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Good Shabbos, everyone. 
 
Thank you to the drasha sponsors: 
 Tracey Gordon, in memory of her father, Jack Gordon, whose yahrtzeit was the 5th of Teves, and her 

mother, Gloria Gordon, whose yahrtzeit is the 11th of Teves.  
 Jeremy and Devora Gradon as an aliyas neshama for Mrs Vera Gradon of London, whose second 

yahrzeit is today, 7th of Teves. 
 Aryeh and Sandy Guttenberg, in memory of Aryeh’s father, Rabbi Yaacov Guttenberg, Horav 

Yaacov Shlomo ben Chanoch, whose yahrtzeit is the 12th of Teves. 
 Gary and Emily Honick, in commemoration of the first yahrzeit of Gary’s father, Harvey W. Honick, 

Tzvi Ze'ev ban Kalman Dov, z'l, whose yahrtzeit was the 6th of Teves. 
May the neshamos have an aliya and may all the sponsors be rewarded for their support of the shul with 
bracha and hatzlacha and good health! 
 
The troubling story of Yosef and his brothers is filled with many lingering questions.  For example, although 
Yosef met with them repeatedly, and tradition maintains he closely resembled his father, they did not 
recognize him.   

יו  :בראשית פרשת מקץ פרק מב פסוק ח ף ֶאת־ֶאָח֑ ר יֹוֵס֖ הּו:ַוַּיֵּכ֥ א ִהִּכֻרֽ ֹ֥ ם ל  ְוֵה֖
And even after Yosef eventually revealed himself to them, he strangely repeats the revelation of his 
identity—as if they were not convinced the first time.  It seems like they still had their doubts and did not 
recognize him! In fact, Chazal understand that he felt like he needed to prove his identity to them.  This 
seems very odd.  He was their brother, after all.  They had grown up with him for 17  years.   

ף  י יֹוֵס֔ ף ֶאל־ֶאָחי֙ו ֲאִנ֣ אֶמר יֹוֵס֤ ֹ֨ י ִנבְ בראשית פרק מה פסוק (ג) ַוּי א־ָיְכ֤לּו ֶאָחי֙ו ַלֲע֣נֹות ֹא֔תֹו ִּכ֥ ֹֽ י ְול י ָח֑ יו: (ד)  ַה֥עֹוד ָאִב֖ ף ֲה֖לּו ִמָּפָנֽ אֶמר יֹוֵס֧ ֹ֨ ַוּי
ם  ף ֲאִחיֶכ֔ אֶמר ֲאִנ֙י יֹוֵס֣ ֹ֗ י ַוִּיָּגׁ֑שּו ַוּי יו ְּגׁשּו־ָנ֥א ֵאַל֖ ְיָמה: ֶאל־ֶאָח֛ י ִמְצָרֽ ם ֹאִת֖  ֲאֶׁשר־ְמַכְרֶּת֥

 
Why didn’t they recognize him?  Chazal (Bava Metzia 39b) suggest that they did not recognize him because 
he had grown a beard. 

 .מלמד שיצא בלא חתימת זקן ובא בחתימת זקןשנאמר ויכר יוסף את אחיו והם לא הכרוהו :בבלי מסכת בבא מציעא דף לט עמוד ב 
 
But this statement seems like only part of an explanation.  Maybe if he had passed them on the street, they 
would not have recognized him because of his beard.  Maybe the first time they met him, his new beard 
would explain why they did not recognize him.  But they had a lot of detailed interactions with him.  Why 
did they not recognize Yosef? 
 
The Baal HaTurim writes that Yosef’s dramatic change in status made him unrecognizable.  When they last 
saw him, he was 17 years old, he was their “kid brother,” and now he was an adult and a mighty ruler in 
Mitzrayim. 

אף כאן לא הכירוהו בשביל שנשתנה שהיה עבד ונעשה שר וגדול בכל הארץ. . .אבל הכא לא הכירוהו :בעל הטורים בראשית פרק מב
 כלל, שלא העלו על דעתם שיגיע יוסף למעלה כזו ועל כן הוא חסר:

Rav Yosef Karo, the author of the Shulchan Aruch, writes: 
 יכרוהו בפניו שם המצנפת על פניו, וכדי שלא יכירוהו בקולו דיבר אתם קשותכדי שלא 

At first,  to hide his identity from them, Yosef intentionally placed a scarf over his face and disguised his 
voice with angry tones, in a foreign language.. 
 
