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THE POWER OF SELF-REVELATION 
Parashat Vayigash – December 30, 2011 – Rabbi Joel Nickerson 

 

A man has been estranged from his family; isolated, though successful at building up an 
entirely new life independent of his past.  He assumes a new name, marries someone 
outside his faith, and takes on a significant leadership position.  He rises through the 
ranks and loses sight of his past.  He is forced to confront that past, however, when the 
siblings who tortured him as a youth  come begging for his help, unaware that they are 
in fact staring into the eyes of their brother.  With great restraint, the man refuses to 
reveal himself, though it causes him much internal pain, anger, and sadness.  With the 
tables turned, the man instills fear in his siblings, using his power as a leader to control 
them; intimidate them.   It is only after hearing that his decisions could lead to the death 
of his father that he reveals his true identity.  As Avivah Zorenberg, a modern Torah 
commentator, states, “in a startling moment of collapse, [he] rejoins the human race.  
He surrenders his project [of humiliating his brothers], shriveled, reduced to human size.  
A sinister grandiosity had informed that project; now, compassion compels him to 
relinquish his secret idea.”1  
The moment of this man’s reveal is one of the most powerful scenes in the Book of 
Genesis, if not the entire Torah, and it speaks deeply to the human condition. 
Feel free to examine Genesis 45:1-15. 
On one level, this week’s parasha is about the reunification of a family, about Joseph’s 
revelation of his true identity to his brothers and consequently, the move of his entire 
family to Egypt where they can remain safe and supported.  On a deeper level, this 
Torah portion explores the dynamics of human growth and the human capacity for 
lasting change.  As Robert Alter, a Torah scholar, writes: 

What is it like…to be a human being with a divided consciousness – intermittently 
loving your brother but hating him even more; resentful or perhaps contemptuous 
of your father but also capable of the deepest filial regard; stumbling between 
disastrous ignorance and imperfect knowledge; fiercely asserting your own 
independence but caught in a tissue of events divinely contrived; outwardly a 
definite character and inwardly an unstable vortex of greed, ambition, jealousy, 
lust, piety, courage, compassion, and much more?2 

The complexity of the human condition is emphasized in this week’s parasha and what 
strikes me is the way in which Joseph chooses to reveal himself.  The first thing he does 
is tell his brothers not to worry about how they acted in the past, because “it was to save 
lives that God sent me ahead of you [to Egypt].”3  The first thing he does is forgive 
them.  He forgives them for the pain, the humility, the loneliness they caused.  This act 
of mercy is something that could not have been easy for Joseph to do, considering his 
brothers tried to kill him when he was younger. 

																																																													
1 Zorenberg, Avivah. The Beginning of Desire, 1995. P. 337. 
2 Alter, Robert. Art of Biblical Narrative, 1981. P. 176. 
3 Genesis 45:5 
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And right after forgiving them, he doesn’t wait for a response.  Instead, he goes on to 
articulate what he has learned about himself.  “It was to save lives that God sent me 
ahead of you [to Egypt].”  What he learns is that he is on a mission.  And his mission is 
two-fold – he is on a mission to save the lives of his family and to save the lives of the 
entire Jewish people, for “there have already been two years of famine in the land, and 
[there remain] five more years without plowing or harvesting.  So God sent me ahead of 
you to assure your survival in the land, and to keep you alive for a great deliverance.”4  
Joseph’s mission is not about his own survival, but about the survival of others.  It is 
about sustaining and continuing a legacy that for a long time he shunned.  At one point 
in his life, he even went so far to distance himself from his past that he named his two 
sons Manasseh and Ephraim.  He declares the meaning of these names as follows: 
Menasseh, “for God has made me forget all the troubles I endured in my father’s 
house,” and Ephraim “for God has made me fruitful in the land of my affliction.”5  Two 
names that scorned his past.   
Joseph is able to use the pain and anger of his past to foster a mission that involves 
support and care.  And he even goes so far as to give credit to God.  His speech to his 
brothers is full of references to God, a God he had little relationship with since his rise to 
power in Egypt.  But now God returns, as if returning from exile.  Somehow, Joseph is 
able to return to something that has been hidden for a long time; something deeply 
ingrained in his psyche and his culture.  I believe that the power of self-revelation, 
though not easy, has the ability to bring God back into the conversation and into our 
lives.    
We find revelation and reconciliation in a book of the Torah full of failed attempts.  Cain 
and Abel have no reconciliation.  Isaac and Ishmael only come together to bury their 
father but nothing else.  Jacob and Esau become estranged, then come back together 
to mend their relationship only to realize they are better off going their separate ways.  
Joseph and his brothers are the only ones who experience full reconciliation.   
As we move into a new year, we pray that our world, our country, our own relationships 
are more like Joseph and his brothers than like Cain and Abel or Isaac and Ishmael.  
We pray that we find ways to undergo the process of self-revelation, whether that takes 
the form of new year’s resolutions or new opportunities for personal growth.  And we 
pray that we can bring God into our lives in meaningful ways, helping us to discover or 
invigorate our missions in life. 
Shabbat shalom and Happy New Year. 
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