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In 1914, a German scholar was visited by a young man who asked him a series of questions. The 
scholar answered the questions and thought nothing more about it until two months later when he 
learned that the man had been killed at the front in World War I. This shocking news caused the scholar 
to think back to the meeting. He recalled that he had been both friendly and attentive but that somehow 
he was not totally present in spirit for the young man. He had, he thought, answered the questions that 
had been asked, but not the questions that had remained unasked. And because of this, he felt somehow 
responsible for the young man's death.  
 
The scholar was Martin Buber, and it was his regret  of a human connection not made, that helped to 
push his philosophy in a new direction. Shortly after that time, he formulated one of the most important 
contributions to Jewish thought in the twentieth century – the idea of the I-Thou relationship.  
 
We will return to the concept of the l-Thou relationship in just a moment. But first we may ask 
ourselves a legitimate question: can Judaism, especially the Bible really teach us anything about 
relationships? Let's take one of the closest family relationships– the relationship between siblings. 
What examples does the Bible provide?  
 
Well, of the first siblings, Cain kills Abel. We read recently about Esau chasing his twin brother Jacob 
out of town in fear for his life. And there is no rivalry quite as bitter; no animosity as vicious, as that of 
the 10 brothers towards Joseph. Jealousy and provocation turns into thoughts of murder, then 
kidnapping and forced servitude. 
 
But what I would suggest is that this story provides more for us than just a negative model of how not 
to have a relationship. Reading the story closely we can learn precisely how a relationship should be 
conducted. 
 
Jacob sends Joseph to check in on his brothers in Shechem, but they have already moved on by the time 
Joseph arrives. Joseph is discovered by an enigmatic and anonymous figure who is simply called ha-
ish, “the man”. 
 
The Torah spells out the conversation in some detail: 

ְוִהֵּנה תֶֹעה ַּבָּׂשֶדה, ַוִּיְמָצֵאהּו ִאיׁש  
The man finds Joseph, who was wandering around in the field. 
 ַוִּיְׁשָאֵלהּו ָהִאיׁש 
And the man asks Joseph – what are you looking for? Joseph answers that he is looking for his 
brothers. And then: 

ָנְסעּו ִמֶּזה, ַוּיֹאֶמר ָהִאיׁש   
The man said: they have traveled away from here. I heard them say they are going to Dotan. 
 
The pivotal importance of this man to the plot, his patient and wise attitude, and the time the Torah 
invests in reporting the conversation, really focus our attention. In particular, we are drawn to the 
apparently superfluous words ָנְסעּו ִמֶּזה  – they have traveled from here. But if they have gone to Dotan, 
then of course they have traveled from here. Why, then, the extra words? 



 
One interpretation is offered by Rashi. 'They have departed from here' means they have departed from 
brotherhood. You, Joseph, want to find them as brothers. But they have departed from here, from the 
brotherly relationship that you are hoping to find .  
 
A second interpretation, from Bereshit Rabba, is a little more intricate. Nase'u mi-zeh means they have 
departed from 'zeh'. And 'zeh' refers to a particular verse beginning with 'zeh' -  'zeh Keli ve-anvehu'. 
Literally, this means 'this is my God and I will honor Him, but the rabbis split the word 'anvehu' into 
two words: 'ani va-hu' – Me and Him. And they interpret it to mean: This is my God; I should be like 
Him. Just as God is loving and compassionate, so must we be loving and compassionate. But as for the 
brothers, nase'u mi-zeh – they have left this important attitude to life behind. 
 
So we have two interpretations. Nase'u mi-zeh – they have departed from the idea of brotherhood. Or 
they have departed from the characteristics of the Divine. I want to propose that these two 
interpretations are actually the same. Departing from brotherhood entails departing from the ways of 
God. And conversely, committing to the path of brotherhood means committing to the path of God. 
Why should this be? 
 
The Torah tells us that every human being is created Be-tzelem Elokim, in the image of God. It is an 
marvelous and striking notion, that we humans somehow share characteristics with the Divine. It means 
that every one of us sitting here is equal, unique and infinitely valuable. And this goes for all people, all 
of humankind. 
 
One consequence of this is that all human relationships should be based on this foundation of 
godliness. In every conversation, every encounter, we should ideally approach the other person in such 
a way as to recognize and respond to them as a distinctive and precious self. 
 
And now we can return to Martin Buber. After he heard of the death of that young man, Buber posited 
that there are two kinds of relationships: I-It and I-Thou.  We have an I-Thou relationship when we 
encounter the other person in their full, authentic, total self. There is total acceptance of the other and 
an unreserved giving of ourselves. We have an I-It relationship when we relate to the other person with  
distance. We do not fully make ourselves present with them, share ourselves with them. We think of 
them primarily as an object performing some function for us. 
 
The consequences of  I-It relationships can be destructive on many levels. They are responsible for the 
the sense of anonymity and loneliness felt by many people living in a big city, of not knowing the 
names of our neighbors, of being irritated when we are told 'have a nice day' by someone who in fact 
doesn't care at all what kind of day we have. And  I-It relationships can become extremely sinister 
because it is the belief that other people are qualitatively different from us, the distancing of them, that 
can result in a dangerous discrimination, dehumanization, and violence. 
 
