11/29/13 Why Did Yosef Frame Binyamin? % ALHaTorah.org

Why Did Yosef Frame Binyamin?

FROM SPYING TO STEALING

Parashat Miketz ends on a tense note as Binyamin is framed for having
stolen Yosef's silver goblet. This is not the first trumped up charge which
Yosef has hurled at his brothers. In fact, from the moment they face him
when arriving to buy food, Yosef has made their lives uneasy. He first
accuses them of spying, imprisons them, and holds Shimon in custody until
they bring him Binyamin. He also plays mind games with them by
clandestinely returning their payments in their sacks. Then when the
brothers return, Yosef presents a very different face, inviting them to dinner and giving special favor to
Binyamin, only to again turn against them with the planting of the goblet and accusation of theft. What was
Yosef trying to achieve through all of these actions?

(Click for this topic in art)

WHAT WAS YOSEF THINKING?

Yosef's plan to frame Binyamin appears to have been orchestrated from the time the brothers first came
down to Egypt. Otherwise, why would Yosef have stipulated that the brothers bring Binyamin to Egypt to
verify that they were not spies; what did these have to do with each other? Yet, what was Yosef hoping to
accomplish by bringing Binyamin to Egypt and accusing him of stealing? Of all of the brothers, Binyamin
was the one not even involved in the sale of Yosef. So why indict him? Moreover, Yosef issues instructions
to place each of the brothers' payments in their sacks for a second time. What was the point of this? Would
this not have made it abundantly clear that this was all a setup?

THE OMNISCIENT READER

As seasoned Torah learners, we all know that this story has a happy ending, with Yehuda offering himself
as a slave instead of Binyamin, and Yosef then revealing himself to his brothers. But was Yosef hoping and
perhaps even planning all along for this to happen, or was he caught by surprise and compelled to change
course by Yehuda's unanticipated intervention? Conversely, how would Yosef have proceeded had Yehuda
not made his impassioned plea?

DOES TIME HEAL ALL WOUNDS?

By the time our story takes place, over twenty years have passed since Yosef was sold. His life was turned
upside down, but after all of his trials, he has emerged as second in command to Paroh. Upon seeing his
family again, what does he feel? Is he filled with resentment, or have time and good fortune softened his
sentiments? Has he morphed into an assimilated Egyptian autocrat or has he matured into "Yosef the
righteous" looking out for his family? Does he yearn to reunite or desire to forget? Does he seek revenge or
forgiveness? Which of these emotions ultimately drives all of his actions and the framing of Binyamin?
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Why Did Yosef Frame Binyamin?
Exegetical Approaches

. Overview

In attempting to understand Yosef's actions, exegetes present widely varying character portraits of
Yosef. The majority of commentators, beginning already in the Second Temple period, depict Yosef as
the architect of the processes of the brothers' repentance and the reunification of Yaakov's family. For
them, the framing of Binyamin was designed to test the brothers, and they passed with flying colors. In
contrast, other commentators view Yosef in a less positive light. R"Y HeChasid and Shadal maintain

that Yosef was not originally planning on revealing himself to his brothers and was concerned only with
reuniting with Binyamin and/or Yaakov. In their opinion, Yehuda's speech was not anticipated by Yosef,
but rather caused a change of heart. Radak goes one step further and suggests that Yosef's actions
throughout the story were meant to cause the brothers anguish for their actions toward him.

Testing His Brothers' Repentance

Yosef's actions were motivated by a desire to reunite his entire family. The planting of the goblet was
devised to assess his brothers' degree of repentance, and to enable a familial reconciliation.

Jubilees, Philo, Josephus, R. Shemuel b. Chofni Gaon, Ramban,!'1 R. Yonah, Sefer HaYashar,
Akeidat Yitzchak, Abarbanel #2, Seforno, Biur

Plan and its realization — According to this approach, Yosef fully anticipated that the brothers would act to
save Binyamin, and Yehuda's speech was exactly what Yosef had been hoping for.

"1aAN N ' nXi 'my ' nx ok nwa " — R, Shemuel b. Chofni explains that, with Yosef's change of
fortune and the birth of his son, the pain of his brothers' mistreatment subsided. Thus, when the brothers
arrive, he is no longer filled with anger or vengeful thoughts.

