WX NWI9 - TOCHACHA, RECONCILIATION AND GALUS:
HAPPY ENDINGS AREN’T ALWAYS SO HAPPY

THE DYNAMICS OF RECONCILIATION

Our parsha deals with the resolution of a long and tragic family story. Yehuda
is willing to risk his life, and perhaps those of his brothers, by confronting Y osef, who
had still not revealed himself. This final clash between Yehudah and Yosef, whose
approaches to serving HaSh-m were in such tension, gives the very name to our
Parsha — VaYigash - Yehudah's approach to Yosef. *

The Midrash teaches that the brothers shrank away as Joseph and Judah
confronted one another. (According to the Midrash, Yehuda let out the most
horrendous scream, and inspired his brothers to fury. At that moment, Yosef feared
for his life?.) They sensed that this was a confrontation not merely between two strong
men, but between two opposing philosophies®. Ultimately, both antagonists
triumphed, for Joseph and Judah, and the ideas they represented, remained integral
parts of the Jewish people®. All this was a part of N7 w»— Yehuda approaches
Yosef, and the beginning of a historic and spiritual reunification unfolded?.

N7 w»m — Yehuda approaches Yosef, the beginning of a historic
reunification of the brothers and the spiritual forces they represent. Yosef’s ‘brain’ is
combined with Yehudah’s ‘heart’®. In the fury and heat of the moment, Yehuda is
able to speak gently, and that act of greatness achieves more than twenty battles could
have done’. As with many situations involving intense human moments, there were
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multiple layers to Yehudah’s stepping forward. Rabbeinu Bechaya says that the word
Vayigash can mean three things: nnnom ovroy 1. These were all clothed in
Yehudah’s soothing and conciliatory words. Yehuda had learned from Yaakov the art
of multiple approaches. He would be a gift of servitude, but he also prepared with
prayer and, if need be, ready to fight>. Yehuda made some unusually forceful claims
against Yosef®, and yet, his rapprochement with Yosef leads to a historic, unbreakable
pattern,* - and the unity of the Jewish people was established for all time. Although
Yosef was to lead the ten tribes into oblivion, they too would unite with Yehuda (and
Binyamin) at the end of days®.

Three times a day, at the beginning of each Shmoneh Esreh, we take
Yehudah’s step as one of three®, illustrating that his step was not only towards Yosef,
but provides us with a permanent model of how to approach spiritual greatness at the
same time.

The npy1 points out that the word wx, to approach, appears three times in
Tanach. Each one involves an appeal”:

a-Avraham appeals to G-d to save the people of Sedom:
YWY DY PITY DN GRN TN DNIAN W : (XI) 3D 10 TIWUNIA
b-Yehuda appeals to Yosef not to take Binyamin into captivity:
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c-Eliyahu on Har HaKarmel:
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Each one of these three approaches gives us another one of the yesodos of n>»amn:

a- Avraham Avinu teaches us that we have to daven even for oywn;*

b- Yehuda teaches us that N> Ny o>y bNw> 95 and that this principle must
be reflected in our davening;

c- Eliyahu HaNavi teaches us that we have to daven for own wyTp. We need
to realize that even own wytp, which seems dependent on our actions,
comes from own. He gives us the strength and inspiration to go through
with such an act to begin with.

Each one learned from the previous one and added a dimension of his own.
Each one added a wa, an approach.

Yehuda learned from Avraham Avinu to take responsibility for others, but he
added that it is not only the Gadol HaDor (i.e. Avraham Avinu) who is responsible,
we are all responsible for one another. (Eliyahu learned from Avraham and Yehuda,
but added that ultimately, when we take responsibility for each other, it is rooted in
the responsibility we are taking to produce own vy1p in the world.) We therefore take
three steps at the beginning of the nawy ny»nw to incorporate all three levels of
understanding.

Lev Eliyahu® explains that Yehudah’s lesson was learned through pain and
tears. For twenty two years he suffered greatly. His wife died as did his two sons in
their youth. Tamar, his daughter-in-law, was stranded, agunah-like. He then
erroneously sentenced Tamar to death, and publicly declared his mistake. Yehuda
understood from all of this that there was an unusual ny>an on him in omw. Since his
brothers had listened to him when he stated 1»>nx nx 371 ¥5 yxa nn, he should have
taken further steps to save Yosef completely. Therefore,721 N1y X N0 DTN NN,
All of Yehudah’s pain, all the lessons he had learned from that pain, were now
encapsulated in his wa.

This one historic step is not in vain. It generates a beautiful, spiritual
resonance in Yosef and in the entire entourage around him®. Yosef can take it no
longer. He clears the room, more to avoid embarrassing his brothers than to have a
private family moment®, and reveals himself to his brothers with some of the most
poignant historic words ever spoken by man:
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And the end of the pasuk testifies:
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With the intention of finally clearing the air, Yosef is both gentle and bold. On the one
hand, he gently asks the brothers to approach him.2 Then, he says >n »ax TN 0 NN,
such strong rebuke, that puts things so clearly on the table right at the outset, and the
brothers are rendered speechless, ashamed and confounded®. These mighty men, who,
had they put their minds to it, could have wreaked military havoc in Egypt, were
rendered speechless in front of Yosef®. Yet, the commentators struggle to understand
where the rebuke in Yosef’s words lay.

