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Now God remembered Rachel; God heeded her and opened her
womb. She conceived and bore a son, and said: “God has taken
away [n-o"X] my disgrace.” So she named him Joseph, which is to
say: “May the Eternal One add [n-v~"] another son for me.”

God has taken away my disgrace. Rabbi Levi bar-Z’charyah said:
before a woman has a child, things she does wrong are
attributed to her. But once she has a child, she can blame
them! “Who ate that?” “Your son!” “Who broke that?” “Your son!”

May the Eternal One add for me. She knew that Jacob was to have
precisely one more son, and prayed that he would be born to her
rather than to one of the other wives.

MW RO YW Imaw %2 im And behold, Joseph was widely praised for treating his father with
D121 K21 172K 123 2y 17780 absolute respect. Once Jacob came to join him in Egypt, Joseph never
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visited - not even for a single hour - to avoid being alone one-on-one

with him.

INJPS translation



12 R R5W 1R oy Tnmnd For he did not want his father to ask, “What really happened with you and
.07%pN1 MR 12 1WY IR your brothers?” lest Jacob end up cursing them.

TN 1971 ININ 197 q01? 1M Now Joseph was well-built and handsome (Genesis 39:6). He was like a strong
PIW TR W 0 — man who liked to mince around in the marketplace, putting make-up on
VWA [phnt 1717V wnwnn his eyes, touching up his hair, raising his heels, and saying: “I'm so fine, I

"9 ,7IR1 "9 R 12pva abnm ; »
' - look so great, I am guite the man!
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All the words that began this story, the terrible words that Joseph spoke about his brothers, the words
of peace they could barely bring themselves to utter, the words of his dreams, the words he was to bring
back to his father - all those words at the beginning of Joseph’s stories descended into silence when
Joseph descended into the pit, and the silence became heavier and heavier until the moment of the
family reunion in Egypt, until Joseph could no longer suppress the words, no longer restrain himself.

But this time his words were changed, they became the words of a man who had transformed himself,
not just from the arrogant sibling who considered that the universe should worship him, into a caring
and beneficent brother; not just from immigrant slave to ruling prince. The transformation was from
spoiled and self-centred brat into a righteous man, a man able to forgive the wrongs done to him, a man
able to transcend his history and reflect not only his humanity, but the reflection of God that is at the
core of all humanity. The heavy silence was not a time of nothingness but a time of real change.

i Rabbi Sylvia Rothschild, “Vayeshev - the transformation from brat to tzadik begins here” (5 December 2017): <https://
rabbisylviarothschild.com/2017/12/05/vayeshev-the-transformation-from-brat-to-tzadik-begins-here/>
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The story of Joseph presents some of the most challenging questions of all biblical narratives. Joseph’s
behaviour, interpersonal relationships and personal journey and development are often difficult to
understand, and at times seem to defy explanation. Leading commentators are repeatedly puzzled both
by Yosef’s actions and by the events that surround him: from Joseph’s bitter interchanges with his
brothers, which his father Jacob is apparently unable to mediate, to the events in the Land of Egypt,
where Joseph finds both failure and remarkable success, to Joseph’s strange machinations when his
brothers travel to Egypt to purchase food.

Commentators have offered a variety of approaches in an effort to understand and explain many of
these difficulties. Yet, these explanations tend to be incomplete, often responding to individual events
and aspects of the story, without providing a cohesive understanding of the story as a whole and the
puzzling ways Joseph interacts with others. Moreover, although commentators sometimes find
common ground in their views of certain episodes, their approaches often contradict one another, and
at times their interpretations of different events seem inherently inconsistent.

i Samuel J Levine, Was Yosef on the Spectrum? Understanding Joseph through Torah, midrash and classical Jewish sources
(Jerusalem: Urim, 2020): introduction (ebook edition).



Isitlegitimate to describe the story of Joseph as a soap opera? Does that not diminish something that is
part of the Bible itself? Or rather, what distinguishes a biblical story from a soap opera? Perhaps
biblical stories are the equivalent of the soap operas of an earlier age. That is to say they fulfil some of
the same purposes. Biblical stories carried the memory of the people’s history and of the personalities
who had created that history. By telling those stories the characters remained alive. It has been said
that we are not truly dead until there is no one left to remember us. But telling the stories also provided
some kind of teaching for the present time. How the great figures of the tradition had dealt with events
could be a model for how to deal with them today. Though sometimes the lessons might be how not to
make the same kind of mistakes this time.

Nevertheless, one difference is important. Soap operas come to us as passive observers in words and
pictures on television. We are robbed of the opportunity of using our own imagination to picture what is
happening. We do not even need the discipline of reading that forces us to think about what is being told
tous and what is going on between the lines. But our Jewish tradition of reading from the Torah on a
weekly basis keeps both the stories and the written text before our eyes. So it remains our
responsibility to try to understand these stories, and ourselves make the interpretation that relates
them to our lives.

v Jonathan Magonet, A Rabbi Reads the Torah (Norwich: SCM Press, 2013): 34-35.
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iDerived from Genesis Rabbah 70:17

Jacob loved Rachel, so he said: I will serve you for seven years, in
exchange for your younger daughter Rachel. Why did he describe her
so precisely? Because he knew that Laban was a trickster. Jacob’s
basic meaning was that he would serve Laban for Rachel. But in case
Laban tried to fob him off with some other, random Rachel picked up
in the marketplace, he specified: your daughter. And in case Laban
was tempted to swap his two daughters’ names, he specified:
younger.' But despite all these safeguards, Laban still tricked him.

Rachel said to Jacob: “My father is a trickster and you’ll never beat
him.” Jacob asked: “What sort of trickery is he planning?” Rachel
replied: “I have an older sister, and he will not marry me off ahead of
her.” So Jacob gave her some secret signs. But that night, Rachel
thought to herself: “My sister will be humiliated!” so she taught Leah
the secret signs.

iTn modern Hebrew, the expression imavpi1 qna Yma - As Rachel, your younger daughter - means ‘with absolute precision’. As
in, one might tell a child mavpit N2 Ymathat they must be in bed by gpm.
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7M1 717 MY M R5% R0 7m All night, Jacob called her ‘Rachel’ and she responded as such.
R 13T R19Y2,7177 RV RO Then, in the morning, and behold she was Leah (Genesis 29:25). He
MR N2 RN 70 712 0K R said to her: “Why, you are a trickster, daughter of a trickster! Did I not
nuy_:;{ ;?:_::g:g_?:f;ﬁ;?};f; call you ‘Rachel’ all night and you answered me?” She replied: “Is there
“]l'lzm 5 Y o “|:1' N5 'Dﬁ_pnfm a teacher without students? If | remember rightly, when your father

MY My NR1 WY called you ‘Esau’, you answered him!”i

Jacob is now married to two women. A storm of emotion - hatred, jealousy - replaces the calm harbour
of fulfilment. And a profound frustration underlies the relationships between Jacob and his two wives.
Leah loves Jacob; Jacob loves Rachel; while Rachel’s main passion is for children. Essentially, all the
protagonists most want what they cannot have. In this sense, the compulsion of desire continues to
drive them, even after the apparent resolution of marriage.

WW imiT? 7197 0127 NR IR The tribal chiefs brough their offerings before the Eternal One in six
- MWK M NWW 1312 — M2y carts (Numbers 7:3). This symbolises the six days of creation, the six
TRT UW ... UT Y Ow sections of the Mishnah, and the six matriarchs.

lii Genesis 27:32
v Aviva Gottlieb Zornberg, Genesis: the beginning of desire (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 1995): 209-210.

