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If you were to identify any  place in the United States that is likely to be the site of 

religious hostility and ethnic tension, there is no doubt that an excellent candidate would 

be the General Clinical Research Center at University of Rochester Medical Center.  In 

very close quarters one can find the following combination of people: My mother, who is 

an eighth generation Yerushalmi, a  doctor from a Palestinian family in Damascus, a 

Hindu man from the south of India and a Pakistani woman, the daughter of the Imam of 

the Rochester Islamic Center.  Some of the most violent ethnic and religious rivalries in 

the world today are represented among these four individuals, all of whom practice their 

respective religions devoutly, yet they all have excellent professional and personal 

relationships with one another.  How do they do it? 

 

At the end of his life, Yaakov Avinu called in his son Yosef to give him burial 

instructions: 

 כטכטכטכט    פסוקפסוקפסוקפסוק    מזמזמזמז    פרקפרקפרקפרק    בראשיתבראשיתבראשיתבראשית
 נא שים בעיניך חן מצאתי נא אם לו ויאמר ליוסף לבנו ויקרא למות ישראל ימי ויקרבו

  : במצרים תקברני נא אל ואמת חסד עמדי ועשית ירכי תחת ידך

And the time drew near that Israel must die; and he called his son Joseph, and said unto 

him: 'If now I have found favour in thy sight, put, I pray thee, thy hand under my thigh, 

and deal kindly and truly with me; bury me not, I pray thee, in Egypt. 
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It is understandable that Yaakov did not wish to be buried in Egypt. What is less 

understandable was the way Yaakov framed the request. Instead of commanding his son 

to bury his body outside of Egypt, he approached him obsequiously, through pleading 

and cajoling. Did Yaakov lose all sense of perspective? Was he not the father, and Yosef 

the son? Why was he showing such deference and neediness to a person obligated to 

respect him? 

 

This is not the only time where a member of the family seems to be mistakenly 

deferential. Later on, after Yaakov’s death, Yosef’s brothers come to him with the 

information that Yaakov had left instructions that he forgive them for all the wrong they 

did.   

     ננננ    פרקפרקפרקפרק    בראשיתבראשיתבראשיתבראשית
 הרעה כל את לנו ישיב והשב יוסף ישטמנו לו ויאמרו אביהם מת כי יוסף אחי ויראו )טו(

  :אתו גמלנו אשר
  :לאמר מותו לפני צוה אביך לאמר יוסף אל ויצוו )טז(
 נא שא ועתה גמלוך רעה כי וחטאתם אחיך פשע נא שא אנא ליוסף תאמרו כה )יז(

  :אליו בדברם יוסף ויבך אביך אלהי עבדי לפשע
  

15 And when Joseph's brethren saw that their father was dead, they said: 'It may be that 

Joseph will hate us, and will fully requite us all the evil which we did unto him.'  

16 And they sent a message unto Joseph, saying: 'Thy father did command before he 

died, saying:  

17 So shall ye say unto Joseph: Forgive, I pray thee now, the transgression of thy 

brethren, and their sin, for that they did unto thee evil. And now, we pray thee, forgive 

the transgression of the servants of the God of thy father.' And Joseph wept when they 

spoke unto him. 
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Our sages point out that in fact, Yaakov had never told them anything of the sort, but 

there are certain instances in which מותר לשנות מפני השלום- prevarication is permitted to 

preserve the peace.  Yosef forgave them, as he did many times before, but the entire 

exchange is quite strange. Why did Yosef’s brothers need to lie and speak in the name of 

Yaakov, humbling themselves before him? Why didn’t they relate to him as an equal, and 

admit to Yosef that they had wronged him? 

 

Perhaps the answer is that in each case, Yaakov and Yosef were exercising exquisite 

sensitivity. Yaakov requested of Yosef to bury him outside of Egypt, but realized that 

Yosef devoutly wished for the same thing. However, given the position of prominence he 

attained in Egypt, there was no way that Yosef would be able to be buried outside it. 

