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Genesis: 44:18 – 47:27

Parashat Vayigash

Parashat Vayigash, is a story of reconciliation and reunion.  Joseph reconciles with his brothers, makes peace with himself, and finally reunites with his father Yaakov.  

As the parashah begins, Joseph has framed Rachel’s other son, Binyamin, for theft, and threatened to enslave him for life.  Yehudah, the fourth of Leah’s sons who seems to have become the leader of the brothers, pleads for Binyamin’s freedom and offers to take his place.  His plea is grounded in a recognition that Yaakov’s bond with Rachel’s children is much deeper than his bond with Leah’s.   In the past, that recognition led to jealousy and fratricide, but now Yehudah chooses instead to self-sacrifice.  Joseph thus has convincing evidence that the brothers have repented of selling him into slavery.

 Joseph then clears the room and reveals his true identity to his brothers.  (45:1) 

And Joseph was unable to strengthen himself (l’hit’apek) with all those standing near him.  

He cried: “Remove every man from my presence”.  

There was no man with him when Joseph revealed himself to his brothers.
Why does Joseph clear the room before identifying himself?  In what way did he wish or need “to strenghen himself”?  Answering these questions should provide a window onto Joseph’s relationship with his brothers and into his character generally.  

Note that in 43:30-31 Joseph goes to a private room to cry when overcome by the sight of Binyamin.  He then washes his face and “strengthens himself” (vayit’apak).  It seems in that case that “strengthening himself” involved concealing his identity and emotions.  In this case, by contrast, it seems that Joseph needs the strength to reveal his identity and emotions.

 I think that growing up I assumed that Joseph was was too embarrassed to admit his emotional overwhelmedness in front of his Egyptian subordinates, and thus had them removed before revealing himself.  This still seems to me a commonsense reading, but one that is hard to find in traditional commentaries.

Ramban
 and Meshekh Chokhmah
 suggest that Joseph was overpowered not by emotion but rather by his inability to defend his cruelty to the Egyptian courtiers.  Meshekh Chokhmah adds that Joseph was focused on the fulfillment of his dream of the sun, moon, and eleven stars bowing to his star.  His torment of the brothers was designed to compel them to bring Yaakov (symbolized by the sun) down to Egypt to bow to him, but he realized that the Egyptians would never stand for it.  

The midrash suggests that Joseph was intimidated by his brothers, realizing that they would destroy Egypt rather than give up Benjamin.  This requires a rather large leap of faith in the (starving) brothers’ military ability – Egypt is considerably larger and more powerful than Shekhem, and the Egyptians had no motive for mass circumcision and therefore could not be tricked into intentionally, though temporarily, incapacitating themselves through circumcision.  

Each of these explanations has Joseph revealing himself not in joyful reconciliation but rather as a last resort, as the only remaining method of getting Yaakov to come to Egypt.  The difficulty they face is that Joseph in the end does not take Binyamin, so there is no further cruelty to defend.  Why, then, does he need to clear the room?  Nothing he did in the conversation with the brothers should have done anything but impress the Egyptians with his magnaninmity.  Furthermore, in what way can Joseph’s submission to the will of the Egyptians or the brothers be described as “self-strengthening”?

Rashi suggests that Joseph did not wish to embarrass his brothers by publicly revealing their sale of him.  In this reading, Joseph himself switches wholeheartedly from testing the brothers to protecting them.  Possibly he cleared the room because he could see no way of revealing himself to them without mentioning their culpability in his enslavement.  But this explanation also fails to satisfactorily account for l’hit’apek.

Bekhor Shor
 suggests that Joseph wanted the brothers to confess their sin, and feared that they would be too embarrassed to do so publicly.  This fits better psychologically, but the difficulty with it is that Joseph then lets his brothers off the hook.  When his revelation stuns them into silence, he takes the initiative, bring up their sin, and excuses it.  Perhaps their stunned silence was sufficient for him, but this again seems psychologically un-compelling.  And once again, the verse explains that the room was cleared for Joseph’s sake, not the brothers’.

