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7= riss 9% 2% 20% et - Have you a father or brother? | recall an incident
was seven or eight years old in a small town in White Russia, and like all Jewish boys, I attended the
little cheder school. I still remember that dreary winter day in January; it was cloudy and overcast.
The Torah portion of the week was Vavigash, and Chanukah had just ended, tzking away with it
the joyous holiday spirit from our small town. A long, dark winter lay ahead for us cheder boys, We

had o vise when it was still dark, and return home holding a lantern, because nightfall was so early
_od, lazy and listless. We chanted mechanically the

That day, we cheder boys were in a depressed mo
rst verses of Vayigash in & dull monorone, droning the Wordsin Hebrew and translating them into

Yiddish. One boy finished reciting Joseph’s question: 2% 237 ©+7, Do you have a father, and the reply:

Yesh lanu av zaken: Yes, we have an old father.

i\ Then something unusual happened. Qur teacher, a Chabadnik, suddenly jumped to his feet and

with a gleam in his eyes motioned 1o the reader 1o,stap. He turned to me and addressed me with the
Russian word podrabin, meaning assistant to the rabbi. The teacher asked me: “What kind of ques-
tion did Joseph ask his brothers—ax 03y w7, Do you have a father? Of course they had a father, ev-
erybody has a father! The only person who had nio father was Adam, created by God. But everyone

{{p else born into this world has a father. What kind O{W?“ I tried 1o offer the answer,

“Joseph simply wanted o fnd
means. '[s he alive, or is he dead?”
ii s0,” eur tzacher thundered back at me. “Joserh sheuld have phrased the guestuon diferenthv:

{ out whether the fadher was sull alive. "Do vou have a father? actualiv

Is your father still alive?™ It was useless 10 argue with our teacher. He was now no longer addressing
boys, He began to speak rhetorically as if so erivus guest had fust entered that
i [ 4 ~ e g g

g t2d 10 know Wheller s

s
A only us little !

TRk

cold rogm. “josephour teacher pronounced as if from
Lre voul Joseph was asking. ‘reored in vour father?

ers were sull aittached to their roots and erigins,
D ket e . N

Do you look at him the way the branches or blessoms loex on their roos? Do vou see vour father as
~ - e Do R e Sat
the foundation of vour existence? Do you see him as vour provider and sustainer? Or are vou just like
Z(' rootless shepherds wandenng from place o place. from pasiure 1o pasture, who forget their onigin®™
Our teacher suddenly stopped addressing the invisible visitor and turned his focus divectly 1o us.
Ralsing his voice, he asked us: “Are you truly humble? Do vou look dovn condescendingly as your old
father as representing an archaic tradivion? Do vou think that vour old father is also capable of teiling
you something new and exciting? Something challenging? Sormething vou didni know before? Or are

5} you so arrogant and vain, that you deny dependence on vour father. upon vour source?” Our teacher
7. Do yvou have a father?!” pointing at my siudy-mate Isaac, who was considered

exciaimed, “aw zo7urr
the town’s prodigy. The teacher turmed 10 him and said, “Who do vou think knows more? Do vou
know more because vou are so well-versed in Talmud, or does vour father, Jacob the blacksmuth, know
more even though he can harely read Hebrew? Are vou proud of your father? When we recognize the

rin Heaven.”

supremacy of our father, then. ipso facto. we accept the supremacy of our Universal F:
3{, 1 will never forget our teachers novel interpretation cf the Joseph story. )
One can use a similar approach to understanding [osenhs second question: Have vow..a brothes?
Joseph wanted 1o know: W
sider future generations as well? Do vou plan for the world of tomorow. enveloped in the mist of
sion? Do yveu belleve in 1o improbable?” The brothers’ answer was,

reness of time stop at the present moemens, or do vou con-

- T

non-being? Do vou have 3 vis
§{¥es \We have an elderly father. an ‘=1 2x. \W2 also have 4 bright. vivacious. walented voung chuld,
4 3gF TuE T, our vounger brother, who represents the world of tomorrow. The voung child chal-
. " ————

re generations
and anu-Semitsm poses no real threar, ver
o

lengés U o make possibie the birtk of Tatu

Here in America. we have freedom. many privileges.
we are commutied 1o Erers Yisrael We Aght for the posses
voung lives for each sand dune. for each rocky hill. Why? The answer
five hundred vears ago, our 'zi a8, Abraham. walked beb:nd his flock on those sandy wails and, by
traversing the land. endowed 1t with kedushah, Centurics later a propher and king named David