3



N1My1a Rwin 1nnw? apys 112
DiTIAN D2 PIXT OiTAN MY TWRI
17211 NINIRN TNIR T N
[X511 5ax...] oIxwa 0vawn oy
127 NYT1 110K ORiT (A INIAR
NRWY XY 112 120X T
INW? O DMART YW NNIRN
0w

NYR?1 DIIT 1Y 772 12IRT 927
-m'7 7R DOR N2 77w DORTIT

1% R1 7N -m'y X ‘7m NP1 AR
VYN i -r'g NP1 2 RTITN
IRTIT NX D3 NORY1 "WIR DR R0
1Ry 12w 1:1'7 2111 KRR 2

Apy? Kam 1722 R NOR 19754
mm7‘7 “lN'? NYN12Y2 T In

A"MI2Y 13w "3 Rian v'_n_g IMNAT

:RAT {12722 [AY 22w 12 'RTIT2

vV Genesis 28:1 and 24:3
Vi Genesis Rabbah 84:19
Vit So that’s alright then.
vii NJPS translation

The sons of Jacob made certain not to marry Canaanite women, as
their ancestors Isaac and Abraham had commanded.” Rabbi
Yehudah says: “T'win sisters were born with each of them, and they
married them.” But are we not told that it is forbidden to marry the
daughter of one’s own mother? So Rabbi Yehudah must have meant
that Leah’s sons married the daughters born to the other wives -
paternal half-sisters - and vice versa.""

Once, at the time of the wheat harvest, Reuben came upon some
mandrakes in the field and brought them to his mother Leah. Rachel
said to Leah: “Please give me some of your son’s mandrakes.” But Leah
said to her: “Was it not enough for you to take away my husband, that
you would also take my son’s mandrakes?” Rachel replied: “I promise,
he shall lie with you tonight, in return for your son’s mandrakes.”*
When Jacob came home from the field in the evening, Leah went out
to meet him and said: “You are to sleep with me, for I have hired you
with my son’s mandrakes.” And he lay with her that night.

X Apparently mandrakes were believed to aid conception: Ramban to Genesis 30:14. (But Ibn Ezra ad loc pours characteristic

scorn on the idea.)



The seven years of famine began. And Jacob heard about Joseph, his son, and came to Egypt with his
entire kindred in the second year of the famine, and he dwelled in the land of Goshen. And Joseph and
his wife Aseneth, the daughter of an Egyptian priest, went to the land of Goshen to see Jacob. And they
ate and drank. And Joseph and Aseneth went back to their home.

Simeon and Levi, sons of Leah, escorted them, but the sons of Zilpah and Bilhah, the servants of Leah
and Rachel respectively, did not join in escorting them because they envied them and they were at
enmity with them. For Pharaoh’s son had lied to them, saying: “I heard Joseph speaking to my father about
you, saying, ‘Dan, Gad, Naphtali, and Asher are children of my father’s servants. They are not my
brothers. I will wait for the death of my father, and I will wipe out them and their offspring so that they
not be joint heirs with us, because they are children of servants.””

*Patricia Ahearne-Kroll’s translation: “Joseph and Aseneth” in Louis H Feldman, James L. Kugel and Lawrence H Schiffman
(eds), Outside the Bible: ancient Jewish writings related to Scripture (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 2013): 2,525-2,598.
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It is clothes that wear us and not we them; we may make them take the mould of arm or breast, but they
mould our hearts, our brains, our tongues to their liking.

TV 1A NIR ApYT 12 1TYI9R 10 Rabbi Eliezer ben-Ya’akov says that from the skin of the
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his mate, as it is said: And the Eternal God made cloaks of skins
for Adam and his wife, and clothed them (Genesis 3:21).

Rabbi Yehudah says that the cloak the Holy One made for Adam was
handed down from generation to generation until they reached Noah,
who took it onto the ark with him. When the ark reached land, Noah’s
son Ham kept it, and passed it on to his son Cush, who passed it on to
his son Nimrod. Whenever Nimrod wore it, every animal, bird and
beast, would come and kneel before him. Reasoning that this must be
due to Nimrod’s own personal characteristics, the people of that time
appointed him to rule over them. Esau - brother of Jacob - saw Nimrod
wearing it, and greatly desired it, so he killed Nimrod and took the cloak
from him.

1Virginia Woolf, Orlando: a biography (Orlando: Harcourt, 1928; repr 2006): 138.
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M2 1WY 72 NX T2 Ngnl And Rebekkah took the most precious garment of her elder son Esau,
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them.

And Jacob loved Joseph more than his other sons, for Joseph
was the son of his old age. And he made him a fine cloak.

A fine cloak. This is the cloak that the Holy One made for Adam,
that Esau took from Nimrod, the most precious garment of his
which Jacob wore while receiving their father’s blessing.it

iTorah Sh’leimah , vol 6 p 1,399 gobbet 50: attributed to a Yemenite manuscript.

i Midrash Tanchuma Buber, Tol’dot 12 suggests that, after the whole Joseph episode, the cloak eventually became part of the
High Priest’s garb. (It understands the cloak as having reached Esau through a different route, via Shem, Abraham and Isaac, but
Ithink the version where Nimrod gets killed is more fun.)



I stand over the pit where I had buried the coveted cloak and dig,
brush off the dirt and lift it up: sheen of snakeskin,
fragile yet not worn thin by time, embroidered with crimson thread.

I wore this robe when I stood before my father:

This is the skin

that the Primordial Serpent shed

with a cry that travelled from one end of the Earth to the other.”

And God wove the snakeskin into two robes,
one for her and one for him.

All the beasts of the field crowded round,
birds of the air swooped down, sea creatures
swarmed to the waters’ edge to bask in the shimmer.

They all declared Adam and Eve king and queen of the Earth.

When Nimrod the Mighty Warrior wore the cloak,
Esau, my brother, saw how all the beasts of the field came
to bow down, from the gazelle to the turtle dove.

v Rachel Adler, “Jacob’s Gift” in Michael Fishbane, Arthur Green and Jonathan D Sarna (eds), Hiddushim: celebrating Hebrew
College’s centennial (Boston: Academic Studies Press, 2022): 116-117. Abridged. The full version of this poem cleverly fuses the two
different midrashic traditions of the cloak’s inheritance (Shem vs Ham).

v Cf Genesis Rabbah 20:5



Even the lion crouched at his feet purring like a Persian house cat.
What power! Esau took his bow and arrow and hunted
Nimrod down so that he might don its magic.

I now hold the shimmering cloak in my arms,
designer cloak of desire, that my mother foraged from Esau’s wardrobe.
It smells of pungent jasmine and fresh blood.

I had slipped into the cloak like a seal into water.
My mother then overlaid the goat’s hair-skin on my neck and arms
should the old man grope through blindness to skin.

When Esau heard, and pleaded: “Bless me too, father!”
He let out a cry that travelled from one end of the Earth to the other,
tore a gash in the clouds, rent the firmament.

I could not return it, even furtively, to his wardrobe
for he’d hunt me down as he had the Warrior.
Its smell made me nauseous. I buried it.

Now Joseph is seventeen. I hold the cloak in my arms,
dazzled by its beauty, its vertiginous power. I will give it to him,
as beautiful as his mother, for only he is worthy of its shimmer.
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A fine cloak. The word nvon, fine, actually relates to the concept of
D18, ‘conciliation’. The beautiful cloak was given to appease Joseph.

For he was the son of his old age. But all the brothers were born within
the space of seven years! Granted, Joseph was a younger one, but can
we really say that Jacob was more of an old man then than he had been
when his other sons were born? Rather, we should understand this

phrase to mean that Joseph was wise beyond his years, almost as if he
were an old man.

Elderly men used to appoint one of their younger sons as a carer.
They would always be on hand. This is why Joseph was called the
son of his old age: in the sense that he was an elder-carer.

Jacob made him a fine cloak. The other sons were always in the field,
with their flocks, and they dressed as shepherds. But because
Joseph was based in the house - serving his father - he needed to
dress honourably so as to reflect the status of his father.



NIT iTTW NI — 0709 N1IN217 AWyl Jacob made him a fine cloak. It was to show that Joseph was the
LTTWAT NP2 271N master both of the household and of its attached land."

