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Many of us have become podcast connoisseurs during the
pandemic. For me, the interview format has proven most
appealing, and within that genre, The Axe Files stands out.
Why? Like many interviewers, David Axelrod speaks to
authors, politicians, thought leaders, and public figures. What
sets his questioning apart is his ability to elicit the
background story of his guests: Where were their
grandparents from? Where did they grow up? What was their
family life like? What challenges did they face in their early
lives? And how did this impact the people they have
become?

Axelrod-type questions reverberated in my mind as |
reviewed this week’s parashah, with its focus on Joseph's
early life. We learn that Jacob loved Joseph best and
adorned him with a special tunic; we study the dreams
Joseph shared with his brothers. We learn about the growing
hatred Joseph's brothers felt for him, and the disastrous

consequences of their festering fury.

But we don't get to interview Joseph and probe the impact of
his childhood on him; we need to tease out those clues with
limited data. In the preceding parashah, Rachel dies giving
birth to Joseph’s brother Benjamin. Joseph grew up as a
motherless child. Perhaps giving him an ornamental garment
was Jacob’s awkward way of overcompensating for this void.
But this special treatment made Joseph ripe for bullying. The
next verse tells us that it bred the animosity of his brothers,
who hated him so much that they could not speak a friendly

word to him.

After the dreams Joseph shared, ones that further
exacerbated his brothers’ hatred, Jacob sent Joseph to his

brothers who were pasturing their flock at Shechem. Was
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Jacob clumsily trying to improve brotherly ties? Was he blind
to their growing hatred, unwittingly sending Joseph into the
arms of those who wished him dead?

There is a glaring silence from Joseph: after agreeing to visit
his brothers, as per his father’s request, we don’t hear from
Joseph again until he refuses Potiphar’s wife’s sexual
overture. Yet how terrified and despairing Joseph must have
felt in the pit and then with the Ishmaelites and Midianites!
He was isolated from everything he knew, left only with the
painful certainty that his brothers preferred him dead. Rather
than seeing Joseph as a spoiled, immature child with
delusions of grandiosity, | see a lonely child who had

experienced numerous adverse experiences.

Given his vulnerable state of mind, one would expect Joseph
to choose the behavior most likely to ensure his survival; thus
in the situation with Potiphar’s wife, he would accept her
overture. Some commentators go so far as to cast Joseph as
the instigator in the story. Noting the Bible's mention of
Joseph’s good looks (39:6), they conclude that he came into
the house (39:11) looking for a rendezvous. Rashi, citing
Midrash Tanchuma (Vayeshev 8), imagines that as Joseph
became comfortable in Potiphar's house, he began to eat,
drink, and curl his hair, prompting God to unleash a

seductress against him as punishment.

In Joseph'’s refusal—against all odds—we see the beginnings
of his emerging autonomy. Some commentators note the
rare cantillation shalshelet that accompanies the word
“refused”, |81 (39:8). Rabbeinu Bahya (Bahya ben Asher,
13-14th century Spain) believes that this cantillation offers a
window into Joseph’s intentions, “for from the cantillations in

the Torah, we learn what isn’t written, like people’s body
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language through which we can discern their heart’s

intention.”

The zigzag look and sound of the cantillation depicts the
mental gymnastics that Joseph went through to resist the
damaging patterns of his past and chart a new, healthier
future. While Joseph didn't have the benefit of a good
therapist, God served as the catalyst for his change of heart.
The Torah tells us that Joseph came to understand that such

behavior was immoral and a sin against God (39.10).

Insight into Joseph's past makes this action and indeed all his
adult achievements remarkable, for Joseph displayed the
resilience not only to survive a painful childhood but also to
assume a role that would ensure the survival of the Egyptians,
and, ultimately, of the Jewish people. We can only imagine
that when Joseph’s brothers appeared before him in Egypt,
the pain and hurt that had been buried for so long
resurfaced. Not surprisingly, Joseph initially spoke harshly to
them (42:7). But Joseph ultimately engaged lovingly and
generously with the brothers who had betrayed him. And by
saving their lives, he ensured that God’s promises to his

father could someday be fulfilled.

We rarely know the pain that people around us carry. The
Joseph story teaches us that if we are to draw lessons and
inspiration from others, we must attune ourselves to the
many factors—both apparent and hidden—that made them
who they are. Only through understanding others’ humanity
can we truly appreciate their stories of growth and draw upon

them as catalysts for our own.

The Land of Sojourning
Rabbi Matthew Berkowitz, Director of Israel Programs

After the relative insecurity and turbulence of Jacob’s life
(masquerading as his brother Esau, taking flight to Laban’s
home, becoming the victim of deception vis-a-vis a wife and
his wages, and the wrestling match of last week), Parashat
Vayeshev opens with the hope of the patriarch transitioning
into a calmer stage of life. One of Rashi’s more famous
comments is connected to the opening verse of the
parashah: “Jacob was settled in the land of his father’s
sojournings, in the land of Canaan” (Gen. 37:1): Jacob

sought to live peacefully but the misery of the Joseph
episode pounced on him.” But more than that, inherent in the
opening verse is a contradiction of sorts. While va-

yeishev (was settled) implies a sense of permanence and
settlement, eretz m'gurei aviv (the land of his father’s
sojourning) suggests fragility and temporality. Why does
Torah refer to the land of Canaan, the territory promised to
the descendants of Abraham as a gift and inheritance, as a
land of “sojournings”? How could the patriarch be settled in a

land that was one of merely “sojournings” and not stability?

Professor Zeev Falk offers dramatic insight into our verse.
Falk first demonstrates his surprise by querying, “Why is the
land referred to as one of ‘sojournings’ rather than ‘the land
that | give to you' (Genesis 28:13) or ‘the land of your
ancestors and your birthplace’ (Genesis 31:3) or ‘the land of
your birth” (Genesis 31:13)?” Interestingly, he hypothesizes
that “perhaps Jacob felt alienated and alone in the land after
the rape of his daughter Dina, or he felt closer to his family in
Haran or he didn’t want to rely on the blessing of the land
and so described his connection to the land as being one of

ancestral sojourning” (Divrei Torah Ad Tumam, 81).

What is the wisdom behind Professor Falk’s comment? One’s
connection to and feeling about a land may be a function of
the native inhabitants, familial connections, as well as one’s
personal history. Far from the Land of Israel being given to
our ancestors on a silver platter, each of our patriarchs
wrestled with his unique relationship to it. Our patriarchal
experience with respect to the land dovetails well with a later
talmudic teaching: “the land of Israel is acquired through
suffering” (BT Berakhot 5a). Faced with the disturbing

behavior of the natives of the land, the great distance from

his familial connections, and the experience of his “fathers,” it
is no wonder that Jacob is settled in the land of “sojourning,”
for he too is a stranger in the land. External and internal
forces propel Jacob into this complicated relationship, and
ultimately become the harbinger of a prolonged and

oppressive sojourn in the land of Egypt.

This piece was published originally in 2013.
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