. 3 i W1 - 3
13 that about three thousand

piaved the harp and sang beantful hvmns to God. The hills of cur ancient homeland, which echo
worth the sacrifice of our vouth,

with ancient melodies and flery words, a1

" il he drama of Joseph and his brothers, which draws to a climaxin
this sidrg, is a source of endless fascination. One significant aspect of this
strange narrative is that Joseph’ actions toward his brothers are incom-

@ prehensible, both to the brothers who do not recognize him and to us

3 who already know who he is. To the very end, both they — the brothers -

A ) and the readers are perplexed: they, by the Egyptian prince who seems

) !g S irrationally bent upon tormenting them, and we by the anomalous and
J mysterious motives of Joseph in continuing to conceal his identity from
them and carrying out this elaborate spiel. Then, suddenly, all becomes

clear. Joseph’s revelation of his identity is also the revelation of a master
plan, conceived by a mastermind, a marvelous and beautifully consis-

it . . .
tent course of action. The purpose of this program is to help the broth-
ers achieve feshuva, repentance or rehabilitation, to regain their sense

( ‘3 of dignity, and to purge themselves of their shame. For this is the grand

{r'om my childheeg—t——— .
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goal of Joseph, to which all his actions are in
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clined and aimea.

half-brother Joseph, the son

Their sin was that of hatred for their
hel, a hatred which resulted in enda

ngering his life. Now, Judah

of Rac
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that ignores facts, that twists logic instead of revising itself, that wards

off unpleasant challenges by ignoring them - is simply wrong,
It is interesting that in the history of talmudic methodology

the protest against extravagant dialectics, called pilpul, was largely
2 reaction against Ovét-consistency. The protest against pilpul, from
g fifteenth-century Prague to sixteenth-century Poland to eighteenth-
century Lithuania, was a reaction against consistency so strong and
theory so powerful that they would not be altered by mere facts.

Indeed, there is a similar movement in contemporary Ametican
philosophy, which expresses itselfin contempt for “ideology” The word
k\“ideology” is taken as a synonym for the enthronement of the theory
beyond any revision because of encounter with new facts.

An example of this disdain for facts in favor of a consistent theory
is the matter of dialogues between Jews and Christians, One would have
thought that after the Six Day War and the shameful betrayal of the Jew-
ish community by those who had expressed such desires for dialogues
{4with us, we would be done with the whole business, indeed, some

honorable and honest proponents of dialogue issued retractions soon
after the Six Day War and announced that they were finished with these
attempts.” Yet, too many Jews have preferred to go their old way and
have refused to abandon the dialogue movement and all it implies. Itisa
ity that only aweek or two ago an official of the Conservative movement
authoritatively declared that his movement is in favor of more dialogue,
not less. Apparently, a “line” once taken, must be continued to infinity
even itifleads to no place. How wise Ralph Waldo Emerson was when
he declared that “a foolish consistency is the hobgoblin of little minds.”

q/% Third, over-consistency is religiously sinful. It is a sign ofalack

Of?h}‘}{llili\tz:[?_e_@fe;—' Céd{t}siu_r—pé? that humans have complete control
over the future, that we can avoid surprise and novelty and contingency
by exercasmgoﬁr;wnw;saomr;land shrewdness. It means that we have
over-confidence in our own reason and ability, and therefore read God

Jout of the world, that we substitate our plans for His, or, at best, we

presume to know His plans to the last jota, Even religious folk, perhaps
especially religious folk, ought never dare such Presumptions. It is an
act of arrogance against God: “There is no wisdom and no counsel and
no understanding against the Lord” (Proverbs 11:30). The refigious
ency is in the form of a plea for humility, of
a0 acknowledgment of our own fimited visibility in the skies of history

Ypobjection to over-consist

and our willingness to be guided by divine instructions.

&
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