Accusation of espionage — According to Philo, R. Shemuel b. Chofni and Akeidat Yitzchak, this was
simply a means to an end. Using this method, Yosef could ensure that the brothers brought Binyamin to
Egypt? so that he could then test how they treated him and whether they had changed their ways.?l

Initial returning of their payment — R. Shemuel b. Chofni suggests that this was not part of the test.
Rather, Yosef simply wanted to save his family money./! Alternatively, one could propose that Yosef,
thinking that the original sale was partially motivated by financial gain, was testing whether the brothers
would pocket the returned payments or not.

Favoring Binyamin — Philo and Seforno assert that Yosef wanted to see if the brothers would be envious
of Binyamin. To know whether the brothers had really changed, it was necessary to put them in a similar

situation to the one that had caused them to sell Yosef years before. Thus, Yosef loads Binyamin with
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presents, much as Yaakov had favored Yosef, and then monitors the brothers' reaction.

Second returning of payment

¢ R. Shemuel b. Chofni and Abarbanel view this as part of the test Yosef set up for the brothers.
Abarbanel proposes that Yosef was preventing a potential flaw in his plan — that the brothers would
erroneously conclude that Binyamin had actually stolen the goblet and from a sense of justice (rather
than spite or hatred) allow him to be punished. He, therefore, planted not just the goblet but also all of
their monies, to ensure that the brothers recognized that this was a set-up.P!

e Ramban and Seforno, suggest, as above, that Yosef returned the money out of good will. Moreover, he
does so with the brothers' knowledge,!®! to compensate them for the troubles he had put them through
when he had accused them of spying.[’]

Framing an innocent person?
o Sefer HaYashar and the Biur assert that Yosef had actually revealed himself and his entire scheme to
Binyamin earlier,'®! so Binyamin did not suffer from any anxiety or the like.
e Others focus on the problematic slandering of Binyamin's character. This, perhaps, in part, motivates
Abarbanel to suggest that Yosef made sure that the brothers knew Binyamin was framed (see above).
R. Shemuel b. Chofni Gaon, in contrast, asserts simply that the ends (the reuniting of the family and
assuaging of Yaakov's longing) justify the means (the temporary slandering.)

"J'T2V |iv X X¥n D" — Seforno understands that the brothers are saying that though they are
innocent of this charge, Hashem is repaying them for a different sin, the selling of Yosef. If so, this is exactly
what Yosef was trying to determine, whether the brothers regretted their original actions or not.

Why did Yosef not contact Yaakov immediately? — Ramban asserts that Yosef wanted to realize his
dreams, which necessitated Yaakov and all of Yosef's brothers (including Binyamin) coming down to Egypt
and bowing to him. R. Yonah adds two more possibilities, that Yosef might have seen his exile as
atonement for his own misdeeds in slandering his brothers, or alternatively, that Yosef feared that alerting
Yaakov to the sale and his sons' behavior would have caused him more distress than his inability to reunite
with Yosef.l’!

Crux of the position — This position views Yosef as having moved beyond the pain he endured at the
hands of his brothers and being nobly concerned with the welfare of his family. The brothers also, have
come full circle, repented for their sins, and become altruistic people. The reader is left with an optimistic
view of a righteous family reunified.

Reconnecting With Binyamin and Yaakov

Yosef's goal was to reunite with Binyamin and/or Yaakov exclusively, and he had no real interest in
rehabilitating his relationship with the rest of his brothers.

R. Yosef Bekhor Shor, R. Yehuda HeChasid, Shadal
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Why Binyamin?

¢ For Binyamin himself — According to Shadal, Yosef was primarily interested in reuniting with Binyamin
himself (as he was his full brother and the only one not involved in his sale),l'% and far less concerned
with seeing Yaakov.['"]

e Binyamin as a pawn — For R"Y Bekhor Shor and R"Y HeChasid, though, holding Binyamin was only a
means of achieving a reunion with Yaakov.I' According to R"Y HeChasid, Yosef expected that Yaakov
would come down to Egypt to plead for Binyamin and they would then be reunited. In contrast, R"Y
Bekhor Shor posits that Yosef had cornered his brothers and left them no option other than to reveal the
circumstances of his original sale to Yaakov.['?!

