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The end of the parsha this week finishes the story of Yosef and his brothers. The pasuk 
says (Bereishis 50:15):  ףיהם ויאמרו לו ישטמנו יוסויראו אחי יוסף כי מת אב  – And Yosef’s 
brother’s perceived that their father was dead and they said, “Perhaps Yosef will nurse 
hatred against us, והשב ישיב לנו את כל הרעה אשר גמלנו אותו – and then he surely will repay 
us all the evil that we did to him.” Rashi takes note of the word ויראו which literally 
translates as, and they saw. What does that mean that they saw that their father died? 
The beginning of this perek describes the funeral and burial of Yaakov Avinu, so 
obviously they knew he was dead. What then does it mean that they “saw that their 
father was dead?” Rashi answers that they observed differences in Yosef’s behavior 
following Yaakov Avinu’s death. What difference did they observe that worried them? 
While Yaakov, their father was alive, Yosef would invite his brothers to dine together 
with him and he would draw them close. Now that Yaakov died, that ceased. When 
they saw that Yosef was no longer behaving in the same manner he did when their 
father was alive, they became concerned that Yosef was harboring ill will towards them 
and would exact revenge for what they did to him and how they mistreated him. 

The midrash explains that Yosef’s behavior did not stem from a place of revenge or a 
grudge; his intent was actually l’sheim shamayim – for the sake of Hashem. During 
Yaakov’s lifetime, he insisted that Yosef sit at the head of the table. This troubled Yosef 
because he knew that Yehudah and his descendants were destined for royalty and 
Yosef’s descendants would not be royalty. He was also uncomfortable sitting at the 
head of the table when Reuven was the bechor – the first-born, and he should be sitting 
at the head of the table. However, during Yaakov’s lifetime, Yosef was obligated to 
honor his father’s wishes that he sit at the head of the table. Now that Yaakov died, 
Yosef refrained from inviting his brothers to avoid having to choose between what he 
knows are his father’s wishes and his intent to honor Yehudah’s royalty and Reuven’s 
position as the bechor. Rather than choose between those two values, he chose the 
passive approach and refrained from inviting them. 

Out of concern for their well-being they told Yosef that their father told them to instruct 
him (Yosef) that he should forgive them. Upon hearing this Yosef cried and then the 
brothers fell before him and pledged to be Yosef’s servants. Yosef then assured them 
that all is good and they need not worry because all that happened was part of 
Hashem’s plan and he will take care of them and their families. He continued to speak 
with them and his words comforted them. 

To fully appreciate what is happening here, on a human level, we must look at a similar 
exchange that took place in last week’s parsha. At the beginning of last week’s parsha 
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Yosef finally identified himself to his brothers. After doing so the Torah states (Bereishis 
יכלו אחיו לענות אותו כי נבהלו מפניו  ולא :(45:3  – But his brothers could not answer him 
because they were disconcerted before him. Yosef speaks to them and explains how 
everything that transpired was part of Hashem’s plan. But the brothers remained frozen 
in place. Yosef then tells them to rush home and bring their father and families to Egypt 
where Yosef will take care of them and provide for them and yet, they remained frozen 
in place. Finally (45:15), he kisses each one and they cry together ואחרי כן דברו אחיו אתו – 
and afterwards his brothers spoke with him. 

What was going on in the story there that the brothers could not answer him because 
they were disconcerted? I think the Torah is sharing with us an important psychological 
insight. When Yosef declares: אני יוסף – the brothers become scared for their lives. They 
already acknowledged that they had mistreated Yosef and now they realized that the 
second most powerful person in the world is none other than Yosef, the brother they 
mistreated and sold as a slave. As we know, when panic and intense fear occurs and the 
sympathetic nervous system kicks in, there are one of three responses, fight, flight or 
freeze. If one can fight off the danger, or flee from danger, generally a person will do so, 
but when those are not options, people will freeze. In nature we also find creatures 
whose primary defense against predators is to play dead.  Those creatures are not 
merely good actors, physiological changes occur that make their predator think that 
they are actually dead. That is an example of “freeze.” Yosef was powerful and they 
could not fight him or flee from him, so they froze. Their cognitive brain froze together 
with their bodies and they were stuck in place, like a deer in the headlights. Yosef tried 
to talk to them and set their minds at ease by explaining that it was all for the best, but 
in their frozen state, they could not hear anything. All of his philosophical perspective 
that all is for the best and it is part of Hashem’s master plan, fell on deaf ears. Their 
brains would need to be online to process that and their brains were offline. 

What released them from “freeze” was when Yosef kissed and embraced each one of 
them. Physical contact restored their sense of safety and allowed the parasympathetic 
nervous system of “rest and digest” to return. It was at that point that their cognitive 
brains went back on-line, and they were able, once again, to speak. It wasn’t Yosef’s 
words that relaxed them, it was his embrace that restored their sense of safety. 

So, what happened in this week’s parsha where, as mentioned, they were fearful and 
yet were not frozen and apparently capable of strategizing? I think the answer is found 
in Rashi’s words and the midrash that we referenced. In our parsha they were 
experiencing anxiety about something that may happen, rather than a trauma. Finding 
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out that the person who was giving them so much trouble and threatening their lives 
was none other than Yosef, as occurred in last week’s parsha was a traumatic 
experience, and with no alternative, they froze. In this week’s parsha, noting that Yosef 
wasn’t inviting them for meals was not a traumatic experience that would cause them to 
freeze. It was a fear of something that could occur. Since their present circumstance was 
motivated by anxiety and concern about something that may occur, they retained their 
cognitive function and were able to strategize how to assure that Yosef, would not harm 
them and take revenge, even though he was positioned and capable of doing so. 

There are many lessons and thoughts that could be highlighted from this, but I want to 
focus on the simple observation that as great as the shevatim were, and their greatness 
is beyond what we could even imagine, they were human and experienced life, 
including trauma and anxiety, the same as anyone else. Greatness does not mean that 
one becomes superhuman and above emotional responses to emotional events.  
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