
5780 - Genesis 44-47 - Vayigash (And the approached) 
 
Vayigash begins with the climactic scene in which Joseph finally reveals 
himself to his brothers. Moved by Judah’s impassioned plea for Benja-
min’s freedom, in return for which he declares himself ready to take Ben-
jamin’s place as a slave, Joseph discloses his identity and the estrange-
ment ofthe brothers comes to an end. On Joseph’s instructions, they re-
turn to Jacob with the news that his beloved son is still alive, and the 
family is reunited. 

Three of the following essays are about the fundamental principles that 
underlie these events. The first is about teshuva, repentance, the second is 
about the seeming paradox that in Judaism the penitent is regarded as 
higher even than a perfectly righteous individual. The fourth is about for-
giveness and why it is essential to the functioning of any human group, 
from a family to a society. The third offers an explanation of a feature of 
the Joseph story that puzzles most readers: why did Joseph not send a 
message to his father that he was alive? The suggested answer links the 
Joseph story to several others in Genesis, about the tragic misunderstand-
ings that can emerge when human beings fail to communicate. 
 
Does My Father Love Me?1 
 
It is one of the greatest questions we naturally ask each time we read the 
story of Joseph. Why did he not, at some time during their twenty-two-
year separation, send word to his father that he was alive? For part of 
that time—when he was a slave in Potiphar’s house and when he was in 
prison—it would have been impossible. But certainly he could have done 
so when he became the second most powerful person in Egypt. At the 
very least he could have done so when the brothers came before him on 
their first journey to buy food. 

Joseph knew how much his father loved him. He must have known 
how much their separation grieved him. He did not know, could not 
know, what Jacob thought had happened to him, but this surely he knew, 
that it was his duty to communicate with him when the opportunity 
arose, to tell his father that he was alive and well. Why then did he not? 
The following explanation,(1) is a tantalizing possibility. 

The story of Joseph’s descent into slavery and exile began when his fa-
ther sent him, alone, to see how the brothers were faring.  

His brothers had gone to graze their father’s flocks near Shechem, and 
Israel said toJoseph, ‘As you know, your brothers are grazing the 
flocks near Shechem. Come, I am going to send you to them.” 

 
1 Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, Covenant & Conversation: Genesis, (Maggid Books & The 

Orthodox Union), pp. 315-322. 

“Very well,” he replied. 
So he said to him, “Go and see if all is well with your brothers and 

with the flocks, and bring word back to me.” Then he sent him off 
from the Valley of Hebron. (37:12-14)  

What does the narrative tell us immediately prior to this episode? It tells 
us about the second of Joseph’s dreams. In the first, he had dreamt that 
he and his brothers were in the field binding sheaves. His stood upright 
while the sheaves of his brothers bowed down to him. Naturally, when he 
told them about the dream, they were angry. “Do you intend to reign over 
us? Would you rule over us?” There is no mention of Jacob in relation to 
the first dream. The second dream was different.  

Then he had another dream, and he told it to his brothers. “Listen,” he 
said, “I had another dream, and this time the sun and moon and elev-
en stars were bowing down to me.” When he told his father as well as 
his brothers, his father rebuked him and said, “What is this dream 
you had? Will your mother and I and your brothers actually come and 
bow down to the ground before you?” His brothers were jealous of 
him, but his father kept the matter in mind. (37:9—11).  

Immediately afterwards, we read of Jacob sending Joseph, alone, to his 
brothers. It was there, at that meeting far from home, that they plotted to 
kill him, lowered him into a pit, and eventually sold him as a slave. 

Joseph had many years to reflect on that episode. That his brothers 
were hostile to him, he knew. But surely Jacob knew this as well. In 
which case, why did he send Joseph to them? Did Jacob not contemplate 
the possibility that they might do him harm? Did he not know the dan-
gers of sibling rivalry? Did he not at least contemplate the possibility that 
by sending Joseph to them he was risking Joseph's life? 

No one knew this better from personal experience. Recall that Jacob 
himself had been forced to leave home because his brother Esau threat-
ened to kill him, once he discovered that Jacob had taken his blessing. Re-
call too that when Jacob was about to meet Esau again, after an interval of 
twenty-two years, he was “in great fear and distress,” believing that his 
brother would try to kill him. That fear provoked one of the great crises of 
Jacob’s life. So Jacob knew better than anyone else in Genesis, that hate 
can lead to killing, that sibling rivalry carries with it the risk of fratricide. 

Yet Jacob sent Joseph to his other sons knowing that they were jeal-
ous of him and hated him. Joseph presumably knew these facts. What 
else could he conclude, as he reflected on the events that led up to his 
sale as a slave, that Jacob had deliberately placed him in this danger? 
Why? Because of the immediately prior event, when Joseph had told his 
father that “the sun and moon”—his father and mother—would bow 
down to him. 



