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YOSEPH’S JOURNEY PAST SHEKHEM
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Yaakoy said:
“Please go and see the peace of your brothers, and the peace of the
Sflocks, and return word to me”
He send him from the Chevron valley, and he came to Shekben.
A man found him (Y oseph) blundering abont in the field.
The man asked him: What do you seek?
He replied: 1t is my brothers that I seek. Tell me, please, where they
are shepherding?
The man said: They have left here, for I heard (them) say: Let us
g0 to Dotan.
Yoseph followed bis brothers and found them in Dotan.

This entire episode seems superfluous. What matters is
that Yoseph followed Yaakov’s orders and reached his
brothers. Why should we be interested in his need to ask
directions along the way?

Rashbam suggests that the Torah here emphasizes
Yoseph’s virtues.
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To inform us of Yoseph’s worth

that he did not wish to return to his father after failing to find them
in Shekbem
rather be sought them until be found them
even though he knew they were jealous of him . . .
This suggestion seems to me inadequate to explain the
extent and detail of the Torah’s report of this episode.
Ramban follows Rashbam but then adds a very different
approach.
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Scripture expands its presentation here
1o tell that many things happened to him that made it proper for
Yoseph to return to Y aakov
but he endured them all in order to honor bis father.
And to inform us additionally
that the Decree is true and diligence is false
Jfor The Holy Blessed One prepared for him a guide unbeknownst
to bim to bring him into their hands
This is the intent of the Rabbis when they say these men were
angels . . .
Akeidat Yitzchak (Bereishit Gate 28) takes Ramban one
step further.
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The Divine did not wish to push off this deed or to distance its
stumbling from them
On the contrary — he brought Yoseph before the brothers, if “man”
means what midrash says (=angel)

I agree that the presence of angels indicates Divine
guidance/orchestration, but why was it important for the
brothers to carry out their plots at this time and in this way?

One might suggest that emphasizing the Divine role
deemphasizes Yaakov’s role in sending Yoseph into danger,
but this seems to me irrelevant — Yaakov thought Yoseph
would find the brothers easily and nonetheless sent Yoseph.
But Rosh here introduces a fascinating plot twist:
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This is greatly astonishing:
Would a man as smart and wise as onr forefather Y aakov send
Yoseph, dear to him as bis life
amongst bis brothers, whom be recognized hated him with deadly
bate?!
It can be said in reply:
That Yaakov did not send bin for no purpose
When be said “Bebold, your brothers are shepherding in Shekben”
He meant Shekhem is a place ready for disaster, and they cannot
be there any time without stumbling
Whom can I send, and who will go for us, that they will believe,
and flee that evil place
if not the son who is dear to me?
1 will send him despite the chance (that they will harm him)

because they will certainly stumble if they remain there a moment

and the certain fakes precedence over the possible.

Rosh’s contention that Yaakov is aware of the extent of
the brothers’ hatred is interesting, but my point is that in the
end Yoseph is sent into danger unnecessarily, because the
brothers have already left Shekhem, and Yoseph is actually
violating his father’s wishes when he pursues them to Dotan.

We can read the story according to Rosh as one of
Divinely orchestrated ironies, in which the good intentions of
both Yaakov (who wishes to save the brothers from sin) and
Yoseph (who wishes to fulfill his understanding of his father’s
wishes) lead to exile. The brothers sin not because of their
location in Shekhem, but because Yoseph pursues them, and
thus by pursuing them Yoseph caused them to sin, frustrating
his father’s purpose in sending him.

This sends us back to Ramban — why would G-d wish to
ensure their sin?

We can read Rosh very differently, however, if we drop
the assumption that Yoseph is motivated only by filial piety.
What if Yoseph understands that his father’s instruction
relates to Shekhem and Shekhem only, but pursues them
anyway? (For that matter, what if the brothers on their own
recognized the spiritual miasma in Shekhem, and moved away
precisely because they wished not to sin?)

In this reading, Yoseph has his own motives for following
his brothers. Perhaps he had more dreams he wished to share;
perhaps he enjoyed simply being around them and watching
them envy his multicolored dreamcoat. These motives were
sufficient to cause him to hang around them despite knowing
the risk, and despite knowing that his father would not wish
it.

More likely, I suspect, Yoseph could not accept that the
brothers’ enmity was that real and that deep, and he follows
them because he needs to prove to himself that they don’t
really hate him. Moreover, perhaps he needs to prove that to
himself because he does not want to believe that he is the kind
of person who could provoke such hatred.

G-d makes sure that he learns he is wrong, because klal
yisroel cannot afford leaders who are dangerously unaware of
the emotional as well as practical consequences of their

behaviors.

Shabbat Shalom!
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