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Karpas, Yoseph and the 
Final Redemption

danny berger

1. Inspired by Daf Ha’Yomi shiurim given by Rabbi Sruly Bornstein.
2. Sefer Ha’Menuchah on Mishneh Torah, Hilchos Chometz U’Matzah 8:2.
3. Megillah 12a.
4. Bereishis 37:3.
5. Megilas Esther 1:6 (incidentally, this is the only place in Tanach where the word karpas appears.

Relationship Between Karpas and Yoseph 1

on PeSach Seder night we perform karpas immediately after Kiddush in an effort to 
tweak the children’s curiosity about the Seder being different from our standard Shabbos 
and Yom Tov meals. The intention is to trigger the children to ask questions allowing us 
to fulfill the mitzvah of sippur yetzias mitzrayim – the biblical obligation to relate the story 
of the Jewish nation’s exodus from Egypt. The question to ask is why specifically karpas to 
achieve this objective?

Rabeinu Ma’noach in his commentary on the Rambam tells us:

The karpas segment of the Pesach Seder is a zecher (remembrance) to the k’sones ha’passim 
(fine woolen coat) that Yaakov Avinu made for Yoseph which eventually lead to the decent of our 
forefathers to Egypt. 2

There seems to be a relationship between the word karpas and the phrase k’sones passim. The 
Talmud 3 tells us karpas is a compound of the words “kar” and “pas” commonly translated as 
“cushions of fine wool.” Additionally, Rashi in Parshas Vayeshev 4 actually links the phrase 
k’sones passim with the word karpas through the words “karpas u’techeles” as stated in Megillas 
Esther 5 and translated as “white cotton and blue wool.”

Given the etymological connection between the word karpas and the phrase k’sones passim 
what emerges is a linkage between the story surrounding Yoseph’s coat and the story of 
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the Egyptian exile. The Talmud offers a lesson from Chazal which solidifies this connection 
very clearly:

A person should never treat one son differently than his other sons. For on account of two selaim’s 
weight of fine wool that Yaakov gave to Yoseph in excess of what he gave to his other sons, in 
making him the special coat, his brothers became jealous of him and the matter evolved until 
Yoseph was sold by his brothers and our forefathers descended to Egypt. 6

So we see karpas is linked to this special coat on a couple of levels and we are told that the 
story of Yaakov favouring Yoseph through the special coat is what ultimately lead to our 
forefathers decent to Egypt. The coat caused jealousy and the brothers throwing Yoseph 
into a pit. After being sold several times, ending up in Egypt and after numerous turns of 
events, Yoseph becomes second “in” command of Egypt which was the great superpower 
of its time. According to the very familiar and lengthy Torah narrative, eventually all of 
Yaakov Avinu’s children end up in Egypt, leading to their bitter enslavement under the evil 
Pharaoh. This long sequence of events began with the k’sones passim – Yoseph’s infamous 
coat. It is for this reason that we start Seder night specifically with the karpas ceremony in 
order to commemorate the event that precipitated the entire story of the Egyptian exile. 7

This raises a further question. If Yoseph’s special coat was the source of much pain and 
suffering for our forefathers, why do we reference it to start our seder? It seems to shift our 
focus away from the brutal Egyptian enemy and towards the enslavement being somewhat 
our own fault in the first place. Why invoke that memory and connection to the seder story 
at this time?

