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 I was on my way to an appointment last week when I missed the turn. Apple Maps was 

providing me with the directions, while I was also engaged in a phone call. Not being able to do 

two things at once, I was engrossed in the conversation and I missed the turn. Thankfully, it was 

fairly easy to reroute and I was only delayed by a minute or two, but the lesson was clear: focus 

on the task at hand, and avoid the distractions. I should have been paying attention to the 

directions, especially since I was going somewhere I have never been before. The phone call 

could have been dealt with at another time, especially one that required a great deal of my 

attention. It is not a profound point, but it is an important reminder in a world where we are 

constantly trying to multitask and achieve multiple goals at the same time. Sometimes, we must 

set aside one task in order to successfully complete another. Parshat Vayigash teaches us this 

lesson and warns us of the consequences of ignoring this advice.   

 After revealing himself to his brothers and reassuring them that he does not hold them 

accountable for his being brought to Egypt, Joseph instructs them to return at once to the Land 

of Canaan, inform their father that Joseph yet lives, and return with their entire family to Egypt 

where they will be sustained during the famine. These are his final words to them before they 

set out on their journey:  �ֶר ל־ִּתְרְּג֖זּו ַּבָּדֽ  Do not be quarrelsome along the way.”1 Truthfully, the“ ,ַאֽ

phrase in Hebrew is ambiguous, and the commentaries debate its meaning. Some suggest that 

it means, “Do not be afraid along the way,”2 assuming that the brothers fear for their safety as 

 
1 Genesis 45:24.  
2 Bekhor Shor, Hizkuni, etc.  
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they travel along the route, fully loaded with provisions in the midst of a terrible famine. 

Perhaps marauders will harass them along the way! Joseph reassures them not to be afraid.  

But our translation of the text follows a different line of interpretation. The root resh-

gimmel-zayin connotes not only trembling, but also fighting and agitation. Therefore, it may 

instead mean, “Do not get into arguments along the way.”3 In context, this too is a reasonable 

translation. The brothers have just learned that Joseph is not only alive, but that he has risen to 

prominence in Egypt. But now they have to face their father and perhaps finally tell him the 

truth: Joseph was not killed; it was they who threw him into a pit, they who sold him into 

slavery, and they are the ones responsible for his absence from Jacob’s life all of these years. 

With all of those brothers, there must have been a lot of finger-pointing: Weren’t you the one 

who said to kill him? Weren’t you the one who said to throw him into the pit? Weren’t you the 

one who agreed to sell him to slavers? Weren’t you standing by, watching it all unfold, refusing 

to get involved? Having grown up amongst them, Joseph knows that they are wont to bicker 

and point fingers, so it is reasonable that his final words to them as they embark on their 

journey back home are “Do not be quarrelsome along the way.”  

If we follow the stereotypes, of which there is typically a small grain of truth, the Jewish 

people is one that quarrels. The basis of our rabbinic tradition lies in the Oral Law of the 

Mishnah and the Talmud, literary works that encourage debate and rigorous questioning. The 

beit midrash, the Jewish study hall, is a place of cacophonous voices, raising points and 

counterpoints, trying to uncover the meaning of a word, a verse, a chapter, a book. Judaism 

prides itself on being a religion that not only permits but actively encourages its adherents to 

 
3 Rashi, Radak. 
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question, to probe, and to delve deeper by exploring the details of our sacred texts. In most 

cases, then, we actually encourage a sort of friendly intellectual sparring; not a physical 

confrontation, but a mental and intellectual exercise of the minds.  

We learn in Pirkei Avot (5:7),  

 ָּכל ַמֲח�ֶקת ֶׁשִהיא ְלֵׁשם ָׁשַמִים, סֹוָפּה ְלִהְתַקֵּים. ְוֶׁשֵאיָנּה ְלֵׁשם ָׁשַמִים, ֵאין סֹוָפּה ְלִהְתַקֵּים. 

Every dispute, makhloket, that is for the sake of Heaven, will in the end endure; whereas one 

that is not for the sake of Heaven, will not endure. Which is the controversy that is for the sake 

of Heaven? The controversy between Hillel and Shammai. And which is the controversy that is 

not for the sake of Heaven? The controversy of Korah and his followers. 

Here we learn the difference between a dispute that is  ְלֵׁשם ָׁשַמִים, for the sake of Heaven, and 

one that is not. A dispute for the sake of Heaven endures because the argument serves a 

greater purpose, it seeks an important yet often elusive truth. Hillel and Shammai were early 

rabbinic leaders who argued about matters of halakha, Jewish law. They shared a common 

goal: to fulfill God’s will and adhere to the laws of the Torah, but they did not always agree on 

how to get there. Their arguments endured—we still study them today, even if Hillel is the 

victor almost every time. The dispute of Korach, however, was not  ְלֵׁשם ָׁשַמִים. He sought power 

and authority over Moses because he was greedy and jealous. His goal was not to better the 

society around him, and thus neither he, nor his dispute, endured. 

 Our tradition therefore acknowledges that not all disputes are valid; not all arguments 

are worthwhile. Only those that are for the sake of Heaven, only those that are driven by the 

purest motives will endure. The bickering and finger-pointing of Joseph’s brothers was not a 
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 and thus he warned them not to squander their time and busy themselves ,ַמֲח�ֶקת ְלֵׁשם ָׁשַמִים 

with such a wasteful pursuit:  �ֶר ל־ִּתְרְּג֖זּו ַּבָּדֽ   ”.Do not fight along the way“ , ַאֽ

 Commenting upon this verse, the 11th century Midrash Lekah Tov suggests, “Do not 

bring words of disagreement,  דברי מחלוקת, with you along the way, שמא תרגז עליכם הדרך, lest 

the road before you ‘trembles,’ and you lose your way.” Here, the midrash does not address 

whether the brothers’ dispute is valid or not, but recognizes instead that this is neither the time 

nor the place to have any dispute at all. The brothers have been tasked with traveling home to 

their father, bringing provisions to sustain their family until they can all return to Egypt and 

benefit from the generosity of Joseph and Pharaoh. If they spend the entire trip home arguing, 

bickering, and fighting, then the road before them will metaphorically tremble, it will twist this 

way and that, and they will find themselves lost, wandering and squandering precious time and 

resources. Even if this were a valid dispute, it would be inappropriate to deal with it when a 

more important task is at hand.  

 We see this play out in the world even today, often with negative consequences. Instead 

of recognizing that there is a particular challenge or opportunity ahead, people spend time 

finger-pointing and blaming, creating distractions that divert them from the mission set before 

them. Rather than collaborating and finding a way forward together, we become defensive, we 

rehash the past, and we squabble over inconsequential matters. If and when we find ourselves 

in this position, I hope that you will hear Joseph’s words echoing in your ears, ֶר� ל־ִּתְרְּג֖זּו ַּבָּדֽ  Do , ַאֽ

not fight along the way! Make an effort to find common ground, to remind your interlocutor 

about the task at hand, and move forward together along the route towards the intended 

destination. May we all arrive there safely and speedily. Shabbat shalom.  


