
 

 

 

 

 

Weekly portion “Vaigash” describes the famous scene between Yosef and his brothers.  Yosef wants 

to keep Binyomin by falsely accusing me him of thievery, and lets the brothers return home.  However, 

brothers cannot return without their youngest brother, because their father will not bear the loss of 

another son of his beloved wife Rochel.  Yehuda vowed with his life that he will bring Binyomin home 

safe and sound, and he will not stop before anything to fulfill his promise.  He warns Yosef that 

brothers are prepared to destroy Egypt.  At this point Yosef decides to reveal himself.  He sends the 

guards out of the room and says the famous phrase, “I am Yosef, is my father still alive?” (Bereishis 

45:3). 

Commentaries ask the question, why did Yosef ask whether his father was still alive, if his brothers 

told him not long ago that their father was indeed alive and well?  What did he mean with these 

words?  And another question, how did Yosef dare to submit himself to mortal danger by sending 

away the guards before he revealed the truth about himself?  

A story is told about Rav Arye Leib Bakst, of blessed memory.  During the WWII yeshiva Mir, where he 

was learning at the time, evacuated to Shanchai.  There he suffered an acute case of appendicitis.  He 

was hospitalized, but his condition deteriorated quickly.  He fell into a coma and was on the brink of 

death.  He later related that while unconscious, he had a vision of Heavenly Tribunal, consisting of 

three great Rabbis of the previous generation.  Two of them turned to the third, Rav Yerucham 

Leibovitz, and said: 

--You were the Rebbe of this man.  Ask him a question. 

Rav Leibovitz asked his young student: 

--It is well known that angels are created to carry a single mission, but a person can fulfill many 

missions.  Why is that? 

Rav Leib answered: 

--Actually everything a person does is only for one thing - for the sake of Heaven.  Regardless of which 

mitzvah he concerns himself with, he strives to reach only one goal – mekadesh Shem Shamaim, to 

sanctify the Name of G-d.   
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The Heavenly Tribunal accepted his answer and proclaimed that Rav Bakst deserves to live.  He came 

out of coma and fully recovered.  Later he became the chief Rabbi of Detroit, USA. 

What is Kiddush HaShem, sanctifying the Name of G-d?  Kiddush, sanctification, means “separation”.  

We start Shabbos and Holiday meals with kiddush, a blessing over the cup of wine, and we separate 

these days from other days by abstaining from certain types of work.  A groom mekadesh his bride and 

singles her out from all the other women in the world.  When we behave ourselves according to the 

principles of the Torah, we separate our selfish desires from the Will of G-d.  By fulfilling the mitzvoth 

regardless of anything, not stopping before any difficulties, not paying attention to the opinions of 

others, not succumbing even to the threats of anti-Semites, we show that the Will of G-d is above this 

material world.  And for that we deserve to live. 

By saying “I am Yosef”, Yosef wants to tell his brothers that he remained the same Yosef as he was in 

his father’s house.  Idolatry and perverseness of Egypt did not affect his righteousness.  How did he 

accomplish that?  For the same reason that “my father is still alive”, about whom it says “I lived with 

Lavan, but nevertheless observed all 613 commandments”.  Only by keeping the mitzvoth Yakov was 

able to survive spiritually and become the forefather of the Jewish nation.  Only by keeping the 

mitzvoth Yosef was able to survive spiritually in Egypt and remained worthy of carrying Yakov’s 

mission. 

From this we see why Yosef wasn’t afraid to send away the guards.  He didn’t want to shame his 

brothers before the Egyptians for selling him to slavery many years ago.  G-d forbids us from publicly 

shaming anyone, and for Yosef that it was more important than his own life. 

This is a big lesson for us: we have to always remember that keeping the commandments is our most 

secure protection.  

Wishing you all a uplifting Shabbos! 


