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of “Hamakom yenachem etchem betoch shaar 
avelay Tziyon v’Yerushayaim” (May the Om-
nipresence comfort you among the mourners of 
Zion and Jerusalem). 

 

Don't Justify G‑d 
Think carefully before making statements like 
"G‑d never sends you a trial that you don't have 
the strength to overcome," "Only the good die 
young," "You're lucky that he died so suddenly 
and didn't suffer for long," or "She's in a better 
place now." There's nothing necessarily wrong 
with any of these statements, and some people 
might find them comforting, but the mourner 
may be hurt by the assumption. 

 

There is one line of reasoning, however, that I 
don't think anyone has the right to voice. 
The Talmud and various books of faith often 
address the concept that G‑d might cause a per-
son to suffer for the person's own good. Over-
coming adversity can be ennobling, and great-
ness can be forged out of the crucible of dis-
tress. 

 

It's a powerful concept, yet one that should 
never be applied towards the pain of another. It 
is noble for a person to accept his own suffering 
with equanimity, yet G‑d forbid we make our 
peace or make excuses for G‑d when confront-
ed with the sight of someone else in pain. 

 

Cry Like Joseph and Benjamin 
When Joseph finally met his beloved brother, 
Benjamin, after decades of forced separation, 
“he fell on his brother Benjamin's shoulders and 
wept, and Benjamin wept on his shoulder.” 

 

The Talmud explains why Joseph wept on 
Benjamin's shoulders (plural), while Benjamin 
wept on only one of Joseph's shoulders: Joseph 
foresaw the eventual destruction of the two 
temples that were situated in Benjamin's por-
tion of the Land of Israel, while Benjamin was 
mourning the future loss of the Tabernacle of 
Shiloh that was to be situated in Joseph's re-
gion. 

 

Though this explains the inconsistency in the 
text, you might wonder why each brother was 
concentrating on the other's suffering, rather 
than his own. Why not cry about their own 
eventual loss? 

 

Obviously, the brothers were able to make 

their peace and rationalize away their own suf-
fering, accepting the decree with love and 
yielding to the will of the Almighty, while qui-
etly resolving to do what they could to better 
the situation. However, when it comes to the 
suffering of another, there is no such equanimi-
ty of spirit. 

 

No matter how full of faith you personally may 
feel, when you see your brother in pain, you 
cry out. The time for justification and rationali-
zation is when dealing with your own pain—
not the pain of another. 
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Sarah once gave her husband Benny the silent 
treatment for an entire week, at the end of 
which he declared, “Hey, we’re getting along 
pretty great lately!" 
 

From a Shul notice board: The ladies of Hadas-
sah have cast off clothing of every kind and they 
may be seen in the basement on Tuesdays.  
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How many Jews came down to Egypt?  

 

Though at the time of the Exodus we left 
with 600,000 men of military age (and, ac-
cording to all estimates, a total of a few mil-
lion people), the number who originally 
went down to Egypt in the days of Joseph 
were only “seventy souls.” But if one goes 
through the Torah text, Jacob’s sons and 
their children – even including Joseph and 
his sons who were already there - only 
amount to a total of 69. Commentary offers 
several explanations. The Torah rounds off 
the number to the nearest ten. Or, 
Yocheved was born to Levi as they were 
actually entering Egypt. Or, Jacob himself is 
counted as number 70.  

 

But, for me, the most touching one of all 
comes from the Midrash. 

 

What did the Holy One Blessed is He do? 
He Himself entered into the count and thus 
it totaled 70, to fulfill his promise made ear-
lier to Jacob (Genesis 46, 3-4), “Have no 
fear of going down to Egypt, for I shall es-
tablish you as a great nation there. I shall 
descend with you to Egypt and I shall also 
surely bring you up…” 

 

How inspiring! How magnificently encour-
aging. Hashem is with us in Egypt. Amidst 
the bondage, the pain and persecution, He is 
with us. And in all our wanderings and dis-
persions, He is there. As He assures us in 
Psalm 91, Imo Onochi Btzoroh, I am with 
him in his affliction. In all our anguish, in all 
our tzorres, He is right there with us! 
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It was this conviction of the invisible but tangible 
Divine Presence being with us in the Galut and 
in the ghettoes that sustained our people through-
out a torturous history. This was the promise that 
inspired us with an inexhaustible fountain of faith, 
courage and strength to survive our enemies and 
to flourish again long after they were gone. 

