
avoid a true relationship. The sun does not 
expect anything of me. G-d does. Idol worship 
is impersonal and undemanding. It releases 
you from the obligation to follow a moral 
code. That’s why it is attractive, and that’s 
why it is dangerous. 
 
Replacing G-d with an idol undermines our 
moral responsibility. And treating human in-
ventions like they are humans will undermine 
our relationships.  
 
Real people are demanding. They have their 
own opinions and needs. They can hurt us and 
be hurt by us. They can bring us joy, and we 
them. Our actions toward other people 
matter, our words have impact, our relation-
ships are real. That is because people have 
free choice. We can't control them. They are 
free agents.  
 
Siri doesn’t come with all that baggage. Her 
offense is not real, her friendliness not genu-
ine, her assistance not by choice. When you 
humanise Siri by thanking her, you are de-
personalising friendship, you are befriending 
an idol. It is a small step from artificial intelli-
gence to artificial emotion. We don’t want to 
go there.  
 
It is wrong to use people, but we can use Siri. 
And I don’t think we should be thanking her. 
She is not a she, she is an it. Save your grati-
tude for the real people in your life, who have 
done good for you when they could have cho-
sen otherwise. 
 
And by the way, thank you for the question.  

Live & Laugh 

Moshe and Sadie, both in their seventies, are 
driving to the beach when they decide to stop 
at a nice restaurant for a bite to eat. After 
finishing their meal, they get back into their 
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car and continue on their journey. But 15 minutes 
after leaving, Sadie suddenly says, "Moshe, 
you've got to turn around and go back to the res-
taurant. I left my glasses on the table." 
 
"I don't believe it," Moshe shouts angrily at her, 
"you silly old woman! You'll forget your head one 
day." 
 
Moshe turns the car around and starts driving. All 
the way there, he's grumpy and makes many 
snide comments like, "Your memory is getting 
really bad," and "Because of you, we won't make 
it to the mountain in time to see the sunset." 
 
 The more he rebukes Sadie, the more agitated 
he becomes and he doesn't let up for the entire 
drive back to the restaurant. 
 
To Sadie's relief, they finally arrive back at the 
restaurant. As she gets out of the car and hurries 
inside to retrieve her glasses, Moshe yells to her, 
"And while you're in there, Sadie, you might as 
well get my hat. I left it in the cloakroom."  
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Power and powerlessness are important 
themes in society today. They are issues in 
family dynamics, as in international politics. 
They are issues in the stance of any man or 
woman facing the world. 
 
This week's Torah reading opens with a dra-
matic confrontation. The twelve sons 
of Jacob are all on stage, together with a few 
extras – interpreters and other officials. Elev-
en of the brothers face the Egyptian viceroy, 
whom we know is actually their long-lost 
brother Joseph. Joseph is claiming his younger 
brother Benjamin, and seems determined to 
keep him under his own care in Egypt. He 
wants the other ten brothers to go back to 
their elderly father Jacob in the Land 
of Canaan without Benjamin. Jacob, without a 
doubt, will be utterly heart-broken. Benjamin 
is his youngest son and, seemingly, the only 
surviving offspring of his beloved departed 
wife, Rachel. Actually her other son, Joseph, is 
still alive, but no one knows this. 
 
The brothers are all filled with consternation, 
but they are powerless. 
 
Joseph, who went under an Egyptian name, 
Tzofnat Pane'ach, has been put in command 
of the Egyptian economy by Pharaoh. You 
could hardly imagine a more powerful posi-
tion for a member of Jacob's family. After all, 
the future Jewish people were at this stage 
just an extended family group: the children 
and grandchildren of Jacob. For a member of 
this lonely family to rise to be viceroy in Egypt  

Two Kinds of Power 
Rabbi Tali Loewenthal  

was absolutely remarkable. 
 
Joseph represents one kind of power. 
At this point Judah steps forward. Judah had 
promised his father that he will take responsibil-
ity for his youngest brother Benjamin, and only 
on that basis had been permitted by his father 
Jacob to take the boy to the aggressive Egyptian 
viceroy, who insisted on seeing him. 
 