To deepen the question further while at the same time leading us to a possible answer, 
consider the following special Yehi Ratzon prayer that many recite at the conclusion of 
birkas kohanim on Yom Tov. It is a beautiful prayer in which we seek Hashem’s blessing for 
parnassah, favour and kindness. Curiously however, Yoseph’s k’sones passim is mentioned in 
this special plea:

And may You bestow upon me and upon all the souls of my household, our food and our susten-
ance – generously and not sparsely, honestly and not in forbidden fashion, pleasurably and not in 
pain – from beneath your generous hand, just as You gave a portion of bread to eat and clothing 
to wear to our father Yaakov who is called a wholesome man. And may You grant that we find 
love, favour, kindness and mercy in Your eyes and in the eyes of all who behold us; and that my 
words in Your service be heard just as You granted Yoseph, Your righteous one – at the time that 

6. Shabbos 10b.
7. The “dipping” of the karpas is also symbolic of the brothers dipping Yoseph’s coat into the blood. According 

to The Mordechai (Mordecai ben Hillel HaCohen, Germany, 13th Century) on Pesachim 114a karpas was dipped 
into vinegar or wine. Given both are red this could be symbolic of the blood in which the brothers dipped 
Yoseph’s coat to make it appear he was killed. The Rambam in Hilchos Chometz U’Matzah 8:2 codifies that karpas 
is to be dipped in charoses which contained red wine and presumably also symbolic to the blood as well. In 
our times, the more prevalent custom is to dip karpas in salt water symbolizing Bnei Yisrael’s tears from the 
excruciating pain and suffering.
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his father garbed him in a fine woolen tunic – that he find favour, kindness and mercy in Your 
eyes and in the eyes of all who beheld him… 8

Many ask what we are meant to accomplish by mentioning this event given the tragedy of 
the Yoseph story. Why invoke the memory of the brother’s jealousy that caused tremen-
dous pain and suffering to Yaakov and Yoseph and ultimately led to many years of Jewish 
suffering and torturous servitude in Egypt? Why should we mention our own failure at a 
time when we are asking G-d to mercifully provide for our wellbeing?

Perhaps this episode is meant to talk directly to us and offer some sense of meaning to 
both one’s personal life and to our Jewish national experience in general.

For reasons beyond our ability to comprehend, life in this world was not designed to 
be easy and straightforward. Life is often filled with obstacles and challenges that bring 
sadness, pain and suffering. Imbedded within this prayer asking G-d for lives filled with 
blessing and salvation, we do so with the understanding that we may not receive what we 
ask for, or not necessarily at the precise time we expect it. G-d often operates mysteriously 
and in ways that are hidden from our human comprehension. Perhaps the Yoseph story 
is invoked in this prayer after Birkas Kohanim in order for us to set realistic expectations 
and avoid disappointment in life by reminding ourselves that G-d has His master plan for 
individuals and for the nation. While we are not privy to His plan, we must believe all is 
ultimately for the good even if we cannot see the larger picture in the moment.

We see this clearly from the Yoseph story. The k’sones passim and Yoseph represented the 
beginning of many troubles leading to tremendous pain and suffering. However, it played 
out in real time exactly the way it needed to according to G-d’s plan. As the Yoseph story was 
taking place with all its subplots, twists and turns, the redemption story was also unfolding 
at the same time. We are told G-d ultimately redeemed His people from Egypt ahead of the 
schedule he foretold to Avraham Avinu but only after He intensified the suffering.

After arriving on the scene to lobby Pharaoh on behalf of the Jewish people, Moshe Rabeinu 
questions G-d on the purpose of his involvement after seeing the servitude not improving 
but actually deteriorating. While G-d reduced the original Egyptian Exile timeline from 400 
to 210 years, 9 He was able to be true to His original word by spreading the same misery and 
suffering over a shorter period. For unknown reasons, the remaining painful experiences 
had to play themselves out, albeit over a shortened timeline in order for G-d to bring our 
redemption to fruition.

