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Who's Running the Show?

"Everything is foreseen, and permission is 
given."

These words contain one of religion's 
greatest paradoxes, that of "foreknowledge 
vs. free will." This sounds like some 
academic, philosophical topic, but the 
questions it raises touch the heart of our 
lives in very profound ways.

Two Levels of Reality
First of all, what exactly does the 
expression mean? "Everything is foreseen" 
means that God knows in advance 
everything that will happen. In fact, God is 
the one who makes it happen. Everything 
comes from Him, everything is actually Him.

"Permission is given" means that people 
are empowered to act out of free will. At any

given crossroads, if a person decides to go 
right or left, to choose good or to choose 
evil, is up to him or her.

How do these two things go together?

The key to deciphering this riddle lies in the 
simple fact that we the future is inherently 
unknowable. The future may be "foreseen," 
but only from the perspective of God, who, 
as it were, looks down upon the maze of 
space-time and sees it in its entirety, sub 
specie aeternitatis (from the point of view of
eternity). For us, who are walking through 
the maze and don't know what's around the
corner, it seems that there are a number of 
options: We can turn at the next corner, 
continue straight, or backtrack, all the while 
imagining how each choice will lead to a 
completely different future. In the end, we're
bound to choose only one path – the one 
God foresaw; but because we don't yet 
know which it is, we've no choice but to go 
through the process of deliberation, 
decision, and finally action. It is in this 
process, that we actualize our God-given 
power of choice, despite the fact that we 
end up doing exactly what He had planned 
and foresaw in advance.

The upshot of all of this, is that we must 
regard everything that happens as taking 
place on two independent levels: the level 
of human choice, and the level of Divine 
providence. This is especially challenging 
when bad things happen, and it is 
challenging to both the suffering party and 
for the person inflicting the suffering.

Let's examine what each side has to 
contend with.

1



Joseph's Forgiveness
A person who has been wronged is 
perfectly poised to fall into what I call "the 
pit of victimization and blame" – a narrow, 
dark place in which we feel sorry for 
ourselves, are angry at others, and are 
consequently unable to move forward with 
our lives in any way.

Although this is a primarily emotional 
experience, it's rooted in a certain cognitive 
outlook on reality. Specifically, one that 
acknowledges only the existence of human 
choice, not that of Divine providence. In this
case, everything seems very simple: 
Someone hurt us, and everything wrong 
with our lives is their fault. There's no point 
in soul-searching, looking for meaning in 
what happened, or taking ethical stock of 
our lives. We're the innocent victim and the 
other is the evil victimizer – end of topic.

This experience changes completely when 
we add the concept of Divine providence. It 
then turns out that the person who hurt us 
was, unconsciously, an emissary of God. 
God wanted us to undergo a certain 
negative experience (for our good), and 
chose that person to deliver it to us. The 
Sages call this "a bad thing is brought 
about through a guilty person": When the 
Heavenly powers want something bad to 
happen to someone, they choose a 
perpetrator who – independently and from 
his own volition – wants to perform that 
action, and then "marry" the two: They turn 
the evil-doer into the oblivious agent who 
carries out a Divine mission.

The person who perfectly exemplifies this 
approach to life is Joseph. From the 

moment he's left in the pit, he raises his 
eyes only to God. In every place that he 
finds himself – Potiphar's house, prison, 
Pharoah's palace – he tries to make the 
best of his circumstances. Later, he names 
his first son after the idea that "God has 
caused me to forget all my toil and all my 
father's house," and his second son after 
"God has made me fruitful in the land of my 
affliction". Everything that has happened to 
him he attributes only to God.

The pinnacle of this behavior is seen in the 
confrontation between Joseph and his 
brothers. After finally revealing his identity 
to them, Joseph emphasizes that, from his 
perspective, it wasn't them who sent him to 
Egypt, but God:

It was to preserve life that God 
sent me before you…
God sent me before you to make
for you a remnant in the land… 
And now, you did not send me 
here, but God… 

The peak comes in the next parsha, when 
he says,

Indeed, you intended evil against
me, but God designed it for 
good… 

Joseph has completely acquiesced himself 
to the concept that there are two levels to 
reality. His brothers committed a serious sin
– but they were also agents of God. They 
should repent for their deeds – but his 
personal accounting is not with them but 
with God. His job is to ask God, What is the
Divine purpose of this new reality in which 
my brothers' actions have left me? Thus 
Joseph climbs out of the pit of victimization 
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and blame, and transforms from victim to 
victor, becoming the ruler and leader of his 
life.

Now, what of those who committed the 
wrongdoing – in this case, Joseph's 
brothers? Should they also say, "We can't 
be held accountable, we were just God's 
agents"? Of course not. The expressions 
"permission is given" and "through a guilty 
person" in the above quotes make it clear 
that a person who has sinned is responsible
for his actions and must repent for them. 
And yet, belief in Divine providence can 
offer some solace to the sinner: It can save 
him from a certain type of negative, 
destructive guilt, the sole purpose of which 
is to depress us and bury us alive. The 
sinner too can be saved, and part of their 
salvation lies in the understanding that, as 
bad as their sin was, it too – in some 
unfathomable way – was part of God's plan.