Yosef's original plan and "poxnaY qoi' 1! ¥'21" — R"Y HeChasid and Shadal each contend that Yosef's
initial intention was not to reveal himself to his brothers at this stage. They prove this from the fact that

Yosef revealed his identity only when he could no longer control his emotions.['#]

Change in plans — Shadal explains that Yosef shifted course and revealed himself to his brothers out of
concern for Yaakov's health or upon seeing Yehuda's selflessness.['"]

"N N2 79 NN 'Y 92 Nx DR 1w D" — Shadall'® interprets that Yosef is expressing gratitude for
Hashem having helped him succeed in spite of the troubles his brothers had caused him. However, it is
also possible to read this verse as Yosef stating that he no longer is interested in any of his brothers
(except for Binyamin).['”]

Yosef's character — This approach can adopt either of two diametrically opposed options. It can view
Yosef as fully assimilated into Egyptian society and thus uninterested in being part of the Children of Israel.
[8] Alternatively, it can understand Yosef as believing that he and Binyamin were destined together to
constitute the chosen nation,['® and that the rest of their brothers would be rejected.

Favoring Binyamin — Yosef gave extra portions and gifts to Binyamin because it was with Binyamin that
he was interested in reuniting.

Rebating their payments — This position might explain that while Yosef had no desire to reunite with his
brothers, he also did not want them to starve. Thus, he returned their monies to ensure that they would be
able to buy additional food in the future.

"3*T2V [iv X X¥N D*'a7RN" — Shadal explains that this refers to the crime of taking the goblet. Yehuda either

realized the futility of denying responsibility or really believed that Binyamin was culpable.?"!

Why did Yosef not contact Yaakov immediately? — R"Y Bekhor Shor?'! and R"Y HeChasid posit that
Yosef had previously sworn to his brothers that he would never reveal his identity, as this was their
condition for sparing his life from the pit and selling him as a slave. R"Y HeChasid also offers that Yosef
was concerned that were he to send to Yaakov, his brothers would flee from their father's home out of utter
embarrassment.
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Crux of the position — This position paints Yosef as being concerned primarily for his own self interest.??
Yosef does not anticipate Yehuda's self sacrifice, and this may have caused a change in his game plan.

Punishing His Brothers

Yosef's objective was to punish his brothers for their earlier treatment of him. This approach subdivides as
to whether Yosef was exacting revenge or merely helping his brothers attain penance for their sins.

Seikhel Tov, Radak, Abarbanel #1, Ma'asei Hashem, Keli Yakar, Or HaChayyim

Point of the punishment — From Radak it appears that Yosef was simply being vindictive,?%! but even he
stresses that Yosef took care not to inflict any physical or financial harm on his brothers, but rather only
emotional suffering. Most of the other commentators view the suffering which Yosef inflicted on his brothers
as part of his attempt to assist them in atoning for their sins.

Measure for measure — Abarbanel and the commentators who follow in his footsteps!24l note that the
uncomfortable situations in which Yosef placed his brothers bear correlation to the experiences which they
caused him to endure.

"1aAx N 79 NXIYmy ' nX oYX 1w D" — Radak interprets this as Yosef declaring that he no longer had
any feelings for his family. This is consistent with his understanding that Yosef later tried to cause pain to
his brothers. Seikhel Tov, though, explains that Yosef is merely stating that he has forgotten the hardships
his family had caused him to endure.

Returning of their payments — Radak explains that these actions were part of the mind games which
Yosef was playing with his brothers in order to cause them suffering.

Favoring Binyamin — According to Radak, this was compensation for forcing him to leave his father and
come down to Egypt.

"J'T2V Jiv X X¥n naxn" — Seikhel Tov implies that the brothers recognized that they were suffering for
the sin of selling Yosef as a slave.

Why did Yosef not contact Yaakov immediately? — The Keli Yakar explains that Yosef knew that Yaakov
was deserving of punishment for having himself been away from his father for twenty-two years.