Seforno
 makes the peculiar suggestion that the people Joseph removed were other supplicants, and that he had them removed because the family situation made him unable to concentrate on their needs because of the family situation.  This may well be true, but why bother mentioning it?  R. Saadia Gaon’s
 suggestion that Joseph was so hemmed in by the crowd that he was unable to move (presumably toward his brothers so as to engage in private conversation) faces the same difficulty.


I think all these readings take insufficient account of a possible redundancy in the verse.  Joseph removes everyone from his presence, therefore “no man stood with him when Joseph revealed himself to his brothers”.  Obviously!  Why does the text reiterate that “no man stood with him” when it has just explained that Joseph removed everyone from the room?

Let me begin with a small suggestion.  This line is included because of the subtle pronoun “him”, as opposed to “them”.  No man stood with Joseph, but the brothers had each other.  Perhaps this is because, when we meet people with whom we have an old but unsustained relationship, we tend to revert back to the person we were when the relationship last existed.  In relationship with the brothers – once they were acknowledged as brothers, and at least at the outset - Joseph was still the isolated child rather than the ruler of Egypt.  Indeed, his treatment of them throughout is built on the assumption that if they know who he really is they won’t follow his instructions.  Joseph seems to interact with them defensively, as if he is still the little brother being picked on and not the mighty second-in-command of Egypt.

Here it is worth noting that, so far as the Torah tells us, Joseph never dreamed of being the ruler of Egypt – only of being the ruler of his family.  This problem is picked up on, and ingeniously solved, by Tim Rice’s lyrics for the Andrew Lloyd Webber musical, Joseph and the Amazing Techni-colored Dream-coat:  “Could it be that I was meant for higher things than you?  A post in someone’s government, a ministry or two?”  In other words, the dreams are understood to imply that Joseph will be relatively more important than his family, not that he will rule over them.  The solution is ingenious, but unconvincing in that it has Joseph offer this interpretation rather than the narrator – in the Torah, Joseph (and Jacob) seem clearly to read it as a portent of rule over the family.  


Which leads us to the question – why do the dreams matter so much?  When all is said and done, what about the history of the Jews would have changed had Joseph’s father and brothers come to Egypt and not bowed to him?  (We leave out for now the question of whether the dream of the moon bowing is ever fulfilled.


Let me offer a potentially ambitious suggestion.  Joseph is left alone to face his brothers, as Yaakov is left alone to wrestle with the angel representing his brother, or, as Nechamah Leibowitz suggests, with the Esav within him.  In other words, is the double emphasis on the absence of any other person in fact a reference to the existence of something else by Joseph’s side or even within him?  Is Joseph, then, wrestling with the aspects of himself that mirror his brothers’ in their relationship to him?  


In other words, two psychological factors prevent Joseph from revealing himself publicly to his brothers.  On the one hand, he fears that the brothers will refuse to follow his instructions, as they will still see him as an annoying teenager rather than as viceroy of Egypt.  Furthermore, Joseph himself may not have the will to order them about.  This may be the deeper sense of the midrash that has him see the brothers as intimidating warriors rather than as starving supplicants.

On the other hand, Joseph enjoys the dominance he now holds over them, and knows that revealing himself will remove some or much of it.  Ramban and Meshekh Chokhmah correctly note that behavior acceptable toward potential spies is not acceptable toward brothers, and that Joseph’s own court will likely demand that he treat them well.  This impulse of Joseph’s is the mirror image of their treatment of him when they found him outside of Yaakov’s protection.


In public, Joseph cannot find the emotional control necessary to simultaneously preserve his capacity for command and surrender his enjoyment of power, and so he clears the room.  In private, he finds new resources within himself, and succeeds in reestablishing brotherhood with himself newl placed atop the fraternal hierarchy.
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