This idea is reflected in Joseph's beautiful 
words to his brothers:

But now do not be sad, and let it 
not trouble you that you sold me 
here, for it was to preserve life 
that God sent me before you.

Loosely translated, what he said was: It's 
true, you've sinned; but now that you've 
repented, dry your tears: everything, 
including your sin, was for the good.

Point to ponder: When someone hurts us, 
we must make a clear distinction in our 
heads: That person behaved wrongly, and 
will have to stand in judgment, whether 
before the Heavenly or earthly court. But 

next to this truth stands another one: 
Heaven intended this to happen, and it's for
my own good. It was meant either to punish
me for something, purify me, or both; what's
certain is that my process of rectification 
vis-à-vis what happened has nothing to do 
with the perpetrator of the wrongdoing. It's 
between me and God, which means that at 
its root, and in the long run, what happened
is completely for my own good.

May we all merit to look at the world 
through Joseph's good eyes, and in this 
merit have the words spoken about him be 
said about each one of us too:

The Lord was with him, and 
whatever he did the Lord made 
prosper in his hand.

Wagons

THE MESSAGE
The brothers return from their mission with 
spectacular, perhaps unbelievable news: 
Yosef is alive!

And they told him, 'Yosef lives, 
and he rules over all of Egypt. 
And (Yaakov's) heart skipped a 
beat, for he did not believe them.
They relayed to him the words 
Yosef had spoken to them, and 
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Yaakov saw the carriages Yosef 
sent to transport him, and their 
father Yaakov's spirit came to 
life. (Bereishit 45: 26-27(

Yaakov, who had experienced so much pain
in his life, did not wish to be set up for yet 
another disappointment. How can Yosef be 
alive? And if he is alive, can he really be 
ruler over Egypt? Yaakov dismisses the 
idea, fights off the news. Only upon seeing 
the wagons does Yaakov believe his ears 
and eyes. What changed his perspective? 
What convinced him? The straightforward 
meaning of the text would seem to be that 
Yaakov was convinced only upon seeing 
the impressive wagons of Pharoh; perhaps 
seeing a physical indication of the might of 

the Egyptian empire1 was what made 
Yaakov accept the news, for only someone 
with great power or influence could arrange 
for the royal fleet to come to this distant 
land, to his own doorstep, and transport 
Yaakov and his family to Egypt. Rashi 
explains:

By sending the wagons (agalot), 
Yosef sent him a sign. What was 
the (topic) they had studied 
before he (Yosef) left? The topic 
of the beheaded heifer (egla 
arufa). Thus the text states, 
"when he saw the agalot which 
Yosef sent," and not which 
Pharoh sent. (Rashi, Bereishit 
45:27)

Rashi combines the seeing of the visual 
image of physical agalot with the words of 
Yosef: both contain a message, a secret 
shared by father and son years ago. No 
one but Yosef and Yaakov could have 

known the topic of their private 
conversation.

Rashi's explanation is not without problems,
for although Rashi's comment refers to the 
phrase "all the words of Yosef," Yaakov is 
only convinced when he sees the agalot. 
Furthermore, the "secret sign" which could 
only be known by Yaakov and Yosef, the 
last topic of instruction they studied before 
Yosef's disappearance, was the egla arufa, 
the beheaded calf. To Yaakov's ears, this is 
linguistically connected to the agalot, the 
wagons sent for him. However these words 
do not share a common root; they are in 

fact two different words.2 Moreover, the 
idea to send the wagons was Pharohs, and 
not Yosef's:

And Pharoh said to Yosef, Say to
your brothers, Do this; load your 
beasts, and go to the land of 
Canaan; and take your father 
and your households, and come 
to me; and I will give you the 
good of the land of Egypt, and 
you shall eat the fat of the land. 
Now you are commanded to take
your wagons out of the land of 
Egypt for your little ones, and for 
your wives, and bring your father,
and come. Also give no thought 
to your goods; for the good of all 
the land of Egypt is yours. And 
the people of Israel did so; and 
Yosef gave them wagons, 
according to the commandment 
of Pharoh, and gave them 
provision for the way. (Bereishit 
45:17-21)

While the text in Verse 27 attests that 
Yaakov had thought the wagons were sent 
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by Yosef, it was Pharoh's idea - indeed, he 
commanded Yosef to send the wagons. 
Verse 21 stresses that Yosef sent the 
wagons because of Pharoh's command.

CALF OR CARRIAGE?
Why would Rashi seek, in these wagons, 
the communication of a secret message? 
Furthermore, by making the imaginative 
association between agalot and egla, Rashi
introduces an element which is not an 
organic part of the discussion; namely a calf
- egel. The very word sounds a problematic 
chord, resonating throughout Jewish 
thought with overtones of the Egel 
HaZahav, the Golden Calf. The web of 
negative associations this element dredges 

up entangles Yosef himself,3 and his most 

infamous descendent, Yerovam.4 Rashi 
could have avoided all these entanglements
had the text been left unembellished by the 
agalot/egla association.

