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Torah in Motion: Parshat Vayeshev
Yosef: The Long Road to Success

I. Outlining the story:

™ | Yosef and his brothers

e Brings evil reports

e Favored son/given coat
e 2dreams

Plot to kill Yosef, he is sold to Egypt

nY | Yehuda and Tamar

Incident with Eshet Potifar
Jail, rises to success

DY | Yosef in Potifar's house, rises to success

n | Dreams of cupbearer and chief baker, Yosef interprets
Cupbearer released, forgets Yosef

Yosef’s interpretations

Stores grain

Nn | Pharaoh's dreams, Yosef called to interpret

Yosef rise to power, second in command of Egypt

Binyamin

an | Famine, brothers head to Egypt, encounter Joseph
Yosef accuses them of being spies, imprisons them
Keeps one brothers, sends others back (with their money), until they bring

an | Brothers convince Ya'akoy, return with Binyamin

™ | Brothers leave Egypt, stopped and goblet found in Binyamin’s bag
Yehuda’s speech to protect Binyamin

N | Yosef reveals himself.
Brothers return and tell Ya'akov

Il. Introduction and Dreams:

1. Breishit 37: 1-11
(1) Now Jacob was settled in the land where

(2) This, then, is the line of Jacob: At
seventeen years of age, Joseph tended the
flocks with his brothers, as a helper to the
sons of his father’s wives Bilhah and Zilpah.

his father had sojourned, the land of Canaan.
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And Joseph brought bad reports of them to
their father. (3) Now Israel loved Joseph best
of all his sons—he was his child of old age;
and he had made him a coat of many colors
(4) And when his brothers saw that their
father loved him more than any of his
brothers, they hated him so that they could
not speak a friendly word to him. (5) Once
Joseph had a dream which he told to his
brothers; and they hated him even more. (6)
He said to them, “Hear this dream which |
have dreamed: (7) There we were binding
sheaves in the field, when suddenly my sheaf
stood up and remained upright; then your
sheaves gathered around and bowed low to
my sheaf.” (8) His brothers answered, “Do you

mean to reign over us? Do you mean to rule
over us?” And they hated him even more for
his talk about his dreams. (9) He dreamed
another dream and told it to his brothers,
saying, “Look, | have had another dream: And
this time, the sun, the moon, and eleven stars
were bowing down to me.” (10) And when he
told it to his father and brothers, his father
berated him. “What,” he said to him, “is this
dream you have dreamed? Are we to come, |
and your mother and your brothers, and bow
low to you to the ground?” (11) So his
brothers were wrought up at him, and his
father kept the matter in mind.
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2. Rashi, Breishit 37:2

AND HE, BEING A LAD — His actions were
childish: he dressed his hair, he touched up
his eyes so that he should appear
good-looking (Genesis Rabbah 84:7).
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3. Ramban, Breishit 37:10
Alternatively, the meaning of the rebuke may
be: “How dare you dream such a dream? It is

1Y N'wNIa )’anm.3
D1YNY 125 INWI X 1MY NIVanN DYL IN...
1YV MIYN 2D N2 0K D T PN DM DiYnNn

but your conceit and youth that bring up such
matters in your heart,” just as it says
concerning dreams, Thy thoughts came upon
thy bed; And imaginings upon my bed.
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4. Rav Shimshon Refael Hirsch, Commentary on Breishit, 37: 7
It is remarkable that he should have dreamt of binding sheaves. That was something with

which ordinarily they had no connection, for they were shepherds. To become an agricultural

people stood for them still as their destiny in the distant future. If agriculture was so much in
his mind that he even dreamt of it, the brothers were justified in thinking that could only be

due to the teaching and information given to him by his father Israel over the expected
national destiny of the house. All the more then, could the brothers believe themselves

justified in saying; Will you indeed in the future be king over us, or perhaps even now already
rule over us? (v. 8) Such a thought should not occur even in a dream!"

lll. Yosef and the Mystery Man

5. Breishit 37: 12-17

(12) One time, when his brothers had gone to
pasture their father’s flock at Shechem, (13)
Israel said to Joseph, “Your brothers are
pasturing at Shechem. Come, | will send you
to them.” He answered, “l am ready.” (14) And
he said to him, “Go and see how your brothers
are and how the flocks are faring, and bring
me back word.” So he sent him from the
valley of Hebron. When he reached Shechem,
(15) a man came upon him wandering in the
fields. The man asked him, “What are you
looking for?” (16) He answered, “l am looking
for my brothers. Could you tell me where they
are pasturing?” (17) The man said, “They have
gone from here, for | heard them say: Let us
go to Dothan.” So Joseph followed his
brothers and found them at Dothan.
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6. Ramban, Breishit 37:15

