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EFORE YAAKOV WOULD ALLOW HIMSELF TO ACCEPT
the news that his long-lost son Yosef had been found
alive and that he was now the viceroy of Egypt, he .
wanted to see some solid proof. Perhaps the whole thing was |
some Kind of cruel hoax.

Yosef could easily have sent along all sorts of signs that ;
he was genuine and not an impostor. He could have |
described his room or any other intimate details that would |
not be known to a stranger. But he did something altogeth-
er different. According to the Midrash, the “wagons Yosef
had sent to transport Yaakov to Egypt” were really a hint at
the sugya, Talmudic topic, they had discussed in private on
the last day they had seen each other — the topic of eglah
arufah, the decapitated calf. (The Hebrew word for wagon is
agalah, which is reminiscent of the word eglah.) This sign
convinced Yaakov that this was not a hoax and revived his
spirits.

But why indeed was this such a conclusive proof? Just as
an impostor might have somehow learned other intimate
details about Yosef, why couldn't he have discovered this
information as well?

During the time of the Vilna Gaon, a very strange incident
took place in his city. A young couple had gotten married, and
shortly afterward, the husband vanished without a trace. The
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poor wife was left an agunah, a living widow unable to remar-

ry because her husband might still be alive,

Thirty years .passed, and then, one fine day, a man
appeared on her doorstep and declared, “My dear wife, I'm
back!” Then he told her a long story about what had kept him

from returning for so many years.

The woman looked at the man and did not recognize him
as her husband. But then again, she couldn’t be sure that he
wasn't. Thirty years wreak changes on a person. They also
fade the memary, especially in those times when there were
no photographs. The man was about the same build and col-
oring as her husband. His features were not really dissimilar,
His face was weathered by time and the elements, and it was
difficult to imagine what he might have looked like thirty years
earlier, It was not impossible that this was her husband. And

yet, he did not seem familiar.

She expressed her reservations to the man, and he was

very understanding,

“Test me,” he said. “Ask me any question about our life

»

together. See if | know the answers,

So she asked him questions, and he had all the answers,
He knew all about their families, their wedding day, their
home, including some intimate details that only the two of

them could have known.

Still, she remained suspicious, and she decided to seek
the advice of the beis din. The dayanim of the bels din inter-
rogated the man extensively, but they could not catch him
in a mistake. He was very convincing. And yet, his wife was
not convinced, which wag certainly cause for suspicion.
What should they do? They sought the counsel of the Vilna

Gaon.

“Take the man to the shul,” said the Gaon, “Ask him to
point out his makom kavua, the place where he normally sat.”
They took him to the shuf and asked him to point to his

seat. The man hemmed and hawed, but he couid not do it.
Then he broke down and admitted that he had learned all his

information from the husband whom he had befriended many
years earlier. :

The Vilna Gaon had put his finger on the flaw in this man’s
diabalical plan. Assuming that the man was an impostor seek-
ing to move in with another man's wife, he was obviously far
from a righteous person. Such a person would seek out all
sorts of important details to “prove” his identity, but it would
not occur to him to find out about the husband's seat in shul
or any of the other holy matters in Jewish life.

Similarly, Yaakov knew that if the man who claimed to be
Yosef was an impostor he might have extracted all sorts of inj-
mate and obscure information from the real Yosef. But he also

- knew that it would never occur to an impostor to ask which

sugya he and Yaakov were discussing when they last saw each
other. When Yosef was able to refer to the sugya of eglah aru-

fah Yaalknu nras mawete - 301
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Serious Jews identify themselves by the holy aspects ot
their lives. The important information is not the make and

color of their cars, not the size of their houses, not the last time;

they went fishing or played baseball. It is the mitzvos they
have performed, the chessed they have done, the place where
they sit in shul, the last sugya they discussed.
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