Rashi's comment in this case, as is most 
cases, is based on a rabbinic tradition, 
which in this instance makes the connection

between agalot and egla arufa.5 What 
remains to be seen is how this comment 
can be reconciled with Rashi's clearly-
stated mandate, to explain the 

straightforward, "plain" meaning6 of the 

text.7

MORAL RESPONSIBILITY
There would seem to be a deeper meaning 
which is being communicated within these 
sources. What is the egla arufa? When is it 
used?

If one is found slain in the land 
which the Lord your God gives 
you to possess, lying in the field, 
and it is not known who has slain
him; then your elders and your 
judges shall come forth, and they
shall measure the distance to the
cities which are around him who 
is slain; and it shall be, that the 
city which is nearest to the slain 
man, the elders of that city shall 
take a heifer, which has not been
worked with, and which has not 
pulled in the yoke; and the elders
of that city shall bring down the 
heifer to a rough ravine, which is 
neither plowed nor sown, and 
shall strike off the heifer's neck 
there in the ravine; and the 
priests, the sons of Levi, shall 
come near; for them the Lord 
your God has chosen to minister 
to him, and to bless in the name 
of the Lord; and by their word 
shall every controversy and 
every assault be tried; and all the
elders of that city, which is 
nearest to the slain man, shall 
wash their hands over the heifer 
that is beheaded in the valley; 
and they shall answer and say, 
Our hands have not shed this 
blood, nor have our eyes seen it.
Be merciful, O Lord, to your 
people Israel, whom you have 
redeemed, and lay not innocent 
blood to your People of Israel's 
charge. And the blood shall be 
forgiven them. So shall you put 
away the guilt of innocent blood 
from among you, when you shall 
do that which is right in the sight 
of the Lord. (Devarim 21:1-9)

The law of egla arufa was instituted as a 
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ritual of responsibility when a murder takes 
place. A lifeless body is found in a field, and
the text of the Torah outlines the halachic 
responsibility, determined by a ritualistic 
measuring of the proximity to the scene of 
the crime.

The Talmud stresses that the Torah law has
a moral component, requiring introspection.
Moral responsibility is what should be 
measured: "What could the town have done
to prevent the murder?" This is what the 
leadership should be taking stock of. In fact,
in Talmudic literature, the egla arufa is used
in a dramatic speech in a case in which the 
actual application of the halacha was 
precluded, being that the victim was not 
quite dead yet, and the perpetrator was 
known:

Our Rabbis taught: It once 
happened that two priests were 
equal as they ran to mount the 
ramp and when one of them 
came first within four cubits of 
the altar, the other took a knife 
and thrust it into his heart. R. 
Zadok stood upon the steps of 
the Hall and called out: "Our 
brethren of the House of Israel, 
hear ye! Behold it says: 'If one 
be found slain in the land...' On 
whose behalf shall we bring the 
egla arufa, on behalf of the city 
or of the Temple Courts?' The 
entire People wept. Then the 
father of this young priest came 
and found him in the throes of 
death. He said, 'Here is your 
atonement, and my son is not yet
dead...' But does [the community
of] Jerusalem bring an egla 
arufa? Surely it has been taught: 
Ten things were said concerning 

Jerusalem and this is one of 
them - it does not bring an egla 
arufa. Furthermore (Devarim 21):
'And it is not known who has 
smitten him,' - but here it is 
known who has smitten him! 
Rather, [R' Zadok's question was
rhetorical] to increase the 
weeping. (Talmud Bavli Yoma 
23a)

Given the near-murder almost perpetrated 
upon Yosef, the reference to egla arufa is 
chilling. Yosef seems to be calling for a 
careful measurement of responsibility; is he
blaming his father? Is he blaming his 
brothers? Or is Yosef asking all involved to 
take the required steps and find the 
responsible party?

THE DEPTH OF HEVRON
While this explanation may be compelling, 
most commentaries prefer a more technical
association, with a particular law derived 
from egla arufa: One of the legal 
responsibilities which emerge from this law 
is the obligation to accompany a guest out 
of one's home and send them off with 

provisions for their journey.8 Numerous 
commentaries see the allusion to egla arufa
as Yosef's way of reassuring his father that 
he was not to be blamed for what had 
happened: Yaakov had, indeed, fulfilled his 
halachic obligation by accompanying Yosef 

to the Hevron city limits.9 When Yosef 
attempted to persuade his father to return 
home, Yaakov taught him the law of egla 
arufa, and the importance of accompanying
someone at the outset of a journey.