HaEmek Davar says that the words >n »ax mwn was the rebuke; 'my father', not
‘our father'. "Knowing how much our father loved me, you must have known the pain
you would cause him by getting rid of me. Is he still alive, or did you kill him with the
pain you caused him? Even if you thought that your actions towards me were
justified, how could you have done such a thing to our father>?"

In his Sichos Mussar®, Rav Chaim Shmuelevitz points out that however we
explain the words of Yosef, they were not in the form that we would normally think to
use for Tochacha. There was no ‘Look at what you have done’ and ‘how could you?’
Rather, "after all you have done to me | remain your brother, with no intention of now
exerting my mighty powers over you’. In fact, | love you all as much as | love my
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brother Binyamin®." Yosef then kisses each one of the brothers®. It is clear that all of
this builds for us a new image of what it means to rebuke. In reality, Tochacha does
not even mean rebuke. Tochacha is myvn Yy n1yn — the recognition and acceptance
of error.?

And so Yosef’s actions serve as a paradigm of rebuke for all time. Tiferes
Shlomo* writes that, if a person praised an angel, it is as if he worshipped Avoda
Zara, but to laud and glory Tzadikim, is giving honor to Hashem, since they reveal for
us through their speech and actions G-d’s Torah. This is why the entire Sefer
Bereishis consists of stories of our righteous Avos; stories of Tzadikim are actual
Torah.

Some commentators hold that the brothers had never regretted selling Yosef
and still held that he was a Rodef, threatening their own future with the Jewish
people®. Their calculation may have been right. Abarbanel points out that we never
see that the brothers were punished for the sale or that their father rebuked them®.
Rash7i, on the other hand, writes that the brothers had regretted this action a while
back".

According to both opinions, Yosef continues this dramatic moment by
immediately explaining to the brothers that his intentions were always for their good
and never to exclude them. He consoles his brothers, saying, "Although your intention
was to get rid of me, G-d used your action to effect what history needed. | was sent by
G-d to prepare for your coming to Egypt®, which is what you are now going to have to
do." ("It was not you who sent me down here, but G-d; He has made me father to
Pharaoh, master of his entire household, and ruler throughout the entire land of
Egypt.")

"I cannot send food to you in Canaan, for the Egyptians will suspect me of
squirreling away supplies to build up my fortune there, with me to follow™. Stay there
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and you die. (Although don’t tell our father the facts so starkly®.) On the other hand,
the Egyptians would be delighted to welcome people as honorable as you. For,
knowing that | come from gentry makes it easier for them to accept me as their ruler?.
So go back, pack up and come where | can take care of you. This is G-d’s Will."

Yosef does not rely on one speech to reassure his brothers that he bears no
grudge and that he sees the whole event as one big act of Providence, for the unity
that must now be achieved has to last through future crises as well. During Bayis
Rishon, Shevet Yosef is destined to split again with Yehuda. This time he was
destined to take nine other tribes with him. But the Navi, in the Haftorah for Parshas
VaYigash, testifies that the bonds of unity will be stronger than the passion for
machlokes, independence and separation:
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Against all natural instincts for cathartic venting, Yosef ploughs on with his
reconciliation. He asks the brothers to approach him and speaks soothingly and
reassuringly. He asserts that his love for them is no less than his love for Binyamin,
who had nothing to do with the sale®. And finally he kisses each brother in turn® and
cautions them against mutual recriminations over his sale®.

Yosef’s efforts to win his brothers over must have surely paid dividends. The
brothers all seem to finally recognize each other’s worth and nobody seems to express
a grudge. Yet, seventeen years later when Yaakov dies, the brothers are suddenly
gripped by fear that it was only in honor of his father that Yosef had not taken
revenge®. They feel the need to lie to him, saying that Yaakov commanded him to be
kind to them,” and Yosef feels determined to go through the whole process of
reconciliation all over again®.

Others say that the reason that Yosef could not rejoin them was because he was constrained from
leaving the country by Egyptian law. Yosef was still considered an eved by the Egyptians, for an eved
can never lose his status. He was allowed to rule only because the Egyptians had changed the law to
allow an eved to rule. But the law against an eved never leaving the country remained in force.
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What Yosef said, how he said it, and what he did not say to his brothers
comprises part of what Rav Yerucham calls the Shulchan Aruch of the Nifga. A
person may be wronged by someone. A terrible injustice may have been done, one
that affects the person for the rest of his life, but the Torah teaches us the Yosef
lesson, that, despite all, one is proscribed in what action he can take in return.