AND A MAN FOUND HIM, AND BEHOLD, HE
WAS STRAYING IN THE FIELD. The verse is
stating that Joseph was straying from the
road, not knowing where to go, and he
entered a field since he was looking for them
in a place of pasture. Scripture mentions this
at length in order to relate that many events
befell him which could properly have caused
him to return, but he endured everything
patiently for the honor of his father...
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IV. The sale:
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7. Breishit 37:18-34

(18) They saw him from afar, and before he
came close to them they conspired to kill him.
(19) They said to one another, “Here comes
that dreamer! (20) Come now, let us kill him
and throw him into one of the pits; and we can
say, ‘A savage beast devoured him.” We shall

see what comes of his dreams!” (21) But when

Reuben heard it, he tried to save him from
them. He said, “Let us not take his life.” (22)

And Reuben went on, “Shed no blood! Cast him

into that pit out in the wilderness, but do not
touch him yourselves”—intending to save him
from them and restore him to his father. (23)
When Joseph came up to his brothers, they
stripped Joseph of his tunic, the ornamented
tunic that he was wearing, (24) and took him
and cast him into the pit. The pit was empty;
there was no water in it. (25) Then they sat
down to a meal. Looking up, they saw a
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caravan of Ishmaelites coming from Gilead, 12)M DVJ)’J"] DnnD D’jv'm D"VJJN 12y " (n2)
their camels bearing gum, balm, and ladanum D’bmmw’b QD1 NN 11270 NANIN qo1- nN
to be taken to Egypt. (26) Then Judah said to (L3) NN QD1 NN ININ 122 DMwya
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brother and covering up his blood? (27) Come, FRN 'I'b"l MR vnN bN awn ©) 1T TN
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When Reuben returned to the pit and saw that D om
Joseph was not in the pit, he rent his clothes.
(30) Returning to his brothers, he said, “The
boy is gone! Now, what am | to do?” (31) Then
they took Joseph'’s tunic, slaughtered a kid, and
dipped the tunic in the blood. (32) They had the
ornamented tunic taken to their father, and
they said, “We found this. Please examine it; is

it your son’s tunic or not?” (33) He recognized
it, and said, “My son’s tunic! A savage beast

devoured him! Joseph was torn by a beast!”
(34) Jacob rent his clothes, put sackcloth on
his loins, and observed mourning for his son

many days.
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8. Abarbanel, Breishit 37:3

..that the sons of Ya'akov thought when they
saw their father loved Yosef over all his sons,
that he would be the main inheritor and
receive the birthright, as he was the oldest
son to Ya'akov's beloved. And they would be
like the sons of the concubines, that just as
Avraham chose Yitzchak over his other sons,
and Yitzchak chose Ya'akov to inherit the
blessings, and Esav was sent away to Mt.
Seir, so too, their father would have Yosef
inherit the blessings and the holy land, and
they would be rejected.
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9. Rashbam, Breishit 37:28

While the brothers had been sitting down to
consume their meal, having distanced
themselves somewhat from the pit into which
they had thrown Joseph in order not to be
guilty of “eating while spilling blood,” they
were waiting for the Ishmaelites whom they
had seen in the distance, to arrive. During this
period the Midianites, coming from a different
direction had passed there, saw Joseph in the
pit, pulled him up, and proceeded to sell him
1o the Ishmaelites. One may assume that the
brothers had no knowledge of this. Even
though the Torah appears to attribute the sale
of Joseph to the Ishmaelites to the brothers,
(based on Joseph accusing them of having
sold him to Egypt, 45,4) we would have to say
that because of their having been
instrumental in bringing about that sale they
are considered as if having assisted in that
sale. This appears to me the deeper meaning
of the plain meaning of the text both here and
in chapter 45.
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V. The Journey: Potifar's House

10. Breishit 39

(1) When Joseph was taken down to Egypt,
Potiphar, a courtier of Pharaoh and his
prefect bought him from the Ishmaelites who
had brought him there. (2) n' was with

