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Toward the end of last week's parsha (VaYigash), Yaacov, a new arrival in the land of Egypt, is brought before
Pharaoh by Yosef. The exchange is cordial, if sad.

8 And Pharaoh said to Jacob, "How many are the days of the Y M NN ApYITIR NV NN
years of your life?" 9 And Jacob said to Pharaoh, "The days of Y M AYI9TIR APY IRV MN
the years of my sojournings [megurai] are one hundred thirty D'Vl VYN NIY NXNT D'Y7Y "N
years. The days of the years of my life have been few and DY MIN AW KL MDY e
miserable, and they have not reached the days of the years of TN N'UKI) :0NHAN ' 'NAN N
the lives of my forefathers in the days of their sojournings." (o-n

(Genesis 47:8-9)

In response to a seeming formality, Yaacov reveals a devastating and damning assessment of his entire life. It's all
been bad, he suggests, still reeling as he is from the trauma of the Yosef saga.

Rashi offers a subtle insight into the nature of Yaacov's suffering. Focusing on the word "megurai" (translated as
'sojournings'), he sees an intimation of a perpetual state of gerut. He writes:

"The years of my sojournings": The days of my being a stranger. All MU M7 N M Lnn Y
my days, | have been a stranger [ger] in the land. (Rashi on Gen. (0 :m Dw ""wN) (yaxa2 12
47:9)

Yaacov's experience thus far--whether due to his exile from his ancestral home, his maltreatment during his stay with
Lavan, his loss of Rachel and then Yosef--was one of being unsettled, uncomfortable, not at ease. Like a stranger, a
ger, he felt himself to be on the margins of every environment that he inhabited, never fully at home, never fully at rest.

In this week's parsha, VaYechi, the stranger finally finds a way back from alienation.

28 And Jacob lived in the land of Egypt for seventeen years, NIY NIYY YIY 0¥ YIXD pY! ' ND
and Jacob's days, the years of his life, were a hundred and D'VAOXI DY YaY 1M0 Y apyTmt
forty seven years. 29 When the time drew near for Israel to . .NNYG 7Ry 10741 VD 1Y NN
die, he called his son Joseph. . . (Genesis 47:28-29) (03-n2:T N'WNA).

On the precipice of his death, we learn something about the latter parts of Yaacov's life. During that precious
time-period of seventeen years in Egypt--seventeen years of family reunification, seventeen years of roots and growth
(see Genesis 47:27)--something surprising happened. It seems that Yaacov learned how to actually live, lichyot.
Commentators point out the unique use of the word "vayechi" here and see within it a swell of life (chayim) that
overtook those many years that sapped life. In the words of Rebbe Tzadok HaKohen of Lublin:

The seventeen years that [Yaacov] spent in Egypt DA N'NN DNI¥N] DAY MY NIYY Yawn D
enlivened even those years already past. (Pri Tzadik, (*n'1,*TX M19) .1'7Y NAYW DIWN DNIX
VaYechi)
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In the company of his full family, in a land not his own that became his own, Yaacov found a way, or the will, to let go
of his painful wanderings and to give life back to his life, so to speak. He took hold of the years that were left and
endowed them with a renewed energy.

The Sfat Emet offers one interpretation of how he did that.

The Torah could have said "And Yaacov was in Egypt..." [instead "R ARy T M R NanT
of "And Yaacov lived in the land of Egypt"]. The essence of this "NY NN XNIDNRYT vawnl
specific addition was the aspect of life that was possible [for NI 0''N "9 n"X2 Da 0N "N1a
Yaacov] even in the land of Egypt. The meaning of "life" is YNl DYNAY Il WIIYA NipaT
cleaving to the Root and Source from which one always draws DA WATNA DI . NI'N TN
vitality (chiyut). . . It says in the midrash on [the verse from | T'NIY2 0T NN 75 D '1D 11NN
Chronicles 29:15] "We are strangers" that the creation of the T a1 n paTn? T N
human being in this world was not to cleave to this world alone, 27'va DTN NPT 'y 1907
God forbid. But rather that through cleaving to the essence of "% ™y 11y oA qywnnn nirnn
vitality, this world will be drawn toward God. The word geris MY Nn DAY .nNa nn w7 1al
related to "maaleh gera" [the term from kashrut meaning chewing .NT 0OV 7V 2"2 . Inxy Many ' 12
the cud, referring to an animal that brings its food up more than Y01 "NV NYITE DT RXINY
once). A person who is called a geris also one who elevates 12 DY 0Ny Niza Ay I .Ninika
him/herself. The ger finds a point of holiness that was lodged "1 X'¥In% 'on 2"a ' AT ne
among the nations [and brings it to the Jewish people]. This also ,INX NOY) . . .0D'™M¥N] 1Yya0IY
relates to the exile in Egypt about which it is said, "For your (X" 'n1 nwno

children will be strangers etc." [Genesis 15:13], for the meaning of
this was to extract the point of holiness that was lodged in Egypt.
(Sfat Emet on VaYechi, 1870)

Echoing Rashi's earlier understanding of the source of Yaacov's pain in his gerut, the Sfat Emet roots his redemption
(and ours) there too. But he does so by reframing the core meaning of gerut altogether, shifting it away from alienation
toward holy integration. To him, the ger (alternately translated as sojourner, stranger, convert) is not the quintessential
outsider, but is rather the paradigm of the learned insider. She or he is one who ruminates and elevates; who
traverses boundaries to bolster the strength of the foundations; who seeks to fully live in this world in order to uncover
its holy relation to the next.

This is the chiyut, the "lifefullness," that Yaacov found in Egypt. Inextricably attached to the Source of his being, he
consciously became a ger, a stranger in a strange land and rendered it strange no more. Egypt too could be a place
for God and for ultimate redemption, as it had been the locus of his family's redemption. And so he got to work
revealing just that, drawing out tastes of the world to come in and through his saturation in the here and now. Instead
of alienating him from life, this self-conscious gerut became the tool he needed to finally learn how to live, lichyot.

As the book of Breishit ends and we head toward Shemot, the book which details Jewish captivity in Egypt, we ought
to consider the possibility that the curse which brought us there--"ki ger yehiyeh zarecha..." (Gen. 15:13)--also
endowed us with a spiritual charge in perpetuity: to learn how to be gerim so that we too might learn to live with
awareness and sacred vitality wherever we might find ourselves.
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