But this, at most, explains the lack of recognition up until he reveals his identity.  But once he tells them who 
he is, why didn’t they  believe him immediately? 
 
I would like to share an insight from a classic mussar  anthology called Chochmas Hamatzpun in the name 
of a sefer called Degel HaMussar by Rav Gershon Liebman of the Navhardok school of mussar.  This 
insight is based on the psychological phenomenon called denial… 
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יהו מעונינים להגיע למסקנה עמוק עמוק בתוך תוכם לא , אלא חוסר הרצון להביןמה שהיה חסר כאן לא הכשרון ולא החכמה,  
שהרי כזו חקירה תוביל אותם לשורש הענין שהם מכרו אותו, ושמטרתם היתה שהוא לא ימלוך ולא ימשול עליהם, הנגיעה הזו   כזו,

 פעלה בנפשם דק מן הדק, והעלימה מעיניהם כל אפשרות תהבין מה שלא היו מעונינים להבינו ולכן כל הסימנים לא נקלטו אצלם... 
 
Rav Liebman claims that all the signs were there, but the brothers were not able to deal with the truth…so 
they could not see what was right in front of them. 
 
Their inability to recognize their brother was the product of a subconscious act of denial.  Even when Yosef 
revealed himself, it took them some time to acknowledge who he was.  This was because doing so would 
have required them to come to terms with a part of themselves and with actions they had taken, that they 
preferred to forget.   
 
Let’s remember how they acted when they sold Yosef.  Motivated by jealousy and hatred, according to the 
Torah, they were even ready to kill him.  After stripping him of his special robe and dignity and selling him 
to an uncertain future, it is unsettling that, immediately afterward,  they had the equanimity to sit down and 
enjoy a comfortable meal.  It is also unsettling that they were willing  to cause their elderly father such pain 
and anguish…and were able to continue with their lives as if nothing happened. It is hard to believe that their 
behavior did not disturb them, as well.   
 
How did they live with themselves?  These memories of their own actions and their accountability for their 
deeds were pushed away from their conscious minds… 
 
Erich Fromm, in his book The Forgotten Language, cites a famous philosopher who said-- 
“My memory says I have done this, my pride says I could not have done it.  My memory yields.” 
 
When we cannot handle what we have done, we change the way we see and remember things… 
 
We find a similar idea in Parshas Vayera, when Sarah laughed in the face of the angels who announced that 
she would have a baby.  Her husband, Avraham, was a navi, and had been told by Hashem about her 
laughter.  But when he confronted her, she responded that she had not laughed… 

ְקְּת:  י ָצָחֽ א ִּכ֥ ֹ֖ אֶמר׀ ל ֹ֥ ָאה ַוּי י׀ ָיֵר֑ ְקִּתי ִּכ֣ א ָצַח֖ ֹ֥ ר ל ה׀ ֵלאֹמ֛ ׁש ָׂשָר֧  בראשית פרק יח: (טו) ַוְּתַכֵח֨
How could she say such a thing? Did she knowingly lie? 
 
I once heard a fascinating insight from Rabbi Dr. Abraham J. Twerski that the Torah does not write that 
she lied—vatishaker.  Instead, it writes vatichachesh, that she denied.  She was not intentionally lying.   
 
She was so ashamed of what she had done that she could not handle the truth of it—and she denied reality.  
Her memory yielded to her pride.  In her mind, she did not see what she had done. 
 
Similarly, the brothers were so filled with shame that they could not see that it was Yosef standing in front 
of them.  Their conscious mind wanted to keep the episode buried deep in their subconscious. 
 
After Yosef reveals himself, eight pesukim later he says: 

יֵניֶכ֙ם ֹר֔אֹות(יב) ְוִהֵּנ֤ה בראשית פרק מה פסוק יב (פרשת ויגש) ין  ֵעֽ י ִבְנָיִמ֑ ר ְוֵעיֵנ֖י ָאִח֣ ְמַדֵּב֥ י ַהֽ ם:ִּכי־ִפ֖  ֲאֵליֶכֽ
You can see for yourselves, and my brother Benjamin for himself, that it is indeed I who am speaking to you. 
 