The backdrop for this explanation is a 
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subtle term used as Yosef is sent on his 
mission:

And Israel said to Yosef, 'Are not 
your brothers feeding the flock in
Shechem? Come, and I will send
you to them.' And he said to him,
'Here am I'. And he said to him, 
'Go, I beg you, see whether it is 
well with your brothers, and well 
with the flocks; and bring me 
word.' So he sent him out from 
the valley of Hevron, and he 
came to Shechem. (Bereishit 
37:13-14)

Hevron, the town where Yaakov now lives, 
is situated up in the hills. Why, then, does 
the text say that Yaakov sent him from the 
"valley of Hevron"? This curious phrase is 

what leads some commentators10 to 
understand that Yaakov accompanied Yosef
down from the hill area, walking with him 
out of city limits, where he taught him the 
law of egla arufa.

Interestingly, Rashi's comments on this 
verse take a different approach. "Valley" is 
seen to denote spiritual, rather than 
geographical or topographical depth. In 
Rashi's comments on this verse, the valley 
relates to something deep (amok) in 
Hevron, specifically the Covenant between 
God and someone who now lies buried 
deep in Hevron: Avraham. This Covenant 
spelled out the impending exile, slavery and

eventual salvation,11 and at the very 
moment that Yosef is sent along his way, 
the elements are in place for the exile to 
begin. While Yaakov surely thought that 
Yosef was traveling northward toward 
Shechem, little did he know that Yosef was 

in actuality heading south. The time had 
arrived for the Divine plan to be set in 
motion, and nothing would hold it back. The
Covenant would be fulfilled. Exile was now 
beginning.

Yaakov, for his part, was none too keen to 
see this part of Jewish history come to 
fruition at this particular juncture. Just prior 
to Yosef's departure, we are told that 
Yaakov had finally settled down. 
Understandably, after a life full of twists and
turns and too much "excitement", Yaakov 

hoped for some peace and quiet.12

Commenting on the words, "These are the 
generations of Yaakov," Rashi tells us that 
the destinies of Yaakov and Yosef were 
intertwined. Rashi concludes with an 
additional comment: Yaakov wished to 
settle in tranquility, and he was "ambushed"
by the anger of (the) Yosef (episode). 
Yaakov wanted peace, but the vicissitudes 
of his life were enough for many lifetimes. 
He would have been happy to put the next 
chapter on hold, to slow the pace of events,
to wait a bit. The next chapter was exile, 
and the Talmud tells us that Yaakov was 
supposed to be actively involved:

R. Hiyya b. Abba said in R. 
Yohanan's name: It would have 
been fitting for our father Yaakov 
to go down into Egypt in iron 
chains, but his merit spared him, 
for it is written, 'I drew them with 
the cords of a man, with bands of
love; and I was to them as they 
that take off the yoke on their 
jaws, and I laid meat before 
them.

Yaakov was meant to descend in iron 
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chains,13 but instead he arrived on a royal 
convoy, with love in his heart, anticipating 

the reunion with his son.14 Be that as it 

may,15 he was now in Egypt and the exile 
could begin. The seeds of the Covenant, 
from the depths of Hevron, had begun to 
take root.

Unlike Yaakov, Yosef is not spared. Their 
destinies are linked; even if Yaakov looks 
away from his historic role at this juncture, 
Yosef must fulfill it instead. It is Yosef who is
brought down to Egypt in shalshela'ot 
barzel, iron chains.

BOUND WITH STEEL

The Ariza"l teaches that barzel (spelled bet 
resh zayin lamed) is an acronym of Bilah 
Rachel Zilpah and Leah, the mothers of the 
12 tribes. The implication is that had 
Yaakov come in chains of barzel, his family 
would have been united, they would have 
come together as one. Instead they come 
via the hatred of Yosef, fractured.

For the Jewish People, the Egyptian 
experience is known as the smelting 

furnace (cor barzel),16 a place where 
Jewish character was distilled, refined, 
where impurities were burned off. The 
number of times the Torah instructs us to 
remember that we were slaves in Egypt is 

almost too many to count.17 The Egypt 
experience creates morals as an 
imperative, and we are given no choice in 

the matter.18 Perhaps this is why it was 
appropriate that the sojourn in Egypt began 
in chains of iron.

Aside from building Jewish character, the 

mystics19 saw the purpose of exile as the 
liberation of holy souls trapped in non-
Jewish bodies. The goal of the Exile in 
Egypt was liberation - of the Jews as well 
as the souls of some non-Jews. That may 
be the reason that Moshe took out the 
mixed multitude, yet that seems to have 
had negative results.

The Arizal,20 commenting on Yaakov's 
blessing to Yosef, makes reference to 
Rabbi Akiva, whose was skinned alive by 
the Romans, who used "combs of iron" - 
barzel. According to tradition Akiva is one of
those holy souls that makes his way over to

Judaism.21 While the barzel is used to kill, 
Rabbi Akiva accepts his role. He accepts 
his chains. He is ready for the next chapter 
to unfold. He teaches his students the 
importance of love and ethics, and 
embraces his role in history. He is Akiva 
ben Yosef, he is a son of Yosef, and the 
name Akiva is an alternate form of Yaakov. 
He is Akiva the son of Yosef, accepting the 
role thrust upon Yosef by Yaakov's desire 
for tranquility. He embraces the barzel.

