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For high drama nothing tops this week’s Torah portion.  The moment that Joseph reveals himself to his brothers is one of the most emotionally powerful episodes in the entire Bible.


The story in Genesis so far is that Joseph, having been sold by his brothers (not good, but a better alternative than the original plan to kill him), has become the vice-chancellor of Egypt.  Joseph controls the distribution of all food at a time of severe famine throughout the ancient Middle-East.  As such, he could be seen as the most powerful man in Egypt surpassing even the Pharaoh.  

His brothers come to Egypt requesting food.  When they first approach Joseph he knows who they are but they do not realize who he is.  Of course, because the Torah is a carefully written text, Joseph’s childhood dream of his brothers bowing down to him is fulfilled when they do bow down to him before they make their request.  


At their initial meeting Joseph toys with them, accuses them of being spies and generally plays ‘head-games’ with them.  Not too nice, but perhaps understandable given how they had treated him when they had the upper-hand.


Now, after orchestrating a second encounter in which his younger brother Benjamin is brought to him, Joseph is overcome with emotion.  He can no longer contain himself.  The Torah narrative tells us that he cleared the room of all of his guards and attendants.  His cries were so loud and heart-wrenching that those outside the room could hear and word reached the Pharaoh and his court. 

When he was alone with only his brothers, he reveals himself.  “I am Joseph” he says, “is my father yet alive?”  The Torah recounts, “His brothers could not answer him for they were in shock before him.”
Midrash is a method of Torah commentary that attempts to explain and interpret the meaning of Torah by imagining and articulating the internal dialogue, thoughts and emotional states of the characters in a story.  In essence, it fills in the missing details in the tersely worded Torah text.  

The Midrash on this scene is incredible.  
“Joseph called out, ‘Joseph, son of Jacob come to me!  Come to me and speak to your brothers who sold you.’  The brothers turned their eyes to the four corners of the room.  Joseph asked them, ‘Why do you look this way and that?  I am Joseph, your brother.’  

Instantly their souls flew out of them [they dropped dead on the spot!], and they could not reply.  But the Holy One performed a miracle and restored their souls to them.  The Joseph said, ‘Behold what your eyes see, for it is I, Joseph, that speaks to you.’
When they recognized him, they wanted to kill him.  But an angel came down and flung them apart to the four corners of the room. 

In that instant Judah (one of the brothers) let out a might roar, so loud that all the walls in Egypt collapsed, all pregnant women miscarried, Joseph fell of his seat, Pharaoh tumbled from this throne and all the guards had their faces twisted around backwards, and their teeth fell out! (Genesis Rabba and Tanhuma, English adapted from The Book of Legends, Bialik and Ravnitzky, Editors; Braude, English Translation.)

I think the purpose of this Midrash is to heighten the drama of an already dramatic story.  Joseph, having been reunited with his brothers, and especially his younger brother, Benjamin, can no longer hold back revealing who he is.  In that moment, twenty years of estrangement, hurt, anger, envy and jealousy evaporate and the brothers are reunited. 


The Midrash concludes, “When Joseph saw that his brothers felt such deep shame for what they had done, he said to them, ‘Come near to me,’ and each drew near to him kissing him and weeping over him.”


The Joseph story has the potential to speak to each of us, not merely because of its great drama, but because of what it teaches us about ourselves and our families. 

We might be tempted to read the Joseph story in the Torah and its accompanying Midrash as a story with too happy of an ending.  But I choose to see it as a story that reveals the power of forgiveness and love.  