Why does Yosef say  this now?  And, what does it mean to see speech?  Rashi writes that he meant that they 
see he is speaking in Hebrew, but the Ramban points out many problems with this answer. 
 
I heard Rav Ahron  Lopiansky connect this concept to a famous pasuk  in Mattan Torah that describes the 
people seeing sounds. 
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ים ֶאת־ַהּקֹו֜�ת ן  ְוׇכל־ָהָע֩ם ֹרִא֨ ר ָעֵׁש֑ ר ְוֶאת־ָהָה֖ ם ְוֵא֙ת ֣קֹול ַהֹּׁשָפ֔ ק׃ְוֶאת־ַהַּלִּפיִד֗ ָרֹחֽ ַעְמ֖דּו ֵמֽ עּו ַוַּיֽ    ַוַּי֤ ְרא ָהָע֙ם ַוָּינֻ֔
All the people witnessed the thunder and lightning, the blare of the horn and the mountain smoking; and 
when the people saw it, they fell back and stood at a distance. 

 רואין את הנשמע, שאי אפשר לראות במקום אחר: -ראים את הקולות   רש"י שמות פרק כ פסוק טו (פרשת יתרו)
 היוצאיןח מפי הגבורה:  -את הקולת 

 [THEY] SAW THE SOUNDS — they saw that which should be heard (Mechilta d'Rabbi Yishmael 20:15:1) 
— something which is impossible to see on any other occasion. 
THE SOUNDS which issued from the mouth of the Almighty. 
 
Rav Lopiansky explained that “seeing  words” means recognizing the truth of the words through and 
through.  Usually, when we hear words, there is a second hand aspect of communication.  But “seeing is 
believing,” and at Mattan Torah, every word uttered by Hashem was understood with complete faith in He 
who was speaking and in the content which was communicated.  They saw the words. 
 
That phenomenon of “seeing words” was happening here, as well.  As the layers of denial were peeled 
away…Yosef saw their recognition of reality take root…they were finally coming to terms with who he was 
and what they had done.  They were finally beginning to see him and what he was saying. 
 
And that is why, when Yosef finally revealed himself, he did not need to give them any explicit mussar.    
When they were shaken from their sense of denial and forced to come to terms with who he was, what they 
had done, and the pain they had caused their father, that was mussar enough. 
 
They had no excuses.  They accepted responsibility for what they had done…and he forgave them. 

ף ֶאל־ֶאָחי֙ו :בראשית פרק מה פסוק ג  אֶמר יֹוֵס֤ ֹ֨ ףַוּי י יֹוֵס֔ י  ֲאִנ֣ י ָח֑ א־ָיְכ֤לּו ֶאָחי֙ו ַה֥עֹוד ָאִב֖ ֹֽ יוְול י ִנְבֲה֖לּו ִמָּפָנֽ  :ַלֲע֣נֹות ֹא֔תֹו ִּכ֥
 
All Yosef had to prove to them was that he was still alive …to make them come to terms with what they had 
indeed done…and they got the mussar.  Their pride finally yielded to their memory… 
 
The Medrash Rabba (93:10) famously comments on this episode: 

יוסף קטנן של שבטים לא יכלו אחיו לענות אותו כי נבהלו מפניו  אוי לנו מיום התוכחה אמר אבא כהן ברדלא אוי לנו מיום הדין
 אוכיחך ואערכה לעיניך על אחת כמה וכמה)תהלים נ(ה ויוכיח לכל אחד לפי מה שהוא שנא'"לכשיבא הקב

Abba Kohen Bardela commented: explicit  
Woe to us from the day of judgment 
Woe to us from the day of rebuke 
If Yosef, the youngest of the tribes, was able to rebuke his brothers in a way that they were unable to 
respond, when Hashem will come and rebuke each person לפי מה שהוא how much greater the rebuke! 
 
The Beis HaLevi writes that the Medrash is telling us that the mussar Hashem will give each of us after we 
pass on is just like Yosef’s mussar to his brothers.  Hashem will not yell at us. He will simply make us look 
reality in the face, and we will be forced to take responsibility for our actions; all the things we try to forget.  
After 120 years, all the rationalizations and denials will no longer help. That is the yom hatochacha. 
 
