
 



Text: 

 
 

Consider: 

The reconciliation between Joseph and his brothers is one of the 
great scenes in all of literature. It is preceded by a deeply moving 
speech by Judah who uses the word “father” 14 times in 17 verses. 
Joseph is moved to tears and to self–revelation by Judah’s words. 
He realizes that his keeping Benjamin in prison would be doing to 
his brother and father what the brothers had done to him and their 
father years ago.  

The author Sefat Emet understands these words to mean that 
“Judah approached himself.” He discovered who he really was, not 
the compromiser who has said, “Let us sell him… not do away with 
him ourselves” (Gen. 37:27) causing his father boundless grief, but 
the advocate for compassion and family harmony. Judah knows that 
his father still favors one brother, Benjamin, over the other 
brothers. Such knowledge, however, no longer drives him to 
jealousy. He understands that he cannot change his father; he can 
only change his reaction to his father’s deeds. Judah, although not 
the eldest of the brothers, emerges as the family spokesman and 
leader. 

Why had Joseph not communicated with his father during his years 
of authority in Egypt? Was he angry at this father whose favoritism 
had put him through so much? Or was he reluctant to shame his 
brothers by telling his father what had happened? (For that matter, 
there was no record of Jacob having been in touch with his own 
parents during his years in Laban’s house. Did Jacob resent his 

י י-ֵאיְך ֶאֱעֶלה ֶאל-לד כִּ תִּ י ְוַהַנַער ֵאיֶננּו אִּ ֶפן ֶאְרֶאה   ָאבִּ
ְמָצא ֶאת י-ָבָרע ֲאֶשר יִּ   .ָאבִּ

 

For how can I go back to my father unless the boy is with me? Let 
me not be a witness to the woe that would overtake my father!  
[Genesis 44:34] 



father Isaac’s favoritism as well?) [Rabbi Harold Kushner in Etz 
Hayyim Commentary pp. 274-6] 

The truth seems to be that, like most of us, Joseph acted not from 
one motive but from a mixture of emotions that were really in 
conflict with one another. He wanted to be sure that his brothers 
had changed before he decided how he should relate to them. 
Certainly he also planned to arrange for a reunion with his father, 
but the test seemed to take precedence. Perhaps there was even a 
tinge of revenge in his actions, causing him to put aside his concern 
for his father until Judah so masterfully – although unknowingly – 
brought it home to him. It is interesting to speculate on what he 
would have done had they not responded as they did. Had they 
been willing to sacrifice Benjamin he might have truly taken revenge 
on them. He had it in his power. Fortunately for all of us the story 
has a happy end. [Reuven Hammer, Entering Torah, Gefen 
Publishing  p. 64] 
 

Think About It: 

 

 What do you think about Joseph’s concern for his father? If he 
loves him why does he not contact him? If he does not love him 
why is he suddenly so concerned? Why does this man, so long 
divorced from his family, suddenly embrace them? 

 
 What drives Judah’s speech? What does Judah really hope to 

accomplish? What has happened in Judah’s life that may have 
changed the way he appreciates family? 

 
 Why is this story such a pivotal story in the Book of Genesis? I 

always say that questions in the text are questions that not only 
drive the story but are directed to us, the readers, as well. How 
do we answer the many questions that are in this part of the 
story? What other lessons can we take away from this story of 
Joseph and his brothers? 