Crux of the position — Radak views Yosef as having human frailties and a desire for revenge.[?5 Most of
the other commentators, though, view Yosef as a saintly figure, driven solely by an altruistic desire to help
his brothers avoid an even harsher Divine punishment.

[l Ramban made significant changes to his commentary on this passage after arriving in Israel — see
Ramban's Updates and particularly Ramban's update to Bereshit 42:9. It is possible that in Israel he was
influenced by the question posed by R"Y Bekhor Shor (Bereshit 37:26) of why Yosef did not send to his
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father, and this caused him to rework his interpretation.

21 R. Shemuel b. Chofni points out that the demand to bring Binyamin obviously had nothing to do with the
charge of spying since his presence constituted no proof of their innocence, regardless. As such, the whole
charge must have been concocted just because Yosef could think of no other way to force the family to bring
Binyamin.

[3] According to Philo, since Binyamin was also a son of the beloved Rachel, Yosef was fearful that he too
incited hatred and was despised by the brothers. He, thus, wanted visual evidence that Binyamin was alive
and well.

[4] Since this approach maintains that Yosef harbored no anger at his brothers, it can claim that Yosef was
merely looking out for their welfare.

[5] This approach would have to explain that the motivation behind the first returning of the payments was for
an entirely different reason (see R. Shemuel b. Chofni above) which makes the position somewhat less
convincing.

(6] Ramban asserts that the openness was necessary for the success of the plan. Otherwise the brothers
could claim that they assumed that the goblet was given to them as a gift just as their money was returned to
them and this was all an innocent mistake.

[’ The advantage of such an approach is that it allows for a more consistent understanding of the action
throughout. If one posits that this is part of the larger test, one would need to explain why there was a need to
test the same thing twice, or posit that the same action was designed to test two different things.

(8] They suggest that Yosef told Binyamin that if the brothers passed the test he would reconcile, but if not he
would send them away and keep Binyamin with him. Compare Shadal'sapproach below.

[°1 Cf. R"Y HeChasid below.

(101 ¢f, Chizkuni who contends that Yosef did not recognize Binyamin and the goblet accusation was designed
to confirm through the brothers' reaction that it was, in fact, Binyamin who they had brought down.

[11] Some go so far as to argue that Yosef thought his father had rejected him. See Shemuel Feigenson,

N7 270 :nin 9w mn (Berling 1929): 12-13 (an earlier version was printed as a note at the end of the 1928
Vilna edition of the Yerushalmi Berakhot), Avraham Korman, nroawni niaxn (Tel Aviv, 1981): 207-209, and
R"Y Bin-Nun, "nx ' n'2¢ qor n7w X7 nn 190 ;1720 071 nivon 79 - nitnrni aion", Megadim 1 (1986): 20-31.

(21 ¢f. R"Y Bin-Nun's article cited above who attempts to suggest that Yosef wanted to keep Binyamin with him
so that he could find out why Yaakov had abandoned and rejected him.

[13] See below that R"Y Bekhor Shor maintains that Yosef was under oath not to reveal his identity, and only
his brothers could release him from this commitment.

[14] Cf. Sefer HaYashar who has Yosef preparing Binyamin for two possible outcomes, of which this is one. For
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R"Y Bekhor Shor, though, Yosef's goal was to get the brothers to permit him to reveal his identity.

(18] According to R"Y Bekhor Shor, on the other hand, Yosef's plan was implemented exactly as he had hoped,
and the brothers released him from his oath. R"Y Bekhor Shor views the underlying message of Yehuda's
speech as an accusation that Yosef had framed them. The effect of this speech on Yosef was more because
of his concern for his father (and the fact that he had no response), rather than because of a fundamental
change in Yosef's attitude toward his brothers.

[16] Like most exegetes before him.
['7] cf. Radak below and Biur above.

[18] This approach is taken by Y. Eldad, xapn nnrman (Jerusalem, 1959): 62-65, and D. Henshke, "nann”,
Megadim 2 (1987): 106-108.

(191 Accordingly, they would be the ones to remain together in Egypt, and through them the prophecy of "
MY NiXN V2R DNN 13Y1 DIT2YI D7 N7 YR Q01 i would be fulfilled.