The Egyptian and Final Redemption
We are told that the current exile and the coming final redemption are direct parallels 
to the Egyptian exile and subsequent redemption more than three millennia ago. 10 Many 

8. ArtScroll Siddur translation.
9. Rashi to Shemos 12:40.
10. We know the final redemption will mimic the Egyptian redemption from G-d’s response to the prophet Michah: 

“As in the days when you left Egypt I will show it wonders” (Michah 7:15).
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view this linkage to be apparent and relevant in recent history when in the 19th century our 
people began a formal return to Eretz Yisrael for the first time in almost 2,000 years. The 
time leading up to the establishment of Medinat Yisrael in 1948 was one filled with much 
pain and suffering that continues until today. Perhaps all the pain and suffering endured 
in the current exile is also a hidden requirement for us to reach the End of Days and the 
coming of Mashiach. For reasons unbeknownst to us, every pogrom, gas chamber, death 
march and terrorist act against Jews was precisely what G-d ordained in order for our final 
redemption to play itself out. While excruciatingly painful and for reasons we cannot begin 
to comprehend, this seems to be mimicking the Yoseph story and is ultimately part of G-d’s 
master plan to bring us closer to the time and place our nation longs for.

Yoseph’s Exceptional Character
Given this notion of the Egyptian exile and redemption being a prototype for our current 
exile and coming Redemption, perhaps there is an additional lesson to extract from the 
Yoseph story to help us expedite the Final Redemption.

Upon the death of Yaakov Avinu, the brothers become fearful that Yoseph would take 
revenge on them after holding back all this time only out of respect for their father. The 
brothers fabricate a story that Yaakov made a request on his deathbed to instruct Yoseph 
to forgive the brothers and not take revenge after his death.

On this fictitious instruction, the Torah tells us “Yoseph wept when they spoke to him” 11 
and proceeds to reassure the brothers they are forgiven. What was Yoseph feeling at that 
moment, an expression of relief upon finally reconciling with his brothers? I would like to 
suggest that his tears were something different.

Firstly, it must be recognized that the brothers never actually apologized to Yoseph in 
any direct or usual fashion for their hateful actions. The only expression of regret was after 
Yoseph recognizes them, accuses them of being spies and requests they bring their younger 
brother to prove their story is true. It is at that time that the Torah tells us the brothers 
talked amongst themselves, not knowing Yoseph’s true identity and that he understood their 
language. They said: “we are indeed being punished on account of our brother because we 
looked on at his heartfelt anguish as he pleaded with us, yet we did not listen; that is why 
this distress has come upon us.” 12 Even this statement itself does not contain the declaration 
“we were wrong and should not have done it.” Rather, it was self-centered and an expression 
of a possible reason why they were suffering at this moment. Not only did they fabricate the 
instruction from Yaakov, but according to Rashi they sent this message to Yoseph through 
an emissary, not dealing with their misdeeds in an upfront and direct fashion. 13

I would like to suggest that Yoseph’s cry is one of extreme sadness, frustration and even 
anger over the complete inability of his brothers to directly express remorse and apologize. 

11. Bereishis 50:17.
12. Ibid. 42:21.
13. See Rashi to Bereishis 50:16.
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Furthermore, Yoseph must have realized that this instruction from his father was fictitious 
since he had spent much time with Yaakov in those final days and this instruction was 
never mentioned to him directly.

However, let us now consider Yoseph’s reaction to the brothers’ continued stubbornness, 
their inability to apologize properly and apparent egotistical conduct. Yoseph clearly would 
have been justified to lash out at them in rebuke but, surprisingly, he does not. He could 
have said “why have you not apologized properly all this time, why do you continue to 
fabricate lies over this painful episode, why do you still not trust me after all I have said and 
done for you?” Rather, Yoseph courageously took the moral high-road which required very 
strong personal character 14 to achieve a final reconciliation of this tense episode. Instead of 
escalating matters further at this late stage in their lives, consider what Yoseph tells them.

Yoseph immediately says clearly and categorically “Do not fear” and repeats it a second 
time later in his response. 15 This alone could be deemed sufficient to move forward. However, 
recognizing that his brothers might still be filled with feelings of disbelief, Yoseph provides 
proof that his forgiveness is genuine and not merely words. Apart from saying “do not 
fear” twice, he tells them “Although you intended me harm, G-d intended your misdeeds 
for good in order to save our entire family from famine!” 16 Not only does Yoseph hold back 
from using justifiable words of rebuke, he goes above and beyond by helping the brothers 
help themselves, giving them the rationale to believe him. Not only does Yoseph tell them 
to no longer be fearful, he shares with them how he justifies the forgiveness in his own 
mind and should therefore be believed.

