
Elephants' behavior evokes many of the human traits we most admire: generosity, empathy, and 
unconditional love. In the elephant's matriarchal society, childrearing is a communal responsibility—so 
much so that elephants are known to adopt orphans separated from their own native herds.  

Today's American Jewish community stands deeply divided. We are divided by sect, denomination, 
and practice. Most significantly, we are divided by degree of affiliation; many, if not most American 
Jews now prioritize secular affiliations over Jewish identity and peoplehood. The consequences are all 
around us, from the decline of universal Jewish literacy to the rising number of anti-Zionist activists 
who are Jews by birth. 

This need not be so. A people that has endured longer than any nation on earth can continue to thrive, 
even in America, even against the myriad pressures of secularism. But this requires the acceptance of 
communal responsibility; each of us has a role to play. We have much to learn from elephants. 

Parshat Vayigash and the accompanying Haftarah, a prophecy of 
Ezekiel, offer two contrasting versions of Jewish 
reconciliation and unity. 

Joseph's reunion with his brothers, who do not 
recognize him twenty-two years after selling him into 
slavery, is complicated. Wary that his brothers may 
not have repented of their crime, Joseph initially 
treats them harshly. Only after Judah shows contrition
—by offering to personally serve in place of 
Benjamin, whom Joseph orders to be detained as a 
slave—does Joseph reveal his true identity and reconcile 
with his brethren.  

So powerful are Judah's acts of t'shuvah that it is his heir, and 
not Joseph's, that will reign forever as moshiach (Bereshit 49:10; 
Tehillim 89:37). Yet when Jacob laments that his years have been "few and hard" (Bereshit 47:9), he 
must surely be reflecting on the enduring wounds of familial strife. Worse are the catastrophes that will 
later befall the Israelites on account of those fraternal divisions, including the loss of ten tribes and the 
destruction of the First and Second Temples. 

Is a cycle of offense and reconciliation necessary for Israel's redemption? The accompanying 
Haftarah, a prophecy of Ezekiel, offers a remarkable contrast to the events of the parsha:  
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Take to yourself one stick and write on it: For Judah, and the children of Israel his 
companions . . . and take one stick and write on it: For Joseph, the stick of Ephraim, 
and all the house of Israel his companions . . . I will make them as one stick, and they 
shall be one in My Hand … I will make them one nation . . . and they shall no longer be 
two nations, and they will not be divided again into two kingdoms, ever. (Ezekiel  
37:16-22). 

The majesty of Ezekiel's prophecy, according to R. Adin Steinsaltz, z"l, lies in its simplicity: “Unlike 
most other prophecies, there is no demand here for the people's repentance or remorse as the 
precondition of redemption. Rather, God will act on His terms, and Israel is required only to be open to 
the possibility of redemption, which will bring about the Kingdom of Heaven on earth.” (The 
Steinsaltz Chumash, 2nd Ed., p. 1176). 

The reunification of Judah and Joseph in Ezekiel's prophecy reflects 
God's unconditional love for His people. The message for us is 

that to realize Jewish unity, and we must pursue 
reconciliation without prerequisites. We must reach out, not 

just to those close but also to those beyond our 
community's borders. "Peace, peace to those far and 
near" (Isaiah 57:19). Reach out and extend an invitation 
to the Jew who has not experienced the transcendent 
glow of Shabbat candles. Send mishloach manot to an 

unaffiliated neighbor. Contribute to the purchase of a 
sukkah, or a trip to Israel, for those who might not do so on 

their own. Our responsibility extends beyond the herd. 

Nolan Lebovitz, a conservative rabbi and filmmaker recounts a 
meeting with Rabbi Steinsaltz during a family visit to Jerusalem: 

"Whereas he always spoke Hebrew to me, he immediately spoke English to my wife and kids. He 
spoke to us about his travels around America, my upcoming movie, and much more. He told me, 'If I 
can't figure out a connection with another Jew, that means I haven't spent enough time talking with 
them.'"  

Rav Steinsaltz, who served on the board of Jerusalem's Biblical Zoo, then sketched an animal for his 
visitors' children. It was an elephant.

Howard, Batia, and their children Yael, Yarden, Max, and Yasmin moved to Scarsdale in 2007. 
They are proudly active in Israeli causes and Jewish outreach organizations and are building 
a nationwide initiative to sponsor Sukkot for unaffiliated young Jewish families.
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