[20] |t appears that R"Y Bekhor Shor, though, reads this as referring to responsibility for the sale of Yosef.
(211 R"Y Bekhor Shor is the first medieval commentator to grapple with this question.

[22] See also Sale of the Birthright — A Fair Deal where R"Y Bekhor Shor views Yaakov's behavior in a similar
light.

23] See R. Yosef ibn Kaspi who completely rejects this possibility. For more on Ibn Kaspi's personal
identification with his namesake, see About R. Yosef ibn Kaspi.

[24] See Ma'asei Hashem and Keli Yakar.

251 See About Radak for similar interpretations.
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But all this conduct was but an experiment, just as the former circumstances had been too, because
the governor of the country was desirous to see what kind of good-will they had towards him who was
his brother by the same mother. For he had been afraid that they felt some kind of natural dislike
towards him, as children of a stepmother often do to the family of a previous wife of their father, who
may have been held in equal honours by him. It was with this view that he both reproached them as
spies and inquired about their family, for the sake of knowing whether his brother was still alive, or
whether he had been put out of the way by treachery. And he retained one while he allowed the rest to
depart, after they had agreed to bring back their youngest brother with them, whom he desired to see
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above all things, and so to be relieved of his bitter and grievous sorrow on his account. And when he
arrived, and when he beheld his brother, he was then in a slight degree relieved from his anxiety, and
he invited them to an entertainment, and while he was feasting them he regaled his own brother by the
same mother with more costly viands and luxuries than the rest, looking carefully at every one ot them,
and judging from their countenances whether there was any envy secretly cherished in their hearts.
And when he saw them all cheerful, and all eager, and earnest for the honour of the youngest,
conjecturing now by two strong proofs that there was no hatred smouldering beneath, he devised a
third mode of trial likewise, bringing a charge against their youngest brother, that he appeared to have
committed a theft; for this was likely to be the clearest possible proof of the disposition of each of them
and of the affection which they bore to their brother, who was thus falsely accused. From all which
circumstances he now clearly saw that his mother's offspring was not looked upon with hostile feelings
and was not plotted against, and he also received a very probable impression respecting the events
which had befallen himself, and learnt to think that he had suffered what he had, not so much because
of the treachery of his brethren, as through the direction of the providence of God who sees things afar
off, and who beholds the future no less than the present.

3179172 ©YNHNN NYINTP ,01299 D190

Now when after supper they had composed themselves to sleep, Joseph commanded his steward
both to give them their measures of corn, and to hide its price again in their sacks; and that withal they
should put into Benjamin's sack the golden cup, out of which he loved himself to drink. - which things
he did, in order to make ftrial of his brethren, whether they would stand by Benjamin when he should be
accused of having stolen the cup, and should appear to be in danger; or whether they would leave him,
and, depending on their own innocency, go to their father without him.

1179572 ©YNHNON NPMTP 01259 DI

So Yehuda, being very willing to undergo any thing whatever for the deliverance of his brother, cast
himself down at Joseph's feet, and earnestly labored to assuage and pacify his anger. All his brethren
also fell down before him, weeping and delivering themselves up to destruction for the preservation of
the life of Benjamin.

0579272 ©YNNN NPINTP ,013279 IO

But Joseph, as overcome now with his affections, and no longer able to personate an angry man,
commanded all that were present to depart, that he might make himself known to his brethren when
they were alone; and when the rest were gone out, he made himself known to his brethren; and said, "I
commend you for your virtue, and your kindness to our brother: | find you better men than | could have
expected from what you contrived about me. Indeed, | did all this to try your love to your brother; so |
believe you were not wicked by nature in what you did in my case, but that all has happened according
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to God's will, who has hereby procured our enjoyment of what good things we have; and, if he continue
in a favorable disposition, of what we hope for hereafter. Since, therefore, | know that our father is safe
and well, beyond expectation, and | see you so well disposed to your brother, | will no longer remember
what guilt you seem to have had about me, but will leave off to hate you for that your wickedness; and
do rather return you my thanks, that you have concurred with the intentions of God to bring things to
their present state.
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