him’; then ‘every son that is born 

 
2 Samuel Tobias Lachs, A Rabbinic Commentary on the New Testament (KTAV Pub-

lishing House, Inc./Anti-Defamation League of B’nai Brith, 1987), p. 12. 

ye shall cast into the river’; and finally he imposed the same de-
cree upon his own people.  

2) Exodus Rabba 1:18 
18. AND PHARAOH CHARGED ALL HIS PEOPLE (I, 22). R. Jose son of R. 
Hanina said: He decreed against his own people too. And why 
was this? Because his astrologers told him, ‘The mother of Isra-
el’s saviour is already pregnant with him, but we do not know 
whether he is an Israelite or an Egyptian.’ Then Pharoah assem-
bled all the Egyptians before him and said: ‘Lend my your chil-
dren for nine months that I may cast them in the river,’ as it is 
written: EVERY SON THAT IS BORN, YE SHALL CAST INTO THE RIVER (ib. 22). 
It does not say ‘every son who is an Israelite,’ but ‘every son,’ 
whether he be Jew or Egyptian. But they would not agree, saying: 
‘An Egyptian son would not redeem them: he must be an He-
brew.’ YE SHALL CAST INTO THE RIVER. Why did they decree that they 
should cast them into the river? Because the astrologers foresaw 
that Israel’s saviour would be smitten by means of water, and 
they thought that he would be drowned in the water ...  

c. Jeremiah 31:15 occurs in a setting of hope. Despite the tears, God 
says, the exiles will return; and now Matthew, referring to Jeremi-
ah 31:15, likewise says that, despite the tears of the Bethlehem 
mothers, there is hope because Messiah has escaped Herod and 
will ultimately reign ...  

But there may be a further reason why Matthew quotes this ... 
passage ... Here (Yeshua) does not, as in v. 15, recaptiulate an event 
from Israel’s history. The Exile sent Israel into captivity and thereby 
called forth tears. But here the tears are not for him who goes into 
“exile” but because of the children who stay behind and are slaugh-
tered. Why, then, refer to the Exile at all? ... Jeremiah 31:9, 20 refers 
to Israel = Ephraim as God’s dear son and also introduces the new 
covenant (31:31-34) the Lord will make with his people. Therefore 
the tears associated with Exile (31:15) will end. Matthew has already 
made the Exile a turning point in his thought (1:11-12), for at that 
time the Davidic line was dethroned. The tears of the Exile are now 
being “fulfilled”—i.e., the tears begun in Jeremiah’s day are cli-
maxed and ended by the tears of the mothers of Bethlehem. The 
heir to David’s throne has come, the Exile is over, the true Son of 
God has arrived, and he will introduce the new covenant (26:28) 
promised by Jeremiah.3  

 
3 Frank E. Gaebelein, Ed., The Expositors Bible Commentary, Vol. 8, Matthew–Luke 

(Regency Reference Library, Zondervan Publishing House, 1978), pp. 94-95. 



d. The story ... involving the massacre of the male children in Bethle-
hem and the surrounding regions, echoes faithfully Pharaoh’s 
slaughter of the male infants of the Hebrews. But Matthew works 
to connect this event in Egypt with another major tragedy in Is-
raelite history, the Exile of the tribes to Assyria and Babylon. In 
the theology of Israel the persecution in Egypt and the Exile were 
the two greatest trials to which God’s people had been subjected; 
and the Exodus and the return from Exile were the two greatest 
manifestations of (the LORD’S) protective power. This parallelism is 
prominent in (Isaiah) who described the return as a second Exodus 
through the desert (40:3; 52:3-6). If Matthew is interested in the 
Exodus motif ... which imitated the story of Moses, he is no less 
interested in the Exile, which is an event demarcating a major 
division in the genealogy of (Yeshua) (1:11-12). His ingenuity lies 
not so much in connecting the two events, as in relating them to 
what happened in Bethlehem. The massacre of male children was a 
clear reminder of the persecution in Egypt; Bethlehem, where this 
happened, was also the place on the way to which Rachel was bur-
ied; Jeremiah (31:15) referred to the Exile in terms of Rachel weep-
ing over her children; and now her voice is heard from the tomb 
again, nay heard as far as Ramah, as the children of Israel suffer 
persecution once more. But just as God ultimately broke the power 
of tyrants who persecuted Israel in Egypt and in the Exile, so will he 
frustrate the power of this tyrant. Thus (Yeshua), who is to save 
God’s people (1:21), relives both great past moments of divine sal-
vation. A modern interpreter may regard Matthew’s exegesis of Jer-
emiah as fanciful ... but it is an exegesis that detects a divine mas-
ter plan of salvation. The three ... Bethlehem, the city of David, 
Egypt, the land of the Exodus, and Ramah, the mourning place of 
the Exile, offer a theological history of Israel in geographical minia-
ture. Just as (Yeshua) sums up the history of the people named in 
his genealogy, so his early career sums up the history of these pro-
phetically significant places.4 