Judah pleads that Benjamin should be allowed 
to go back home. He himself will stay as a slave 
of Joseph. At first sight this might seem a pa-
thetic, powerless pleading. The cringing Jew, 
Judah, facing the Egyptian ruler. Yet Judah is 
insistent. The Sages tell us Judah was ready to 
face any odds. He would not accept the idea 
that Benjamin would remain in Egypt, and 
would fight to the death in order to bring him 
home. 
 
This is another and higher kind of power. It is 
actually greater than that of Joseph. Joseph had 
a limited political power, due to having been 
put in his position by Pharaoh. By contrast Ju-
dah came with the force of right, based on 
the Torah, beyond any other form of authority. 
 
Hence Judah was able to confront Joseph, and 
was ready to face Pharaoh himself if need be. In 
a sense, his stance was beyond nature, 
like David facing Goliath. Yet he knew, with cer-
tainty, that G-d was on his side. This gave him a 
strength which won through in the end, with a 
dramatic capitulation, when Joseph revealed his 
identity, and the anxious tension turned to tears 



of joy. We see that the highest power was not 
Joseph but Judah, who therefore was the ances-
tor of King David and, ultimately, of the Messiah. 
This story of more than three millennia ago tells 
us something about ourselves. About what con-
stitutes real power, for a Jew facing a shifting 
reality. About how we should focus ourselves in 
the ups and downs of our personal lives, and in 
the conflicts facing the Jewish people in the 
world. 

Parsha Pointers 
Vayigash: Artscroll pg 250 

Living Torah pg 223 

Judah approaches Joseph to plead for the re-
lease of Benjamin, offering himself as a slave to 
the Egyptian ruler in Benjamin’s stead. Upon 
witnessing his brothers’ loyalty to one anoth-
er, Joseph reveals his identity to them.“I am Jo-
seph,” he declares. “Is my father still alive?” 
 
The brothers are overcome by shame and re-
morse, but Joseph comforts them. “It was not 
you who sent me here,” he says to them, “but G-
d. It has all been ordained from Above to save 
us, and the entire region, from famine.” 
 
The brothers rush back to Canaan with the 
news. Jacob comes to Egypt with his sons and 
their families—seventy souls in all—and is reu-
nited with his beloved son after 22 years. On his 
way to Egypt he receives the divine promise: 
“Fear not to go down to Egypt; for I will there 
make of you a great nation. I will go down with 
you into Egypt, and I will also surely bring you up 
again.” 
 
Joseph gathers the wealth of Egypt by selling 
food and seed during the famine. Pharaoh 
gives Jacob’s family the fertile county 
of Goshen to settle, and the children 
of Israel prosper in their Egyptian exile. 

Anger Management 101 
Rabbi Naftali Silberberg 

"But now do not be sad, and let it not trouble 
you that you sold me here, for it was to preserve 
life that G-d sent me before you... You did not 
send me here, but G-d, and He made me a father 
to Pharaoh, a lord over all his household, and a 

ruler over the entire land of 
Egypt... (Joseph to his brothers, Genesis 45:5, 
8). 
 
Needless to say, most people in a similar situ-
ation would have reacted very differently. In 
hindsight, G-d's hand in the events which led 
to Joseph being elevated to royalty is unmis-
takable. It is easy for us, however, to view the 
entire story objectively. But Joseph had 
suffered the agony of being sold into slavery 
and being alone in an alien country for over 
two decades because of his brothers' actions. 
His ability to see beyond his personal pain, 
and appreciate the Divine strategy which 
brought him to Pharaoh's palace, is a testa-
ment to Joseph's self-control and maturity of 
wisdom. 
 
Through the course of life, every person expe-
riences the pain of being treated unjustly by 
others. Although sentiments of anger and 
vengeance are counter-productive and often 
destructive, they are natural reactions to such 
occurrences. And, unlike Joseph, we often 
don't get to see the positive results of the 
mistreatment. While many people spend 
much time, energy and money on various 
therapies, in many instances a simple belief in 
G-d and Divine Providence is the antidote to 
this problem. 
 
