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Parshat Vayigash 5780
The unfolding drama of Yosef and his brothers reaches its inevitable climax when Yosef 
reveals himself to his brothers. After Yosef discloses his identity, his brothers are 
shocked into silence, and he reassures them that despite being sold into slavery, his rise
to the position of viceroy of Egypt shows that all was in accordance with Hashem’s 
greater plan. Rabbi Sacks in his introduction to the Yom Kippur machzor describes this 
as “the first recorded moment in history in which one human being forgives another”. 

This act of forgiveness is in fact so surprising that Yosef’s brothers cannot quite believe
it themselves. When Yaakov later dies, the brothers come to Yosef fearing his delayed
revenge and they ask him to restate his forgiveness to fulfil the wishes of their father
(50:17). Their ongoing fear may stem from not realising why Yosef should forgive them.
Rabbi Sacks explains that it may be that they do not realise that Yosef had lead them to
enact all three key elements of the Teshuva process when he sent them home to bring
Binyamin to Egypt, and also when he took Shimon hostage.

To  one  another  they  say  “truly  we  are  guilty  because  of  our  brother” (42:21)  not
realising  that  Yosef  could  understand  them,  thus  demonstrating  the  first  stage  of
declaring regret and guilt.

When Binyamin was found in alleged possession of the stolen cup, Yehuda explicitly
fulfils the second stage of confession, and he alludes to the brothers taking collective
responsibility (44:16).

When Yosef gives his brothers the opportunity to leave Binyamin as a slave, Yehuda
begs to be allowed to remain in Binyamin’s place (44:33). Yehuda, who initiated Yosef’s
sale into slavery, has demonstrated the third stage necessary for complete repentance
of avoiding repetition of the offense when the circumstances repeat themselves. 

In 45:1, the pasuk states: Yosef was unable to withstand”. The“ - ולא יכול יוסף להתאפק 
Ramban explains that Yosef was unable to withstand the entreaties of the Egyptians
who wished to resolve the conflict with his brothers and were imploring him to show
compassion and return Binyamin to them. We however know that  Yosef was taking
these measures expressly in order to demonstrate his brothers’ complete repentance
so he may forgive them wholeheartedly. It is at this point, when his brothers’ Teshuva is
complete,  that  Yosef  breaks down.  He can no longer  withhold  his  identity  from his
brothers and he declares his forgiveness to them.  

This moment of reconciliation may have been both cathartic and highly traumatic. The
first thing Yosef says to his brothers in his new guise is: אני יוסף העוד אבי חי         “I am 

Yosef, is my father still alive” (45:3). The Beis HaLevi reminds us that Yosef already knew
that  Yaakov  was alive,  as  Yehuda has  been arguing  for  Yaakov’s  needs  throughout.
Moreover  Yosef  had  previously  inquired  after  their  father’s  well-being  (43:27).
Nonetheless, we read that Yosef’s brothers were unable to answer the question and
were in shock. 

Firstly,  the  brothers  were  shocked  as  they  had  not  considered  that  the  man  they
understood to be viceroy of Egypt could have been their brother. But from the nature
of  his  opening  words  to  them,  they  also  feared  that  Yosef  could  still  wish  to  reap
revenge. The Kli Yakar points out that Yosef does not initially call himself their brother,
and does not refer to Yaakov as our father. The Beis HaLevi explains further that Yosef
must be expressing his own residual disbelief that his brothers could have treated him
as they did given the subsequent care that they showed to Binyamin. I.e. the fact that
they  could  treat  Binyamin  in  so  exemplary  a  manner  adds  to  the  insult  of  the
maltreatment that Yosef suffered at their hands.

The  corollary  of  repentance  and  forgiveness  is  judgement,  and  not  merely  letting
bygones be bygones. The Beis HaLevi quotes the Midrash Rabba on our pasuk:      אוי לנו
.”woe to us from the day of judgement and chastisement“ מיום הדין אוי לנו מיום תוכחה
Hashem judges us on account of our own personal record. The parallel from the story of
Yosef  and his brothers to Yom HaDin is that  we are judged on account of our own
record of contradictions and rationalisations.

The  Beis  HaLevi  illustrates  with  an  allegory  from  the  midrash  Tanna  Devei  Eliyahu
where a fisherman excuses himself on Yom HaDin for never having learned Torah by
claiming  that  he  was  never  blessed  with  wisdom  and  knowledge.  His  interlocutor
questions how he could have met the many challenges that must be surmounted to
achieve success in catching fish, whereas we are told that the Torah is close to us all: כי
.(Devarim 30:14) קרוב אליך הדבר מאוד

In this dramatic passage containing Yosef’s reconciliation with this brothers, we have
seen that the brothers have demonstrated their repentance and so Yosef may reveal his
disguise. Yet in the process of forgiving them, there is a moment of shock and trauma
that all  parties must pass through as they confront the record of events in order to
move on. The Beis HaLevi expands the scope of this to include us all in the universal
lesson that even when we repent and forgive one another, we remain accountable for
our actions and must confront the contradictions that remain implicit  in our human
actions.                                 