 
2. During her lifetime, Rachel forfeited her own happiness in order to 

spare her sister, Leah, embarrassment.  
a. Avot 3:15 

Rabbi Elazar the Moda’ite5 used to say: One who desecrates sacred 
things, who disgraces the festivals, who humiliates his fellow in 

 
4 Raymond E. Brown, S. S., The Birth of the Messiah, A Commentary on the Infancy 

Narratives in Gospels of Matthew and Luke (Doubleday, 1993), pp. 216-217. 
5 Rabbi Elazar was a 3rd-generation Tanna. His special strength lay in his aggadic 

expositions, particularly in Scriptural exegesis, rather than in halachic rulings. 
Modi’im is famous as the birthplace of the Hasmoneans. 

public, who nullifies the covenant of our forefather Abraham, or 
who perverts the meaning of the Torah contrary to halachah—
though he may have Torah and good deeds, he has no share in the 
World To Come.  
1) The phrase … literally means one who causes his fellow’s face to 

turn white. One’s face becomes red and then pale white when he 
is embarrassed (Rav6).7  

2) Baba Metzia (The Middle Gate) 58b 
A tanna recited before R. Nahman b. Isaac8: He who publicly 
shames(19) his neighbour is as though he shed blood. Where-
upon he remarked to him, ‘You say well, because I have seen it 
[sc. such shaming], the ruddiness departing and paleness super-
vening.’(20)  
… He who commits adultery with a married woman, publicly 
shames his neighbour, or fastens an evil epithet [nickname] 
upon his neighbour. ‘Fastens an epithet’—but that is putting to 
shame!—[It means], Even when he is accustomed to the name.(22)  
(19) Lit., ‘makes pale.’ 
(20) Thus the blood is drained from the victim's face, which is the 

equivalent of shedding his blood. [V. Wiesner, J. Mag. f. Jud. Gesch. 
u. Lit. 1875, p. 11.] 

(22) So that he experiences no humiliation, nevertheless it is very repre-
hensible when the intention is evil ...  

3) Baba Metzia 59a 
R. Johanan said on the authority of R. Simeon b. Yohai9: Better 
had a man throw himself into a fiery furnace than publicly 
put his neighbour to shame. Whence do we know it?—From 
Tamar.(7) For it is written, when she was brought forth, she sent 
to her father-in-law [etc].(8)  

 
6 Abba Arikha (175–247) was a Jewish Talmudist who was born and lived in Baby-

lonia, known as an Amora (com-mentator on the Oral Law) of the 3rd-century 
who established the systematic study of the rabbinic traditions, which, using the 
Mishnah as text, led to the compilation of the Talmud. He is commonly known 
simply as Rav. 

7 Rabbi Moshe Lieber, Ed., The Pirkei Avos Treasury, (Mesorah Publications, Ltd.), 
p. 169. 

8 Rav Nachman bar Yitzchak (died 356 CE) was a Babylonian rabbi, of the fourth 
and fifth generations of amoraim. It is generally accepted that references to "Rav 
Nachman" in the Talmud refer to Rav Nachman bar Yaakov, not to Rav Nachman 
bar Yitzchak. 

9 Shimon bar Yochai (also known by the acronym Rashbi), was a 2nd-century tan-
naitic sage in ancient Judea, said to be active after the destruction of the Second 
Temple in 70 CE. He was one of the most eminent disciples of Rabbi Akiva, and 
attributed by many Orthodox Jews with the authorship of the Zohar, the chief 
work of Kabbalah. 



(7) Judah's daughter-in-law, with whom he unwittingly cohabited. Subse-
quently, on her breach of chastity being discovered, he ordered her 
to be burnt, and only rescinded the order when she privately sent 
proof to him of his own complicity; v. Gen. XXXVIII. 

(8) Ibid. 25. She left it to him to confess but did not openly accuse him, 
choosing death rather than publicly putting him to shame.  

4) Matthew 1:18-20 (CJB) 
18Here is how the birth of Yeshua the Messiah took place. When 
his mother Miryam was engaged to Yosef, before they were mar-
ried, she was found to be pregnant from the Ruach HaKodesh. 
19Her husband-to-be, Yosef, was a man who did what was right; 
so he made plans to break the engagement quietly, rather than 
put her to public shame. 20But while he was thinking about this, 
an angel of ADONAI appeared to him in a dream and said, 
"Yosef, son of David, do not be afraid to take Miryam home with 
you as your wife; for what has been conceived in her is from the 
Ruach HaKodesh.  