Common for a child on the spectrum, the uneven and unusual nature of Joseph’s character makes it
particularly difficult for both his peers and his father to fully understand him, prompting them to
interact with him in correspondingly uneven and unhelpful ways. Out of his love for Joseph, Jacob
attempts to resolve the conflicts that have arisen between Joseph and his brothers by accommodating
Joseph with special treatment. In an apparent effort to bolster Joseph’s status in his brothers’ eyes,
Jacob gives Joseph a special coat or garment that sets Joseph apart from his brothers and establishes
his leadership.

vi Sforno cites Isaiah 22:21 as another instance of clothing being used to denote authority and to prompt others to defer to the

wearer. We might add Esther 5:1 and 6:11 as further examples.
Vit Samuel J Levine, Was Yosef on the Spectrum? Understanding Joseph through Torah, midrash and classical Jewish sources

(Jerusalem: Urim, 2020): ch 2 (ebook edition).
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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. And Joseph brought bad reports of them to their father. 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.

Once Joseph had a dream which he told to his brothers; and they
hated him even more. He said to them: “Hear this dream which I have
dreamed: 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.” 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.

He dreamed another dream and told it to his brothers, saying: “Look,
I have had another dream, and this time, the sun, the moon and eleven
stars were bowing down to me.” 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, I and your mother and your
brothers, and bow low to you to the ground?”

INJPS translation. This text is best accompanied by this extremely funny sketch from The Jews Are Coming: <https:/[www

.youtube.com/watch?Pv=V-i-DMsFx60>



9K V1 ONAT NN Q017 X2 And Joseph brought bad reports of them to their father. What did he

IMN N”7 K TN — 0imaN say? Rabbi Meir thought Joseph accused them of eating the flesh of
27 °ITiT 10 AR 5V 171 0w live animals. Rabbi Yehudah thought Joseph accused them of

322 171 21710 TR AT disrespecting the sons of the handmaids, and treating them as slaves.

w71 0772VA] 112 1M1 Nnawin L2 ¢ _ _
N2 TP 1A N1 01K And Rabbi Shimon thought he accused them of pursuing Canaanite

YR girls.

If we dream, then we can make things happen. Through our dreams, we imagine a world we want to live
in. We can imagine a better tomorrow that we can help make happen. Dreams offer dress rehearsals for
the reality yet to be. Yet precisely because dreams provide a chance to see ourselves as significant in
changing our reality, they can be dangerous. Following our dream might also skew our sight of others.
and perspective about what impact we may have. If we aspire too narrowly, letting our ambition be the
driver in our lives so that we blot out the reality of others whose world we share, our dreams can
become a deadly weapon. Our ambition and self-centredness following our own dreams can mean that
we can hurt and demean others, and this is what Joseph did to his older brothers. We too have our
dreams and our visions, and often we see them as being somehow stamped with the approval of the
Almighty. But we should take the time to see our dreams from a different perspective, to look at how
they look through the eyes of others. For what may appear to us as a deserved reward may seem to other
parties involved as conquest, exploitation or marginalisation.

i Rabbi Sylvia Rothschild, “One person’s dream may be another person’s nightmare: Sidra Vayeshev and the dream
narratives of Joseph” (18 November 2013): <https://rabbisylviarothschild.com/2013/11/18/one-persons-dream-may-be-another-
persons-nightmare-sidra-vayeshev-and-the-dream-narratives-of-joseph/>
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i NJPS translation

And Jacob said to Joseph, “Go and see how your brothers are and how
the flocks are faring and bring me back word.”

When Joseph reached Shechem, a man came upon him wandering in
the fields. The man asked him: “What are you looking for?” He
answered: “I am looking for my brothers. Could you tell me where they
are pasturing?” The man said: “They have gone from here, for I heard
them say that they were going to Dothan.” So Joseph followed his
brothers and found them at Dothan.

They saw him from afar, and before he came close to them they
conspired against him, to kill him. They said to one another: “Here
comes that dreamer! 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!



When Joseph arrives at Shechem, his journey is interrupted by a meeting with an unnamed man who
finds him wandering in the field. Without any further introduction, Joseph announces that he is
looking for his brothers, and he requests that the man tell him where they are. Strikingly, Joseph
assumes that upon a momentary encounter, a total stranger will have the ability to identify him,
associate him with his brothers, and provide him information about his brothers’ whereabouts.
Individuals on the spectrum, who are absorbed in their own interests and concerns, sometimes hold the
belief that others, including strangers, will be absorbed in their world as well. They may further
incorporate these beliefs into the way they relate to and interact with others, leading them to behave in
amanner that will be perceived as unusual or difficult to understand. According to the text, Joseph
does not add any qualifiers to his request to this man, or otherwise show any indication that he
considers the perspective of the person he has just met. Instead, he carries on the conversation only
from his own perspective, with the assumption and expectation that a stranger is familiar with him and
his family, and will know where he can find his brothers.

v Samuel J Levine, Was Yosef on the Spectrum? Understanding Joseph through Torah, midrash and classical Jewish sources
(Jerusalem: Urim, 2020): ch 4 (ebook edition).
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VCfm.Sanhedrin 8:7

They conspired against him to kill him. In the case of one who plots to
kill another, the Hebrew should use a different preposition.
Accordingly, we can actually interpret the phrase as meaning not that
they conspired against him, but that they identified him as a
conspirator: they described him amongst themselves as a
conspirator. As he approached them, they believed him to pose a
danger to their most vital and sacred interests... unless he was killed.
And they believed themselves to be permitted to kill him as an act of
self-defence.”

The brothers believed that Joseph was conspiring to kill them, and that
he was not approaching them with peaceful intent, but rather to snoop
on them or entrap them into some wrongful act so that their father
would curse them or God would punish them... leaving Joseph as the
only remaining son, and the recipient of his father’s blessing. So the
word kill in our verse refers to Joseph causing the death of his
brothers.” So they said to themselves: “Selling him as a slave is hardly
evil, because we have identified him as a mortal danger and are entitled to
kill him. That we choose not to kill him is a concession on our part, because
he is our brother.”

Vil am not at all sure that this reading holds water grammatically. The word 1n i1, kill, is most definitely in the singular - to
kill him/ it - and would need to read onni1% in order to bear the meaning to kill them.
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vii Exodus 18:29

One of my students once asked me how we can justify the Torah
telling this story about the brothers of Joseph: is it not evil speech
which brings them into disrepute? But in fact the question is
intrinsically flawed. The brothers sentenced Joseph to the death
penalty in accordance with the law. This is proved by the fact that
the brothers’ names are engraved on the High Priest’s breastplate,'!
which brings atonement for those who break the law, so surely they
were holy and well-meaning individuals.

This all resolves the puzzle of why Joseph never sent word back to
Jacob that he was alive, all the years that he was in Egypt. He feared
that if his brothers found he was still alive, they would come to Egypt
and complete the death penalty to which they had sentenced him.

Now, some feel that all this is a strained interpretation designed to
spare the brothers’ blushes. But in truth, when one looks carefully at
all the relevant verses, it is impossible not to reach the same
conclusion. The biblical text itself proves that the whole dispute
revolved around the law of self-defence, and conscientious study will
easily demonstrate this.
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The brothers said: “We will enact a vow of excommunication between us,
that none of us will tell our father Jacob what we have done.” Judah said
to them: “Reuben is not here, and no writ is binding unless it is made by
ten people.” What did they do? They swore God into the agreement
that none of them should tell Jacob on pain of excommunication.
Meanwhile, Reuben went down in the night to that pit, to bring
Joseph out, but he could not find him. The brothers told him about
their decision, about the writ, so he remained silent. And even the
Holy One did not tell of this matter, on account of the writ. Therefore,
the seven-year famine came to the land of Canaan, and the ten
brothers of Joseph went down to obtain food from Egypt.
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INJPS translation.

When Joseph was taken down to Egypt, Potiphar, a courtier of
Pharaoh and his prefect - a type of Egyptian official - bought him
from the Ishmaelites who had brought him there. The Eternal One
was with Joseph, and he was a successful man; and he stayed in the
house of his Egyptian master. And when his master saw that God
was with him and that the Eternal lent success to everything he
undertook, 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. And from the time that the Egyptian put
him in charge of his household and of all that he owned, the Eternal
One blessed his house for Joseph’s sake, so that the blessing of God
was upon everything that he owned, in the house and outside. 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. After a time, his master’s
wife cast her eyes upon Joseph and said: “Lie with me.” But he
refused. He said to his master’s wife: “L.ook, with me here, my master
gives no thought to anything in this house, and all that he owns he has
placed in my hands. He wields no more authority in this house than I,
and he has withheld nothing from me except yourself, since you are his
wife. How then could I do this most wicked thing, and sin before God?”
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And much as she coaxed Joseph day after day, he did not yield to her
request to lie beside her, to be with her.

