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Vayechi: Support & Salvation 
Rabbi Shmuel Silber 

 

Life is a struggle.  For some this is an abstract concept but for others it is a daily reality.  Yaakov Avinu lived a life of 
continuous struggle and difficulty.  From the time he was a young man fleeing his father’s home to the twenty two 
years spent mourning for Yosef; Yaakov suffered.  But the story has a happy ending.  Yaakov was able to spend his 
last seventeen years together with his family, reunited with Yosef in a familial cocoon of tranquility and happiness.  
It was after having achieved a little slice of peace that Yaakov was ready to take leave of this world.  He assembled 
his sons around his bed and used his final moments to bless, admonish, instruct and guide his children for the life 
journey ahead.  Yaakov delivered custom tailored blessings and rebuke, recognizing the strengths and weaknesses 
of his children and charging them to assume their destiny as they began to build a nation.  When addressing his 
son’s Dan and Gad, Yaakov said (49:16-19): 

 

ל: יז טז ֵ֥י ִיְׂשָרא ֵֽ ֹור: יח ָּדָ֖ן ָיִדִ֣ין ַעּמֹ֑ו ְּכַאַחָ֖ד ִׁשְבט  ְכבָֹ֖ו ָאחֵֽ ֵ֥ל ר ֵֽ י־סֶּ֔וס ַוִּיּפ  ְך֙ ִעְּקב  ַ֑רח ַהּנׁש  י־א  ָ֖ן ֲעל  י־ֶדֶֶ֔רְך ְׁשִפיפ  ְתךָ֖  ְיִהי־ָדן֙ ָנָחִׁ֣ש ֲעל  יׁשּוָעֵֽ ִלֵֽ
ה:  יט בָּגָ֖ד ְּגדִּ֣וד יְ  ִקִּוֵ֥יִתי ְיהָֹוֵֽ  גּוֶדּ֑נּו ְוהָּ֖וא ָיג ֵ֥ד ָעק ֵֽ

16. Dan will avenge his people, like one, the tribes of Israel.  17. Dan will be a serpent on the road, a viper on the 
path, which bites the horse's heels, so its rider falls backwards.  18. For Your salvation, I hope, O Lord!  19. [As for] 
Gad, a troop will troop forth from him, and it will troop back in its tracks. 

 

Yaakov told these two special young men that they would possess much physical and military prowess.  Dan would 
throw the rider off his horse and Gad would command the legions in war.  But why does Yaakov insert the 
supplication, “For Your salvation, I hope, O Lord”?  What does it mean?  Why is it necessary?  Why is it here? 

 

There are times in life when we just “happen” to be in the right place, at the right time.  I had such a moment a 
few years ago during a short trip to Israel.  I arrived on the 8th day of Chanukah and quickly made my way to the 
Kotel to recite the last Mincha of Chanukah.  I wanted to recite the words (from BIMEY MATISYAHU), “and 
afterwards Your sons came to Your home, cleaned out Your sacred space and kindled the lights in Your holy 
courtyards,” opposite the very spot where it all occurred.  I wanted to feel just a little bit of the redemptive spirit of 
Chanukah, even if just for the last remaining minutes of this special Yom Tov.   As I was stood in front of the ageless 
wall, taking in the enormity of this experience, I saw a father bring his daughter in her wheelchair up to the Kotel.  
The beautiful, little girl was no more than 4 or 5 years old and was unable to walk on her own.  I watched as the 
father lovingly picked his daughter up from her wheelchair, held her in his arms and brought her head close to the 
Kotel so she could kiss its precious stones.  I watched the love in her eyes as her lips met the cold stone and realized 
that I had just been transported from the Holy to the Holy of Holies.  The father then took the little girl and stood 
her up in front of him supporting her weight against his legs.  After allowing his daughter to stare at the stones for a 
few moments, he took her small, frail body and lovingly leaned her against the wall.  There she stood, with her full 
weight being held by the last remaining stones of the Bais HaMikdash.  This precious child did not have the strength 
to stand up on her own, but the last remnant of the second Temple, allowed her to stand tall.  It was at this point 
that I simply began to cry - I no longer had words, I could no longer articulate my thoughts and so I stood in front of 
the Kotel, the little girl, her father and God and simply cried.  It was not a cry of sadness for a little girl who had a 
life-time of hardship ahead of her; it was a cry of identification.  Because it was in that little girl, that I saw myself.   

