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In Parashat Vayechi, we find Jacob on the verge of death and he uses the last moments of his 
life to bless his offspring. The first blessed are his grandsons, the children of Joseph, Efraim 
and Menashe: “May the angel who redeemed me from all harm bless the youths, and may they be cal l ed 
by my name and the name o f  my fathers ,  Abraham and Isaac…” (Gen. 48:16). This is a 
beautiful and inspiring blessing. 
 
What does it mean that they should be called by the name of Jacob-Israel, Isaac and Abraham? 
Various commentators gave various answers. Some (like Ibn Ezra and Radak) said that “he 
meant that Israel would be called Joseph on some occasions.” Many times in the Bible, the people of 
Israel are called Ephraim or Joseph. This is a very simplistic and literal reading. However, there 
is much more meaning to the blessing; and this is what Rabbi Abraham ben HaRambam says: 
“May God bless them to have the moral qualities of Abraham and Isaac” (similar ideas are brought forth 
by the Bechor Shor and Sforno). 
 
One of the most beautiful and challenging interpretations comes from the K´li Yakar (XVI, 
Prague). He says that we should literally be called by the names of our patriarchs; not that all 
Jews should be named Abraham, Isaac, or Jacob but rather that all Jews should be blessed with 
the meaning of the names of our patriarchs: 
 
• We should be blessed like Israel, “to power with God and with men, and prevail” (Gen. 32:29). We 

should have faith like Israel fighting for what we believe in. 
• We should be blessed like Jacob, knowing that if we start from behind (from the heel-Ekev) 

we will finally achieve great things. 
• We should be blessed like Isaac (literally meaning “he will laugh”), and live our lives and all 

our challenges with happiness. 
• We should be blessed like Abraham, “a father of many nations” (Ab Amon Goim). As 

Jews, we should lead the vanguard in changing the world to be a better place. 
 

The book of Genesis ends with a lesson in names, which paves the way for the next book of 
the Torah, Shemot (which literally translates to Names).  Meaning can be found in this by 
understanding that names are not always just names. 
 
Shabbat Shalom! 


