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Chapter XI: Vayigash (Gen. 44:18-47:27)

Essay 3. The recognition of Joseph

no1 ,AraInG afn A7 IR PTT AR 7 YIX 19) 9721 93" D) "R TIVE 90T *IX PIRTIR q0P " WTR
NOX 29 Py 297 TOR] TON 95 021 1"3pn X2WI7 " 1ien 190 03 DR Niay? vON 129;7K" 0003w Yy up
"oy 1wy nnd

There is a Midrash:

“Joseph said to his brothers, ‘I am Joseph. Is my father still alive?’ But
his brothers could not answer him, so dumbfounded were they on account of
him.”! Woe unto us, from the day of judgment. Woe unto us, from the day of
the rebuke. Balaam was the wisest of the gentiles, yet he couldn’t withstand his
donkey’s rebuke. Joseph was the youngest of the tribes, [but] “his brothers
could not answer him, so dumbfounded were they on account of him.” How
much more so when the Holy One, Blessed be He, will come and rebuke each
and every one according to his actions.

- Gen Rabbah 93:10
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Question 1: We need to investigate what need there was for the proof that the story of
Joseph tells us we should worry about G-d punishing us for our sins. If not for this incident of
Joseph and his brothers, wouldn’t we still have said from our reasoning, “Woe unto us, when
the Holy One, Blessed be He, will come and rebuke each and every one according to his
actions”? Isn’t this something obvious that is required by the intellect? It is necessary to say
that the Midrash wants to learn some new wisdom from this verse.

’ English translation: Copyright © 2022 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays at https://www.zstorah.com
' Gen. 45:3.
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Question 2: We will remark first why Joseph asked, “Is my father still alive,”
immediately upon saying to them, “I am Joseph.” He appears as one who comes to rebuke
them because they caused grief to their father by selling him, that [Jacob] should not still be
alive because of his grief. The commentators wrote this interpretation, but it is not correct.
Instead, the case is that he came to comfort them but instead afflicted them; at the beginning
of his words he did not mean to rebuke them.

Question 3: Also, as they had already said to him, “It is well with your servant our
father; he is still alive,”> why did he need to ask, as it says above in the adjoining essay?’

Question 4: Also, why did he say “my father,” and not say “our father,” as it appears
that he is excluding himself from the brotherhood?

Question 5: At the beginning of his words, he should have said pleasant things, instead
of asking, “Is my father still alive.”

Question 6: Also, what answer should they have given, for which the Scripture gives
the reason that they weren’t able to answer because they were dumbfounded?
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It can be said that it’s brought in tractate Ketubot, page 27:

[There was the case of] Mari bar Isak, and some say [it was] Chana bar
Isak, [where someone claiming to be his] brother came to him from Bei Choza’a
[a district located far from the Jewish population centers in Babylonia]. [This
brother] said to him: Apportion me [a share] in my father’s property. [Mari] said
to him: I do not know you. [The brother] came before Rav Chisda [seeking a
legal remedy]. [Rav Chisda] said to him: [Your brother] is speaking well [and his
response is well founded], as it is written: “For though Joseph recognized his
brothers, they did not recognize him.”* This teaches that [Joseph] left [home]

2 Gen. 43:28.
3 Chapter X, Mikeitz, the end of Essay 3.
4 Gen. 42:8.



without the semblance of a beard and came [to meet his brothers] with the
semblance of a beard.

- Ketubot 27b
The Tosafists wrote to explain Rav Chisda’s comment:

“[Your brother] is speaking well.”—The one who came now [from Bei
Choza’a] was born here [in Babylon], but [then] went overseas with his father.
Now, when he returned and [Mari] said, “I do not recognize you,” it appeared
to be a lie [at first glance], for [Mari] should have known whether or not it was
his brother, since he knew him beforehand. Therefore, Rav Chisda said that it
was proper that he said that he did not recognize him, as we find regarding
Joseph. [L.e., by citing Joseph, Rav Chisda was explaining to the returning son that
Mari was not necessarily lying, but that just as Joseph’s brothers didn’t recognize
Joseph after 22 years apart, it’s possible that Mari truly didn’t recognize his
brother].

- Tosafot on Ketubot 27b
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Here, Joseph already knew that his brothers did not recognize him, for they had been
before him a few times and did not recognize him. He thought in his mind that even when he
told them that he was Joseph they would not believe him, as with the incident of Mari bar
Isak. Therefore, what did he do? He said to them without delay, “I am Joseph. Is my father
still alive,” as if to say that “I say to you that I am Joseph. You can recognize me since you
saw me prior to this, per the view of the Tosafists.” Even if you don’t recognize me, I ask ‘Is
my father still alive,” for he will come and recognize me, either naturally or through divine
inspiration.” This answers question 5, why Joseph didn’t begin talking with his brothers by
saying pleasant things, but rather immediately asked if his father was still alive. It also answers
question 2, that Joseph hadn’t mentioned his father in attempt to rebuke his brothers. It also
answers question 3, that Jacob’s mention of his father wasn’t intended as a question, as that would
have been redundant, as they had already told him that Jacob still lived, but rather it was intended
as a statement that, “My father would recognize me.”

5 Le., from the Gemara, one might have thought that Mari had never met his brother, and perhaps didn’t even
know that he had a brother. The Tosafists explanation is that he had known his brother long ago, but now didn’t
recognize him due to his changed appearance.



He was waiting for them to say to him that now that they are careful to look at him
closely, they recognize him. The truth is that now they knew him right away, but they could
not answer because they were dumbfounded, because of the shame they had for not
recognizing him in the first place. This answers question 6, what answer Scripture thought they
should have given, had they not been dumbfounded.
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For this reason, the Midrash said, “Woe unto us from the day of judgment. Woe unto
us, from the day of the rebuke.” I.e., question 1 said that our fear of G-d’s rebuke for our sins was
obvious based on our intellect, and asked what the Midrash added. It was not enough to say “Woe
unto us from the day of judgment” because of the punishment, but also because of the shame
we will have. For in this world, the transgressions that we have committed are not similar in
our eyes to the transgressions that we will recognize in the World-to-Come. But on the day of
judgment, when we recognize in ourselves the transgressions that we committed, a few will
be dismayed that we failed to know to recognize in this world. This is similar to what was
said:

For the righteous, [the evil inclination] appears to them as a high mountain,
and for the wicked it appears to them as [a mere] strand of hair. These weep and
those weep. The righteous weep and say: How were we able to overcome so high a
mountain? And the wicked weep and say: How were we unable to overcome this
strand of hair?

- Sukkah page 52a
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Here too, since Joseph’s appearance was similar to that of his father, he said to them,
“I am Joseph, and if you don’t recognize me because I left without the semblance of a beard,
I ask “is my father still alive,” that you should be able to remember his appearance, for he
also stands with the semblance of a beard like me. This answers question 4, why Joseph said,
“my father” instead of “our father.” It was because he and his father had a very similar appearance.
Again, as noted above, his brothers should have said, “Yes, we recognize [you],” but “his
brothers could not answer him, so dumbfounded were they on account of him
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