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Last week, to celebrate Chanuka and Thanksgiving together, two men met here in New York 

City after not having seen one another for 69 years. Leon Gersten survived the Holocaust 

because of Czeslaw Polzeic and his family. For over two years, Gersten and four of his family 

members stayed hidden in the attic of Polziec's, who sheltered them from the Nazis. Despite the 

fact that the Polziecs had barely enough food to feed their own five children, they managed to 

take care of the Gerstens too. When they came together ten days ago, it was a day of literal and 

metaphoric Thanksgiving of the highest order.  

 

I’m thinking about reunions this morning because there are three of them in פרשת ויגש and each 

one represents a model worthy of our attention. And I’m wondering, too, if each of us has 

someone with whom we should be reuniting.  

 

The last example chronologically in the Parsha is most analogous to the one I just mentioned. It’s 

the reunion of Yosef and his father, Yaakov.  

 

Much has been written in recent years about Yaakov’s possible culpability in the sale of Yosef. 

And of course the commentators have always wondered why Yosef never contacted his father 

when given the opportunity. These are important issues to think about.  

 

But the simple reading of the text is that Yaakov was crestfallen and inconsolable on learning of 

Yosef’s loss and after revealing his identity, Yosef wanted nothing more than to see his beloved 

father. 

 אני יוסף העוד אבי חי? 

 

Yosef and Yaakov share a deep connection with one another. There is love and affection 

between them. When they see each other after decades of separation, they embrace and they 

weep. It’s the story of two people kept apart by circumstance who have missed each other very 

much. They’re overjoyed and deeply thankful to be reunited.  

 

The second model I’m thinking of is the reunion of Yosef and his brothers. To put it mildly, 

there’s been no love lost between them. From the beginning, it’s been a relationship fraught not 

only with jealousy and tension, but anger and animosity; discord and distrust. And yet both 

parties are able to put their pasts behind them, embrace one another and undergo some form of 

reconciliation.  

 

  בראשית פרק מה 
  ם:(ה) ְוַעָּתה ַאל ֵּתָעְצבּו ְוַאל יִַחר ְּבֵעינֵיֶכם ִּכי ְמַכְרֶּתם אִֹתי ֵהּנָה ִּכי ְלִמְחיָה ְׁשָלַחנִי ֱא�ִהים ִלְפנֵיכֶ 

  

“Don’t be upset,” Yosef says. “Don’t feel guilty or embarrassed. It was all part of the divine 

plan. We can all move forward together.” 
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James Gregory was the censor officer and prison guard of Nelson Mandela for many years of his 

captivity on Robbin Island. In a gesture that bespoke both the forbearance and generosity of 

spirit that typified the Biblical character of Yosef, Mr. Mandela invited his jailer to his 

presidential inauguration. 

 

If the first model of reunion brings together a person with someone they’ve been longing to see, 

the second model brings together two people who have been longing to set fractiousness aside 

and embrace man’s oft-unexplored but undeniably immeasurable capacity to forgive.  

 

But it’s the third model that I think is the most fascinating. It’s the reunion of Yosef and 

Binyamin. The first two relationships are really quite clear. Yosef’s father loved him; Yosef’s 

brothers hated him. But what about the relationship between Yosef and Binyamin? 

 

Were they friends? Were they rivals? As the two sons of Rachel, did they think of themselves as 

a small team banding together against their threatening older brothers? 

 

The truth is we can’t know the answer to any of these questions because the Torah doesn’t say. 

In fact, given that Binyamin was just a small child when Yosef was sold into slavery, it’s not 

clear that they had much of a relationship at all. 

 

And yet when the two see each other, the Torah tells us: 

  בראשית פרק מה פסוק יד 
  ַוּיִּפֹל ַעל ַצְּואֵרי ִבנְיִָמן ָאִחיו ַוּיְֵבְּך ּוִבנְיִָמן ָּבָכה ַעל ַצָּואָריו: 

They fell on each other’s necks and they cried.  

And when Yosef showers gifts upon his brothers, he showers special gifts upon Binyamin.  

 

I’d like to suggest that this reaction is compensatory. There’s a third kind of reunion. It’s the 

coming together of two people who had no relationship, but appreciate now what could have 

been. It captures a moment of nostalgia for a past that never existed. Yosef and Binyamin shed 

tears. Yes they’re tears of joy; but they’re intermingled with tears of sadness – sadness over the 

decades that were taken from them by the cruel hand of fate – by circumstances beyond their 

control. They recognize now that they’re making up for lost time.  

