
Why, among all the characters in the Torah, only Yosef was called “HaTzadik” (the righteous)? Below, we 
will learn from 3 moments when he sets himself apart with kindness, forgiveness, and humility. 
Kindness According to Professor Nechama Liebowitz, z”l, Yosef aspires to a higher level of showing respect 
to his father out of pure desire (free will) and not out of obligation. When Yaakov asks Yosef to swear to bury 
him at Ma’arat Hamachpela, Yosef doesn’t swear but instead answers in a general way: “Place your hand under 
my thigh… Please do not bury me in Egypt.  And I will lie down with my fathers … and you shall bury me in 
their grave. And he said, I will do as thou hast said” (Bereishit, 47, 29-30).  In fact, Yosef only swore when 
pushed to do so a second time: “And he said, Swear unto me. And he swore unto him.  (Bereishit, 47,31) 
This behavior contrasted with that of Abraham’s servant, Eliezer, who his master similarly asked to swear, 
which he readily did: “And Abraham said to the senior servant of his household, ….. ‘Put your hand under my 
thigh, and I will make you swear by the God of heaven .…’” (Bereishit, 24,2-3).  Immediately, the servant 
acceded to his master’s request.  

Professor Leibowitz quotes the Midrash Rabbah to explain the difference between Yosef’s behavior 
and Eliezer’s, as a servant acting servilely vs. a free man acting as a free agent (Bereshit Rabbah 96). 
Further, Malbim explains that it was actually better for Yosef not to swear but rather to carry out his obligations 
as part of his filial duty…out of his own free will rather than be bound on oath. In the latter instance, he could 
not take credit for fulfilling his obligations freely.  
Forgiveness Yosef proved himself righteous at the highest moral level during another conversation later 
in Vayechi about Maarat Hamachpelah. When Yosef is made aware that Yaakov is dying, he takes his kids 
to Yaakov to say their goodbyes.  Yaakov tells Yosef that he considers Yosef’s sons like his own (48:5-6) and 
prepares to bless them, but then, in a very disconnected manner — and one could argue, quite 
insensitively — Yaakov bluntly reminds Yosef that he did not bury Yosef’s mother, Rachel, with everyone else 
in Maarat Hamachpela. 
And I [do this because], when I came from Paddan, Rachel died, to my sorrow, while I was journeying in the 
land of Canaan when still some distance short of Ephrath. And I buried her there on the road to Ephrath”—now 
Bethlehem. (Bereishit, 48:7) 

Rashi says that Yaakov is telling Yosef that he recognizes that “You have resentment toward me. But know 
that it was by the word [of God] that I buried her there so that she might help her descendants 
when Nevuzaradon would send them into exile (to Babylon). And they would pass on the way [her 
grave] Rachel would go out from her grave and cry and beseech mercy for them. As it says, ‘A voice is heard 
in Ramah, Rachel weeping for her children..’ And the Holy One answers her ‘There is a reward for your toil, 
says Hashem, and the children will return to their border.’” 
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Dr. Avigdor Bonchek, z”l, of the What’s Bothering Rashi series, says, “Yaakov was apologizing.”  He brought 
this up because he is still uncertain whether Yosef would do his bidding. “With Yaakov’s illness - and nearing 
death - Jacob began feeling even more helpless, and his doubts grew … [because he] had not buried his mother 
in a decent burial. [Therefore,] to counteract any reason Yosef might have had for not bothering himself to take 
his father’s body back to Canaan, Yaakov [even] offers Yosef a special extra portion for his sons. 
Humility We can see how truly generous Yosef was in spirit. On the way from Israel back to Egypt, after 
burying their father, Yosef stops at the pit where his brothers had disposed of him years earlier. Yosef’s brothers 
feel a sudden, visceral fear that he would begrudge them, especially without their father alive “to protect them” 
(Rabbi Avi Weiss, Sun Sentinel Correspondent, Jan 06, 2020). Rabbi David Etengoff, a talmid of Rabbi Joseph 
B. Soleveitchik, says that Yosef did not avenge his brother’s action because “he already conquered his desire for 
revenge when he reached a high level of moral rectitude. Moreover, he did everything in his power to assuage 
their fears and to assure them of his continuing protection and physical support.” This behavior makes clear 
that Yosef was a tzadik who, as you read the following, you will see, had greater moral rectitude at times than 
his forefathers.   

But Yosef said to them, Have no fear! Am I a substitute for God? Besides, although you intended to harm me, 
God intended it for good so as to bring about the present result—the survival of many people. And so, fear not. I 
will sustain you and your dependents. Thus he reassured them, speaking kindly to them. (Bereishit, 50: 19 - 21) 

According to Rabbi Etengoff, this passage which contains the particularly fascinating phrase, For am I 
instead of God?, is not the first time we encounter this expression in Sefer Bereishit. It also appears in the midst 
of the heartbreaking dialogue that ensued between Yosef’s then-barren mother, Rachel, and his father, Yaakov:  

When Rachel saw that she had borne Jacob no children, she became envious of her sister; and Rachel said to 
Jacob, “Give me children, or I shall die.” Jacob was incensed at Rachel and said, “Can I take the place of God, 
who has denied you the fruit of the womb?” (Bereishit, 30: 1-2)  

Rabbi Etengoff says that while Yaakov angrily and insensitively berated Rachel with the words, Am I instead 
of God?, Yosef used them to comfort and reassure his frightened and trembling brothers.  

Clearly, we learn from the difference in tone between these two exchanges using the same language 
that Yosef had the strength we should all find among ourselves to feel for others’ pain during their most 
challenging moments. In the words of Rabbi Etengoff, we should take on our loved ones’ emotional burdens as 
if they are truly our own. After all, according to the Midrash, God Himself soundly rejected Yaakov’s behavior 
toward his suffering wife in no uncertain terms.  Yosef taught us how to “take the high road” to protect another’s 
feelings at their moment of greatest weakness. Perhaps most importantly, we must remember that judging 
another is not our role.  

May we all find the strength of Yosef to forgive, be kind, and caring towards those around us even in our most 
challenging times.  Shabbat shalom!
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