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Reporting for the American Interest last year, Lawrence Rosen wrote the following: 

 

Gathered in the guest room of a Berber friend’s house in the Atlas Mountains of Morocco after 

the Friday prayers, Hussein turned from the assembled village men and asked me: “Is there 

corruption in America?”  

“Yes”, I answered.  

“Give us an example”, he gently inquired.  

So, as the room quieted, I gave an example of a kickback arrangement. “Ah, no”, said Hussein, 

as the others’ heads shook in unison, “that is just buying and selling.” So I mentioned the 

Watergate scandal. “No, no”, Hussein replied to common assent, “that is just politics.” So I gave 

an example of nepotism. “No, no, no”, all voices cried out, “that is just family solidarity.” So, as 

I struggled to think of an example that would maintain the honor of my country for being every 

bit as corrupt as anyone else’s, Hussein turned to the others and said, with genuine admiration: 

“You see why America is so strong—the Americans have no corruption!” 

 

Whether or not America truly suffers from as much corruption as other nations may be a topic 

worthy of our attention. But whether or not our ancestors suffered from the problem of 

corruption is not up for debate. One of the Torah’s most unambiguous tales of duplicitous and 

corrupt behavior is the centerpiece of our parsha this morning.  

 

Ten sons of Yaakov sell their brother into slavery and then perpetrate one of the most elaborate 

cover-ups in the Torah. We know the story well. Jealousy, conspiracy, deceit, betrayal – it’s all 

here in plain sight.  

 

There is one figure, though, who rises above the fray. And while he proves feckless on the 

follow-through, his intentions remain noble even in the face of prevailing sentiment. The 

question is: How is Reuven able to withstand the pressure? What sets him apart from his brothers 

and enables him to act with compassion and integrity?  

The question becomes even more pronounced when we consider the broader context of this 

narrative in ספר בראשית.  

 

What’s the meaning of the כתונת פסים? Why is it that Yaakov gives Yosef a special coat? If it’s a 

physical representation of the feelings he has for his favorite son, could he not imagine some less 

conspicuous means of demonstrating those feelings? Surely Yaakov is not actively trying to sow 

seeds on enmity among his children.    

 

The answer, I believe, goes back to a Midrash at the beginning of our parsha. Commenting on 

the first words of our תורה reading וישב יעבק, the Midrash writes: ביקש יעקב לישב בשלוה – at this 

stage in his life, Yaakov wanted nothing more than to live in peace and quiet. To put it less 
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charitably, Yaakov wanted to retire too early. He was so anxious to identify the heir to his 

family’s stewardship, that he tapped Yosef before the young man had proven himself. The coat is 

indeed symbolic – it represents Yaakov’s choice to lead the family forward. It is almost literally 

a mantle of leadership.  

 

With this in mind, Reuven’s compassion toward Yosef is doubly surprising. It is one thing for 

the other brothers to be jealous of their father’s favoring Yosef. But of all the brothers, it’s only 

Reuven who stands to actually lose as a result. He’s been displaced. To lose the birthright is to 

lose the rights of primogeniture and a double portion of his father’s inheritance. 

 

Given this, one would surely have expected Reuven to be the ring leader of the group that seeks 

to make the little dreamer disappear. So how do we explain it? 

 

There’s one part of our story that doesn’t actually appear in our parsha. The Torah shares it with 

us only in the form of a flashback at a later stage in the narrative. And it’s thanks to this 

flashback that we can fill in the gaps of our story and understand more deeply the character of 

Reuven. 

 

Fast forward five chapters. The scene is Egypt. Famine has gripped the region. Yosef, 

unbeknownst to his brothers, has risen to the rank of grand vizier. The brothers make the trek 

from Canaan to obtain provisions. Yosef accuses them of being spies and incarcerates them.  

 

In the Egyptian dungeon, the brothers reflect regretfully on their sinful past (42:11): 

ויאמרו איש אל אחיו אבל אשמים אנחנו על אחינו אשר ראינו צרת נפשו בהתחננו אלינו ולא שמענו על כן באה אלינו 

  הצרה הזאת:

They said to one another: Alas, we are being punished on account of our brother, because we 

looked on at his anguish, yet paid no heed as he pleaded with us. That is why this distress has 

befallen us. 

 

At which point Reuven jumps in with the ancient Biblical equivalent to “I told you so.” (42:22) 

 

  ויען ראובן אתם לאמר הלוא אמרתי אליכם לאמר אל תחטאו בילד ולא שמעתם וגם דמו הנה נדרש:

Didn’t I tell you not to harm the boy? But you didn’t listen. 

