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It’s ironic that this week’s parasha comes at such a unique moment in our secular calendar – the 
beginning of a new decade, when so many see the time as an opportunity to reboot, to change, to see 
things anew.  

Marketing guru and native Buffalonian Seth Godin in his New Year’s day blog writes: The future has a 
way of showing up whether we ask for it or not, and it pays to be ready for it. 

The future arrives in this week’s Torah portion when Joseph reveals himself to his brothers. It was 22 
years earlier that these same brothers discarded Joseph in a pit seething from jealousy. Now they stand 
at the mercy of the same Joseph who they have experienced as a hostile, all-powerful Egyptian leader.   

In the beginning of the parasha, in Chapter 44, Judah steps forward, risking his life to intercede, 
petitioning Joseph the viceroy and offering himself as a slave to save his youngest brother Benjamin, and 
their father’s life; as we read toward the end of the chapter, Jacob’s soul is bound up with the soul of 
Benjamin and if the boy would be harmed Jacob would surely die.  

And then there is the great reveal, a scene so remarkable, so detailed, so moving - where the past meets 
the present and the future is forever changed.   

We read at the beginning of Chapter 45 that “Joseph could no longer control himself.”  He weeps aloud, 
and finally, after withholding his identity from his brothers, shockingly reveals himself to them and asks, 
in the Hebrew: העוד אבי חי? 

(HA-OWeD AVI CHOI) “Is my father still alive?”    

Joseph’s question is puzzling on two levels 1) Why does he say, “Is MY father still alive,” and not “our 
father” or even, “Is Father still alive.” 

After all, at that moment he just told his brothers that he is their brother not the Egyptian ruler they 
think he was.  

And the second question is: 2) Why does Joseph ask if his father is still alive when he had been told by 
Judah repeatedly that their father was alive (the word father is used 14 times up to this point in the 
text). 

Let’s look at the first question: Why the first person possessive – “my father.” 

In the Torah commentary Keli Yekar, which means “precious vessel,” written in the 16th century by 
Rabbi Shlomo Ephraim ben Aaron Luntschitz of Prague, we read an insightful interpretation. The 
brothers thought that Joseph was saying “Is MY father alive” to remind them of their sin; meaning, they 
interpreted Joseph’s words based on their own feelings of guilt and were rendered speechless.  

There is another commentary that suggests that Joseph did not really ask this question in order to 
receive additional information, but merely to establish a connection with his brothers, to have an 
opening to speak to them, instead of about “your father,” but about “my father.”  

I asked a rabbinic friend his thoughts, and his interpretation is that the brothers were in shock, and that 
Joseph had to keep repeating that he is indeed their brother and that their father is his as well.  He 
likened it to a DNA test that one takes that may reveal a new relative or a connection to the past that we 
never knew.  Our reaction to that news is often shock and disbelief.  My friend told me of a co-worker 
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who found out that he had a sibling from an affair his father had, and only learned about his half-
brother through the DNA test.  

Regarding the second question – why does Joseph ask if his father is still alive when he had been 
repeatedly told he was alive. 

Back to the Keli Yekar where the commentary suggests that even though the brothers already told 
Joseph that their father was still alive, he thought his brothers were lying to him as the Egyptian official, 
so he asks again, is my father still alive. 

A scholar I know has a different take and suggests that the word “chai” in this context doesn’t mean 
“alive” but rather “well.”  Meaning, the question is really:  “Is my father well?”  She suggests that the 
question concerns the state of Jacob’s health. When Joseph disappeared over two decades earlier, Jacob 
could never properly mourn and was deeply depressed; his beloved and favorite child was gone, 
presumed dead, and he never was able to bury him.  Joseph knows that he was, in a way, the cause of 
his father’s pain, and wanted to know if despite enduring such a loss, was he still well.  

* * * 

One of the most important prayers we recite each day is the Modeh Ani, the prayer recited upon 
awaking. It is a prayer in the first person – a personal prayer of thankfulness: Modeh ani lifanecha, 
melech CHAI v’kayam: I thank you God for giving me back my soul – my life – as a result of your mercy.  
One is actually supposed to recite the words before your feet touch the ground when getting out of bed. 
Our ancestors used to regard a night’s sleep as a prototype of death, and awakening in the morning as a 
prototype of the soul’s resurrection. By reciting this prayer, therefore, we express our gratitude to God 
for restoring our souls to us. 

Curiously, we recite a second prayer of gratitude in the plural when we recite: Modim Anachu Lach  in 
the Amidah: We gratefully acknowledge that you God are the Rock of OUR lives and WE thank you for 
the daily miracles of life for which WE must never take for granted.  The prayer in essence suggests that 
we need to renew our sense of awe and wonder every day of our lives. 

But why do we recite this prayer of thanksgiving in the plural – together – why not personally, like the 
words we recite upon awakening? 

I think it cuts to the core of how we as Jews understand community.  We need each other.  We celebrate 
with each other during times of joy; we grieve together in times of mourning, we pray together to 
express our collective appreciation that we are alive and blessed.  

When we live our lives oriented toward collective gratitude, we are stronger as a result. When we can 
learn to appreciate every moment for the gift it represents, our interactions with each other take on 
new depth and meaning. 

That is the power of the reunion we read in today’s Torah – the reconnection that Joseph makes with his 
family, after all those years of pain and separation.  

* * * 

These have been trying days for the Jewish community when our brothers and sisters have been singled 
out and attacked.  Attacked in broad daylight. Attacked during a Hanukkah celebration, in someone’s 
home.  

No matter what those siblings look like or how they practice their Judaism, we are them and they are 
us.  
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I think more than ever as we begin this new decade, we need to be mindful of that reality – when one 
Jew is a target, we are all targeted. 

Perhaps that is why tomorrow morning, thousands of people will gather in New York City for a solidarity 
march to demonstrate our collective resolve.  The Federation of New York and its Jewish Community 
Relations Council, together with the ADL, AJC and the New York Board of Rabbis, are organizing a 
solidarity march under the banner "No Hate. No Fear."  

We stand with them tomorrow morning and embrace our oneness as a people. 

May 2020 be a turning point. A chance to reset, to come together as a community, to pray in one 

voice for the blessings of our lives, and also to resolve to stand up against hate and bigotry, arm in 

arm, as one family. 


