BS”D

Parshas Miketz
Only by going to the deepest place in ourselves and acknowledging our fault

and asking for forgiveness in truth will real forgiveness come.

Owning Up

By Rabbi Chaim Zev Citron
At the end of Parshas Miketz, Yehuda pleads with Yosef who has accused Binyamin of stealing his silver goblet. Yehuda says, “What can we say to my
lord? How can we speak, how can we justify ourselves? G-d has found the sin of your servants.”
The Midrash Raba interprets Yehuda’s words thus, “What can we say to my       lord?” refers to the first time we came and seemed to have not paid the money. (Yosef had his man put the brothers’ money back into their bags). “How can we speak?” refers to this second time when once more they seemed to not have paid the money. (Once more Yosef had his man put the brothers’ money back into their sacks). “How can we justify ourselves” refers to the goblet (which Binyamin supposedly stole).
The Midrash continues to explain the three admissions of guilt not as admissions to Yosef, but as admissions to G-d: “What can we say to my L-rd” refers to the sin of (Yehuda with) Tamar. “How can we speak” refers to the sin of (Reuven and) Bilhah. “How can we justify ourselves” refers to the sin of (Shimon and Levi concerning) Dinah.
The Midrash explains Yehuda’s admission once more, this time about their guilt for what had happened to their brothers: “What can we say to my lord,” i.e., to our father in the land of Canaan about what we did to Yosef? “How can we speak” about (what we did that caused the arrest of) Shimon? “How can we justify ourselves” about (what we did that caused the accusation of) Binyamin?
The Midrash concludes, “If we say to you we have sinned, it is clearly known that we have not sinned (concerning all of Yosef’s accusations about spying and stealing).” “But if we tell you we have not sinned, ‘G-d has found the sin of your servants.’ (“Indeed, we have sinned greatly to G-d).
I have a question about the list of sins compiled by the Midrash. Although it talks about the sin of what the brothers did to their father by selling Yosef, it doesn’t actually talk about the sin itself, i.e., what they did to Yosef, not merely what they did to their father Yaakov.

Perhaps that sin has already been mentioned explicitly. When the brothers were first cast into prison, the brothers said to each other, “We are being punished on account of our brother because we looked on at his anguish and paid no heed as he pleaded with us.”  It looks like that is repentance,
However, as the Ramban points out, they did not say that the selling of Yosef was intrinsically wrong. They faulted themselves for not having compassion as he cried. So, this was repentance for the lack of compassion, but not for the actual selling of Yosef.
I would suggest, perhaps, that in fact there never was a complete repentance on the part of the brothers.

In parshas Vayechi, after the brothers return from the burial of their father Yaakov, they are afraid that Yosef will take revenge on them for their sin. The brothers concoct a story in which they send a message to Yosef that their father Yaakov asked that Yosef forgive his brothers’ offense.
Yosef burst into tears when his brothers ask for forgiveness. He tells them not to be afraid as he will not act like G-d to punish them. Besides, he continues, his being sold into Egypt turned out to be a good thing; it brought about the survival of many people from the famine, including Yaakov and his sons.
A careful reading shows us that Yosef never actually forgave his brothers. Don’t be afraid, I won’t punish you; yes. But forgiveness? Not a word.

Why didn’t he forgive his brothers? I think it’s simple. They never asked for it. They put the words “Forgive us” into Yaakov’s mouth. But they never uttered the words themselves.

On the face of it, the story of Yosef and his brothers has a happy resolution. But on a deeper level, it was never resolved. Full forgiveness can only come with full acknowledgement of wrongdoing. And that never happened.

We must take this lesson deeply to heart when we do wrong, particularly when we wrong our fellowman. We cannot make do with excuses or even with a partial acknowledgement of our sin. We have to go to the deepest place in ourselves and acknowledge our fault and ask for forgiveness in truth. Only in that way will real forgiveness come. Only in that way can we truly be reconciled with our brothers.