One day, he came into the house to do his work. None of the
household being there inside, 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.

Potiphar, a courtier of Pharaoh bought him. Rav explained that
Potiphar bought Joseph for himself," until Gabriel came and
castrated and mutilated him.

One time, a number of Egyptian women banded together and
went to leer at Joseph. What did Mrs Potiphar do? She took
some etrogs, and gave one to each woman, along with a knife.
When they saw Joseph’s beauty, they all cut their hands. Mrs
Potiphar said: “If this happens to you when you see him once,
imagine how worse it is for me when I see him the whole time!”

i Rashi ad loc clarifies that this was a sex thing.
iThe Talmudic text is slightly corrupted but this is the gist of it.
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Some women of the city said: “The governor’s wife is trying to seduce her slave! Love for him consumes her
heart! It is clear to us that she has gone astray.” When she heard their malicious talk, she prepared a
banquet and sent for them, giving each of them a knife. She said to Joseph: “Come out and show yourself
to them!” - and when the women saw him, they were stunned by his beauty, and cut their hands,
exclaiming: “Great God! He cannot be mortal! He must be a precious angel!” She said: “This is the one you

blamed me for.”
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Rabbi Joshua ben-Levi taught: Mrs Potiphar learned from her
astrologers that she was destined to bring a child into the world through
Joseph. But she did not know whether this child would come from her or
from her daughter Aseneth.

One day, he came into the house to do his work. Rav and Shmu’el argued
over what exactly this meant. One said Joseph went into the house,
quite properly, to do his work. The other said that the phrase was a
euphemism for sexual intent. She caught hold of him by his garment. A
spectre of his father appeared to him in the window, saying to him:
“Joseph!” So he dug his hands into the ground, and his semen spurted
out from under his fingernails.

vTranslated by M A S Abdel Haleem, The Qur’an: a new translation (Oxford: Oxford World Classics, 2004-05): sura 12 (ebook

edition).



There was a certain tendency in rabbinic sources to fault Joseph on occasion. It was his tale-bearing
that was responsible for his being sold as a slave down to Egypt, and it was his vanity, his dandy-like
primping in Potiphar’s house, that brought on the attentions of Mrs Potiphar and, ultimately, her
wrongful accusation and his imprisonment. It therefore ought not to be terribly surprising to find that,
with regard to the events of that day in particular, Joseph was likewise found by rabbinic sources to be
something other than entirely innocent.

That such areading enjoyed some popularity may be confirmed by a look at the 1st-century Aramaic
translation of the Torah, known as Targum Onkelos. For while Onkelos usually translates narrative
texts rather closely, here he has veered sharply from the Hebrew original: instead of to do his work, he
has “to check his account books”. One cannot but feel that this translator has gone out of his way to
scotch what was already a very popular, but to his mind calumnious, reading of the phrase: instead of
rendering it, and its vagaries, literally, he has substituted a more specific act that is safely beyond all
possibility of double-entendre.

In view of all this, Joseph’s behaviour takes on a somewhat different colouring: perhaps he knew
perfectly well what he was doing when he approached the deserted house; perhaps he, no less than Mrs
Potiphar, was intent on ‘doing his work’ there. It was not, according to the Babylonian Talmud, until
after Mrs Potiphar caught hold of him by his garment that Joseph began to have second thoughts,
thoughts that ultimately caused him to change his mind and flee. In that case, one must regard Joseph
as, at least initially, a willing participant.

vJames L Kugel, In Potiphar’s House: the interpretive life of biblical texts (San Fransisco: HarperCollins, 1990): 94-96.
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When Potiphar’s wife looks at Joseph, she not only observes that he is a handsome young man. She also
notices that he is engaged in childish, self-absorbed and dreamlike activities, signalling his inability to
effectively navigate his surroundings, and his vulnerability to the attacks - or, in her case, the
advances - of others, particularly adults in positions of authority. His behaviours label him as a child on
the spectrum, innocent and naive, rendering him attractive to her as a convenient target for her
predatory appetites.

When Potiphar’s wife first propositions him, Joseph refuses her advances. On one level, Joseph’s
determination to withstand her demands is a powerful act of defiance against his master’s forceful
wife. More significantly, his ability to exercise self-control is particularly notable in light of the
impulsivity that he has repeatedly exhibited in the past.

Notwithstanding these indications of progress, however, Joseph remains unable fully to read
Potiphar’s wife’s intentions and to anticipate and navigate her manipulations and manoeuvrings. In
the course of his otherwise impressive speech to her, Joseph goes too far, invoking not only his loyalty
to Potiphar but his fidelity to God as well. While the reference to Potiphar might resonate with his wife,
it seems unlikely that she will be persuaded by Joseph’s insistence that he not sin against God. If
anything, mentioning his God will only serve as a reminder to Potiphar’s wife that Joseph is a Hebrew,
and indeed, she will later exploit his outsider status as part of her effort to incriminate him.
Nevertheless, exhibiting another common characteristic of children on the spectrum, Joseph speaks to
Potiphar’s wife with the same zeal and enthusiasm he used in telling his brothers of his dreams. He is
unable to stop himself from speaking the truth as he sees it, even if it will later be used against him.
Potiphar’s wife used her advanced social skills and emotional intelligence to outsmart Joseph, whose

vi Samuel J Levine, Was Yosef on the Spectrum? Understanding Joseph through Torah, midrash and classical Jewish sources
(Jerusalem: Urim, 2020): ch 5 (ebook edition).



moral strength and determination, along with his actual innocence, are woefully insufficient in the
face of her manipulative exploitation.

Children on the spectrum are vulnerable to the false accusations of others, who are all too often willing
and able to take advantage of an unpopular and socially inept outsider. In particular, both peers and
adults may use a child on the spectrum as a scapegoat, who will be blamed for their own misdeeds.

Potiphar’s wife is never named in the biblical passage, merely referred to as wife of [Joseph’s] master or
his wife. She is deemed an extension of her husband’s property and is thus subservient to the master,
just as Joseph is. Potiphar’s wife is powerful in terms of class and ethnic status, although less so as a
married woman, but she is dependent on male complicity in the transgressive sex act.

By way of the cantillation mark in the Hebrew text (a shalshelet over the verb ), he refused), the
Masoretes indicate how very super-human Joseph’s resistance to her advances must have been.

The Talmud, meanwhile, expands upon the ethnic divide between the Egyptian woman and the Hebrew
man, transforming the trial in the sexual arena into a contest of cultural values encoded in gender
terms. All the servants have left for the idolatrous festivities, and Potiphar’s wife has remained behind
by design. Thus, the trial is set against a background where the battle for ethnic and religious
difference is intertwined with the struggle over gender and sexual restraint.

vit professor Rabbi Rachel Adelman, “Potiphar and his wife desire Joseph”, TheTorah.com (undated): <https://www.thetorah
.com/article/potiphar-and-his-wife-desire-joseph>
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INJPS translation.

Mrs Potiphar 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 I screamed loud. And when he heard me screaming at the top
of my voice, he left his garment with me and got away and fled
outside.” She kept his garment beside her, until his master came
home. Then she told him the same story, saying: “The Hebrew
slave whom you brought into our house came to me to dally with me;
but when I screamed at the top of my voice, he left his garment with
me and fled outside.” When his master heard the story that his
wife told him, namely, “Thus and so your slave did to me,” he was
furious. So Joseph’s master had him put in prison, where the
king’s prisoners were confined.