 

Today we have with us both lay and professional leaders from the resurgent Jewish community 

in Germany. In fact, Rabbi Zholt Bala has the distinction of being the first rabbi to be ordained in 

Germany since 1938.  

 

In my experience, for so many of the Jews living in Germany today, it’s this feeling of nostalgia 

for a past they never had that epitomizes their relationship to Judaism.  

 

Let me share with you a story that I once mentioned many years ago.  

 

During my time living in Germany, I once spent a weekend in a little city on the 

Germany/Poland border called Frankfurt an der Oder. It’s most famous Jewishly because it was 

the home of the towering 18th century sage, Rav Yosef Teomim, the author of the Pri Megadim.  
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At the time, there were 200 Jews living in the city – all of them immigrants from the Former 

Soviet Union. They had no rabbi; they had no shul. This was going to be the first time anyone 

celebrated Shabbos in an organized way in this city in more than 60 years. The plan was to travel 

together with two my students from the Yeshiva in Berlin – to host a Friday night dinner and a 

beginner’s service on Shabbos morning.  

 

A few days before the Shabbaton, I got a phone call from the head of the little community. Call 

him Sasha. He asked me if I would be bringing a Sefer Torah. I explained that sadly we only had 

one Torah and while I would be bringing with me Siddurim and Chumashim, I’m afraid we 

wouldn’t be able to bring a Torah wish us. Sasha was disappointed but told me of course he 

understood. 

 

When we arrived on Friday afternoon in Frankfurt, Sasha was very anxious to greet us and he 

asked if I would follow him into a little office in the back of the community center where we 

were going to be meeting. He told me he had something to show me.  

 

Sitting on a little desk was a weathered and haggard Sefer Torah.  

 

Not knowing quite what to make of it, I turned to Sasha and I said: “Wherever did you get this?” 

 

“When you told me that you weren’t bringing a Torah,” he said, “I went to our local library. 

They have a special section of Jewish artefacts that were rescued from the Holocaust. Among 

those artefacts was this sefer Torah. I explained to the librarian that we were going to be making 

Shabbos in Frankfurt an der Oder for the first time in 60 years and asked if I could borrow it for 

the weekend. Now our Shabbos will be complete.”  

 

For three generations, the Jews of the Former Soviet Union were separated from their Torah. 

Communism deprived them of the opportunity to even know what Yiddishkeit was all about, let 

alone observe of any of its mitzvos. A siddur, a Chanuka candle, a piece of Matza – all the things 

we take for granted about Jewish life in America was utterly unknown. Sasha wouldn’t have 

been able to tell the difference between an Aleph and a Beis. And yet he knew that the Torah 

belonged to him.  

 

Since the fall of the Iron Curtain almost 25 years ago, many Jews like Sasha now find themselves 

in Germany. And they are having a reunion with a friend they never really new.  

 

For many – particularly among the younger generation – they didn’t even know what they didn’t 

have. Now, thanks to those who are doing the work of teaching and spreading Torah, there’s not 

only renewed interest, but renewed passion. Jews in Germany are davening and learning; 

building up communal institutions and communal infrastructure; and creating a path forward for 

a generation of Jews so excited to meet for the first time the Judaism it have never known before.  

 

Things are different for us here in the most Jewish city in the United States. But I would argue 

that at least from one perspective – perhaps they are not as different as they seem. Each of us has 

a relationship with a part of our Jewish life where there’s too much distance: Something we 

haven’t felt close to in a long time – or perhaps something with which we’ve never had a real 
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relationship: Maybe it’s in the realm of Tefillah or Emunah; maybe it’s a part of shul life or 

communal life; maybe it’s a mitzvah or part of the Torah that we’ve never really given a fair 

shake.  

 

The resurgence of Jewish life in Central Europe has breathed new life into Yosef’s embrace of 

Binyamin. It reminds us that there are reunions waiting to happen: reunions between parts of 

ourselves and parts of Judaism that we’ve never really known. If, like Yosef, we have the 

courage to embrace them, we may yet discover something extraordinary about ourselves, about 

our Torah, or maybe even both.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