G-d is good. Period. And He controls every-
thing which happens to us throughout our 
lives. Many people mistakenly believe that 
only natural catastrophes, such as non-
contagious illnesses or freak accidents, are 
controlled by G-d (see the section in your 
homeowner's insurance policy which defines 
"Acts of G-d"), whereas wicked acts initiated 
by other people – people with free choice – 
are not Heavenly ordained, and are simply 
bad. The story of Joseph demonstrates the 
fallacy of this idea. Yes, what the brothers did 
was wrong, but what happened to Joseph was 
all part of the Divine master plan. 
 
At those times when we are maltreated and 
cannot see the benefit or purpose of the 

create a sense of decorum and civility. It 
doesn't matter that the technology has no feel-
ings. Our thank you doesn't have feelings ei-
ther. It’s just protocol.  
 
But there is another way of looking at thank 
you. It is an acknowledgement of choice. When 
someone does me a favour, they could have 
chosen not to. Yet they chose to give me their 
time, energy, attention or resources. So they 
deserve my gratitude. I appreciate that they 
chose to share themselves with me, so I say 
thank you.  
 
This only applies to a free agent who can 
choose. An inanimate object does not deserve 
thanks, because it did not choose anything. We 
don’t thank the oven for the food, or the car 
for the ride. We need not thank Siri for her 
answers. She didn’t choose to share her 
knowledge with us. We control her. The choice 
was ours, and she is merely the tool.  
 
(You may have an obligation to thank the tech 
giants who made Siri. But you thanked them 
plenty when you paid for the device. And you 
continue to thank them by giving them your 
personal data.) 
 
Now you may ask, is there anything wrong 
with saying thanks to Siri? Isn’t it at least in-
graining a good habit? 
 
No it isn’t. Thanking a robot is the beginning of 
a very dangerous habit. It is the automation of 
relationships. And history has taught us how 
dangerous that can be.  
 
Adam and Eve knew that G-d was their Crea-
tor. But their grandson Enosh invented idol 
worship, and people started bowing to the 
sun. Their rationale was that the sun provides 
us with the light and warmth that makes our 
food grow and gives us life. We should offer 
the sun our gratitude for the blessings we re-
ceive. 
 
Their mistake, however, was giving credit 
where no credit was due. The sun has no 
choice but to shine. Thanking the sun, rather 
than G-d who created it, was an easy way to 

suffering, Chassidic teachings recommend a 
two-part therapeutic medication. 
 
Firstly, forget about instant gratification. It can 
be many years before the reason for the suffer-
ing becomes apparent. Joseph was incarcer-
ated for twelve years before Pharaoh sum-
moned him to decipher his dream. He had 
twelve long years in prison to dwell on the in-
justice perpetrated by his brothers! The story 
of Purim is another example of this 
idea. Esther was snatched away from her Jew-
ish home and compelled to marry a vicious ty-
rannical king. Only five years later was G-d's 
plan understood by all. 
 
Secondly, strength of character is achieved 
through hardship and suffering. In order for the 
Jewish people to receive the Torah, they first 
had to endure many decades of excruciating 
slavery in Egypt. Only through difficulty does a 
person acquire sensitivity and empathy for oth-
ers, and the person who is hurt by another, and 
chooses to forgive rather than avenge, be-
comes a kinder and greater person. Indeed, the 
suffering itself, and the ability to rise above it 
all, is in itself a Divine gift. 

Hey Siri, I'm Sorry!  
Rabbi Aron moss  

Question  
Should we say thank you to Siri? Same for 
Alexa, Google Assistant etc. After asking for 
directions, or the weather, or a conversion of 
pounds to kilos, should we say thank you for 
the answer we hear? What would the Torah say 
about showing gratitude to artificial intelli-
gence? 
 
Answer 
Let’s first define the purpose of saying thank 
you.  
 
Some would suggest that it’s just good man-
ners. We say thank you to be polite. Life is 
more civil when our interactions with others 
are sprinkled with expressions of etiquette and 
courteous pleasantries. It’s just nicer that way. 
If this is the reason to say thank you, then we 
should thank our software too. By doing so, we 