But even while he was there in prison, the Eternal One was with
Joseph, extending kindness to him and disposing the chief jailer
favourably towards him. 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. The chief jailer did not
supervise anything that was in Joseph’s charge, because God was
with him, and whatever he did, the Eternal made successful.
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At the time that Joseph was detained on account of Mrs
Potiphar’s account of attempted rape, the priests acted as
judges. They said: “Let us examine the rip in the cloak Joseph was
wearing. If it is on the front, Mrs Potiphar is telling the truth. And if
it is on the back, Joseph is telling the truth: he fled from her, but she
grabbed onto his cloak and tore it.” And the rip turned out to be on
the back.

When the Egyptians were on the verge of appointing Joseph to high
office, some of them said: “How can we elevate a man who is suspected
of sexual misconduct?” But the priests said: “Let us examine where his
cloak is torn. If it is on the back, we will know that he did not want to lie
with her, but instead Mrs Potiphar tore while trying to stop him fleeing
from her. But if it is torn on the front, we will know that he sought to lie
with her against her will.” They checked it and found that the rip was
on the back... because the Angel Gabriel switched it. So Joseph was
indeed appointed as vizier.
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The explanation where the Angel Gabriel switched the location of the
rip is consistent with the Talmudic understanding' that Joseph was on
the verge of lying with Mrs Potiphar until he saw a vision of his father.

Mrs Potiphar called out to her servants. Not having seen what took
place themselves, they took her word for it. They spread egg-white on
her bed, then she said to her husband: “Look! Semen! Proof of Joseph’s
obsessive desire to lie with me!”

Potiphar brought the priests, and they investigated, saying: “Apply a
burning coal to the white mark. If it bubbles and dissolves, we will know it
is semen, and Joseph will be subject to the death penalty. But if it
congeals, we will know that it is egg-white and he is innocent.” They
checked, and it turned out to be egg-white, so Joseph was exonerated.

His master said to him: “I know you are innocent, but even so I must
remove you from my household, so that nobody will question the lineage
of my children.” So he had Joseph put in prison.



The resemblance between egg white and semen was a motif in Middle Eastern folklore accounts of
fabricated accusations of sexual impropriety. Moreover, in the surviving literary versions, this was not
aruse in which women were passive victims of male iniquity. In fact, with one exception, in the extant
narratives it is always women who take the active role in perpetrating this deception, a telling
indication of the negative ways in which women are often portrayed in Middle Eastern literary

traditions.
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When Joseph’s master heard what had taken place, he wanted to kill
Joseph. But Mrs Potiphar piped up: “Do not make a loss on your
purchase of a slave! Pop him in prions until you can sell him and recover
your investment.” She only did this because she still desired Joseph,
and every day she went to visit him and implored him to desire her.
But he would insist: “No, I have sworn an oath.” Then she would
threaten him: “I’ll have you blinded!” But he replied: “God opens the
eyes of the blind.”"V Then she said: “I’ll have you put in chains until the
day you die!” But he replied: “God releases the captive.” Then she said:
“I’ll have you sold into some far-off land!” But he replied: “God guards
the stranger.”!

it Judith R Baskin, “Rabbinic Forensics: Distinguishing Egg White from Semen in b. Gittin 57a”, in Meron M Piotrkowski,
Geoffrey Herman and Saskia Donitz (eds), Sources and Interpretation in Ancient Judaism (Leiden: Brill, 2018), 252-266: 266.

vPgalm 146:8
vPsalm 146:8
viPsalm 146:8
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vii NJPS translation.

It is written: Mrs Potiphar called out to her servants (Genesis 39:14). In other
words, she made sure that everybody heard about her allegations against
Joseph. The Holy One said: “It would be better if the Egyptians gossip about
each other than about a righteous man like Joseph.” Thus it is written: After
these matters, the cupbearer and the baker sinned (Genesis 40:1).

The morning after his dreams, Pharaoh’s spirit was agitated, and
he sent for all the magician-priests of Egypt, and all its sages; and
Pharaoh told them his dreams, but none could interpret them for
Pharaoh. The chief cupbearer then spoke up and said to Pharaoh:
“I must make mention today of my offenses. Once Pharaoh was angry
with his servants, and placed me in custody in the house of the prefect,
together with the chief baker. We had dreams the same night, he and I,
each of us a dream with a meaning of its own. A Hebrew youth was
there with us, a servant of the prefect; and when we told him our
dreams, he interpreted them for us, telling each of the meaning of his
dream. And as he interpreted for us, so it came to pass.” Thereupon
Pharaoh sent for Joseph, and he was rushed from the dungeon. He
had his hair cut and changed his clothes, and he appeared before
Pharaoh.
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JOSEPH’S MASTER JOSEPH’S SUBJECTS TRANSITIONAL CLOTHING PLACE OF AMBIGUITY

Jacob Joseph’s brothers - -

- - The dreamcoat Pit
Potiphar Potiphar’s servants - -

- - The torn cloak Jail
Prison governor The prisoners - -

- - The new shirt Egypt
Pharaoh The Egyptians - -

Donald A Seybold, “Paradox and symmetry in the Joseph narrative”, in Kenneth R R Gros Louis (ed), Literary Interpretation
of Biblical Narratives (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1974), 59-73: 68.
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i NJPS translation

And Pharaoh said to his courtiers: “Could we find another like him - a man
with the Divine spirit?”

So Pharaoh said to Joseph: “Since God has made all this known to you, there
is none so discerning and wise as you. 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 I be superior to you.” Pharaoh further said to Joseph: “See, I put
you in charge of all the land of Egypt.”

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. He had him ride in the chariot of his second-in-command,
and they cried before him, “Bow the knee!” Thus he placed him over all the
land of Egypt.

Pharaoh said to Joseph: “I am Pharaoh; yet without you, no one shall lift up
hand or foot in all the land of Egypt.”
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Rabbi Shimon ben-Gamliel said: Joseph got everything that he deserved.
His body that did not touch in transgression - Pharaoh dressed him in
linen garments (Genesis 41:42). His neck that he did not bend for
transgression - Pharaoh placed a gold chain on his neck (Genesis 41:42). His
hands that did not grope in transgression - Pharaoh removed his signet
ring from upon his hand, and he placed it upon Joseph’s hand (Genesis 41:42).
His feet that did not stride in transgression ... Pharaoh had him ride in the
alternate chariot that he had (Genesis 41:43).

And Joseph was thirty years old when he stood before Pharaoh, and
Joseph went out from the presence of the king and he was second of
the king in Egypt. And the king gave Joseph 100 servants to wait on
him in his house, and Joseph went and purchased many more
servants to work in his house. Then he built himself a grand palace
like the palace of a king, opposite Pharaoh’s residence. And in that
house he made a large temple, very fine in appearance and very
luxurious to dwell in. Joseph spent three years preparing these
things. And he made himself a very costly throne of solid gold and
silver, decked with onyx stones and bdellium, and he engraved upon
it a map of the whole land of Egypt, including the river of Egypt,
which supplied all the land with water. Joseph dwelt securely in his
house, upon the throne that he made for himself, and the Eternal

i Machon ha-K’tav edition (1987): 164. Translation adapted from Edward B M Browne, The Book Jashar: the lost book of the
Bible (New York: United States Publishing Company, 1876): 265-266.
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One increased the wisdom of Joseph yet further. And all the
inhabitants of Egypt, the servants of Pharaoh, as well as the
princes, loved Joseph exceedingly, for this was destined by God
concerning Joseph. The Holy One was with Joseph, and he
increased continually in greatness, and his fame spread throughout
the earth.

Whenever Joseph went out on official business, the daughters of the
Egyptian elite would peer out of their windows and cast upon him
bracelets, pendants, nose rings and other jewellery so that he would
lift his eyes and look at them. Nevertheless, he did not look at them.

It was not simply Joseph’s good looks that made women climb the walls to see him. He was the (phallic)
fertility god who had come to save their lives, and they welcomed him as such. They welcomed their new
god’s father, too. This is why Jacob did not want to be buried in Egypt - so that the Egyptians should not

make a god of him."v

v Judith S Antonelli, In the Image of God: a feminist commentary on the Torah (Northvale, New Jersey: Jason Aronson, 1995):

130.
v (Cited to Zohar 1:222a
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We finally reach a moment in which Joseph is able to integrate his two selves, the Hebrew shepherd and
the powerful vizier. His dreams of grandeur now make sense to him, as he recognises that power can be
used to serve his brothers rather than to subjugate them.