Had the descent to Egypt taken place in an 
atmosphere of love, as one united family, 
perhaps the results would have been 
different. The Exile had indeed been fore-
told, but the cruelty, the death, the despair, 
were not necessarily preordained. Instead, 
jealousy and discord lead them down to 
Egypt. One brother was rejected, almost 
killed. Had they had enough love for one 
another, they would have come to Egypt as 
a galvanized spiritual force. They would 
have been capable of uplifting the holy 
souls that were lost in Egypt. Perhaps it 
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was the lack of love that Yosef was referring
to when he made mention of the egla 
arufah.

A Blessing of Love
When the Torah speaks of the egla arufah, 
the role of the Kohanim is stressed 
alongside the role of the Elders. The Tribe 
of Levi are singled out as peacemakers:

"And the priests, the sons of 
Levi, shall come near; for them 
the Lord your God has chosen to
minister to him, and to bless in 
the name of the Lord; and by 
their word shall every 
controversy and every assault be
tried."

Not only is their mandate the creation of 
peace, they are described here as those 
who bless in the name of God. As we know,
the essence of the Priestly Blessing is 
peace, and before bestowing this blessing 
upon the congregation, the Kohanim invoke
their mandate to bless the People of Israel 
with love. Ironically, it is the sons of Levi 
(together with Shimon) who fight against 
and annihilate every last inhabitant of the 
city of Shechem. Moreover, they are 
identified as the instigators of the plan to kill

Yosef.22 What a long way they come to 
symbolize brotherly love and responsibility! 
In the case of the egla arufa ceremony, God
Himself inserts the Kohanim into the 
equation; it is they, specifically, whom the 
Torah commands to take a role, to take 
responsibility. We can only surmise the 
extent that Yosef's near-murder at the 
hands of his brothers impacts the egla arufa
ceremony.

The path taken to Egypt was one of hatred, 
jealousy and deceit. Far from unified in 
love, the tribes were guilty of hate.

Perhaps a little more love could have made 
a huge difference.

1. Perhaps this is the meaning of the passage in Moaz Zur
which refers to Egypt as Malchut Egla. However, see 
Yirmiyahu 46:20, and see Netiv Bina, R' Yissachar 
Yaacobson, vol. 2, p. 373 who associates Egla with calf.

2. See Daat Zikanim L'Baalei Tosfot 45:27. 
3. See Rashi on Sh'mot 32:4,where the emergence of the 

Golden Calf from the smelted gold is associated with 
Yosef. 

4. See Melachim 1 12:28 where Yerovam makes not one 
but two Golden Calves, in an attempt to create a pagan 
alternative to Jerusalem. 

5. For example see Midrash Sechel Tov (Buber edition) 
chapter 37 section 13. 

6. See Rashi's commentary to Bereishit 33:20. 
7. See comments of the Kli Yakar 45:27 who expresses 

amazement at Rashi's apparently uncharacteristic 
commentary to this verse. Later in his commentary Kli 
Yakar offers an alternative explanation of Rashi. 

8. See Rashi Dvarim 21:7, based on Talmud Bavli Sotah 
45b. 

9. See comments of Hizkuni 45:27. 
10. See Hizkuni op cit. who cites the Targum as translating 

"he sent" as "he accompanied". This translation is not in
Targum Unkolus 37:14 or Targum pseudo Yonatan, see 
Rabbi Menachem M. Kasher in Torah Shelyama page 
1411 note 107, where he cites others who have the 
same tradition and a possible source. 

11. See Rashi Berishit 37:14, based on Talmud Bavli Sotah 
11a. 

12. See my book Explorations Parshat Vayeshev, where I 
cite a teaching from Rabbi Soloveitchik, that Yaakov 
had thought that the details of the Covenant with 
Avraham had already been fulfilled through Yaakov's 
own exile in the house of Lavan. 

13. See comments of Bat Ayin parshat Vayeshev, who 
connects Yaakov's desire for tranquility, with his 
potential destiny of descending in chains. 

14. The Midrash Tehilim, Psalm 105, brings the opinion that
Yaakov was to come down in chains, and then adds 
that this is comparable to the parable: If you want a 
cow, first bring the calf - the cow will follow. It is 
interesting that it uses a calf (egla) in the analogy. 

15. See comments of the Siftei Cohen 37:14. 
16. Devarim 4:20, 1 Melachim 8:51, Yirmiyahu 11:4. 
17. In fact, the exact number is 36 times! 
18. See Megale Amukot on Parshat Vayeshev, who links 

the furnace of steel, with the chains of steel, with 
Yaakov's desire for tranquility, and the cow following the
calf (egel) to Egypt. 

19. See Pri HaAretz Vayigash. 
20. Sefer Haliquitim Vayeshev chapter 48. 
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21. Most likely his father had converted. 
22. Rashi Bereishit 49:5. 

