
As we reach the end of the Book of Beresheet, we might have wanted to see 
reconciliation and fraternal relationships amended. Beresheet presents us with myriad 
conflicts between siblings. We go from Cain and Abel to Ishmael and Isaac, and from 
Jacob and Esau to Joseph and his brothers. 
 
At this stage, we might have liked to believe that, enlightened by their introspection and 
desire for forgiveness, all of Jacob’s sons would have been able to come together. For 
this to be true, it should have happened, if not prior to, definitely after Jacob’s death. 
 
As a matter of fact, the midrash tries to sell us this idyllic picture when it reads the 
words of the Shema as a description of this moment, infused with hope. “Listen Jacob 
(Shema Yisrael), you did accomplish something very significant at the end of your life, 
all your children believe in the same One God (Adonai Elohenu, Adonai Ekhad)!” 
 
However, if and when we read the text in this week’s Torah portion (Vayekhi) more 
carefully, we will realize that this reconciliation was not as clean and definitive as we 
would like to believe. 
 
First, Chapter 50-Verse 9 vividly describes fear in Joseph’s brothers: “What if Joseph 
still bears a grudge against us and pays us back for all the wrong that we did him!” 
Consequently, the brothers, urged by their father’s instruction, send a messenger to 
Joseph asking for forgiveness. The language of this request is very impersonal. The 
language of the request comes across as if it was not them speaking, but a third party. 
 
When the brothers finally meet, Joseph doesn’t actually forgive them. Instead, he kind 
of brushes them off by telling them not to worry. “Have no fear! Am I a substitute for 
God? Although you intended me harm, God intended it for good.” 
 
The biblical narrative, one more time, is showing us real people with real shortcomings. 
Was this book intended to be the be-all and end-all in human relationships? If it was, it 
failed. It is not! 
 
I will suggest that, what we get throughout the Book of Beresheet, is a number of 
scenarios, all of them very real indeed, where we can see what could go wrong and what 
actually goes wrong in relationships in general and in family relationships in particular. 
We can very well use this material to reflect on what happens to us in our own lives and 
in our own relationships. As we go through this work, we are invited to bring 
improvement into our own lives and into our own relationships. 
 
We will, on this Shabbat, complete this year’s reading of the Book of Genesis. The 
seminal stories of our People are now in front of us. 
 
Jacob’s sons have now descended to Egypt looking for food. They came as individual 
families. They will morph into tribes and, eventually, into a People: from this moment 
forward, they will be known as the Children of Israel. 
 
A new chapter is about to begin. 



 
Shabbat Shalom! 
 
Rabbi Eliseo D. Rozenwasser 


