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Joseph’s Message to Israel – His Father and His Nation 

Why didn’t Joseph send word to Jacob that he was alive in Egypt?  If he was as 

committed to his father as the end of the story indicates, why was he silent for all of these years? 

This is the fundamental question in the Joseph story.  Many answers have been offered.  

Rashi argues that the brothers forced Joseph to take an oath not to talk to his father.  Others 

suggest that Joseph felt alienated from his family and therefore needed his brother’s to do 

teshuva before he could reveal himself.  I’m not sure which answer I prefer.  Did Joseph feel 

abandoned even by his own father, or was he just waiting for the fulfillment of his dreams, 

unsure exactly how they would be realized, but sure that they would? 

To help answer this question, it is important to look at Joseph’s actions when his brothers 

arrive.  What does the Torah tell us about his feelings?  Towards the beginning of this week’s 

parasha, Joseph is simply unable to keep his secret anymore.  Joseph is in his chambers, 

surrounded by courtiers and servants, but orders everybody out.  The verse (45:1) says: “  ָיֹכל ְו�א

ַאֵ�קְלִהְת  יֹוֵס�  – Joseph could not bear it any longer.”  Joseph needed some breathing space; he 

needed to tell his brothers who he was.  Immediately, Joseph lets out a deep, powerful cry: “  ַוִ�ֵ��

ִ�ְבִכי ֹקלוֹ  ֶאת  – and he cried out loud” (45:2), one heard across the land and throughout Pharaoh’s 

house: “ ַ�ְרֹעה ֵ�ית ַוִ�ְ�ַמע ִמְצַרִי� ַוִ�ְ�ְמע�  – and all Egypt and Pharaoh’s house heard”.  And he says 

(45:3), “ יֹוֵס� ֲאִני  – I am Joseph,” “ַהעֹוד $ִבי ָחי” – is my father still alive? 

And then come the tears, the release of years of loneliness.  Joseph embraces Benjamin, 

and the two of them cry.  When Jacob arrives, they hug, and again tears are shed.  Each time, the 

Torah makes it clear that Joseph doesn’t even say anything.  There are no words to capture what 

he feels at this moment.  What can be said at a time like this?  But it is obvious that Joseph cared 
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for and loved his family, he missed them terribly.  Warm embrace and cold tears were all that he 

could manage. 

There is an earlier point in the story that supports the thesis that Joseph cared for his 

family.  Though not as emotionally powerful, it is equally important in helping us understand 

Joseph’s feelings towards his brothers.  After each trip, Joseph provides his brothers with food 

for the journey home and support for the family.  The brothers are overwhelmed by these actions 

and don’t understand why this mysterious man is sending them with so much.  Who is he and 

why does he insist on filling their sacks to the brim?  But it is clear to us.  We read the story and 

we understand why Joseph was doing this: he cared for them, he was worried about them.  The 

brothers are baffled by Joseph’s actions and are even concerned that they will be suspected of 

stealing, but we understand.  Joseph was worried for them in their time of need and did what he 

could to help, like any of us would for our family. 

But when we look at this whole story, there is something very important that is missing 

from the entire picture.  How exactly did this happen, the development of this great chasm 

between Joseph and his family?  In large part, many of the problems that led to this situation can 

be ascribed to problems in communication.  “ � ַ&ְ�רוֹ  ָיְכל� ְו�א��ְלָ  – the brothers were unable to 

speak to Joseph” (37:1).  Jacob didn’t communicate his love for the other brothers sufficiently.  

And Joseph went years without communicating with his family.  Each character in the story, 

Joseph, Jacob, and the brothers, didn’t relate to the other properly.  At a loss for what to do, they 

didn’t rely on each other but instead stood on their own, nearly destroying the family in the 

process.  At this point, moving on was impossible.  The brothers had yet to do teshuva.  Jacob 

could not be comforted.    Joseph was still a young lad.  Though they needed one another, only 

when they realized that could the story reach its climax. 
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Over the past week, I have felt a lot like Joseph.  In fact, whenever Israel is at war, I feel 

a lot like Joseph.  Here we are, in our comfortable lives, and our brothers in eretz Yisrael are 

suffering.  In Joseph’s day, it was famine.  Today, it is war.  But either way, we are apart from 

our family.  They are suffering, and we are comfortable.  How are we to relate to them during 

these times? 

I believe that the answer lies in these three themes.  Let me begin with the last.  Joseph 

and his family were not in communication.  They lost touch.  How can we avoid that?  Call.  

Most of us have family or friends living in Israel.  Be in touch.  Let them know that we are 

thinking about them, that we care about them.  I am very close with my aunt in Tel Aviv, and 

yesterday I sent her an email just to check up.  I know that she is ok, but I know that it is hard.  I 

was in Israel during the last Lebanon war, and I learned then that support and friendship from 

Jews around the world is invaluable. 

Second, we are in a position to financially support Jews in Israel.  There are many 

demands on our tzedakah at this time, and it is not an easy time economically for anybody.  But 

every little bit helps, and together we can make a big difference.  This community has been 

committed to Sderot for a long time, and this is something we must continue to do.  Just like 

Joseph, we have to support our family.  Youth programs, Magen David Adom, and soldiers – all 

deserve our continued help.  Rabbi Lookstein talked a couple of weeks ago about contributing to 

causes that are close to our hearts during these times.  And there is very little else that is closer to 

our hearts than Israel. 

The final theme that emerges from Joseph is equally relevant: sensitivity.  I have spoken 

to several people over the week who have been at a loss for what to do during times of crisis in 

Israel.  Somebody told me, “All I can do is read the news, but I feel like I’m not doing anything.”  
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Again, the answer lies in Joseph.  He cared about his brothers and he cried for them.  It is 

important to develop whatever sensitivity and feelings that we can for Jews in need, in Israel or 

elsewhere.  Listening to the news, feeling the sense of loss, and caring about what is going on – 

each are important expressions of our feelings and love for Israel.  Joseph thought about and 

loved his brothers.  He missed them. 

Joseph’s story teaches us these three things: care for our family, financial support, and the 

power of communication.  Even though we are not there, we can still be part of the family. 