This angered Jacob, and Joseph knew it. His father had “rebuked” 
him. It was outrageous to suggest that his parents would prostrate them-
selves before him. It was wrong to imagine it, all the more so to say it. 
Besides which, who was the “moon”? Joseph’s mother, Rachel, the great 
love of Jacob’s life, was dead. Presumably, then, he was referring to Leah. 
But his very mention of “the sun and moon and eleven stars” must have 
brought back to his father the pain of Rachel’s death. Joseph knew he 
had provoked his father’s wrath. What else could he conclude but that 
Jacob had deliberately put his life at risk? 

Joseph did not communicate with his father because he believed his 
father no longer wanted to see him or hear from him. His father had 
terminated the relationship. That was a reasonable inference from the 
facts as Joseph knew them. He could not have known that Jacob still 
loved him, that his brothers had deceived their father by showing him 
Joseph’s bloodstained cloak, and that his father mourned for him, “refus-
ing to be comforted.” We know these facts because the Torah tells us. But 
Joseph, far away, in another land, serving as a slave, could not have 
known. This places the story in a completely new and tragic light. 

Is there any supporting evidence for this interpretation? There is. Jo-
seph must have known that his father was capable of being angered 
by his sons. He had seen it twice before. 

The first time was when Shimon and Levi killed the inhabitants of 
Shechem after their prince had raped and abducted their sister Dina. Ja-
cob bitterly reprimanded them, saying: “You have brought trouble on me 
by making me a stench to the Canaanites and Perizzites, the people living 
in this land. We are few number, and if they join forces against me and 
attack me, I and my household will be destroyed” (34:30). 

The second happened after Rachel died. “While Israel was living in 
that region, Reuben went in and slept with his father’s concubine Bilhah 
—and Israel heard of it” (35:22). As we have seen earlier, according to the 
sages, Reuben merely moved his father’s bed,(2) but Jacob believed that he 
had slept with his handmaid, an act of usurpation. 

As a result of these two episodes, Jacob virtually broke off contact 
with his three eldest sons. He was still angry with them at the end of his 
life, cursing them instead of blessing them. Of Reuben, he said:  

Unstable as water, you will no longer excel, for you went up onto your 
father’s bed, onto my couch and defiled it. (49:4)  

Of his second and third sons he said:  
Shimon and Levi are brothers—their swords are weapons ofviolence. 
Let me not enter their council, let me not join their assembly, for they 
have killed men in their anger and hamstrung oxen as they pleased. 
Cursed be their anger, so fierce, and their fury, so cruel! I will scatter 
them in Jacob and disperse them in Israel. (49:5-7) 

So Joseph knew that Jacob was capable of anger at his children, and of 
terminating his relationship with them (that is why, in the absence of Jo-
seph, Judah became the key figure. He was Jacob’s fourth son, and Jacob 
no longer trusted the three eldest). 

There is evidence of another kind as well. When Joseph was appointed 
second-in-command in Egypt, given the name Tzafenat Pa’neah, and had 
married an Egyptian wife, Asenat, he had his first child. We then read:  

Joseph named his firstborn Menasheh, saying, “It is because God has 
made me forget all my trouble and all my fathers’ house.” (41:51)  

Uppermost in Joseph’s mind was the desire to forget the past, not just 
his brothers’ conduct towards him but “all my father’s house.”Why so, if 
not that he associated “all my trouble” not just with his siblings but also 
with his father Jacob? Joseph believed that his father had deliberately put 
him at his brothers’ mercy because, angered by the second dream, he no 
longer wanted contact with the son he had once loved. That is why he 
never sent a message to Jacob that he was still alive. 

If this is so, it sheds new light on the great opening scene of Vayigash. 
What was it in Judah’s speech that made Joseph break down in tears and 
finally reveal his identity to his brothers? One answer is that Judah, by 
asking that he be held as a slave so that Benjamin could go free, showed 
that he had done teshuva; that he was a penitent; that he was no longer 
the same person who had once sold Joseph into slavery. That, as I have 
argued in the previous two essays, is a central theme of the entire narra-
tive. It is a story about repentance and forgiveness. But we can now offer 
a second interpretation. Judah says words that, for the first time, allow 
Joseph to understand what had actually occurred twenty-two years 
previously. Judah is recounting what happened after the brothers re-
turned from their first journey to buy food in Egypt:  

Then our father said, “Go back and buy a little more food.” But we 
said, “We cannot go down. Only if our youngest brother is with us will 
we go. We cannot see the man’s face unless our youngest brother is 
with us.” 

