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Vayigash

The Birth of Forgiveness

& e here are moments that change the world: 1439, when Johannes
Gutenberg invented the movable-type printing press (though the
Chinese had developed it four centuries before); 1821, when Faraday
invented the electric motor; or 1990, when Tim Berners-Lee created
the World Wide Web. There is such 2 moment in Parashat Vayigash,
and in its way it may have been no less fransformative than any of the
above. It happened when Joseph finally revealed his identity to his
brothers. W Hile they were silent and in a state of shock, he went on to
say these words:

I am your brother Joseph, whom you sold into Egypt! And now,
do not be distressed and do not be angry with yourselves for sell-
ing me here, because it was to save lives that God sent me ahead
of you. For two years now there has been famine in the land, and
for the next five years there will be no ploughing and reaping. But
God sent me ahead of you to preserve for you a remnant on earth
and to save your lives by a great deliverance. S0 then, it was not
you who sent me here, but God. (Gen. 45:4-8)
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Now Joseph can forgive, because his brothers, led by Judah,
have gone through all three stages of repentance: (1) admission of guilt,
(2) confession, and (3) behavioural change.

Forgiveness only exists in a culture in which repentance exists.
Repentance presupposes that we are free and morally responsible agents
who are capable of change, specifically the change that comes about
when we recognise that something we have done is wrong, that we are
responsible for it and must never do it again. The possibility of that kind
of moral transformation simply did not exist in ancient Greece or any
other pagan culture. Greece was a shame-and-honour culture that turned
on the twin concepts of character and fate.* Judaism was a repentance-
and-forgiveness culture whose central concepts were will and choice.
The idea of forgiveness was then adopted by Christianity, making the
Judaeo-Christian ethic the primary vehicle of forgiveness in history.

Repentance and forgiveness are not just two ideas among many.
They transformed the human situation. For the first time, repentance
established the possibility that we are not condemned endlessly to
repeat the past. When I repent I show I can change. The future is not
predestined. I can make it different from what it might have been.

Forgiveness liberates us from the past. Forgiveness breaks the irreversibility
of reaction and revenge. It is the undoing of what has been done.®
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Humanity changed the day Joseph forgave his brothers. When
we forgive and are worthy of being forgiven, we are no longer prison-
ers of our past. The moral life is one that makes room for forgiveness.
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