


Yosef, the beloved son of Yakov, finds 
himself the second most powerful 
person in Egypt with only Pharaoh 
commanding more authority. The 
road to this success had been paved 
with tears and tragedy. Sold by his 
jealous brothers, Yosef was taken 
in by Potifar, yet soon found himself 
languishing in jail, a punishment for 
resisting the seductive advances of 
his master’s wife. Time passes and 
Yosef achieves greatness. His abilities 
to interpret Pharaoh’s dreams earn 
him authority and prestige. 
With all this success, one must 
wonder why Yosef never attempted 
to make contact with his father, to 
let him know that he was alive and 
well. Did Yosef not wish to share 
with his father some of the status 
and power he had attained in Egypt, 
to give his father a little nachas in his 
old age? As asked by the Ramban 
(Bereishit 42:9), was it not a grave 
sin on Yosef’s part to torment his 
father by leaving him in mourning 
and bereavement? Egypt was a short 
journey from Canaan, Yosef could 
easily have sent word to his father, 
why did he fail to do so? That Yosef 
may have wished to hurt or test 
his brothers is understandable. Did 
this however really justify leaving 
his father to conclude that he was 

indeed dead? Did Yosef feel no pity 
towards his aged father? 
I would like to mention the opinions 
of two prominent Israeli Rabbis, 
Rabbi Yoel Bin-Nun and Rabbi Yaakov 
Medan who disagree regarding the 
explanation of why Yosef decided 
not to contact his father.
Firstly, however, I will mention an 
explanation given by the Ramban. 
According to the Ramban, Yosef 
acted always with one goal in mind, 
to implement the Divine plan of 
history. We must recall that Yosef 
had dreamt two dreams which 
predicted his family bowing down 
in subservience to the younger 
Yosef. Neither the brothers nor 
Yosef considered these dreams to 
be insignificant. The brothers were 
so disturbed by the vivid images 
and Yosef’s unsophisticated but 
prophetic interpretation that they 
tried to place a barrier between the 
dreams and their realisation; they 
tried to be rid of Yosef the dreamer. 
Yosef however never forgot his 
dreams and their meaning. Without 
doubt this was what kept him going 
through his difficult stay in Egypt. 
He worked towards the realisation 
of these prophetic dreams despite 
the heartache this involved for him, 
his brothers and father. Yosef always 

acted with the greater Divine plan 
in mind. Therefore, he concealed 
his identity from his brothers and 
avoided contact with his father, in 
order that he would indeed come 
and bow before him.
Rabbi Yoel Bin-Nun however rejects 
this solution of the Ramban. It fails 
to address the moral question of 
why, to bring his dreams to fruition, 
Yosef was apparently prepared 
to act cruelly leaving his father in 
torment, grieving for a son who was 
really alive and well.  
Rabbi Yoel Bin-Nun points us to 
several details of Yosef’s story which 
must be considered. He explains 
that Yosef spent his many long years 
in Egypt waiting, certain that his 
father would come and bring him 
back home. Surely Yakov would have 

found out that he was sold off to 
Egypt and mount a search for him? 
Why had his father never come for 
him? However we, the readers of 
the Torah, know that Yakov failed 
to come for Yosef for a good reason. 
Yosef, on his own and separated 
from his family could never have 
known that in reality his brothers 
had fooled his father with his coat 
stained with blood, tricking Yakov 
into believing that Yosef had been 
killed, devoured by wild animals. 
Yosef’s thoughts would have also 
turned to considering in great detail 
that fateful day on which his brothers 
had sold him. More questions would 
now arise in Yosef’s mind. Why had 