Joseph, and he was a successful man; and he
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stayed in the house of his Egyptian master.
(3) And when his master saw that n' was with

him and that n' lent success to everything he
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undertook, (4) he took a liking to Joseph. He
made him his personal attendant and put him
in charge of his household, placing in his
hands all that he owned. (5) And from the
time that the Egyptian put him in charge of
his household and of all that he owned, '
blessed his house for Joseph's sake, so that
the blessing of N’ was upon everything that
he owned, in the house and outside. (6) He
left all that he had in Joseph’s hands and,
with him there, he paid attention to nothing
save the food that he ate. Now Joseph was
well built and handsome. (7) After a time, his
master’s wife cast her eyes upon Joseph and
said, “Lie with me.” (8) But he refused. He
said to his master’s wife, “Look, with me here,
my master gives no thought to anything in
this house, and all that he owns he has
placed in my hands. (9) He wields no more
authority in this house than |, and he has
withheld nothing from me except yourself,
since you are his wife. How then could | do
this most wicked thing, and sin before God?”
(10) And much as she coaxed Joseph day
after day, he did not yield to her request to lie
beside her, to be with her. (11) One such day,
he came into the house to do his work. None
of the household being there inside, (12)_she
caught hold of him by his garment and said,
“Lie with me!” But he left his garment in her
hand and got away and fled outside. (13)
When she saw that he had left it in her hand
and had fled outside, (14) she called out to
her servants and said to them, “Look, he had
to bring us a Hebrew to dally with us! This
one came to lie with me; but | screamed loud.
(15) And when he heard me screaming at the
top of my voice, he left his garment with me
and got away and fled outside.” ..

..(20) So Joseph’'s master had him put in
prison, where the king'’s prisoners were
confined. But even while he was there in
prison, (21) n' was with Joseph—extending
kindness to him and disposing the chief jailer
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favorably toward him. (22) The chief jailer put
in Joseph's charge all the prisoners who were
in that prison, and he was the one to carry out
everything that was done there. (23) The chief
jailer did not supervise anything that was in
Joseph'’s, because n' was with him, and
whatever he did n' made successful.

11. Rashi, Breishit 39:6

AND JOSEPH WAS OF BEAUTIFUL FORM —
As soon as he saw that he was ruler (in the
house) he began to eat and drink and curl his
hair. The Holy One, blessed be He, said to
him, “Your father is mourning and you curl
your hair! | will let a bear loose against you”
(Midrash Tanchuma, Vayeshev 8),
immediately.
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VI. Jail and Interpreting Dreams:

12. Breishit 40: 6-23

(6) When Joseph came to them in the
morning, he saw that they were distraught. (7)
He asked Pharaoh’s courtiers, who were with
him in custody in his master’s house, saying,
“Why do you appear downcast today?” (8)
And they said to him, “We had dreams, and
there is no one to interpret them.” So Joseph
said to them, “Surely God can interpret! Tell
me [your dreams].” (9) Then the chief
cupbearer told his dream to Joseph. He said
to him, “In my dream, there was a vine in front
of me. (10) On the vine were three branches.
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It had barely budded, when out came its
blossoms and its clusters ripened into
grapes. (11) Pharaoh’s cup was in my hand,
and | took the grapes, pressed them into
Pharaoh'’s cup, and placed the cup in
Pharaoh’s hand.” (12) Joseph said to him,
“This is its interpretation: The three branches
are three days. (13) In three days Pharaoh will
pardon you and restore you to your post; you
will place Pharaoh'’s cup in his hand, as was
your custom formerly when you were his
cupbearer. (14) But think of me when all is
well with you again, and do me the kindness
of mentioning me to Pharaoh, so as to free
me from this place. (15) For in truth, | was
kidnapped from the land of the Hebrews; nor
have | done anything here that they should
have put me in the dungeon.” (16) When the
chief baker saw how favorably he had
interpreted, he said to Joseph, “In my dream,
similarly, there were three openwork baskets
on my head. (17) In the uppermost basket
were all kinds of food for Pharaoh that a
baker prepares; and the birds were eating it
out of the basket above my head.” (18)
Joseph answered, “This is its interpretation:
The three baskets are three days. (19) In
three days Pharaoh will lift off your head and
impale you upon a pole; and the birds will pick
off your flesh.” (20) On the third day—his
birthday—Pharaoh made a banquet for all his
officials, and he singled out his chief
cupbearer and his chief baker from among
his officials. (21) He restored the chief
cupbearer to his cupbearing, and he placed
the cup in Pharaoh’s hand; (22) but the chief
baker he impaled—just as Joseph had
interpreted to them. (23) Yet the chief
cupbearer did not think of Joseph; he forgot
him.
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13. Rabbi Yitzchak Arama, Akeidat Yitzchak:
..but Joseph was influenced in his
interpretation by the past case history of the
dreamers, their status at court, and the
difference between the crimes for which they
were sentenced, marking one for pardon and
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the other for perdition. We see the evaluation
of the interpretation is determined by the
appraisal of the dreamer. (Translation:
Nehama Leibowitz)
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14. Abarbanel, Breishit 40:1
If vou ask how Joseph knew it represented 3
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days and not 3 months or years. | answer you
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that the Holy Spirit guided Joseph in his
interpretation, not his own imaginative
powers alone.
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VII. Pharaoh's Palace