The Day Forgiveness Was 
Born

There are rare and special moments when 
the world changes and a new possibility is 
born: when the Wright brothers in 1903 
made the first man-made flight, or in 1969 
when Neil Armstrong became the first man 
to set foot on the moon, or when, almost 
6,000 years ago, someone discovered that 
marks made in clay with a stick could, when
the clay dried, become permanent signs 
and thus writing, and civilization, were born.

There is such a moment in this week's 
parsha, and arguably it has had a greater 
influence on the course of history than any 
of the above. It happens when Joseph 
finally reveals his identity to his brothers 
and then, while they are silent and in a 
state of shock, goes on to say these words:

"I am your brother Joseph, whom
you sold into Egypt! And now, do 
not be distressed and do not be 
angry with yourselves for selling 
me here, because it was to save 
lives that God sent me ahead of 
you. For two years now there 
has been famine in the land, and
for the next five years there will 

be no plowing and reaping. But 
God sent me ahead of you to 
preserve for you a remnant on 
earth and to save your lives by a 
great deliverance. So then, it 
was not you who sent me here, 
but God." (Gen. 45:4-8)

This is the first recorded moment in history 
in which one human being forgives another.

It may be the case that God has forgiven 
before this. Certainly according to some 
midrashic readings of previous episodes, 
God has. But in the plain sense of the text, 
He hasn't. Did God forgive Adam and Eve? 
Did God forgive Cain after he had murdered
Abel? Probably not. He may have mitigated
their punishment. Adam and Eve did not 
immediately die. God places a mark on 
Cain's forehead to protect him from being 
killed by someone else. But mitigation is not
forgiveness.

God does not forgive the generation of the 
Flood, or the builders of Babel, or the 
sinners of Sodom. Significantly, when 
Abraham prays for the people of Sodom he 
does not ask God to forgive them. His 
argument is quite different. He says, 
"Perhaps there are innocent people there," 
maybe fifty, perhaps no more than ten. 
Their merit should, he implies, save the 
others, but that is quite different from asking
God to forgive the others.

Joseph forgives. That is a first in history. 
There is even a hint in the Torah of the 
newness of this event. Many years later, 
after their father Jacob has died, the 
brothers come to Joseph fearing that he will
now take revenge. They concoct a story:
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They sent word to Joseph, 
saying, "Your father left these 
instructions before he died: 'This 
is what you are to say to Joseph:
I ask you to forgive your brothers
for the sins and the wrongs they 
committed in treating you so 
badly.' Now please forgive the 
sins of the servants of the God of
your father." When their 
message came to him, Joseph 
wept. (Gen. 50:16-18)

The brothers understand the word "forgive" 
- this is the first time it appears explicitly in 
the Torah - but they are still unsure about it.
Did Joseph really mean it the first time? 
Does someone really forgive those who 
sold him into slavery? Joseph weeps that 
his brothers haven't really understood that 
he meant it when he said it. But he did, then
and now.

Why do I say this was the first time in 
history? Because of a fascinating recent 
book by an American Classics professor, 
David Konstan. In Before Forgiveness: The 
Origins Of A Moral Idea (2010), he argues 
that there was no concept of forgiveness in 
the literature of the ancient Greeks. There 
is something else, often mistaken for 
forgiveness. There is appeasement of 
anger.

When someone does harm to someone 
else, the victim is angry and seeks revenge.
This is clearly dangerous for the perpetrator
and he or she may try to get the victim to 
calm down and move on. They may make 
excuses: It wasn't me, it was someone else.
Or, it was me but I couldn't help it. Or, it was
me but it was a small wrong, and I have 
done you much good in the past, so on 

balance you should let it pass.

Alternatively, or in conjunction with these 
other strategies, the perpetrator may beg, 
plead, and perform some ritual of 
abasement or humiliation. This is a way of 
saying to the victim, "I am not really a 
threat." The Greek word sungnome, 
sometimes translated as forgiveness, really 
means, says Konstan, exculpation or 
absolution. It is not that I forgive you for 
what you did, but that I understand why you
did it - you couldn't really help it, you were 
caught up in circumstances beyond your 
control - or, alternatively, I do not need to 
take revenge because you have now shown
by your deference to me that you hold me 
in proper respect. My dignity has been 
restored.

Konstan argues that forgiveness, at least in 
its earliest form, appears in the Hebrew 
Bible and he cites the case of Joseph. What
he does not make clear is why Joseph 
forgives. There is nothing accidental about 
Joseph's behaviour. In fact the whole 
sequence of events, from the moment the 
brothers appear before him in Egypt for the 
first time to the moment when he 
announces his identity and forgives them, is
an immensely detailed account of what it is 
to earn forgiveness.