Vi Dr Dvora E Weisberg, “The Joseph story, part II: fantasy, Jewish style - davar acher”, Union of Reform Judaism (December
2008): <https://reformjudaism.org/learning/torah-study/torah-commentary/joseph-story-part-ii-fantasy-jewish-style>
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INJPS translation

During the seven years of plenty, the land produced in abundance. And
Joseph gathered all the grain of the seven years that the land of Egypt
was enjoying, and stored the grain in the cities; he put in each city the
grain of the fields around it. So Joseph collected produce in very large
quantity, like the sands of the sea, until he ceased to measure it, for it
could not be measured.

The seven years of abundance that the land of Egypt enjoyed came to an
end, and the seven years of famine set in, just as Joseph had foretold.
There was famine in all lands, but throughout the land of Egypt there
was bread.

And when all the land of Egypt felt the hunger, the people cried out to
Pharaoh for bread; and Pharaoh said to all the Egyptians: “Go to Joseph;
whatever he tells you, you shall do.” Accordingly, when the famine became
severe in the land of Egypt, Joseph laid open all that was within, and
rationed out grain to the Egyptians.

The famine, however, spread over the whole world. So all the world came
to Joseph in Egypt to procure rations, for the famine had become severe
throughout the world.

And when the money gave out in the land of Egypt and in the land of
Canaan, all the Egyptians came to Joseph and said: “Give us bread, lest we
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die before your very eyes; for the money is gone!” And Joseph said: “Bring
your livestock, and I will sell to you against your livestock, if the money is
gone.” So they brought their livestock to Joseph, and Joseph gave them
bread in exchange for the horses, for the stocks of sheep and cattle, and
the asses; thus he provided them with bread that year in exchange for all
their livestock.

And when that year was ended, they came to him the next year and said
to him: “We cannot hide from my lord that, with all the money and animal
stocks consigned to my lord, nothing is left at my lord’s disposal save our
persons and our farmland. Let us not perish before your eyes, both we and our
land. Take us and our land in exchange for bread, and we with our land will be
serfs to Pharaoh; provide the seed, that we may live and not die, and that the
land may not become a waste.”

So Joseph gained possession of all the farm land of Egypt for Pharaoh, all
the Egyptians having sold their fields because the famine was too much
for them; thus the land passed over to Pharaoh. And Joseph removed the
population town by town, from one end of Egypt’s border to the other.



For the purpose of this Statute, ‘crime against humanity’ means any of the following acts when
committed as part of a widespread or systematic attack directed against any civilian population, with
knowledge of the attack: (a) murder; (b) extermination; (c) enslavement; (d) deportation or forcible
transfer of population; ... (k) other inhumane acts of a similar character intentionally causing great
suffering, or serious injury to body or to mental or physical health.

In merely a few years during the 1970s, perpetrators of the Cambodian Genocide murdered up to 3
million of their fellow countrymen and caused unimaginable suffering to a great number of others.
Members of the Khmer Rouge, the radical political regime behind the terror, invoked a dubious
justification of their crimes by alleging that such actions would ultimately improve everyday people’s
quality of life through the establishment of a more egalitarian society under communist rule. With the
country weakened by American intervention, Cambodia descended into chaos. The Khmer Rouge seized
the opportunity to assume power by storming the city of Phnom Penh in April of 1975. Rule under the
Khmer Rouge immediately and intentionally transformed Cambodian life, declaring a ‘Year Zero’ from
which point life must completely change. Pol Pot, former schoolteacher and now dictator, put forth
genocidal policies that relocated, enslaved, tortured, and murdered enormous numbers of Cambodians.
Once in control, the Khmer Rouge evacuated the city of Phnom Penh, moving three million civilians to
the nation’s rural fields. The people were made to work long hours of backbreaking slave labour and
received little, if anything, to eat. Malnutrition and medical neglect were rampant. When their labour
fell short of production goals, men, women, and children were beaten.

i Texas Holocaust, Genocide, and Antisemitism Advisory Commission, “Genocide in Cambodia” (undated): <https://thgc
.texas.gov/learning/overviews-of-the-holocaust-and-genocides/cambodia>
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And Joseph removed the population. That is, he moved the population of
one city to another city, and vice versa, in order to remind the Egyptians
that they had no ownership rights over any land anywhere. And this is to
Joseph’s credit: he was trying to relieve his brothers, once they joined
him in Egypt, from the ignominy of being landless wanderers.

And Joseph removed the population from their cities. Rashi suggests that
this was in order to spare his brothers the ignominy of being labelled
exiles. But far be it from Joseph to up-end the whole country just to reap
this small benefit.

Rather, we should understand Joseph’s disruptive actions through the
prism of the commandment You must befriend the stranger, for you were
strangers in the land of Egypt (Deuteronomy 10:19). For anyone who has not
personally experienced what it is to be a displaced minority in their own
lifetime is not able to know the torment of the stranger, and will not be
sympathetic to their plight.

But one who has been a stranger themselves knows their torment.
Anyone who harbours hatred for their fellow human beings has never
been a slave! Thus, Joseph evacuated the entire population from their
cities in order that they should gain insight into what it is to be a
displaced minority.
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i 5 Kings 18

Another possibility: Joseph removed the population from their cities
because he predicted that his family would eventually come to live in
Egypt, and he feared that one day a tyrannical ruler would consult the
archives of land ownership and discover from these registers that
neither the Israelites nor their ancestors had any right whatsoever to be
there. Therefore he displaced everybody from their towns so that
everybody would be living on someone else’s land, and the Israelites
would be indistinguishable from the general population in this regard.

And Joseph removed the population from their cities. He did this in order
that they would no longer feel any attachment to what had formerly
been their own land, lest, after the crisis, they returned to it and said:
“Iinherited this from my ancestors.” Therefore, Joseph displaced them
in order that everybody would be living on somebody else’s land.

And Joseph removed the population from their cities. He acted like
Sennacherib, who enticed the Israelites away from their land.!* Joseph’s
intention was that nobody would be able, later, to assert any form of
possession or ownership over any land.



Joseph undermines the relationship set at the beginning of the book of Genesis, where people are
created to serve and to guard the land, and instead of being the stewards of nature, the people become
the servants of the ruling power. This story shows us how slavery becomes normalised, even welcomed
as a way to stay fed and alive. Even if the people themselves suggest selling themselves once they have
no more money or other assets, Joseph’s act of population transfer hardens and fixes the reality of the
rupture in the relationship between each family and their land. The move away from one’s land and
from country to cities loosens the bonds of community, changing relationships further. Everyone
becomes a little more vulnerable and a little more alone. The political class concentrates power in its
own hands, the population are less able to resist.

So, when the Book of Exodus opens some 450 or so years later, and the memory of Joseph and his part in
cementing the ruling powers is forgotten, we find that slavery is an obvious option for the Egyptians to
use against the non-Egyptian people living among them. The powerful are able to manipulate the
ordinary citizens, and the stage is set for further misery.

v Rabbi Sylvia Rothschild, “Va-Yiggash: when our relationships with land and with each other are damaged, we have to look
at our own role before we can heal the breach” (1 January 2020): <https://rabbisylviarothschild.com/2020/01/01/vayigash-when-
our-relationships-with-land-and-with-each-other-are-damaged-we-have-to-look-at-our-own-role-before-we-can-heal-the-breach/>
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vMachon ha-K’tav edition (1987): 202.
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iBased on Fox translation

Jacob saw that there were rations in Egypt,

so Jacob said to his sons:

“Why do you keep looking at one another?”

And he said:

“Here, I have heard that there are rations in Egypt;

go down there and buy us rations from there,

that we may live and not die.”

So Joseph’s brothers went down, ten of them,

to buy some rationed grain from Egypt.

But Benjamin, Joseph’s brother, Jacob would not send with his brothers,
for he said: “Lest harm befall him!”