 

Many continue to ask, “Where was G-d during 
the Holocaust?” I could never even attempt to 
debate this question with an embittered survivor 
who had lost his faith. And who are we to criti-
cize those holy tormented souls? But my father, 
and many like him, who survived with their faith 
intact could. How did they maintain their beliefs 
despite their suffering? One answer they might 
offer is this. ‘How did I survive? Do you under-
stand how many miracles it took to get me out of 
Poland? Or out of the camps? And how about 
escaping Lithuania, Russia, Japan or Shanghai? 
How can I deny the hand of G-d that plucked 
me from danger again and again?’ 

 

Surely, the greatest miracle of our generation is 
that after Auschwitz Jews still wanted to be Jew-
ish. That our people rebounded and rebuilt their 
families, their communities, and their homeland. 
For many, the certainty that a higher power was 
guiding them to survival is what sustained them 
in their darkest moments and what gave them the 
confidence to regroup and regenerate. 

 

Soon, we will observe the Fast of Tevet, com-
memorating the siege of Jerusalem by the Babylo-
nians. So who is having the last laugh? Do you 
know any grandchildren of Nebuchadnezzar, 
King of Babylon? (Saddam Hussein was not one.) 
All that is left of his mighty empire are a few stat-



ues. All our enemies, down to the Third 
Reich, have come and gone. But the Jews 
are here, alive and well, still doing their thing 
2500 years later.  

 

G-d’s promise to Jacob that “I will go down 
with you” has kept us going. And the con-
clusion of the verse assures us all a happy 
conclusion. “And I shall surely also bring you 
up,” - from Egypt and from our own exile. 
May it be speedily in our day.� 
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We left off last week with Joseph's pro-
nouncement that he was keeping Benjamin 
as a slave for stealing his wine cup. Judah 
steps forward to challenge the decision and 
offers himself as a slave instead of Benjamin. 
Joseph is overcome with emotion, clears the 
room of all Egyptians and then reveals his 
identity to his unsuspecting brothers. 

 

The Torah recounts the 70 members of 
Jacob's family which went down to Egypt. 
Jacob reunites with Joseph, meets Pharaoh 
and settles with the family in the Goshen 
district. During the famine, Joseph buys up 
all of the property and people in Egypt for 
Pharaoh with the grain stored during the 
seven good years. 
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This week’s parshah relates how Joseph re-
vealed his true identity to his brothers and 
was reunited with them. 
It is stated in last week's parshah that when 
the brothers had first come to Egypt and had 
met Joseph, "Joseph recognized his brothers 
but they did not recognize him." Why did 
the brothers fail to recognize Joseph? The 
simple explanation is that many years had 
elapsed since they had last seen him. They 
had left him an unbearded young man, and 
now he was a fully-bearded adult. 

 

Chassidism offers a different interpretation of 
the verse. The sons of Jacob had all chosen to 
be shepherds – a quiet and peaceful occupa-

tion. Out in the fields, tending their flocks, they 
had little contact with the social life of the coun-
try and were undisturbed in their service of G‑d, 
in their worship and study. The brothers of Jo-
seph felt it necessary to select an occupation 
which would facilitate their leading a G‑d-fearing 
life. They did not wish to live in an environment 
that would place temptations in their chosen 
path. 

 

Joseph, however, was in this respect superior to 
them. He was able to occupy the highest admin-
istrative position in the mightiest nation of that 
era, and yet remain righteous. 

 

The brothers did not recognize and could not 
comprehend that the viceroy of Egypt could truly 
remain the same G‑d-fearing Joseph whom they 
had known, for such a way of life was above their 
level. In fact, not only the bothers, but even Ja-
cob, Joseph's own father, when told that "Joseph 
yet lives and he rules over the entire land of 
Egypt," was apprehensive lest his son, who had 
become the absolute ruler of the mighty Egyptian 
kingdom, was assimilated into Egyptian culture. It 
was cold comfort to Jacob that his long-lost son 
still lived – if he had, G‑d forbid, adopted the 
Egyptian way of life. When his sons explained 
that Joseph had attained a new and higher level in 
righteousness and strength of character, Jacob 
experienced real joy. 