15. Breishit 41

(15) And Pharaoh said to Joseph, “I have had
a dream, but no one can interpret it. Now |
have heard it said of you that for you to hear a
dream is to tell its meaning.” (16) Joseph
answered Pharaoh, saying, “Not I! God will
see to Pharaoh'’s welfare.” (17) Then Pharaoh
said to Joseph, “In my dream, | was standing
on the bank of the Nile, (18) when out of the
Nile came up seven sturdy and well-formed
cows and grazed in the reed grass. (19)
Presently there followed them seven other
cows, scrawny, ill-formed, and
emaciated—never had | seen their likes for
ugliness in all the land of Egypt! (20) And the
seven lean and ugly cows ate up the first
seven cows, the sturdy ones; (21) but when
they had consumed them, one could not tell
that they had consumed them, for they looked
just as bad as before. And | awoke. (22) In my
other dream, | saw seven ears of grain, full
and healthy, growing on a single stalk; (23)
but right behind them sprouted seven ears,
shriveled, thin, and scorched by the east wind.
(24) And the thin ears swallowed the seven
healthy ears. | have told my magician-priests,

Joseph said to Pharaoh, “Pharaoh’s dreams
are one and the same: Pharaoh has been told
what God is about to do. (26) The seven
healthy cows are seven years, and the seven
healthy ears are seven years; it is the same

but none has an explanation for me.” (25) And
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dream. (27) The seven lean and ugly cows
that followed are seven years, as are also the
seven empty ears scorched by the east wind;
they are seven years of famine. (28) It is just
as | have told Pharaoh: Pharaoh has been
shown what God is about to do. (29)
Immediately ahead are seven years of great
abundance in all the land of Egypt. (30) After
them will come seven years of famine, and all
the abundance in the land of Egypt will be
forgotten. As the land is ravaged by famine,
(31) no trace of the abundance will be left in
the land because of the famine thereafter, for
it will be very severe. (32) As for Pharaoh
having had the same dream twice, it means
that the matter has been determined by God,
and that God will soon carry it out. (33)
“Accordingly, let Pharaoh find someone who's
discerning and wise, whom you can set over
the land of Eqgypt. (34) And let Pharaoh take
steps to appoint overseers over the land, and
organize the land of Eqypt in the seven years
of plenty. (35) Let all the food of these good
years that are coming be gathered, and let the
grain be collected under Pharaoh's authority
as food to be stored in the cities. (36) Let that
food be a reserve for the land for the seven
years of famine which will come upon the
land of Eqypt, so that the land may not perish
in the famine.” (37) The plan pleased Pharaoh
and all his courtiers. (38) And Pharaoh said to
his courtiers, “Could we find another like
him—a man with the divine spirit?” (39) So
Pharaoh said to Joseph, “Since God has
made all this known to you, there is none so
discerning and wise as you. (40) You shall be
in charge of my court, and by your command
shall all my people be directed only with
respect to the throne shall | be superior to
you.” (41) Pharaoh further said to Joseph,
“See, | put you in charge of all the land of
Egypt.” (42) And removing his signet ring from
his hand, Pharaoh put it on Joseph's hand;
and he had him dressed in robes of fine linen,
and put a gold chain about his neck.
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16. Rav Amnon Bazak, Starting Point, Parshat Miketz

...However, Pharaoh did not dream the same dream twice. He had two separate dreams. They
represent two possible futures, depending on which course of action Pharoah chooses. One
model is that of the cows. Following that will lead to a situation in which “no trace of
abundance will be left.” That is what will happen to the rest of the world. But there is a second
possibility, and that is the model of the sheaves. Here the effect of the famine will be blunted
because the Egyptians will draw upon the food they stored up in the years of plenty “so that
the land may not perish in the famine.” Both options lie before Pharaoh - he has only to
choose.

