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Let’s Stop Chasing the Stick

“I am Yosef, your brother, whom you sold to Egypt. Now, do not be distraught and do not be angered that you sold me here, because G-d sent me before you to (be a source of) sustenance” (Genesis 45:4-5). 


I

n today’s world of frivolous litigations, where someone who carelessly spills a cup of coffee on himself might sue, claiming the coffee was too hot, it is difficult to identify with someone who has truly been victimized, yet searches for the positive outcome of his ordeal. And certainly it would be difficult to comprehend the sufferer who not only refrains from faulting his oppressor, but even encourages the tormentor that his actions were necessary.


Nevertheless, this is precisely how Yosef dealt with his brothers upon revealing his identity to them; the very same brothers who had sold him away as a slave, leading as well to his twelve-year incarceration in an Egyptian dungeon (1). 

“For it has been two years that the famine is in the land,” Yosef told his brothers, “and there will be another five years without plowing and harvesting. G-d sent me ahead of you to prepare a refuge for you in the land and to sustain you for a great deliverance. So now, it was not you who sent me here, but G-d (2).”
What insight did Yosef possess concerning one’s negative encounters with others that allowed him to react so positively and receptively to his former oppressors?

In explanation of the prohibition against taking revenge, the Sefer HaChinuch (3) writes, “A person should know and contemplate that all which occurs to him, whether good or bad, has been previously dictated by G-d. (This includes the fact that) no one can affect someone else if it is not G-d’s will. 

“Therefore, if a person is harmed or otherwise afflicted by another…he should not plot revenge against his tormentor, because the tormentor was not the source of the oppression (4).”

Truthfully, a person needs to search for validation warranting anger in face of adversity, even if it came at the hands of another person. Is it not foolish to become infuriated by the stick with which a person was struck by someone else?

So should our attitude be toward the person himself who causes us harm. Ultimately, it is the Compassionate, Merciful One who is the source of all that occurs to us, whether as a test of our strengths or the result of our own actions, or for other reasons known to Him. 

Yosef knew this lesson well, and when he was finally ready to reveal himself to his brothers, Yosef’s words exhibited the great level of faith and trust he had in G-d and His Divine Providence.

This understanding, however, does not preclude the right to proper financial compensation, or even meting out capital punishment, where appropriate. As G-d told Avraham concerning the fate of the nation that would subjugate the Jews, “But also the nation that will enslave them, (although I have decreed the Jews’ hardship,) I will judge (5).”

The punishment dealt to the Ancient Egyptians is well known to us, the account of which plays a central role at the Passover Seder. But what retribution did the ten brothers involved in Yosef’s sale receive for their actions?

In the Yom Kippur and Ninth of Av liturgies, we read that in the brothers’ stead, ten great Torah scholars were forced to suffer martyrdom (6). 

There was, however, possibly another punishment, suggested by a Torah giant from the last century, Rabbi Elchonon Wasserman, himself a martyr during the Holocaust. Because the brothers soaked Yosef’s multi-colored coat in blood and misrepresented it to their father as a remnant of his beloved son’s mutilated remains, the brothers’ descendants have suffered from the incredible lie of the blood libel (7).  

The rationale for administering justice against criminals is for their malicious intent. No one told Osama bin Ladin or his Al Qaeda cohorts that the time had come for some three and a half thousand people to die on Sept. 11, although we must understand in retrospect that that in fact was the case, for reasons unknown to us. The perpetrators of those devilish acts are guilty, and to be held liable, for their evil decisions to commit those unpetitioned crimes (8).


But it is futile and unconstructive for most of us who are not directly involved to live with constant thoughts of seeking justice for past iniquities. We must not let ourselves be caught up in current events as an end in themselves. Rather, they can be used as a reference to strengthen our belief in G-d’s Guiding Hand, while promoting a commitment to Torah and mitzvahs, serving to better our positions in the world-to-come.


Valentine, son of the influential Count Stanislaw Pototski of Vilna (Vilnius) during the 18th Century, and scion of the Church hierarchy, became one of the most famous converts to Judaism. He was a regular at the court of the Gaon (Genius) of Vilna and an activist for the Jews. He was, however, hunted by the Church for his betrayal, and ultimately burned at the stake for it.


While Avraham ben Avraham, Valintine’s new identity, was being prepared for crucifixion, the priests begged his forgiveness for the suffering they were putting him through; apparently they were afraid of retribution in the world-to-come for their behavior with the former dignitary.


“I will tell you a parable,” said Avraham. “A prince and his friend were once playing with some toy soldiers. After a while, the commoner grew bored and threw the toys into the mud, angering the prince.


“‘Although I do not have the authority now to punish you, I will do so when I become king!’ warned the king-in-waiting.


For many years the incident was forgotten, but when the boy was finally coroneted, his erstwhile friend remembered the newly crowned king’s childhood promise, and prostrated himself at the monarch’s feet, pleading for mercy.


“‘Oh, please!’ the king cried out. ‘That was just child’s play. You have nothing to fear.’


“So, too, it is with suffering in this world,” said the righteous convert to his executioners. “In contrast to the paradise I will receive in the world-to-come for my actions here, the pain you are dealing me now will be forgotten as though it were child’s play! (9)”                          

--------------------------

(1) See Ber. chap. 39. (2) Ibid., 45:6-8. (3) A medieval work largely attributed to Rabbi Aaron Halevi of the 13th Century. (4) See Mitzvah 241. (5) Bereishis 15:14. (6) See Artscroll Tisha B’av Service, p.248-253. (7) Kovitz Mamorim p.88. (8) See Nachmanides to Ber. 15:14. (9) See Mishnas Rabbi Aaron, vol.3, p.59.  
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