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Parshat Vayechi: The Embalming of Yaakov
R’ Mordechai Torczyner - torczyner@torontotorah.com
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2. Rabbi Menasheh Klein, Mishneh Halachot 16:122
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Regarding your question about the text, “And Yosef ordered his servants, the doctors, to embalm his father, and the
doctors embalmed Israel”... You expressed shock at the Gaon Rav Isser Yehudah Unterman z”l, who wrote in Kol
Yehudah 5713 that “the embalming was as we find with Yosef, that he ordered them to embalm his father’s body even
though embalming would require cutting open the body of the deceased and removing his internal parts, and that it
was permitted to do this because the goal was the honour of the deceased.” You brought a collection of halachic
authorities who explained as did Rashi and Targum Yonatan that it is not so, but rather they only had potions and spices
and the like, but Gd forbid, they did not cut his brain, heart, liver and intestines as is done for kings, and as Abarbanel
thought!... And you asked well; Gd forbid to say such things of our father, the choicest of the patriarchs!

What's wrong?
3. Devarim 21:23
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You shall not leave his body upon the wood; you shall bury it that day, for this is blasphemy when it is suspended.

4. Talmud, Sanhedrin 47b
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When does atonement beging When [the deceased] experiences some of the pain of the grave.

5. Talmud, Shabbat 13b
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Decay in a corpse is as harsh as a needle in flesh of the living, as it is written, “But his flesh will pain him, and his soul
will mourn for him.”

6. Rabbi David ibn Abi Zimra (Radvaz), Responsa | 484
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His honour is troubled: if it is true that the dead feel pain, how did they embalm Yaakov and Yosef! Certainly, since
they permitted it, that indicates they don't feel pain, and certainly when they do it for the honour and benefit of the
deceased, as is done in embalming... One could suggest that since decay is of him, to punish him for his deeds, he
feels it, but he does not feel other things; this is of the wonders of Divine oversight. As a rule: Anything done to honour
or benefit the dead does not involve [concern for] disgrace or pain...

Two Polar Views

7. Talmud, Taanit 5b
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"Yaakov our ancestor did not die." He replied, "Did the eulogizers eulogize him and embalmers embalm him and

buriers bury him for nothing2" He responded: | am analyzing a verse, “And you, fear not, My servant Yaakov; this is

the word of Gd. And tremble not, Israel. For | will rescue you from afar, and your children from the land of their

captivity.” He is linked to his children — as his children will still live, so he will still live.




8. Rashi to Taanit 5b
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“I am analyzing a verse” — And the embalmers embalmed him because they thought he was dead.

Q. Zohar, Bereishit pg. 250b-251a
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It is the way of kings, to maintain their bodies. They embalm them with the best oil, mixed with perfumes, and it is

absorbed in the body, day after day, in that good oil... And they do this embalming inside and out, inside as they put

the oil on the navel, and it enters via the navel...

10. Midrash, Bereishit Rabbah 100:3
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Why did Yosef predecease his brothers2 Rebbe and the Sages [debated]: Rebbe said because he embalmed his father,

and Gd said to him, “Am | not capable of guarding My righteous one?”... And the Sages said [Yaakov] ordered them

to embalm him, as it says, “And his children did to him [as he had ordered them].”

Extenuating Circumstances

11. Rabbi Chaim ibn Attar, Ohr haChaim to Bereishit 50:2
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Yosef did this for his father’s honour, as is the protocol for dignitaries, and certainly great kings. Or, lest they err with

him when they don’t embalm him, that he didn’t die, or he died and didn’t decay, and they might make him like Gd...

12. Rabbi Menasheh Klein, Mishneh Halachot 16:122
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And because Yaakov was a king and this was the practice for kings in their day, and if they wouldn't perform the
practice of kings this would reduce his honour...

Permitted in this case

13. Malbim to Bereishit 50:2
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14.Rabbi Moshe Isserless, Shulchan Aruch Yoreh Deah 363:2
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If he instructs them to transport him, or to bury him near his home rather than in the cemetery, we listen. One may place

lime on him to hasten decay of his flesh and [enable us to] bring him to the place he instructed.

15.Rabbi Yechezkel Landau, Noda b’Yehudah Il Yoreh Deah 210
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Certainly, embalming is no shame; just the opposite, it is for his honour....

Review guestions

What are the three apparent problems in embalming?

What are two arguments to say it didn’t happen in a prohibited way?

If embalming was Yosef’s mistake, why would he have thought this was necessary?
What two compelling reasons could have overridden the prohibition?

What are two arguments to say there was no prohibition in this special case?
Why does the Torah record the embalming of Yaakov?




