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Family Quarells 

I recently officiated at the funeral of a lovely lady with three children in their 50’s and 60’s. 

They were all so angry with their other siblings that they refused to sit shiva together. Even 

when discussing funeral arrangements they were unwilling to be in the same room as one 

another. What awful event happened that traumatized this family and caused this lifelong 

animosity? Well, it seems forty years ago the youngest child had a fancier bar mitzvah than 

his older siblings. It so incensed them that they could never forgive him for his willingness 

as a thirteen year old to accept his parents’ decision and not protest against this injustice.  

Shocked by this? Well it happens more often than you may imagine. Relatives get irate and 

stop talking to each over absolute nonsense. Families refuse to attend weddings or bar/bat 

mitzvah parties because they feel upset about who they were seated with at a previous family 

event. Or God forbid, a parent does the unthinkable and apportions their estate in an 

inequitable manner.  Imagine the chutzpah of a parent to decide how and why to spend their 

hard earned money. I could go on but we have all had similar experiences. Our lives are so 

short and yet we spend an inordinate amount of the precious time we have focusing on issues 

and concerns that are often misconstrued, unimportant, or unintentional.  

Although faribles, machlokes, and dysfunctional families are not limited to any specific 

culture or faith, it would nonetheless behoove humanity to examine the Torah’s message on 

how to address this issue. Let’s reviews the biblical story of Joseph and his technicolor 

dreamcoat. Jacob loved his one son more than his other children and made a special coat for 

him. Joseph, depicted as the spoiled younger sibling, spoke despairingly about his older 

brothers and then intimated to them that the entire family be subservient to him. In a fit of 

jealousy the brothers conceived a plan to be rid of Joseph. At first they wanted to kill him but 

eventually decided to sell him to a band of wayfarers and for the next umpteen years he was 

out of sight and out of mind.  

Fast forward to a time of famine when the brothers were forced to go to Egypt and procure 

sustenance for the family. Eventually Joseph reveals who he is and immediately assures the 

brothers that he is not angry or upset. On the contrary, he tells them that they were 

instrumental in his appointment as viceroy and due to them there is ample food for everyone 



to eat. And he continues with calming words of solace and comfort. He tells them that even 

if they initially thought that they were the ones who sold him into slavery, they were to be 

cognizant of the fact that they were merely pawns in God’s plan. They had no control of the 

events and were powerless to change the course of history. He tells them that he feels no ill 

will towards them as he, too, realizes that all that happened to him was divinely orchestrated 

and beyond the control of anyone.  

Imagine if this was how we all looked at life. Imagine that instead of getting irate or incensed 

we contemplated that sometimes things happen because of God and have nothing to do with 

the vindictiveness of man. Imagine if we were able to understand a parent’s decision from a 

different angle and understand that perhaps a sibling was more deserving. Maybe they had 

a greater need and that’s why they were treated differently. Maybe the reason a younger 

brother’s bar mitzvah was nicer was because his parents were in a better financial place, or 

understood that it was just something that he needed. Perhaps a sibling had emotional needs 

that required extra love and understanding.  Maybe mom and dad treated their children 

differently because each individual has complexities that requires a unique approach and it 

has nothing to do with favorites. Perhaps one can be thankful that they didn’t require the 

extra help afforded to their sibling. Or perhaps one can be thankful that they don’t need the 

inheritance as much as their sibling. Instead of being “broiges,” instead of being jealous, be 

humble and admit how fortunate and lucky you are really are.  

Now, I don’t believe that we can apportion everything that happens to Godly intervention. I 

certainly believe that mankind must take personal responsibility for their own actions. 

However, I am willing to entertain the idea that if and when you find yourself envious, 

despondent, or irate about what someone else may have received, that could be an 

appropriate time to consider that maybe God is intervening. And the beauty is that even if 

you are wrong you still end up winning.  

 

Shabbat Shalom, 

 

Rabbi Jack Engel   

 