17. Robert K. Greenleaf, “The Servant as Leader” (1970)

The servant-leader is servant first ... It begins with the natural feeling that one wants to serve
... Then conscious choice brings one to aspire to lead. That person is sharply different from
one who is leader first, perhaps because of the need to assuage an unusual power drive or to
acquire material possessions... The difference manifests itself in the care taken by the
servant-first to make sure that other people's highest priority needs are being served.

VIII. The Original Dreams

18. Rav Elchanan Samet, “The Meaning of Yosef's Dreams” (VBM)

..The third stage is also surprising: the sheaves of the brothers get up from their places,
surround Yosef's sheaf and bow down to it. Here the brothers are reunited again with Yosef,
as in stage 1, but this time not in a situation of equality but rather in a situation of dependence
on Yosef, who is the distributor of produce. This is the stage during which the brothers go
down to Egypt and the family is reunited there in order to survive the years of famine by
Yosef's hand. Thus the entire story of Yosef is spread before us, from beginning to end, all
rolled up in this dream...

Let us now turn our attention to Yosef's second dream: "Behold, the sun and moon and eleven
stars bow down to me." ... It seems that the idea symbolized here is that the survival of
Ya'akov's household and the foundation for the existence of the future chosen nation as a
separate and illuminating element in the world, is dependent on Yosef. Not on Yosef as the
distributor of food and produce (the symbolism of the sheaf in the first dream), but rather on
Yosef the man, the person, his sensitivity and his spirituality. For Yosef's mission in Egypt is a
dual one: he must take care of his family's physical survival during the years of famine, but no
less important is his concern for the separate national-spiritual existence of his father's
household in exile — the first exile of Am Yisrael...

..Yosef also came to learn that dreams sent from Heaven do not come just to compliment a
person and foretell a shining future that awaits him; rather, they foretell the future in order that
the person properly prepare himself for the mission that he will have to undertake. Such
dreams always have a purpose, and demand that a person be ready to act and to assume the
burden...




IX. Full Circle - Ya'akov's Death
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19. Breishit 50: 15-17

(15) When Joseph'’s brothers saw that their
father was dead, they said, “What if Joseph
still bears a grudge against us and pays us
back for all the wrong that we did him!”
(16) So they sent this message to Joseph,

[l

‘Before his death your father left this
instruction: (17) So shall you say to Joseph,

‘Forgive, | urge you, the offense and guilt of
your brothers who treated you so harshly.’
Therefore, please forgive the offense of the
servants of the God of your father.” And
Joseph was in tears as they spoke to him.
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20. Ramban on Breishit 45:27

And they told him all the words of Joseph: It
appears to me according to the simple
meaning that throughout all the days of his
life, Jacob was never told that the brothers
sold Joseph. Rather he thought that he got
lost in the field and that the ones that found
him took him and sold him to Eqypt. For the
brothers did not want to tell him their sin,
especially since they feared for their lives, lest
he get enraged and curse them.... And
Joseph did not want to tell him because of
his high morals...
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Further learning:

e Nehama Leibowitz, New Studies in Bereshit
R’ Elchanan Samet, “The Meaning of Yosef's Dreams” (VBM)

[ ]
e R’ Amnon Bazak, “From Potifar's House to Prison” (VBM)
e R Alex Israel, “Vayeshev: Only a Dream?” (VBM)



https://etzion.org.il/en/tanakh/torah/sefer-bereishit/parashat-vayeshev/vayeshev-meaning-yosefs-dreams
https://etzion.org.il/en/tanakh/torah/sefer-bereishit/parashat-vayeshev/vayeshev-1-yosef-%E2%80%93-potifar%E2%80%99s-house-prison
https://etzion.org.il/en/tanakh/torah/sefer-bereishit/parashat-vayeshev/vayeshev-only-dream