 

Many of us go through life thinking that we can stand on our own, that we can support our own weight - but in 
reality it is a delusion.  We are so fragile and vulnerable.  The Maharal of Prague (Rabbi Yehuda Lowe, 1520-1609) 
quotes the Midrash in which the rabbis explain that our matriarch Sarah died suddenly as a result of hearing the 
news of the akeyda (binding of Yitzchak).  It is often assumed that the reason for Sarah’s sudden death (PARCHA 
NISHMASA) was that she heard that Yitzchak had been slaughtered at the akeyda.  However, if one looks at the 
Midrash it is clear that Sarah heard that he had “almost been slaughtered.”  If that’s the case - then why would she 
be overwhelmed to the point of death?  She should have been relieved and overjoyed that her only child was in fact 
still alive?  The Maharal posits Sarah was overwhelmed by the fragility of existence.  She now understood how close 
her son was to death and recognized that had God not called out, Yitzchak would have been offered as a sacrifice.  
And so, every time he would leave the house, Sarah would be acutely aware of the dangers lurking, of the 
vulnerabilities that could be exploited.  Every time her Yitzchak would have to leave the home she would have to be 
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prepared to never see him again.  This realization was too much for her to live with and PARCHA NISHMASA, her 
soul simply gave out.   

 

We are so fragile and vulnerable.  In reality, we have no stability from one moment to the next.  We live in a world 
in which there is so much evil.  Just this past week we lost two beautiful and precious souls outside the walls of the 
Old City in a senseless act of barbaric hatred.   The only way to address this aspect of the human condition is to 
follow the lead of a precious 4-year-old child and to learn to lean on the stones.  We must find ways to make room 
for God in our lives as He is the “rock.” He is our source of confidence and stability and He is there for us to lean on 
in the midst of difficult times.  It is only by leaning on Him that we can stand straight.  We must make sure to include 
Hashem in the various aspects of life - our home, our relationships and our careers.  We must make sure to have 
Him in our lives.  A solid, beautiful and passionate relationship with God is what allows us to find stability in a world 
of vulnerability. 

 

This is the meaning of Yaakov’s statement.  Yaakov looked at Dan and Gad and as he gave them the blessing of 
physical and military might, he said, “yes, my children you will be powerful and you will have the potential to 
vanquish your enemies - you will throw the rider off the horse and lead the legions in victorious battle - but always 
remember how fragile and vulnerable you are. 

 

L’YISHUASCHA KIVISI HASHEM, For Your salvation, I hope, O Lord - lean on God and he will grant you the salvation 
you need. 

  

But there is more -Dan and Gad were unique.  The Rashbam (49:16) explains that Dan was the M’ASEF L’CHOL 
HA’MACHANOS - the tribe of Dan collected all of the stragglers during the years of desert travel.  Dan ensured that 
no one would be left behind.  Gad was the tribe that led the army into war and would not leave the battlefield until 
everyone else had left.   

 

By highlighting our inherent fragility and vulnerability in the midst of these blessings, Yaakov teaches us that we 
must also learn to lean on each other. 

 

The Chofetz Chaim (Rabbi Yisroel Meir Kagan, 1839-1933) explains an intriguing phrase in the Beracha Achrona 
(after-blessing) of Borei Nefashos.  We say, “BOREI NEFASHOS RABBOS V’CHESRONAM, God created many souls and 
their deficiencies.”  But what kind of praise is this?  Why make mention of the deficiencies?  The Chofetz Chaim 
explains that we are acknowledging that our deficiencies are by design.  God purposefully created us deficient so 
that we would have no choice but to lean on one another.  Yaakov Avinu conveyed this message to his once 
fractured and quarrelling family.  We do not have the luxury of disliking and quarreling with one another - there is no 
one of us who can stand by himself - we either all stand or we all fall. 

 

And so as Yaakov praises the present and future physical prowess of Gad and Dan he teaches us a difficult reality, 
we are vulnerable and exceptionally fragile.  We must therefore, spend our lives trying to hold ourselves up.  We 
must take the stones of the Kotel with us wherever we go.  We must bring God into the various aspects of our lives 
and use our relationship with Him to give us strength and allow us to stand tall even when we can’t seem to support 
our own weight.  We must learn to lean on each other.  We must settle our differences, learn the art of mutual 
respect and realize that our personal deficiencies can be offset by the strengths of the other. 

 

I will forever be grateful to that little girl and her father for teaching me so much in the few minutes I observed 
them.  Her physical weakness, gave me spiritual strength.  I hope that in the merit of the lesson she has taught me 
and I have now passed on to you - Hashem will grant her and her family much blessing and peace in the years to 
come.   

 

L’YISHUASCHA KIVISI HASHEM - we will take the stones wherever we go, we will love and lean on God and on one 
another and we will be ready for the chapters and challenges ahead. 

 


