Haftarot Unrolled: VaYigash

Oseh Shalom BiMeromav

The Haftarah of VaYigash begins with the reconciliation of Yehudah and Yosef:
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16) You, son of man, take one branch, and write on it “For Yehudah, and for
the children of Israel, his partners” and take one branch, and write on it “For
Yosef, the branch of Ephraim, and for all the children of Israel, his partners.”
17) Bring them together into one branch, and they will become one in your
hand. (Yehezkel 37)

Yehezkel describes the reunification of the two political entities of the Jewish People during
the time of the First Temple: the northern kingdom, Israel, also known as Ephraim or Yosef,
and the southern kingdom, called Yehudah. According to the Haftarah, this reunification will
be one of the first steps of Redemption; ultimately, the Jewish People will all be one nation
with one country. While this might sound obvious, in truth, it is far from trivial.

The Haftarah is not just talking about uniting two different countries called "Yosef" and
"Yehudah"; but rather, untiting two different fundamental prototypes within the Jewish
People, represented by the terms "Yosef" and "Yehudah".

Near the end of Parshat VaYigash, Yaakov sends Yehudah to Egypt to prepare for the
family's migration. The Midrash states the following:

(VN 1"X... (ND 2Ix) MmNna ni7w Ay my TNsi 7unn 2"Ur 1197 N7 nTIN' NN
WRN K71 UKD NN 20N DN 'REVNIT7 UR MW UR 7w DR DM 2w vipn '
IN7WUN XIN 'WIYINT DY DT 'NANNA 720NK Y DT IR DT 90N 2TIN DM DX IY
.IMNN2 DI7Y YV "IN 19T N7Y DQTIN' DIREINKIY 78K
And Yehudah he sent before him: It says, "Oseh Shalom Bimromav - He
makes peace in His Heavens" (Job 25)... R' Shimon said: the sky is made of
water and the angels are made of fire, but the water does not put out the fire,
and the fire does not burn up the water. Yehudah and Yosef: one is a lion, the
other is an ox. Yesterday, they were attacking each other, and now Yaakov
sends one to the other, as it says, "And Yehudah he sent"?! Thus: "He makes
peace in His Heavens." (Midrash Tanhuma VaYigash 6)

According to this Midrash, Yehudah and Yosef are polar opposites; getting them to cooperate
is so difficult, it is comparable to the peace that G-d makes in the Heavens between fire and
water.

Not only are Yosef and Yehudah opposites, they are even hostile, "attacking each other."
According to another Midrash, at the beginning of this Parsha, when Yehudah approached
Yosef, he was prepared to use violence to achieve his goal of rescuing Binyamin:
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Yehudah approached him: ...R' Yehudah says, "approach" is for war, as it says,
"Yoav and his army approached for war". (Breishit Rabbah VaYigash 93)

What makes Yehudah and Yosef so different, why is it so difficult to get them together, and
why does the Haftarah list their unification as the very first step in the stages of Redemption?

Yosef is driven, from the very beginning, to provide for others. He excels at making the most
of all possible resources at his disposal. He speaks all languages, can participate in any
culture, can function at the highest levels in government, in economics, and in the sciences.
His goal is the betterment of the Jewish People, and of mankind as a whole.

Yehudah, in contrast, represents the inward-facing aspect of the Jewish People. For him,
family comes first, and he will do anything to protect them. In his zeal to do so, he sometimes
makes mistakes (erring on who is considered "family" and who is not), but he acknowledges
these mistakes, takes responsibility and learns from them. King David, Yehudah's most
illustrious descendant, is the ultimate expression of this trait - his definition of "family"
included all of Israel, and his life's goal was to gather them all under his protection. Yehudah
has a strong spiritual side: it was King David who composed Tehillim (Psalms), which reflect
our unique and personal connection with G-d.

Yosef, then, represents our ability to participate in the world at large; Yehudah represents our
unique spiritual contribution as the Jewish People.

These two very different mindsets have been competing within the Jewish People throughout
our history. When we work toward the betterment of humanity, as Jews are driven to do,
should our contributions be material, or spiritual? Are we a nation like others, or are we a
family that needs to protect itself from outside forces? Do we face outward, like Yosef, or
inward, like Yehudah? There are practical ramifications to these questions, and over the
centuries, it has caused actual conflict. The two sides fight like an ox and a lion, and get
along like fire and water.

The Haftarah tells us that in order to bring about Redemption, Yosef and Yehudah need to
come together and become one. We need Yosef's talents and abilities, and we also need
Yehudah's emphasis on our uniqueness. We need to be cosmopolitan and universal,
contributing to the world, and we also need to be insular and inward-facing, devoting
ourselves to our own connection with G-d.

May G-d, who makes peace in the Heavens between fire and water, also make peace between
the different attributes and strengths within the Jewish People, so that we can all flourish and
"become one in His hand."
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