Recall what happens. First he accuses 
them of a crime they have not committed. 
He says they are spies. He has them 
imprisoned for three days. Then, holding 
Shimon as a hostage, he tells them that 
they must now go back home and bring 
back their youngest brother Benjamin. In 
other words, he is forcing them to re-enact 
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that earlier occasion when they came back 
to their father with one of the brothers, 
Joseph, missing. Note what happens next:

They said to one another, "Surely
we deserve to be punished 
[ashemim] because of our 
brother. We saw how distressed 
he was when he pleaded with us 
for his life, but we would not 
listen; that's why this distress has
come on us" ... They did not 
realize that Joseph could 
understand them, since he was 
using an interpreter. (Gen. 42:21-
23)

This is the first stage of repentance. They 
admit they have done wrong.

Next, after the second meeting, Joseph has
his special silver cup planted in Benjamin's 
sack. It is found and the brothers are 
brought back. They are told that Benjamin 
must stay as a slave.

"What can we say to my lord?" 
Judah replied. "What can we 
say? How can we prove our 
innocence? God has uncovered 
your servants' guilt. We are now 
my lord's slaves-we ourselves 
and the one who was found to 
have the cup." (Gen. 44:16)

This is the second stage of repentance. 
They confess. They do more: they admit 
collective responsibility. This is important. 
When the brothers sold Joseph into slavery 
it was Judah who proposed the crime (Gen.
37:26-27) but they were all (except 
Reuben) complicit in it.

Finally, at the climax of the story Judah 
himself says "So now let me remain as your

slave in place of the lad. Let the lad go back
with his brothers!" (Gen. 42:33). Judah, who
sold Joseph as a slave, is now willing to 
become a slave so that his brother 
Benjamin can go free. This is what the 
sages and Maimonides define as complete 
repentance, namely when circumstances 
repeat themselves and you have an 
opportunity to commit the same crime 
again, but you refrain from doing so 
because you have changed.

Now Joseph can forgive, because his 
brothers, led by Judah, have gone through 
all three stages of repentance: [1] 
admission of guilt, [2] confession and [3] 
behavioural change.

Forgiveness only exists in a culture in which
repentance exists. Repentance 
presupposes that we are free and morally 
responsible agents who are capable of 
change, specifically the change that comes 
about when we recognise that something 
we have done is wrong and we are 
responsible for it and we must never do it 
again. The possibility of that kind of moral 
transformation simply did not exist in 
ancient Greece or any other pagan culture. 
To put it technically, Greece was a shame-
and-honour culture. Judaism was a guilt-
repentance-and-forgiveness culture, the 
first of its kind in the world.

Forgiveness is not just one idea among 
many. It transformed the human situation. 
For the first time it established the 
possibility that we are not condemned 
endlessly to repeat the past. When I repent 
I show I can change. The future is not 
predestined. I can make it different from 

12



what it might have been. And when I forgive
I show that my action is not mere reaction, 
the way revenge would be. Forgiveness 
breaks the irreversibility of the past. It is the
undoing of what has been done (a point 
made by Hannah Arendt in The Human 
Condition).

Humanity changed the day Joseph forgave 
his brothers. When we forgive and are 
worthy of being forgiven, we are no longer 
prisoners of our past.

The Relationship Between 
Yehuda and Binyamin

Much of the focus in Vayigash is the 
confrontation between Yehuda and Yosef 
and the relationship between the two Tribes
throughout Jewish history. A less discussed,
but also highly significant, relationship that 
originates in these Portions, is that of 
Yehuda and Binyamin. In Mikeitz, Yehuda 
promises Yaakov that he would be an Arev 
(guarantor) to ensure that Binyamin would 
return safely from their perilous trip to 
Mitzrayim to meet the harsh Viceroy. This 
means that he is willing to put his whole life 
in the balance to ensure Binyamin’s safety. 
In the beginning of Vayigash, Yehuda 
demonstrates that he is indeed willing to 
give up everything to ensure the safety of 

Binyamin, an unparalleled act of self-
sacrifice. His selflessness is even greater 
given the potential for jealousy that Yehuda,
a son of Leah, could have for Binyamin, a 
son of Rachel, whom Yaakov clearly favors.

As the Ramban teaches, Maaseh avot 
simun l’banim – this means that the actions 
of our ancestors are a sign of what would 
take place in the future with their 
descendants. Indeed, we see a number of 
examples in Bible where the relationship 
between Yehuda and Binyamin was unique 
among the Tribe.

The most outstanding example is the 
relationship between David, a descendant 
of Yehuda, and Yehonasan, the son of King 
Shaul, who was a member of the Tribe of 
Binyamin. Yehonasan had ample reason to 
be jealous of David as it was evident that 
David was destined to be the person to take
over the Kingship from Shaul. Shaul’s 
obvious inheritor was Yehonasan so he had
the most to lose from David’s success. Yet 
instead of being jealous of David, he 
developed a deep love for him. The Navi 
tells us that, ‘Nefesh Yehonasan nikshera 
b’nefesh David’ – the soul of Yehonasan 

became bound up with the soul of David.1 
Interestingly, the only other time we see 
similar language describing a relationship in
the whole of Tanach is when Yehuda refers 
to Yaakov’s relationship with none other 
than Binyamin: “Nafsho kshura b'nafsho," 
his [my father’s] soul is bound up with 
Binyamin's soul.” And as Shaul’s enmity for

