1
2

PARASHAT VAYIGGASH

Friday, December 10, 2010

Rabbi Daniel Sherman

Tree of Life Congregation

“LESSONS FROM JOSEPH”


Our Torah portion contains the conclusion of the Biblical tale of Joseph and his brothers.  A quick recap for those who have missed any of the previous episodes in our series.  Joseph was the dreamer.  He had visions of himself and of his future power.  He dreamt that one day his brothers would bow down before him.  And that even though he was #11, they would one day serve him.  The ten older brothers, of course, did not like hearing this kind of talk from their little brother – keep in mind they considered dreams to be messages from God.  They also weren't crazy about the way their father, Jacob, doted on Joseph, praised Joseph – he even gave Joseph that special multi-colored tunic to wear.


So when the opportunity to get rid of their brother came about, Jacob's sons did just that, and they sold him into slavery.  Eventually, Joseph was taken to Egypt.  It was there that he really grew up.  Life was up and down for Joseph.  Things would be going well, and then come crashing down on him.  He served his master well, was promoted and given great responsibilities, only to be falsely accused of crimes and thrown in jail.  There in prison, again he developed a very good reputation; people came to him for aid and advice.  But then he was forgotten, and remained behind while others went free.


Finally, he has the chance to go before Pharaoh, to aid Pharaoh in the interpretation of his dreams.  With God's help, Joseph is successful, and Pharaoh is grateful.  He makes Joseph his second-in-command.  Joseph greatly increases Pharaoh's holdings and prepares for the upcoming famine.  Thanks to Joseph, Egypt had food, while her neighbors were caught unprepared.


Jacob and his family, living in Canaan, run out of food.  So he sends his sons to Egypt to procure food for the family.  They travel to Egypt and appear before Joseph.  Joseph immediately recognizes them, but they do not recognize him.  Joseph devises tests to see if his brothers have changed and to see if his childhood dreams will really come true.


That's where we pick up the story in this week's Torah portion, VAYIGGASH.  Judah, speaking on behalf of Jacob's sons, approaches Joseph, who has just announced that Benjamin – the youngest of the brothers – will have to remain as a slave to him, but that the others are free to return home with food for their family.


Judah pleads before Joseph: on behalf of Benjamin, on behalf of all of the brothers, and on behalf of their aging father, Jacob.  This is what he says:

“Please, my lord, let your servant appeal to my lord, and do not be impatient with your servant, you who are the equal of Pharaoh.  We have done everything that you asked us to do.  When we told you that we were eleven brothers of an elderly father, you demanded that we bring our youngest brother with us if we were ever to appear before you again.  We explained that he could not leave his father’s side; if he were to leave him, his father would die.  But you said to us that we must bring the youngest with us or else we could not procure any additional food for our family.

“When the time came and we ran out of food, I talked your servant, my father, into allowing me to bring our brother, Benjamin, with us.  Now, if I come to your servant my father and the boy – Benjamin – is not with us, since his own life is so bound up with Benjamin's, when our father sees that the boy is not with us, he will die, and your servants will send the white head of your servant Jacob, our father, down to Sheol in grief.  Now your servant (Judah) has pledged himself for the boy to my father, saying: 'If I do not bring him back to you, I shall stand guilty before my father forever.'  Therefore, please, let me, your servant, remain as a slave to my lord instead of the boy, and let the boy go back with his brothers.  For how can I go back to my father unless the boy is with me?  Let me not be witness to the woe that would overtake my father!"


And next an amazing thing happens.  Joseph is touched; he is moved by the passionate plea of Judah and his brothers.  Joseph can no longer restrain himself.  He can wait no longer.  So he clears the room, kicking out everyone but the brothers.  According to the text, Joseph cried, and his sobs were so loud that the Egyptians could hear them throughout Pharaoh's palace.  