Your servant my father said to us, “You know that my wife bore me 
two sons. One of them went away from me, and I said, ‘He has surely 
been torn to pieces.’ And I have not seen him since. If you take this 
one from me too and harm comes to him, you will bring my gray head 
down to the grave in misery.” (44:27-31)  

At that moment Joseph realized that his fear that his father had rejected 
him was unwarranted. On the contrary, he had been bereft when Joseph 
did not return. He believed that he had been “torn to pieces,” killed by a 
wild animal. His father still loved him, still grieved for him. Against this 
background we can better understand Joseph’s reaction to this disclosure:  



Then Joseph could no longer control himself before all his attendants, 
and he cried out, “Have everyone leave my presence!” So there was no 
one with Joseph when he made himself known to his brothers. And he 
wept so loudly that the Egyptians heard him, and Pharaoh’s household 
heard about it.Joseph said to his brothers, “I am Joseph! Is my father 
still alive?” (45:1-3)  

Joseph’s first thought is not about Judah or Benjamin, but about Jacob. A 
doubt he had harbored for twenty-two years had turned out to be un-
founded. Hence his first question: “Is my father still alive?” 

Is this the only possible interpretation of the story? Clearly not. But it 
is a possibility. In which case, we can now set the Joseph narrative in two 
other thematic contexts which play a large part in Genesis as a whole. 

The first is tragic misunderstanding. We think here of at least two 
other episodes. The first has to do with Isaac and Rebecca. Isaac, we re-
call, loved Esau; Rebecca lovedJacob. At least one possible explanation, 
offered by Abrabanel,(3) is that Rebecca had been told “by God,” before the 
twins were born, that “the elder will serve the younger.” Hence her at-
tachment to Jacob, the younger, and her determination that he, not Esau, 
should have Isaac’s blessing. 

The other concerns Jacob and Rachel. Rachel had stolen her father’s 
terafim, “icons” or “household gods,” when they left Laban to return to 
the land of Canaan. She did not tell Jacob that she had done so. The text 
says explicitly, “Jacob did not know that Rachel had stolen the gods” 
(31:32). When Laban pursued and caught up with them, he accused Ja-
cob’s party of having stolen them. Jacob indignantly denies this and says 
“If you find anyone who has your gods, he shall not live” (31:32). Several 
chapters later, we read that Rachel died prematurely, on the way. The 
possibility hinted at by the text, articulated by a midrash and by Rashi,(4) 
is that, unwittingly, Jacob had condemned her to death. 

In both cases, misunderstanding flowed from a failure of communi-
cation. Had Rebecca told Isaac about the oracle, and had Rachel told Ja-
cob about the terafim, tragedy might have been averted. Judaism is a re-
ligion of holy words, and one of the themes of Genesis as a whole is the 
power of speech to create, mislead, harm or heal. From Cain and Abel to 
Joseph and his brothers (“They hated him and could not speak peace-
ably to him”), we are shown how when words fail, violence begins. 
 
1. Matthew 5:21-22 

21"You have heard that it was said to the people long ago, 'You shall 
not murder, and anyone who murders will be subject to judgment.' 
22But I tell you that anyone who is angry with a brother or sister will 
be subject to judgment. 
  

2. James 3:6-11 
6The tongue also is a fire, a world of evil among the parts of the body. 
It corrupts the whole body, sets the whole course of one's life on fire, 
and is itself set on fire by hell. 7All kinds of animals, birds, reptiles 
and sea creatures are being tamed and have been tamed by mankind, 
8but no human being can tame the tongue … 9With the tongue we 
praise our Lord and Father, and with it we curse human beings, who 
have been made in God's likeness. 10Out of the same mouth come 
praise and cursing. My brothers and sisters, this should not be. 11Can 
both fresh water and salt water flow from the same spring? 

 
The other theme, even more poignant, has to do with fathers and sons. 
How did Isaac feel towards Abraham, knowing that he had lifted a knife 
to sacrifice him? How did Jacob feel towards Isaac, knowing that he loved 
Esau more than him? How did Leah’s sons feel about Jacob, knowing that 
he loved Rachel and her children more? Does my father really love me?—
that is a question we feel must have arisen in each of these cases. Now 
we see that there is a strong case for supposing that Joseph, too, must 
have asked himself the same question. 

“Though my father and mother may forsake me, the Lord will receive 
me,” says Psalm 27. That is a line that resonates throughout Genesis. No 
one did more than Sigmund Freud to place this at the heart of human 
psychology. For Freud, the Oedipus complex—the tension between fa-
thers and sons—is the single most powerful determinant of the psychol-
ogy of the individual, and of religion as a whole. 

