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A number of weeks ago, Rachel and I went to see Denial – the movie about Holocaust denier 

David Irving and his libel case against our friend, the historian Deborah’s Lipstadt. Of course the 

film highlighted the repugnance of those who falsify scholarship to promote a virulently anti-

Semitic agenda. And what a blessing it is to have a Deborah Lipstadt who can cogently and 

forcefully stand up in the defense of the truth. But I found the film was also a subtle reminder 

about the demands history makes on us.  

 

Three glaring questions animate Parshat Vayigash: 

 

And the first is a question about the course of Jewish history itself: How are we to understand 

why Yehuda becomes the ancestor of the Jewish monarchy? Yosef represents the most 

compelling success story in the Torah. When it comes to the leadership of the Jewish people, 

why are his descendants passed over in favor of Yehuda’s?  

 

Second: How is it possible that Yosef never sent word about his well-being to his forlorn father? 

Was he so intent on realizing the dreams of his youth that he would subject Yaakov to years of 

unnecessary pain and hardship?  

 

And finally, how can we understand Yosef’s gifts to his brothers: 

יש חליפות שמלות, ולבנימן נתן שלש מאות כסף וחמש חליפות שמלות.לכולם נתן לא  

To each of them he gave changes of clothing; but to Benjamin he gave three hundred pieces of 

silver and five changes of clothing.  

 

As the Gemara asks: Having lived a life a victimhood that unfolded almost as a direct 

consequence of nepotism, how is it possible that Yosef would play favorites among the children 

of Leah and Rachel? 

 

So let’s take it from the top: Why Yehuda? We all know that Yehuda’s greatness emanates from 

his capacity to take responsibility. In the fraught sibling relationships of Sefer Bereishit he 

succeeds where everyone else had failed. Finally, after generations that had produced fratricide 

and fractiousness, expulsion and enmity – here was a man with the gumption and courage to 

stand up and say, “I am my brother’s keeper.” 

 

But I’d like to suggest that there’s yet another dimension to this story.  

 

Unlike his younger brother, Yehuda demonstrates a remarkable ability to learn from the past. He 

had been terribly mistaken about Tamar:  

• Whereas she had been patient, Yehuda had been impulsive. 

• Whereas she had been honest, Yehuda had been duplicitous.  

• Whereas Tamar had taken responsibility for the future of her family; Yehuda had taken 

none. 
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But through their fateful and near-tragic dalliance, Tamar had taught Yehuda the lesson that 

animates his winning discourse at the beginning of our parsha. 

 

In the course of his extraordinary soliloquy, the argument that carries the day is:  כי עבדך ערב את

 the guarantor of this child. It’s the keyword Yehuda had learned from – ערב I am the – הנער

Tamar. For it was she who can cleverly retained Yehuda’s ערבון – the pledge – that ultimately 

incriminated him.  

 

Yes, Yosef is the greatest success story in the Book of Genesis. And yes, he serves as a guiding 

light about our capacity to preserve our Jewish identities in the diaspora. But in the great line of 

our patriarchs, he fails to become their principal spiritual heir.  

 

And it’s for one simple reason: While Yehuda embraces the challenge of studying history and 

extracting meaning from it, Yosef consigns himself to the fate of repeating the events of the past. 

 

What could possibly explain Yosef’s silence? He’d risen to the highest echelons of power and 

had achieved virtually unlimited authority. We know the bond between father and son was as 

strong as it was deep. How could he allow his father to wallow in the mistaken belief that his 

favored son had perished? How could it be that Yosef never reached out to Yaakov? It’s 

irrational; it defies logic.  

 

The answer is that it was in fact irrational. 

 

Think of the phenomenon of an abuse victim who goes on to abuse someone else. It’s 

inexplicable. Who could know better the suffering it brings than the man who had experienced it 

himself? And yet he repeats or relives the experience that he knows.  

 

Yosef never reached out to Yaakov because the failure of communication was the narrative he 

knew from his own childhood.  

 

He was replaying the story of a past generation. For 22 years Yaakov had lived away from 

Yitzchak and had never once written to him. Knowing that his defenseless son would be exposed 

to the threats of a homicidal brother; knowing that his vulnerable child was venturing off into a 

foreign and dangerous land – Yitzchak must have lived daily in a state of worry and anxiety. Any 

yet Yaakov never reached out to him. 

 

Consciously or otherwise, for 22 years Yosef was simply returning to the pattern of silence that 

characterized his family system.  

 

And so it was when he clothed Binyamin in a way that set him apart from everyone else in the 

family. Yaakov had had no qualms about favoring one brother over all the others and dressing 

him in a conspicuously different way. And so neither does Yosef. Once again, he turns a tin ear 

to the drumbeat of history’s cautionary tale.  

 

Even in his reunion with his brothers: Yosef constantly harps on his elevated rank. And even the 

largesse he showers upon them only serves to create a sense of distance. It was the whiff of 
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superiority that had alienated him from them in the first place. And yet even now – even in his 

most magnanimous hour – he cannot help but retain his sense of supremacy. He’s incapable of 

being just one of the gang.  

 

Here were Yosef’s opportunities to carefully and critically examine the patterns of his past. Here 

was his chance to identify the pitfalls into which he had literally and figuratively fallen. But 

rather than study the issues that gave rise to those unfortunate circumstances, he simply 

perpetuates them. And in the process, forfeits his leadership of the Jewish people.  

 

As the descendants of Yehuda, we too are charged with becoming students of history. And 

particularly at this moment in time when ideas like tradition, convention and precedent are 

themselves under assault, we bear an even greater responsibility to know our past.  

 

History gives us clarity. It gives us license to feel moral outrage when sacred cows are 

slaughtered on the altar of political or religious expediency. It’s hard to get too worked about a 

topic about which we have only some vague understanding. 

 

History provides for equanimity. When you know that the UN has always has been a bastion of 

hypocrisy, double-standards and anti-Semitism, it lessens the sting its absurdity.  

 

And perhaps most importantly, history gives each of us the capacity to do better – a message 

that’s particularly apropos on this first Shabbat of 2017.  

 

Sure, it’s frustrating that politicians and journalists so often have such a superficial grasp of 

history. Sure, we can be nostalgic for a time when college graduates went out into the world 

possessed of a broad liberal arts education that included a meaningful understanding of our past. 

We can spend our time lamenting; or we can spend our time learning.  

 

Whether we like it or not, Jewish history is always on trial. From the Holocaust to the Temple 

Mount; from Judea and Samaria to Gaza.  

 

Who will rise up to defend our story?  

 

It saddens me that because those on our left fail to sufficiently prioritize Jewish education, they 

lack the substance to adequately take up the task.  

 

And it saddens me that because those on our right fail to sufficiently engage the wider world, 

they lack the vocabulary to do so. 

 

And so it falls on us.  

 

We who proudly occupy the center of the Jewish community are uniquely positioned to tell the 

Jewish story; we are uniquely positioned to teach Jewish history. Now all we need to do is learn 

it ourselves.  