It is this kind of distancing we see in our parsha. When Joseph finally approaches his brothers, the 
verse says  - ֹו ֵמָרחֹקַוִּיְראּו אֹת , 'they saw him from afar'. I think this could mean not just geographically 
far, but that they considered him distant, other from themselves. He was not a 'thou', but an 'it' to them. 
And the verse continues ּוְבֶטֶרם ִיְקַרב ֲאֵליֶהם, 'before he got close to them they plotted against him to 
murder him.' It was the distancing, not allowing him to be close to them, that meant they saw him not 
as their brother, but as some kind of threat. And this ultimately allowed them to plot his murder.  
 
But can we be blamed for failing to have I-Thou relationships with everyone we encounter? We come 



across people all day long. Our family at home, the staff of the coffee shop, the bus driver, the doorman 
at work, our colleagues, and so many others. It is more or less impossible to have each of those 
relationships in the optimum way. 
 
One of my teachers is a man of tremendous knowledge and profound wisdom. He has a limp because 
he was injured in one of Israel's wars. He once mentioned that it sometimes upsets him that because he 
walks more slowly, people jostle and push past him on the stairs to the subway. I thought: How could 
people do this? This is such a great person that if people slowed down to have a conversation with him 
instead of knocking him sideways, it would be worth a thousand times more than arriving at their 
destination 5 minutes earlier. And then I paused, thinking of all the people I have rushed past on the 
subway or in the street, each one of them with their own exquisite unique experiences and thoughts, 
each one of them in the image of God. 
 
So having this kind of relationship is very very difficult. And the truth is that we can't reasonably be 
expected to do it with everyone we encounter. But there is one place that try the hardest to do so, and 
we should push to expect this of ourselves. And that is in our communal home, in our synagogue.  
 
Our shul family is so wonderful at being present for each other at times of crisis, celebrating at times of 
joy, and creating a feeling of community. But we – and I include myself – don't always do all we need 
to do. It is hard to tell you this, but despite all the wonderful work of community building many of our 
members engage in, I have been told by a number of people, including people who have been members 
for many years, that they have found it hard to feel a real part of the KJ community despite their best 
efforts.  
 
This is hardly surprising given the size of the community and given the busy lives that we lead, and 
given the fact that when we go to kiddush in a few minutes, there are so many of our friends we want to 
catch up with that it is hard to find the time to greet a new face. And this difficulty is compounded by 
our natural humility, which makes it hard to go over and greet a stranger. And in some senses it is even 
harder to greet someone that we know, but only a little. Perhaps we have said Shabbat Shalom to them 
every week for ten years and now it is too embarrassing to ask them to remind us of their name, or get 
to know them a little better. So we sit next to them and smile but know so little about them and feel too 
abashed to imitate a conversation. 
 
The funny thing is, that although we all find it difficult to initiate conversations like, these, we are so 
pleased when other people initiate them with us. How wonderful it feels when someone else greets you,  
tells you they want to get to know you better, or invites you for a meal. This aspect of our communal 
life is so important to get right. And when we do it right, the  good results are immediate and gratifying. 
I have been told by so many people how all it took was one friendly 'hello', or one Shabbat invitation, 
to make them feel instantly at home and a feeling of belonging to KJ. It is a very small investment for a 
huge return.  
 
So how, in practice, can we achieve I-Thou relationships, and to encounter the people around us in shul 
in a way that recognizes the the divine qualities shared by every person? The answer is also in our 
parsha.  
 
The enigmatic man who warns Joseph that the brothers have departed from brotherhood and therefore 
from the characteristics of God, also, I believe, hints to us how to bridge that distance. You will 
remember that the Torah associates him with three verbs – finding, asking, and saying. These can be 
understood as three stages of communication. And they are a model for the I-Thou relationship. 



  
 The man found him'. We need to seek out and 'find' the other person in front of us, to' - ַוִּיְמָצֵאהּו ִאיׁש (1
rediscover them anew. 
 .The man asked him'. Before jumping in, give room for them to present themselves' - ַוִּיְׁשָאֵלהּו ָהִאיׁש (2
This means also that they - who feel the atmosphere is genuinely open - will find it easier to give of 
their own selves. 
  .The man said'. Then, speak your own story. Share of your own self' - ַוּיֹאֶמר ָהִאיׁש (3
 
Seek out the other person; make room for them to feel comfortable and express themselves; then 
express your own self to them. This is the way to build a true relationship. 
 
It was the brothers’ seeing Joseph as far away - ְראּו אֹתֹו ֵמָרחֹקַוִּי  - that caused so much suffering. But 
years later, there was a reconciliation. In next week’s parsha, Joseph will emotionally reveal his true 
identity to the brothers and they will fuse themselves back into a family, the family of the 
Jewish people. And at that point, Joseph tells the brothers they are welcome to come and live in Egypt -  
 You', he tells the brothers, 'will be close to me'. This closeness is the opposite of the'  . ְוָהִייָת ָקרֹוב ֵאַלי
earlier distance and the remaking of a broken relationship. It is this kind of closeness that the brothers 
finally came to live out. It is the kind of closeness that should define the Jewish people. And, especially 
in our own shul community, it is the kind of relationship we should be aiming for at all times. Let us 
commit to do so, together. 