Freud, however, took as his key text a Greek myth,2 not the narratives 
of Genesis. Had he turned to Torah instead, he would have seen that this 
fraught relationship can have a non-tragic resolution. Abraham did love 
Isaac. Isaac did bless Jacob a second time, this time knowing he was Ja-
cob. Jacob did love Joseph. And transcending all these human loves is 
divine love, rescuing us from feelings of rejection, and redeeming the 
human condition from tragedy.  
(1) I am indebted for this entire line of thought to Mr. Joshua Rowe of Manchester. 
(2) Rashi to Bereshit 35:22; Shabbat 55b. 
(3) Abrabanel (c. 1460-c. 1523) to Bereshit 25:28. Isaac love Esau, Abrabanel ar-

gues, because he was the firstborn. Isaac believed … that he would inherit the 
divine blessing and covenant. From her oracle, Rebecca knew otherwise. On this 
reading, the drama unfolded because of a failure of communication between 
husband and wife. 

(4) Rashi to Bereshit 31:32; Bereshit Rabba and Zohar ad loc (“at” or “to the place”). 
 
 

 
2 Oedipus was a mythical Greek king of Thebes. A tragic hero in Greek mythology, 

Oedipus accidentally fulfilled a prophecy that he would end up killing his father 
and marrying his mother, thereby bringing disaster to his city and family. 



3. Zechariah 12:1-14 
1An Oracle This is the word of the LORD concerning Israel. The LORD, 
who stretches out the heavens, who lays the foundation of the earth, 
and who forms the spirit of man within him, declares: 2"I am going to 
make Jerusalem a cup that sends all the surrounding peoples reeling. 
Judah will be besieged as well as Jerusalem. 3On that day, when all the 
nations of the earth are gathered against her, I will make Jerusalem an 
immovable rock for all the nations. All who try to move it will injure 
themselves. 4On that day I will strike every horse with panic and its 
rider with madness," declares the LORD. "I will keep a watchful eye 
over the house of Judah, but I will blind all the horses of the na-
tions. 5Then the leaders of Judah will say in their hearts, 'The people 
of Jerusalem are strong, because the LORD Almighty is their God.' 

6"On that day I will make the leaders of Judah like a firepot in a 
woodpile, like a flaming torch among sheaves. They will consume right 
and left all the surrounding peoples, but Jerusalem will remain intact 
in her place. 

7"The LORD will save the dwellings of Judah first, so that the 
honor of the house of David and of Jerusalem's inhabitants may not 
be greater than that of Judah. 8On that day the LORD will shield those 
who live in Jerusalem, so that the feeblest among them will be like 
David, and the house of David will be like God, like the Angel of the 
LORD going before them. 9On that day I will set out to destroy all the 
nations that attack Jerusalem. 

10"And I will pour out on the house of David and the inhabitants 
of Jerusalem a spirit of grace and supplication. They will look on 
me, the one they have pierced, and they will mourn for him as one 
mourns for an only child, and grieve bitterly for him as one grieves 
for a firstborn son. 11On that day the weeping in Jerusalem will be 
great … 12The land will mourn, each clan by itself, with their wives by 
themselves: the clan of the house of David and their wives, the clan of 
the house of Nathan and their wives, 13the clan of the house of Levi 
and their wives, the clan of Shimei and their wives, 14and all the rest of 
the clans and their wives.  
a. Sukkah 52a 

And the land shall mourn, every family apart ... (Zech 12:2).  
What is the cause of the mourning?—R. Dosa and the Rabbis dif-
fer on the point. One explained, The cause is the slaying of Mes-
siah the son of Joseph …   
It is well according to him who explains that the cause is the slay-
ing of Messiah, the son of Joseph, since that well agrees with the 
Scriptural verse, And they shall look upon me because they have 

thrust him through, and they shall mourn for him as one 
mourneth for his only son ... (Zech 12:10).  

b. “When Joseph said, ‘I am Joseph,’ God’s master plan became clear to 
the brothers. They had no more questions. Everything that hap-
pened for the last twenty-two years fell into perspective. So, too, 
will it be in the time to come when God will reveal Himself and 
announce, ‘I am HaShem! The veil will be lifted from our eyes 
and we will comprehend everything that transpired throughout 
history”—Chofetz Chaim.3  

c. Revelation 1:7 
7"Look, he is coming with the clouds," and "every eye will see him, 
even those who pierced him"; and all peoples on earth "will 
mourn because of him." So shall it be! Amen. 

 
 
 
 
 

 
3 Rabbi Nosson Scherman, Tenach, (The ArtScroll Series, Mesorah Publications, 

Ltd.), p. 115. 