b. Avot 4:23 
R’ Shimon ben Elazar said: Do not appease your fellow at the time 
of his anger; do not console him while his dead lies before him; do 
not question him about his vow at the time he makes it; nor at-
tempt to see him at the time of his degradation.  
1) At such a time your colleague will be ashamed and your pres-

ence may add to his embarrassment or shame. The sages also 
suggested that this teaching could be derived from the story of 
man’s sin in the Garden of Eden. When the man and the woman 
realized what they had done they suddenly became aware of 
their nakedness. Nonetheless, God did not make His presence 
known until after they had made some clothes out of fig leaves 
to cover their embarrassment (Gen 3:7-8).10  

c. Avot 4:24 
Shmuel HaKattan said: When your enemy falls do not be glad, and 
when he stumbles let your heart not be joyous, lest HaShem see 
and it displeases Him, and He turns His wrath from him [to you] 
(Proverbs 24:17-18).  
1) Sanhedrin 11a 

It once happened that Rabban Gamaliel(2) said: ‘Send me up sev-
en [scholars] early in the morning to the upper chamber(3) [for 
this purpose].’ When he came in the morning and found eight, 
he asked: ‘Who is he who has come up without permission? Let 
him go down.’ Thereupon, Samuel the Little arose and said: ‘It 

 
10 Martin Sicker, The Moral Maxims of the Sages of Israel: Pirkei Avot, (iUniverse 

Inc.), p. 242. 

was I who came up without permission; my object was not to 
join in the intercalation, but because I felt the necessity of learn-
ing the practical application of the law.’ Rabban Gamaliel then 
answered: ‘Sit down, my son, sit down; you are worthy of inter-
calating all years [in need of such], but it is a decision of the 
Rabbis that it should be done only by those who have been spe-
cially appointed for the purpose.’ But in reality it was not Sam-
uel the Little [who was the uninvited member] but another;(4) 
he only wished to save the intruder from humiliation.  
(2) The Second. 
(3) The meeting place of the Rabbis. 
(4) Probably R. Eliezer b. Hyrcanus.  

2) Proverbs 24:17-18 
17Do not gloat when your enemy falls; when they stumble, do not 
let your heart rejoice, 18or the LORD will see and disapprove and 
turn his wrath away from them.  

3) Obadiah 1:8-15 
8"In that day," declares the LORD, "will I not destroy the wise 
men of Edom, those of understanding in the mountains of Esau? 
… 9everyone in Esau's mountains will be cut down in the slaugh-
ter.  10Because of the violence against your brother Jacob, you 
will be covered with shame; you will be destroyed forever. 11On 
the day you stood aloof while strangers carried off his wealth 
and foreigners entered his gates and cast lots for Jerusalem, you 
were like one of them. 12You should not gloat over your broth-
er in the day of his misfortune, nor rejoice over the people of 
Judah in the day of their destruction, nor boast so much in 
the day of their trouble … 15"The day of the LORD is near for all 
nations. As you have done, it will be done to you; your deeds 
will return upon your own head.  

4) Matthew 5:43-48 
43"You have heard that it was said, 'Love your neighbor (Lev 
19:18) and hate your enemy.' 44But I tell you, love your enemies 
and pray for those who persecute you, 45that you may be 
children of your Father in heaven. He causes his sun to rise on 
the evil and the good, and sends rain on the righteous and the 
unrighteous. 46If you love those who love you, what reward will 
you get? Are not even the tax collectors doing that? 47And if you 
greet only your own people, what are you doing more than oth-
ers? Do not even pagans do that? 48Be perfect, therefore, as your 
heavenly Father is perfect. 

 



3. A woman of Rachel's stature knew far better than we to what depths of 
lowliness these children would reach. But when she looked far ahead in-
to the future, Rachel was determined to sacrifice her eternal pleas-
ure so that these children could pass by her gravesite, and she 
would pray on their behalf.  
a. Exodus 32:30-34 

30The next day Moses said to the people, "You have committed a 
great sin. But now I will go up to the LORD; perhaps I can make 
atonement for your sin." 31So Moses went back to the LORD and 
said, "Oh, what a great sin these people have committed! They have 
made themselves gods of gold. 32But now, please forgive their sin—
but if not, then blot me out of the book you have written." 33The 
LORD replied to Moses, "Whoever has sinned against me I will blot 
out of my book. 34Now go, lead the people to the place I spoke of, 
and my angel will go before you. However, when the time comes for 
me to punish, I will punish them for their sin."  

a. Romans 9:1-5 
1I speak the truth in Messiah—I am not lying, my conscience con-
firms it through the Holy Spirit—2I have great sorrow and unceas-
ing anguish in my heart. 3For I could wish that I myself were curs-
ed and cut off from Messiah for the sake of my people, those of 
my own race, 4the people of Israel. Theirs is the adoption to son-
ship; theirs the divine glory, the covenants, the receiving of the law, 
the temple worship and the promises. 5Theirs are the patriarchs, 
and from them is traced the human ancestry of the Messiah, who is 
God over all, forever praised! Amen. 

 
 
 
 