 

Only then was he truly satisfied that "Joseph, my 
son, (i.e. following my way of life) yet lives" – 
that although Joseph was viceroy of Egypt, he still 
conducted himself as befitted the son of Jacob. 
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Have you ever been in the ironic position where 
someone accused you of lacking tolerance and in 
the process became intolerant toward you? 

 

Several weeks ago, I was visiting a synagogue one 
morning when a total stranger disagreed with 
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were afraid of the one anomaly in the family 
who had embarked on an unfamiliar path. They 
had no idea where this path might lead, and 
they didn’t think it would lead anywhere good. 
In a bid to stop him, they sold him into slavery. 

 

Now that they were reunited, Joseph admon-
ished them, “Don’t fight over the path.” Don’t 
get into a fight over which path in the service 
of G‑d is the correct one. We know that we 
disagree, but just because we disagree, doesn’t 
mean that we need to fight. We don’t have to 
grow angry when we discover a divergent point 
of view. Others are entitled to respect, even if 
we think they are wrong. 

 

It is okay to think that others are wrong. It is 
okay to tell others that they are wrong. But it 
must be communicated with respect. Remem-
ber that you are disagreeing with an idea, not 
with a person. And if you can’t agree with this 
person on this one subject, look for another 
subject on which you can agree. 
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I've often reflected on the lack of tact that some 
people demonstrate when visiting a house of 
mourning (shiva house). Of course, nobody 
means to be insensitive to shiva etiquette. No 
one consciously sets out to further hurt the feel-
ings of the newly bereaved, and I'm positive 
that if people just thought a bit deeper about 
what they were going to say, they'd never make 
such obvious errors of tact. 

 

Don't Minimize 
Some things are obvious: Don't stride into a 
shiva home and announce to all present the 
latest mazal tov in your family. Don't sit on the 
side, ignoring the mourner while chatting and 
giggling with a friend. Don't spend your visit 
minimizing the mourner’s loss by comparing 
this family tragedy with the losses you've per-
sonally suffered in the past. 

 

Follow Their Lead 
Instead, let the mourner guide you to his or her 
specific needs. It’s okay to be quiet; your com-
forting presence is all that is needed. The only 
thing you need to say is the traditional line 

something I said and started to shout at me. He 
didn’t know me at all, but was convinced that 
he knew about my lack of openness to other 
points of view. I tried to engage him, and he 
refused. I tried to introduce myself, but he re-
fused. I tried to shake his hand, but once again, 
he refused. 

 

I believe that this kind of attitude is rooted in a 
basic misconception of tolerance. Tolerance 
does not mean that we must agree with diver-
gent points of view. Tolerance doesn’t even 
mean that we must consider all points of view 
as potentially correct. Tolerance means that 
while we might reject an idea, we don’t reject 
the person. 

 

Tolerance and Conviction 
Rejecting certain ideas goes along with having 
moral convictions. 

 

So if rejecting certain ideas is equated with 
being intolerant, then there is no room for 
moral conviction. 

 

I believe that we can be tolerant and believe in 
the correctness of our position. I can connect 
with you, and I can find something admirable 
in you, even as I vehemently disagree with 
you. 

 

Don’t Fight on the Path 
Joseph’s brothers sold him into slavery, but in a 
surprise turn of events, Joseph went from being 
a slave to becoming viceroy of Egypt. When a 
famine struck the Middle East and the brothers 
traveled to Egypt, where food was plentiful, 
they discovered that their own brother was 
now viceroy. Joseph sent them home laden 
with food and gifts, but admonished them not 
to fight on the path home. 

 

The conventional understanding of this ad-
monishment was that he wanted to be sure 
they would not fight over who was at fault for 
selling him into slavery. But one commentator 
took a novel approach to these words. 

 

Joseph understood that he was different than 
his brothers. They preferred shepherding and 
meditating in solitude, while he made use of his 
outgoing nature to effect change in his sur-
roundings. 

 

Joseph understood that his brothers’ primary 
issue with him was this basic difference. They 