He turns to his brothers and says: "ANI YOSEF – HA-OD AVI CHAI?  I am Joseph.  Is my father still alive?"  The brothers are dumbfounded; they don't know how to react or what to do.  So Joseph brings them closer to him and explains: 

"I am your brother Joseph, the one you sold into Egypt.  But don't worry.  It's all OK.  I forgive you.  Don't be upset, do not fear, don't torture yourselves over what you did back then.  For now I understand that it was all part of God's plan to save lives: that's why I was sent here ahead of you.  To help you.  God wanted me here to ensure your survival.  So it was God who sent me here, not you.  I'm not angry with you.  I forgive you."


It is such a powerful and emotional moment.  If ever one had a reason to be upset with his brothers, Joseph had one.  Joseph could have exacted revenge on his brothers, who had tried to kill him.  They took away everything from him: his coat, his family, his dreams, his life.  Now it was within his power to do whatever he wanted with them.  And he chooses to forgive.  And he doesn't wait to do so.  The brothers have been tortured long enough.  


I think there's a lot we can learn from this week's Torah portion, especially as the calendar year draws to a close this month and we begin to prepare for 2011.  First, we learn the power of forgiveness.  Everyone praises forgiveness, but few practice it.  As the poet wrote: "To err is human: to forgive, divine."  Perhaps a more updated version of the line would read: "To err is human: to forgive, unusual."


Joseph forgives his brothers.  He is willing to put the past behind them.  He is more concerned about their future relationship than their previous actions.  He wants a new start.  And he knows there's only one to go about that.  He forgives them.  If Joseph can be so willing to forgive his brothers, shouldn't we be able to find ways to follow in his footsteps?  Can't we do a better job of forgiving those who have harmed and hurt us?  And now at the end of one year and before we begin a new year: isn't this a great time for us to start to practice forgiveness?  To seek and to grant forgiveness?


The second lesson we learn from the Joseph story is not to wait too long.  Time can be funny.  I think we especially feel this at New Year's and at birthdays.  When we add a year to those we have already lived, we subtract a year from those remaining to be lived.  So the privilege of reaching another milestone is accompanied by the sobering reminder of life's relentless flight.


In his autobiography, Teddy Kollek, the long-time mayor of Jerusalem, recommends an 11th Commandment: "Thou shalt not be patient."  There's a lot of wisdom in that statement.  Perhaps it should serve as a much-needed antidote to our too-human tendency to procrastinate.  The truth about us is that in too many vital areas of life, we do not follow Joseph's example: we wait too long.


We often wait too long to do what must be done today, in a world that gives us only one day at a time, without any assurance of tomorrow.  While lamenting that our days are few, we act as though we had an endless supply of time.


We wait too long to discipline ourselves and to take charge of our lives.  We are good at making resolutions; but not so good at being resolute enough to follow them.  We feed ourselves the vain delusion that it will be easier to uproot tomorrow the bad habits we permit to tyrannize us today and that grow more deeply entrenched each day they remain in power.


We wait too long to show kindness.  We wait too long to speak words of forgiveness that should be spoken, to set aside the hatreds that should be banished and the grudges that should be lost.  We wait too long to express thanks, to give encouragement, to offer comfort.


We wait too long to be charitable.  Too much of our giving is delayed until much of the need has passed and the joy of giving has largely been diminished.  A magazine cartoon shows two old women draped in rags shivering over a meager fire.  One asks, "What are you thinking about?"  The other answers, "About the nice warm clothes the rich will be donating to us next summer."


We wait too long to be parents to our children – forgetting how brief is their time during which they are children, how swiftly life urges them on and away.  We wait too long to express our concern for parents and grandparents, siblings, and dear ones.  Who knows how soon it will be too late?


We wait too long to read the books, to listen to the music, and to see the art waiting to enlarge our minds, to enrich our spirits, and to expand our souls.


We wait too long to utter the prayers that are waiting to cross our lips, to perform the duties waiting to be discharged, to show the love that may no longer be needed tomorrow.  We wait too long in the wings when life has a part for us to play on the stage.


Take it from Joseph: indeed, he knew what he was talking about.  Follow his example.  Embrace the power of forgiveness.  Don't wait too long.


Because God, too, is waiting – waiting for us to stop waiting, and to begin to do now all the things for which this day and the upcoming “other” new year and this life have been given to us.  


KEN YIHEE RATSON – May it be God's will.

