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Joseph’s paradoxical, dangerous “descent” to Egypt lays the groundwork for HaShem’s covenant to move from family to
nation. Events in our parashah and their midrashic embellishments relate how this begins to unfold during Joseph’s final
confrontation with his brothers before revealing his identity. In Midrash Bereshit Rabbah 93 a heated exchange regarding
Joseph’s capricious behavior toward them culminates with Judah inciting his brothers to destroy Egypt. To prevent this,
Joseph decides to act: “Joseph said to them: ‘Did you not say that this one’s brother was dead? | will call him and he will
come to you.” He was calling: ‘Joseph, son of Jacob, come to me ....” They were looking to the four corners of the palace.
He said to them: ‘What are you looking for? | am Joseph your brother.” Immediately their souls departed [Torah, 45:3:
they were stunned/unnerved]. But they did not believe him until he uncovered himself and showed them his
circumcision.” Realizing that their violent reactions were driven by shame, Joseph assures them that their having sold
him into slavery was ordained by HaShem in order to keep them alive during the remaining five years of famine. Brilliant
strategist that he is, and thoroughly immersed in Egyptian culture, Joseph is able to procure a safe haven for his family.
The Egyptians abhorred nomadic shepherds, not only because they threatened their agricultural, religious, and social
order, but also because rams and bulls were sacred animals. Knowing this, Joseph tells Pharaoh that his brothers have
always been shepherds and herdsmen, and coaches the five brothers he introduces to him to present themselves as
such. They settle in the rich pastureland of Goshen, close enough to Egypt to ensure Joseph’s protection but far enough
away to avoid offending the Egyptians’ religious sensitivities and to prevent assimilation. In other words, Goshen is the
perfect place for them to survive while preserving their identity. Like the name of our parashah, Goshen is derived from
the root ¥ (approach/come near). Indeed, from the beginning of our parashah when Judah “drew near” to Joseph, the
overarching theme has been approach and reconnection. On the outskirts of Egypt, Goshen becomes the place where
the estranged family begins to heal and unite, where Israel begins to coalesce into what will eventually become am
Yisrael, and where HaShem draws close to them to prepare their return. It is a place of nearness, but with boundaries,
reflecting our relationship with HaShem. Divine nearness is mediated through cloud and fire, and the people draw near
to HaShem with their offerings (korbanot — from another word for drawing near), with which the priests draw near to
complete the process. Likewise, while Egypt shelters and sustains Israel, boundaries prevent them from being
overwhelmed by its culture. In essence, Egypt is prototype of the mishkan, where boundaries exist in order to ensure
safe divine nearness. Later we learn many more aspects of nearness. We are commanded to welcome, protect, provide
for, and empathize with outsiders, but we are prohibited from adopting their ways. Drawing near enough to live among
them and care about them must not cause us to lose our identity. We treat outsiders with compassion because we have
experienced exile and oppression, but we maintain our distinctiveness because we understand and uphold our
covenantal obligations. Wherever we settle, we establish an infrastructure and we try to negotiate the dichotomy of our
Jewish identity and the culture of our home. Sometimes, either by force or by choice, we withdraw completely from the
prevailing society, and sometimes we lose ourselves in it. The controversy between the totally assimilated Jews versus
the traditionalists of the Chanukah story, followed by the checkered story of the Maccabean-Hasmonaean family is a
tragic case in point. In a mere 103 years, these former champions of Jewish identity became staunch supporters of
Rome, establishing a ruling dynasty in defiance of Torah law, and eventually persecuting the priests from whose ranks
they had come. Sadly, some people who completely assimilate end up despising their former lives, sometimes even
turning their hatred against the culture they left behind. To prove loyalty, it may be both tempting and prudent to practice
stricter interpretations of one’s adopted laws and customs and to enforce them more aggressively than the native-born,
especially if conversion has happened under duress. In societies where converts are carefully monitored, zealousness is
often a useful way to sighal belonging and allay suspicion of backsliding. This pernicious form of assimilation, the polar
opposite of vayigash, has caused untold tragedy throughout the ages. And no human being is immune, because no one
can guarantee how they will act under extreme stress. Joseph’s descent into Egypt was divinely ordained, but it was also
fraught with danger. In this wealthy, sophisticated superpower with its highly developed culture and worldview, Joseph is
perilously close to losing his identity. He receives an Egyptian name, marries into the priestly elite class, dresses,
speaks, and acts like an Egyptian, and becomes the architect of Egypt’s survival and supremacy during the famine. But
however outwardly Egyptian he appears, Joseph never loses his identity. He is able to become Egyptian without ceasing
to be Israel. Midrashim say that a vision of his father prevented him from succumbing to the advances of Potipher’s wife,
and both Torah and midrash emphasize that he had not forgotten his first language and his given name. Diaspora is
double-edged and there is a slippery slope between approaching and being absorbed. Sometimes we choose exile, and
sometimes exile is imposed - but identity is always a choice.

Shabbat shalom!