Indeed, Yosef’s remains were only removed from Egypt two centuries later. Knowing 

how painful the subject of burial outside of Egypt could be for Yosef, Yaakov phrased his 

request as a favor, stressing Yosef’s importance to him and speaking to him deferentially. 

By speaking to Yosef the way he did, Yaakov was displaying exquisite sensitivity to his 

son’s feelings. 

 

Yosef showed this sensitivity as well, when dealing with his brothers.  When they came 

before him and informed him that Yaakov instructed him to grant them forgiveness, 

Yosef realized that it was too painful for them to admit the egregious errors they 

committed against him in their formative years. So difficult was it for them that they were 

readier to humble themselves in front of Yosef  than apologize for the way they treated 

him in their youth.  Instead of demanding an apology, Yosef forgave them preemptively, 
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saving his brothers from going through something he knew was too painful for them to 

bear.  

 

The sensitivity displayed by Yaakov and Yosef is one that presents us with a powerful 

challenge. Every day, we are confronted with situations in which our actions can 

inadvertently cause serious hurt to people we love, due to lack of sensitivity on our part.  

In today’s economy, it is difficult enough to hold on to a job, let alone be able to afford a 

fancy vacation. It is natural, though, to want to vent about one’s job to a friend or a loved 

one. Before doing this, though, consider whether the person you will be speaking to is 

employed or not.  If it is the latter, as is increasingly likely in these tenuous times, 

perhaps some caution should be exercised. When coming back from a vacation, it is 

natural that we would want to speak about it with our friends, whether to rave about it if 

it was a success or complain about it if it was a nightmare. Before doing so, perhaps we 

should consider whether the friend we are speaking to can afford a vacation of his or her 

own, or even a comparable one. If the answer is no, and he or she is struggling to make 

ends meet, we should be extremely circumspect about continuing the conversation.   

 

This sensitivity is not just relevant to financial matters; there are plenty of other areas in 

which well-meaning people can inadvertently be exceedingly offensive. Those who are 

blessed with a spouse, or are in a serious relationship, may wish to speak about that 

spouse or significant other to a friend. But if that friend has not yet met the right person, 

perhaps some sensitivity should be exercised before allowing the conversation to go on. 

And the same is true when it comes to children. Those experiencing infertility may feel 
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exceedingly isolated when surrounded by their friends who have children, and may find 

lifecycle events surrounding or featuring children to be difficult. Of course, people who 

are struggling with finance, romance or fertility may very well wish to be treated like any 

other person, and may not want their friends to curtail conversations around them, but 

those blessed with any of the above should never make that assumption.   

 

This sensitivity is not only relevant to family, finances and friendships. We all have 

people in our lives for whom there are certain topics and issues that are so sensitive and 

inflammatory that we should be careful, during and after raising them. My mother 

attributes the warm relationship she enjoys with her colleagues to the fact that political 

issues are only broached with the utmost sensitivity and rarity.  It is safe to say that this 

past week in the lab, there has been no talk of politics at all. Indeed, it is through this 

understanding that many preconceived political and religious notions have broken down, 

and that deep respect has taken their place. My mother’s Palestinian colleague admitted 

to her that growing up, he was exposed to- and believed- relentless propaganda about 

Jews being evil aggressors, but knowing her has forced him to rethink his world view. 

And while my mother was never raised to hate Arabs, she thinks the world of her Syrian 

colleague’s integrity and decency.  No one in that lab is compromising on political or 

religious principles- but everyone knows when it is a not a good idea to speak about 

them, and how to do so when it is. This is our challenge as well, when we interact with 

those around us- to be aware of the subjects that are sensitive and that cause distress, and 

exercise care when bringing them up.  This is not to say we should refrain from speaking 
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about important or controversial subjects- but that we should always do so in a manner 

that respects the feelings of others, recognizing when and how to speak, and when not to. 

 

Yaakov and Yosef interacted with their families in ways designed to maximize sensitivity 

and to preserve the dignity of those around them. Let us learn their lesson, so that we can 

create a community of kindness and compassion.   

 

 

 

 

 