David increases2, Yehonasan becomes 
more devoted to David, and willingly 
accepts that he will be secondary to David:
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“Do not be afraid because the hand of 
Shaul, my father, will not find you and you 
will rule over Yisrael and I will be to you a 
second, and my father Shaul also knows 

this.”3

It seems that the self-sacrifice and 
selflessness that Yehuda showed for 
Binyamin created a deep love between the 
two that expressed itself hundreds of years 
later in the deep love of Binyamin’s 
descendant, Yehonasan, for Yehuda’s 
progeny, David. Likewise, just as Yehuda 
had ample reason to be jealous of Binyamin
but instead, put aside his own desires, 
Yehonasan ignored any feelings of jealousy

and devoted himself to helping David.4

The positive relationship between Yehuda 
and Binyamin was not limited to individuals.
When the Jewish nation split into two, all of 
the Tribes joined Yeravam to establish the 
Northern Kingdom, with the sole exception 
of Binyamin who remained with Yehuda.

However, the Chikrei Lev notes that there 
was another, far more hostile relationship 
between members of Yehuda and Binyamin
– that was the highly complicated 
relationship between Yehonasan’s father, 
Shaul and David himself. Initially, Shaul 
also seemed to love David, but this love 
morphed into deep-seated jealousy as he 
realized that David was destined to replace 
him as King. The Book of Shmuel relates 
that Shaul’s hatred began when the women
would sing, “Shaul struck thousands and 

David struck tens of thousands.”5 This 
aroused Shaul’s passionate jealousy for 
David to the extent that Shaul sought to kill 
David. He failed, and his efforts culminated 

in his own heinous sin of having the city of 
Nov killed, and ended ultimately in his 
death in battle.

The Chikrei Lev6 wonders how such 
destructive jealousy consumed such a 
righteous man as Shaul. He suggests that 
this was also a manifestation of the idea 
that our ancestors’ actions foretell the 
future. When do we see that an ancestor of 
Shaul was jealous of an ancestor of David? 
The Torah tells us that the childless Rachel 
was jealous of Leah who had many sons. 
Of course, Rachel in her righteousness, 
was not jealous in a petty manner, rather 
she envied Leah’s good deeds, but the 
Chikrei Leiv posits, the root of jealousy did 
originate here, and there was the potential 
for it to exacerbate in a less positive fashion
in the future. He then notes the Torah 
relates Rachel’s jealousy after her fourth 
child, because then, Leah had given birth to

more than her share of three boys.7 Who 
was the fourth son? None other than 
Yehuda! Hence, there was a precedent of 
jealousy between a descendant of Rachel 
and a descendant of Leah, through Yehuda 
in particular.

The Chikrei Lev notes another incident 
where a member of Binyamin was jealous 
of David. The Book of Shmuel later relates 
that a man by the name of Shiba Bin Bichri 
rebelled against David – and he is 
described as an Ish Yemini – a member of 

Binyamin.8

The Chikrei Lev points out that the concept 
that the past actions of our ancestors 
portend the future actions of their 
descendnats does not mean that the later 
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generations did not have free will – rather 
we see from the contrasting examples with 
regard to Rachel and Leah, the potential 
was there for both the loving relationship 
that emerged between Yehonasan and 
David and the relationship plagued by 
jealousy, as was the case with Shaul and 

David.9 On a more practical level, we see 
that in any relationship, there is the 
potential for jealousy and the opposite 
potential for love, if one can put aside his 
feelings of jealousy.

This challenge is no mere stringency, 
rather, as the Rambam points out, it is 
included in the Mitzva to love your fellow 
like yourself. The Rambam teaches that the
essence of the Mitzva is to want what’s best
for one’s fellow, and to remove any vestiges
of jealousy at his fellow’s success. One way
to do this is for us to realize that everything 
one’s fellow has is what he needs for his 
success, but that if we do not have it, it 
means that we do not need it, and it is 
totally not relevant to us. May we merit to 
emulate the examples of Yehuda and 
Yehonasan, and their ability to remove all 
vestiges of jealousy from their hearts.

1. Shmuel 1, 18:1. 
2. This is discussed below. 
3. Shmuel 1, 23:17. 
4. See Chikrei Lev, Bereishit, Maamar 36, and ‘Judah and 

Joseph: Transcending Sibling Rivalry’ by Rabbi David 
Fohrman shlit’a for more on the connections between 
Yehuda, Binyamin, David and Yehonasan. 

5. Shmuel Aleph, 18:7. 
6. Chikrei Lev, ibid, p.263. 
7. See Rabbeinu Bechaye, Bereishit, 29:35. It was known 

that Yaakov would have four wives and twelve boys so 
it would have been expected that each wife would have 
three boys. 

8. Shmuel Beis, 20:1. 
9. It is important to point out that Shaul was a 

tremendously righteous person and that any flaw in his 
behavior is greatly magnified by the Navi so that we can
relate to it on our level. 
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