It goes further than that. Rav Yerucham cites the Orchos Chaim of the Rosh
who states that not only is it forbidden to take revenge on someone who wrongs him,
but one should even be gracious (lit. not consider it a transgression) to someone
seeking forgiveness. Rabbi Frand® explains this as follows:

The scenario that the Rosh is speaking of is when Reuvain hurts Shimon in a
very profound way. Two weeks later, Reuvain comes before Shimon and says, "You
know, | realize I acted horribly towards you, but - I want to explain.”

What is our normal reaction to such a situation? "Forget it. | don't want to
hear your explanation. I don't need to hear your explanation. It is done already - just
forget it!" The Rosh explains that reacting in this way is not practicing exemplary
midos. Shimon is refusing to hear the explanation because he wants Reuvain to suffer.
He knows that from this point forward, every time Reuvain sees him, he will feel bad.
Shimon, by not being willing to listen to Reuvain's explanation, is setting up a future
relationship where Reuvain will always "owe him something."

Therefore, the Rosh says, if a person sins against you and comes to explain, do
not consider this a further sin on his part. On the contrary, hear him out. Listen to his
excuse, whether it is a good excuse or not. Even if his excuse is total nonsense, let him
say it anyway. Let him have the satisfaction of being let off the hook, as though he in
fact settled his debt to you. Such a practice represents super character traits. One
who is prepared to let his neighbor "off the hook," even if perhaps he does not deserve
to get off so easy, is most praise worthy.

Rav Yerucham finds an example of this in Yosef's response here to his
brothers. Imagine how the ten brothers felt. They took Yosef, intending to kill him. In
the end, they sold him into slavery. Their behavior toward him was almost
inexcusable. What can they say to him now? What kind of apology can they hope to
offer under such circumstances?

Yosef tells them, "You did not sin toward me. It all turned out for the best. This
was all part of G-d's Divine plan. You were just pawns, puppets in the hands of the
puppeteer.” Yosef was attempting to relieve his brothers of their unbelievable burden
of guilt. This, says Rav Yerucham, demonstrates the pristine quality of the midos of
Yosef haTzadik.

So we see that, just as there are laws of how the offender has to appease the
offended?, there are laws of how the offended — the injured party - should react. But
one of those laws is that the injured party, though he is expected to be gracious and
forgive3, may show just as much cruelty as may be necessary for the offender’s
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benefit® (but never to take revenge® and to cease from any feelings of hatred®). The
model to teach us all of this was Yosef, even though the brothers had been ow noxmn
y1. Under such circumstances he did not, in fact have to forgive* . Come and see,
announces the Zohar. It was insufficient for Yosef not to take revenge on his brothers,
but he also extended to them kindness®.

Not only does Yosef not take revenge, but he pledges to support his brothers’
every need®, without any embarrassment to them or condescension on his part’. From
this we learn that the highest form of forgiveness includes acts of loving kindness®.
After Yaakov dies, the brothers are terrified that Yosef’s restraint until now was an
act of Kibud Av®. They famously lie to him'®. Yosef responds magnificently. He
actively comforts his brothers showing them that he has recognized their remorse’.
He does his best to ensure that his brothers understand that he genuinely feels that the
whole situation was in his and their best interests, a chesed Elyon*?,

Yosef’s model of forgiveness can only emerge out of a deep faith in Divine
Providence®™. Yosef knows that G-d runs the world and that events unfold according
to His plan. This includes everything that happened to him, Yosef, personally. If, and
only if, one understands this, one can reach the heights of forgiveness achieved by
Yosef. Yosef was not merely forgiving; he was recognizing a whole substrata of
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Divine activity, activity which told him that whatever the intentions of the brothers,
their actions really led to a situation that did not require forgiveness to begin with.

Yet, for all these wonderful things, Yosef never explicitly says words of
forgiveness. This omission was later to have terrible consequences. The Sages tells us
that the Ten Martyrs, descendents of the brothers, were tortured and killed by the
Romans because Yosef never clearly told his brothers that he forgave them®. (And the
Zohar compares Yosef unfavorably with another example of forgiveness?.)

“You only thought to do me harm”, says Yosef to his brothers. “And G-d does
not consider bad thoughts as bad actions. You therefore have nothing to worry about
in your lives. However, your actions will affect future generations.”3 Hence it says
that he comforted them and only then spoke to their heart - £a% Yy 937 omx oPm.*
Because actually, omx on» only partially® but then also 015 Sx mwp 92™.° The
brothers, hoping to avoid this, offered themselves for slavery to Yosef, but Yosef
refused to play G-d’. And a full reconciliation would await the future — yny (now),
wr (in the future).?

But the unification process had begun - not only to end all enmity and feuding
between them — but also to unite the two radically different approaches to serving G-
d°. This is the testimony of our Haftorah — the Haftorah that builds and completes this
week’s parsha:
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Yechezkel is commanded by G-d to take two wooden tablets and write the
names of Yosef and Yehudah on each one respectively. He is then to combine the two
tablets and show this to the Jewish nation. Just then, G-d tells Yechezkel that he will
redeem the Jewish people from their exile?, making it clear that it was because of the
uniting of these two forces, and therefore of the entire Jewish people, that such
redemption was possible.
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