Rav Hirsch, in his commentary on Chumash, defines tochacha, rebuke, as follows: 
“to bring someone to the recognition of an unpleasant fact about himself, to explain to him that he has 
committed an intellectual error (Iyov 9:33) or that he has strayed morally (as in most other instances).”  
 
Tochacha is whatever it takes to bring that recognition—to shake us from denial. 
 
It is no coincidence that the Hebrew word for rebuke is tochacha—which comes from the same root as 
hochacha—a proof.  Effective rebuke comes from getting someone to a place where the proof is 
overwhelming.  In the face of such proof, they must emerge from their more comfortable  state of denial. 
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The Medrash is teaching that the most effective way to get someone to acknowledge reality and commit to 
change is not through harsh argumentation or lengthy persuasion. The best way is by showing them clear and 
obvious proof.  A person must see for himself what he is doing wrong and understand the effects of his 
actions—all that he seeks to keep buried in his subconscious--and be taken out of the deep denial that allows 
him to continue living an imperfect or harmful life.  The “proofs” that are necessary to help us escape our 
denial often come from surrounding ourselves with the right kinds of people—people with proper values.  
Observing how they successfully face their challenges can serve as a tochacha to us—to help us recognize 
the truth--and change our ways. 
 
The Mesilas Yesharim teaches us that the essence of avodas Hashem is making sure we remain aware of 
what we already know to be true…and live by those principles and values. 

הזה לא חברתיו ללמד לבני האדם את אשר לא ידעו, אלא להזכירם את הידוע להם כבר ומפורסם אצלם פירסום  אמר המחבר: החיבור 
  .גדול. כי לא תמצא ברוב דברי, אלא דברים שרוב בני האדם יודעים אותם ולא מסתפקים בהם כלל

The writer says: I have composed this work not to teach people what they do not know but to remind them of 
what they already know and which is very familiar to them. For you will find in most of my words only things 
which most people already know and do not have any doubt about.  

...אבל התועלת יוצא מן החזרה עליו וההתמדה. כי יזכרו לו הדברים האלה הנשכחים מבני האדם בטבע, וישים אל לבו חובתו אשר 
  .הוא מתעלם ממנה

…Rather, the benefit derived [from this book] comes from review and diligent study. For [then] he will be 
reminded of these things which, by nature, people tend to forget and he will put to heart his duties which he 
hides from.  
 
Hashem created us with an innate sense of right and wrong.  We learn from the story of Yosef and his 
brothers that sometimes social groups reinforce incorrect thinking.  It gives us some insight into how easy it 
is for individuals, groups,  and even whole nations to convince themselves that a different version of reality 
is absolutely true.  The world we live in is filled with so much falsehood, so much denial of reality.  From the 
double standard in the way Israel is treated, to many other things our progressive society tells us we must 
believe, even though we know they are not true.  And the truth is that we all live life with a certain amount 
of denial.  It is sometimes difficult to see things with clarity.  But there are things we can do to help us.   
 
It is crucial to derive our values from the ultimate source of values; the Torah.  Torah study must be the 
constant in our lives.  That is why the first  question we are asked after we die is קבעת עתים לתורה, did you 
utilize the gift of Torah every day.  Did you define your lives by its message? 
 
It is also crucial to surround ourselves with good people, who can help keep us honest and on the right path 
in life.  Such people can help us stay grounded, instead of in deep denial.  Let us not wait to face the truth 
until—after 120 years--God shows us the video of our lives and our actions.  Let us face the truth as we live 
our lives, and make responsible and meaningful choices… 
 
Ultimately, living a productive and meaningful life is about being honest with ourselves.  As Shakespeare 
taught us in Hamlet —"to thine own self be true…”  We must be honest with ourselves.  There is no escape 
from truth.  We will all, eventually, face our moment of judgment.  We must take this as a reminder not to be 
afraid to look honestly at our own choices and lives and to remain strongly committed to our values, and to 
do everything we can to live lives of truth, honesty, and integrity.   We are fortunate to be part of such a 
wonderful shul and community with so much  Torah study, surrounded by people who live lives of meaning. 
May Hashem soon lead us to the day when His Oneness will be evident to all…to the point that it will be 
impossible to deny His presence.  May we all live the way we should, and may the world be filled with 
kindness and Godliness…bimhera viyamenu…amen. 
 

 