The sons of Jacob came to buy-rations among those that came,

for the famine was in the land of Canaan.

Now Joseph was the governor over the land; it was he who supplied rations to

all the people of the land.

And Joseph’s brothers came and bowed low to him, nostrils to the earth.
When Joseph saw his brothers, he recognised them,

but he pretended-no-recognition of them and spoke roughly with them.
He said to them:

“From where do you come?”

They said: “From the land of Canaan, to buy food-rations.”
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Now Joseph recognised his brothers, but for their part, they did not recognise
him.
And Joseph was reminded of the dreams that he had dreamt of them.

He said to them:

“You are spies!

It is to see the nakedness of the land that you have come!”
They said to him: “No, my lord!

Rather, your servants have come to buy food-rations.
We are all of us the sons of one man,

we are honest,

your servants have never been spies!”

But he said to them:

“No!

For it is the nakedness of the land that you have come to see!”
They said:

“Your servants are twelve,

we are brothers,

sons of one man in the land of Canaan:

the youngest is with our father now,

and one is no more.”

Joseph said to them:

“It is just as I spoke to you, saying: ‘You are spies!’
Hereby shall you be tested:

As Pharaoh lives!

You shall not depart from this place
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unless your youngest brother comes here!

Send one of you to fetch your brother,

while the rest of you remain as prisoners.

Thus will your words be tested, whether there is truth in you or not -

as Pharaoh lives, indeed, you are spies!”

He removed them into custody for three days.

Joseph said to them on the third day:

“Do this, and stay alive,

for I hold God in awe:

if you are honest,

let one of your brothers be held prisoner in the house of your custody,

and as for you, go, bring back rations for the famine-supply of your households.
Then bring your youngest brother back to me,

so that your words will be proven truthful, and you will not die.”

They prepared to do so.

But they said, each one to his brother:
“T'ruly,

we are guilty:

concerning our brother!

We saw his heart’s distress

when he pleaded with us,

and we did not listen.

Therefore this distress has come upon us!”

Reuben answered them, saying:

“Did I not say to you, say: ‘Do not sin against the child!’
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But you would not listen,
so for his blood - now, satisfaction is demanded!”
Now they did not know that Joseph was listening, for a translator was

between them.

But he turned away from them and wept.
Then he returned to them; he spoke to them and had Shimon taken away from

them, and imprisoning him before their eyes.

And Joseph commanded that they fill their vessels with grain and return their

silver-pieces into each man’s sack,

and give them provisions for the journey.

They did so for them.

Then they loaded their rations onto their donkeys and went from there.
But one opened his sack to give his donkey fodder at the night-camp,
and he saw his silver - now here, it was in the mouth of his pack!

He said to his brothers:

“My silver has been returned - yes, here in my pack!”

Their hearts gave way, and they trembled to one another, saying;:
“What, now, has God done to us?”

They came home to Jacob their father, in the land of Canaan,

and told him all that had befallen them, saying:

“The man, the lord of the land, spoke harshly with us,

he took us for those that spy on the land!

Now we said to him: ‘We are honest, we have never been spies!

We are twelve, brothers all, sons of our father:

one is no more, and the youngest is now with our father in the land of Canaan.’
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Then the man, the lord of the land, said to us:

‘Hereby shall I know whether you are honest:

leave one of your brothers with me,

and as for the famine-supply of your households, take it and go.

But bring your youngest brother to me,

so that I may know that you are not spies, that you are honest.

Then I will give your brother back to you, and you may travel about the land.””

But it was, when they emptied their sacks: there was each man’s silver pouch
in his sack!

They looked at their silver pouches, they and their father, and became
frightened.

Jacob their father said to them:

“Me you have bereaved!

Joseph is no more,

Shimon is no more,

and Benjamin you would take away -

to me has all this happened!”

Reuben said to his father, saying:

“My two sons you may put to death

if I do not bring him back to you!

Place him in my hands, and I myself will return him to you.

But Jacob said:

“My son is not to go down with you!

For his brother is dead,

and he alone is left!

»
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......

Should harm befall him on the journey on which you are going,

you will bring down my grey hair in grief to She’ol!”

But the famine was heavy in the land.

And so it was, when they had finished eating the rations that they had brought

from Egypt,

that their father said to them:

“Return, buy us a little food.”

But Judah said to him, saying:

“The man warned, yes, warned us,

saying: ‘You shall not see my face unless your brother is with you.’

If you wish to send our brother with us, we will go down and buy you some food.
But if you do not wish to send him, we will not go down,

for the man said to us: ‘You shall not see my face unless your brother is with you.’”
Jacob said:

“Why did you deal so ill with me, by telling the man that you have another

brother?”

They said:

“The man asked, he asked about us and about our kindred,

saying: ‘Is your father still alive? Do you have another brother?’

So we told him, according to these words.

Could we know, know that he would say: ‘Bring your brother down?’”
Judah said to Jacob his father:

“Send the lad with me,

and we will arise and go,

that we may live and not die,
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S0 we, So you, so our little-ones!

I will act as his pledge,

at my hand you may seek him!

If I do not bring him back to you

and set him in your presence,

I will be culpable-for-sin against you all the days to come.

For had we not lingered, we would indeed have been back twice by now!”
Jacob their father said to them:

“If it must be so, then, do this:

take some of the produce of the land in your vessels

and bring them down to the man as a gift:

alittle balsam, a little honey, balm and laudanum, pistachio nuts and almonds.
And silver two times over take in your hand,

and the silver that was returned in the mouth of your packs, return in your hand;
perhaps it was an oversight.

And as for your brother, take him!

Arise, return to the man,

and may God Almighty give you mercy before the man,

so that he releases your other brother to you, and Benjamin as well.

And as for me - if | must be bereaved, I must be bereaved!”

The men took this gift, and silver two times over they took in their hand
and Benjamin as well.

They arose and went down to Egypt

and stood in Joseph’s presence.

When Joseph saw Benjamin with them,
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he said to the steward of his house:

“Bring the men into the house, slaughter some slaughter-animals and prepare
them,

for it is with me that these men shall eat at noon.”

The man did as Joseph had said: the man brought the men into Joseph’s house.

But the men were frightened that they had been brought into Joseph’s house,
and said:

“It is because of the silver that was returned in our packs before that we have been
brought here,

for them to roll upon us, and fall upon us,

and take us into servitude, along with our donkeys!”

They came close to the man, to the steward of Joseph’s house, and spoke to
him at the entrance to the house,

they said:

“Please, my lord!

We came down, came down previously to buy food-rations,

but it was, when we came to the night camp and opened our packs,

there was each man’s silver in the mouth of his pack, our silver by its exact weight -

but we have returned it in our hand!

And other silver as well we have brought down in our hand, to buy food.

We do not know who put back our silver in our packs!”

He said:

“It is well with you - do not be afraid!

Your God, the God of your father, placed a treasure in your packs for you; your
silver has come in to me.”
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And he brought Shimon out to them.

Then the man had the men come into Joseph’s house

and gave them water so that they might wash their feet

and gave them fodder for their donkeys.

They prepared the gift, until Joseph came back at noon,

for they understood that they were to eat bread there.

Joseph came into the house, and they brought him the gift that was in their

hand, into the house,

and bowed low to him, to the earth.

He asked after their welfare and said:

“Is your old father well, of whom you spoke?

Is he still alive?”

They said:

“Your servant, our father, is well, he is still alive,”

and they did homage and bowed low.

He lifted up his eyes and saw Benjamin his brother, his mother’s son,
and he said:

“Is this your youngest brother, of whom you spoke to me?”
And he said:

“May God show you favour, my son!”

And in haste - for his insides were so kindled toward his brother that he had to
weep -

Joseph entered an inner-room and wept there.
Then he washed his face and came out, restrained himself, and said:
“Serve bread!”

10
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They served him by himself and them by themselves and the Egyptians who
were eating with him by themselves,

for Egyptians will not eat bread with Hebrews - for that is an abomination for
Egyptians.