disagrees with this explanation of 
Rabbi Bin-Nun. 
Asks Rabbi Medan, did it never 
cross Yosef’s mind that if Yakov 
had indeed known of his sale then 
Yakov would without doubt have 
automatically presumed Yosef dead 
and this was the reason why Yakov 
never came for him. After all, a boy 
sold into slavery in the ancient world 
was never seen again. Rabbi Medan 
also disagrees with Rabbi Bin-Nun 
that Yosef would have questioned 
Yakov’s actions towards him. Surely 
Yosef knew that Yakov would not 
have sent his favourite son into the 
clutches of the jealous brothers if 
any harm was likely to come to him 
or he would have been sold as a 
slave. Rabbi Medan disagrees also 
with Rabbi Bin-Nun’s interpretation 
that Yosef’s feelings of rejection by 
his family formed the foundations 
for the naming of his first born 
Menashe.   According to Rabbi 
Medan, Menashe, meaning ‘G-d has 
made me forget my hardship and 
my father’s home’ should rather be 
understood as the Ibn Ezra did, that 
‘G-d has made me forget completely 
my hardship and the hardship of my 
parental home.’  Yosef does not offer 
thanks to G-d for having made him 
forget his parental home completely, 
but rather for enabling him to 
forget his specific hardships with his 
brothers during his childhood.  
According to Rabbi Medan why 
did Yosef decide not to contact his 
father?
Rabbi Medan utilises the explanation 
o f  A b a r b a n e l .  A cc o r d i n g  t o 
Abarbanel,  Yosef ’s behaviour 
towards his brothers upon their 

Yakov, knowing about the animosity 
felt by the brothers towards their 
younger brother, sent him to find 
them in the first place, sending 
him into certain peril and danger? 
Yosef soon began to question the 
actions of his father, beginning also 
to blame him for his fate. With no 
clear explanation for his father’s 
failure to come for him or to explain 
all that occurred, eventually Yosef 
must have concluded that his whole 
situation was an expression of the 
will of the Divine. It was by Divine 
design that he must live estranged 
from his family. These feelings of 
rejection were expressed when 
naming his son, Menashe. Named 
Menashe, ‘because G-d has made me 
forget all my labour and my father’s 
house.’ (Bereishit 41:51) Yosef lived 
with the misconception that his 

father had given up on him, whilst 
Yakov lived a life destroyed by the 
misconception that Yosef was dead. 
Both these beliefs were of course 
false. When we look at the arrival of 
the brothers in Egypt to buy food, 
we hear Yosef asking them several 
questions about their home and 
their father. Yosef wished only to 
discover whether it was really true 
that his father had indeed rejected 
him. This motivation explains why he 
acted as he did towards his brothers. 
It was only when Yosef heard that 
Yakov had actually, for years, grieved 
over his death that he was finally 
reconciled with his family.
Rabbi Yaakov Medan however 

arrival in Egypt was in fact part 
of an overall scheme to test the 
brothers, providing them with an 
opportunity to repent fully for 
selling him into slavery. When the 
Egyptian viceroy, Yosef, commands 
them to bring Binyamin, the second 
son of Rachel, the brothers are 
immediately placed in a similar 
position to when they sent Yosef 
away from his father. Binyamin was 
now the youngest, most beloved 
son, the only remaining son of 
Rachel. By asking for Binyamin to be 
brought before him, Yosef wished to 
test whether they had repented for 
his sale and for taking him away from 
Yakov. Yosef wanted to be reunited 
with his brothers but only after they 
had repented wholeheartedly for 
their actions towards to him. This 
was why Yosef hid his identity from 
the brothers and his father. 
Rabbi Medan’s explanation however 
contains the very objection raised 
by Rabbi Bin-Nun against the 
explanation of the Ramban. Is giving 
the brothers an opportunity to repent 
justification enough for allowing 
Yakov to grieve unnecessary? The 
Ramban understood that Yosef 
wished to ensure that his dreams 
came true and for this reason failed 
to contact his father. However 
Rabbi Medan sees Yosef’s silence 
functioning to allow the brothers 
an opportunity to repent. It was 
very noble of Yosef to extend an 
opportunity for the brothers to 
prove that they were sorry for what 
they did to him, however should the 
price paid for this be the tormenting 
of an old man, who after all was 
Yosef’s own father?
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Yosef always acted with the greater Divine plan in mind