 

One word holds the key to our puzzle: ילד.  

 

What Reuven is saying is this: “I told you he was only a ילד – only a child. I told you not be 

threatened by his delusions of grandeur. If you simply would have accused him of being 

immature rather than malevolent, this entire painful saga could have been avoided.” 

 

And if you go back to Reuven’s language in our parsha, you’ll see this is precisely what he was 

arguing the whole time. 

 

After suggesting they throw Yosef into a pit rather than kill him, the Torah gives us a window 

into Reuven’s inner thoughts (37:22): 

  למען הציל אתו מידם להשיבו אל אביו:
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His plan wasn’t just to save Yosef from his brothers. The Torah could have stopped right there. 

 to – להשיבו אל אביו :is quite sufficient. But Reuven had something else in mind למען הציל אתו מידם

return Yosef to his father the way one returns a small child who is lost to his parent.  

 

And when Reuven returns to the pit and finds it empty, he utters two words before being all but 

dumbstruck: הילד איננו. It’s not Yosef who’s missing, but a ילד – a small child.  

 

Perhaps because he was a little older or perhaps because as the oldest he viewed himself as a 

kind of father figure to his brothers – Reuven was able to see in Yosef what no one else was able 

to see. Reuven was able to see that Yosef was but a ילד – a little boy trying to act as though he 

was all grown up.  

 

Where his brothers saw a threat, Reuven saw a child. Where his brothers saw a harmful menace, 

Reuven saw harmless mischief.   

 

Part of our ongoing mission is to push Reuven’s agenda forward and succeed where he could 

not: Not only to recognize the backstories that explain why people act the way they do, but to see 

people for who they really are and care for them in kind.  

 

At The Jewish Center, we were blessed to have a great exemplar of this ethic for 65 years.  

 

I recently met an older gentleman at a shiva minyan. He’s not a member of our shul, but he lives 

in the neighborhood and davens at one of the local shtieblach. We got to talking and when I 

mentioned The Jewish Center, he told me the following story: A Polish Jew from Lodz, his 

family had been killed by the Nazis but he had managed to survive the Warsaw Ghetto, 

Auschwitz and Buchenwald. In 1946 he found himself in a Displaced Persons camp in Feldafing, 

Germany. He told me that when he came to America, he came with nothing. He had no family; 

he had no friends. He knew no one. He said he knew only one address: 131 W. 86
th

 St: The 

address of Rabbi Dr. Leo Jung. While in that DP camp, Rabbi Jung had sent him money and 

arranged for his safe passage from Germany to New York. Thanks in large part to Rabbi Jung, he 

built a life and a family and has since become a grandfather and a great grandfather many times 

over. 

 

We all know that Rabbi Jung was a visionary. But he didn’t just envision the future, he 

envisioned the present – peering beyond the veneers of popular sentiment to save Jews in need – 

in New York and the world over. He rescued thousands of Jews during the Holocaust and lifted 

up thousands more in the years following.  

 

Whether because of life circumstance they were adults reduced to acting like children, or 

children who had no choice but to act like adults, Rabbi Jung made it his life mission to treat 

with compassion and benevolence every Jew in need.  

 

As many of you know, Chanukah marks the yarhzeit of Rabbi Jung. We established the Rabbi 

Jung Memorial Fund not only to pay tribute to his memory, but to perpetuate his legacy of 

chesed and his acts of charity that earned him a reputation as one of the great Jewish leaders of 
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the 20
th

 century. Through this fund, The Jewish Center is able to help those in need with both 

discretion and dignity.  

 

Twenty four years since his passing, 131 W. 86
th

 St. is still the address to which so many Jews 

turn for succor and support.  

 

Every day people call on us in their moments of need. 

• Someone’s having trouble keeping up with their rent;  

• Someone’s out of work and is struggling to pay the bills;  

• Someone in the family falls ill and their insurance just won’t cover enough of the bill. 

• The list goes on.  

 

The Jewish Center is able to help in cases like these through our chesed fund. And each time we 

do, it affirms that the members of our community have not only risen to the occasion, but that we 

are living Reuven’s unfulfilled mission: The mission of not only identifying those in need, but of 

lifting them out of their proverbial pit – so that they – like Yosef – can pursue dreams of their 

own.   

 

 