But they were seated in his presence:

the firstborn according to his rank-as-firstborn and the youngest according to
his rank-as-youngest.

And the men stared at each other in astonishment over it.

He had courses taken to them from his presence,

and Benjamin’s course was five times greater than all their courses.

And they drank and became drunk with him.

Then he commanded the steward of his house, saying;:

“Fill the men’s packs with food, as much as they are able to carry,

and put each man’s silver in the mouth of his pack.

And my goblet, the silver goblet, put in the mouth of the youngest’s pack, along
with the silver for his rations.”

He did according to Joseph’s word which he had spoken.

At the light of daybreak, the men were sent off, they and their donkeys;

they were just outside the city - they had not yet gone far - when

Joseph said to the steward of his house:

“Up, pursue the men, and when you have caught up with them, say to them:

‘Why have you paid back ill for good?

Is not this goblet, the one that my lord drinks with?

And he also divines, yes, divines with it!

You have wrought ill in what you have done!””

11
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He caught up with them, and spoke those words to them.

They said to him:

“Why does my lord speak such words as these?

Heaven forbid for your servants to do such a thing!

Here, the silver that we found in the mouth of our packs, we returned to you from

the land of Canaan,

so how could we steal silver or gold from the house of your lord?

The one with whom it is found among your servants, he shall die,

and we also will become my lord’s servants!”

He said:

“Now as well, according to your words, so be it:

the one with whom it is found shall become my servant, but you shall be clear.”
With haste each one let down his pack to the ground, and each one opened his

pack.

And then he searched: with the eldest he started and with the youngest he

finished -

and the goblet was found in Benjamin’s pack!

They rent their clothes,

and each one loaded up his donkey, and they returned to the city.
Judah and his brothers came into Joseph’s house

- he was still there -

and flung themselves down before him to the earth.

Joseph said to them:

“What kind of deed is this that you have done!

Do you not know that a man like me can divine, yes, divine?”

12
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Judah said:

“What can we say to my lord?

What can we speak, by what can we show ourselves innocent?

God has found out your servants’ crime!

Here we are, servants to my lord, so we, so the one in whose hand the goblet was

found.”

But he said:

“Heaven forbid that I should do this!

The man in whose hand the goblet was found - he shall become my servant,
but you - go up in peace to your father!”

Then Judah said:

“So now,

pray let your servant stay instead of the lad, as servant to my lord,

but let the lad go up with his brothers!

For how can I go up to my father, when the lad is not with me?

Then would I see the ill-fortune that would come upon my father!”

Joseph could no longer restrain himself in the presence of all who were

stationed around him;

he called out:
“Have everyone leave me!”
So no one stood in attendance upon him when Joseph made himself known to

his brothers.

He put forth his voice in weeping;:
the Egyptians heard, and Pharaoh’s household heard.
Then Joseph said to his brothers:

13
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“I am Joseph. Is my father still alive?”

But his brothers were not able to answer him,

for they were terrified before him.

Joseph said to his brothers:

“Pray come close to me!”

They came close.

He said:

“I am Joseph your brother, whom you sold into Egypt.

But now, do not be pained,

and do not let upset be in your eyes that you sold me here!

For it was to save life that God sent me on before you.

For it is two years now that the famine has been in the midst of the land,

and there are still another five years in which there shall be no plowing or harvest.
So God sent me on ahead of you

to make you a remnant on earth,

to keep you alive as a great body-of-survivors.

So now,

it was not you that sent me here, but God!

He has made me chancellor to Pharaoh and lord of all his household and ruler over

all the land of Egypt.

Make haste, go up to my father and say to him:

‘Thus says your son, Joseph:

“God has made me lord of all EQypt;

come down to me, do not remain!

You shall stay in the region of Goshen, you shall be near me,

14
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you and your sons and the sons of your sons,

your sheep, your oxen, and all that is yours.

I will sustain you there,

for there are still five years of famine left

-lest you be as disinherited, you and your household and all that is yours.”™

Here, your eyes see, as well as my brother Benjamin’s eyes, that it is my mouth that

speaks to you!

So tell my father of all the weight I carry in Egypt, and of all that you have seen,
and make haste, bring my father down here!”

He flung himself upon his brother Benjamin’s neck and wept,

and Benjamin wept upon his neck.

Then he kissed all his brothers and wept upon them.

After this his brothers spoke with him.

The news was heard in Pharaoh’s household; they said:

Joseph’s brothers have come!

It was good in Pharaoh’s eyes and in the eyes of his servants.

15
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:7IN7A ND™ IRA NQ? 7107 20 Rachel was shapely and beautiful.

:MIRTA 1971 RN 197 ADi M Now Joseph was well built and handsome.
W2 1TORTOR 101 1702) Joseph’s insides were so kindled toward his brother that he had to weep.
Nia3? (EVERETT FOX TRANSLATION)

Joseph was overcome with feeling toward his brother and was on the verge
of tears.

(NJPS TRANSLATION)

Joseph’s bowels did yearn upon his brother and he sought where to weep.
(KING JAMES TRANSLATION)

i 1777 MWK DMI¥N YR 07 TN To Joseph were born in the land of Egypt Manasseh and
NRTTEIA NRR 1i13 V7132 7018 N2 NIDR Ephraim, whom Asenath daughter of Poti-phera priest of On
:O7AR bore to him.

INJPS translation
i NJPS translation
i NJPS translation



TAYYA 1T 7IRD 137w ANRY 271 nNX Rav said: Leah gave judgement against herself, saying: “Twelve tribes
[Ny D'DAW WY D7V iTINR1 will emerge from Jacob. I have given birth to six. The handmaids have
P INNIRY? TWW ApYIN NRYY given birth to two each. That makes ten. If the child with whom I am
DN TIWY M1 NINAWT (A VAN : .
pregnant turns out to be a son, my sister Rachel will not even be equal to

NMRA %M "NINR RN R 221 he handmaids.” A he £ ¢ 4 daueh
g the handmaids.” At once, the foetus transformed into a daughter.

MM NTYN2A X121y 1820NK The foetuses in Leah’s and Rachel’s wombs were swapped: Joseph was

12771 2A7T RAyna qoT 20 transferred into Rachel’s womb and Dinah was transferred into Leah’s

.IIRDT Nvna womb.

1TW — {1827 2)27NKT {122 7127NR W KIm And Joseph was a lad with the sons of Bilhah and Zilpah. That is,
JANIR 720301 IMIN ['PWIn MnawiT "2 the sons of the handmaids used to kiss him and hug him.

1977 1127 NR1 1722 227NR Y1 RN And Joseph was a lad with the sons of Bilhah and Zilpah. That is, he
wnwnn Nyl awyn awvwy imiaw — engaged in girlish'Y behaviour with them, painting his eyes, lifting
1WA [pNN 127pY1 1700 1772 his heel and curling his hair.

v This might be more straightforwardly translated as ‘childish’, but ‘girlish’ is an entirely apt translation as well. See Wendy
Zierler, “Joseph(ine), the Singer: the queer Joseph and modern Jewish writers”, Nashim 24 (2013), 97-119: 100.
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The son isn’t his son.

The man closes his eyes and opens them again. No, it’s not a mirage. This son, the son born to his wife in
his old age, is a girl.

The man isn't angry, he knows that his wife did this out of her love for him, she wanted to please him,
she wanted to believe that he had an heir. For many years his wife was unable to bear him a son. Again
and again she consulted doctors, witches, and soothsayers, and in the end, when she gave birth, she
tricked him and pretended that the baby was a boy.

The man bends a little so they won’t see him. He goes on watching. Now, in the light of the lamp which
the mother lights, the little girl looks just like a boy. The man turns, his shoulders bowed, and walks
away. He would never tell his wife that he had discovered her secret, because his soul was bound to
hers, and because she was about to die, a death which ended the life of a woman who obtained her wish
too late in life and at a cost greater than life.

v Nurit Zarchi, “And She is Joseph” (trans Dalya Bilu), in Miryam Glazer (ed), Dreaming the Actual: contemporary fiction and
poetry by Israeli women writers (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2000): 19-23. Abridged.
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