Yoseph proceeds to take this even one more step further to assure them this state of 
forgiveness is not temporary but will apply to future generations. He says “So now, fear not –  
I will sustain you and your children.” 17 As if to say, this sentiment will never change and 
my forgiveness is everlasting. Ironically, Yoseph spends more time and energy forgiving the 
brothers than the brothers spend apologizing. Thereafter, we are told, “thus he comforted 
them and spoke to their heart” and in turn finally buries their animosity forever. So at a 
time when Yoseph would have been justified to express very different feelings, he, instead, 
consciously takes a different path to unilaterally diffuse tension and create everlasting 
unity between himself and his siblings.

Incidentally, we are immediately offered a description of Yoseph’s final days – a very rare 
description that is not found when talking about the great ones we learn about in Bereishis. 
We are told Yoseph saw grandchildren and great-grandchildren were “raised on Yoseph’s 
knee.” 18 We are not told the same about the brothers. This concluding statement contains 

14. The Talmud (Rosh Hashanah 17a) refers conceptually to this conduct as one who is “ma’avir ul midosov” literally 
translated as “one who leaves his measures” – meaning one who purposely does not respond to his attacker in 
a way justified and deserved. As Rashi describes it, “he tolerantly drops the entire matter and goes on his way.”

15. Bereishis 50:19–20.
16. Ibid 50:20.
17. Ibid 50:21.
18. Ibid 50:23.
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imagery of Yoseph’s inner peace, tranquility and a nuchus ruach as he lives out his final years. 
This teaches us that taking his type of interpersonal approach not only diffuses tension but 
provides us with an inner happiness. Perhaps due to his tremendous strength of character, 
Yoseph goes down in history as “Yoseph Ha’tzadik” – a title not bestowed upon anyone else. 
By example, Yoseph displays what is required of us in this world namely to tap deep inner 
strength and be in constant pursuit to improve one’s individual G-d-given characteristics.

Conclusion
So perhaps through karpas, its linkage to the k’sones passim and to Yoseph’s exceptional 
character, this is precisely what we use to set the framework for the story of redemption 
we tell over on Seder night.

In addition, we must be reminded that due to baseless hatred amongst our people, G-d 
allowed the second Bais Hamikdash to be destroyed. It should therefore be obvious that in 
order to arrive at our ultimate Redemption, we must strive to correct this negative char-
acteristic on both a personal and a national level. The concluding confrontation between 
Yoseph and his brothers highlight an attribute of Yoseph that should be most inspiring to 
us in our times. The Torah is not merely a storybook and we must learn from the great 
characters we read about in Scripture to internalize and integrate their traits and life 
experience within our own lives. This idea is described eloquently by Rabbi Jonathan Sacks: 
“the Torah portrays the patriarchs and matriarchs in all their human complexity so that 
we can identify with them and take strength from their stories rather than seeing them 
as impossibly remote from all we know and are.” 19

There is hardly a better way to remove baseless hatred than to aspire to be like Yoseph 
and strive towards programming ourselves to ignore differences and aspire to tolerance. 
This must be achieved even when perhaps we feel justified to act otherwise. If we are to be 
worthy of Moshiach’s coming, we must strive to mimic Yoseph’s exceptional character in 
an effort to rid ourselves of hatred towards our fellow Jew.

By allowing karpas to trigger the Yoseph story, may we benefit from a deeper understand-
ing of our current exile and what action is required to bring the redemption closer. May we 
enjoy a meaningful Pesach Seder and merit the final redemption.

19. Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, Genesis: The Book of Beginnings (Jerusalem: Maggid Books, 2009), 229–233.


