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Hopes and Dreams

3 minute read | Straightforward

In the stories of Yakov’s family and their descent to Egypt, Yosef features prominently. Yosef’s

brothers hated him, orchestrating his disappearance. Yet, he somehow rose to the rank of prime

minister of Egypt, and in an ironic twist, wound up saving his family years later from a devastating

famine in their homeland.

Our Sages herald Yosef as arguably the greatest of his generation, with certain qualities and traits

exceeding even those of his lauded ancestors – עולםיסודצדיק .

What was Yosef’s distinctive quality; what made Yosef, Yosef?

The first Yosef story, the story of his youth, starts with him on top, his father’s favorite, and ends with

him quite literally at the bottom, in a pit and on the way to slavery. The second story, the story of his

maturity and growth, begins with him in the depths of a prison dungeon, yet he climbs his way to the

heights of Egyptian society. What changed was Yosef’s perspective.

R’ Isaac Bernstein sharply observes that the axis of Yosef’s fortune turns based on where his focus is.

In his youth, his fall precipitated from his self-absorption about his dreams and ambitions; in his

maturity, his climb blossomed from his deep empathy and sensitivity to others, listening to the

troubled butler and baker, and eventually, an unsettled Pharaoh, to their dreams, hopes, and fears.

The Torah begins the second story by testifying that God was with Yosef from the bottom through the

top of his successes:

אִישׁוַיהְִיאֶת־יוֹסֵףה’וַיהְִישָׁמָּה׃הוֹרִדֻהוּאֲשֶׁרהַיּשְִׁמְעֵאלִיםמִיּדַמִצְרִיאִישׁהַטַּבָּחִיםשַׂרפַּרְעהֹסְרִיספּוֹטִיפַרוַיּקְִנהֵוּמִצְרָימְָההוּרַדוְיוֹסֵף
בֵיתוַיהְִימַצְלִיחַ הַמִּצְרִי׃אֲדנֹיָובְּ – When Yosef was taken down to Egypt, a certain Egyptian, Potiphar, a

courtier of Pharaoh and his chief steward, bought him from the Ishmaelites who had brought him

there. God was with Yosef, and he was a successful man, and he stayed in the house of his Egyptian

master. (3:1,2)

The Da’as Zkeinim observes that it’s not too remarkable for someone desperate to believe in God –

who else is going to help? But far too often, and with uncomfortable regularity, those self-same people

forget God the moment they get their blessings, because all too often, wealth and success are the

death of spirituality, snuffed out under a tidal wave of materialism.
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But Yosef doesn’t forget, because it’s not about him anymore. The Torah classifies Yosef as a

“successful” person – מַצְלִיחַאִישׁ – the only instance the Torah describes someone this way; this title

belongs uniquely to Yosef.

The Malbim notes that the word itself is the causative form of the word for success – מַצְלִיחַ – meaning

Yosef was literally someone who caused the success of others. As the story makes abundantly clear,

Yosef did in fact bring success to others; First, making Potiphar’s household successful, and then

running the prison successfully, and eventually, the entire government.

What if that were your definition of what success looks like? We ought to be mindful that it is the

Torah’s definition, after all. The egocentric definition of success as personal gain is victory, but it’s not

success. Success is improving other people’s lives, nothing more, nothing less.

The progression of Yosef’s story is in the common thread of his God-given charisma, looks, talents,

and smarts. In the beginning, he thought it made him better than everybody else, but then he grew up,

and understood that it merely gave him a greater ability to help others.

R’ Shlomo Farhi suggests that this was the symbolic significance of Yosef’s stripy cloak Yakov had

given home; that Yakov saw in Yosef the ability to bring together people of different stripes and

backgrounds.

Our sages herald Yosef as the greatest of his generation. He stood strong and tall in the face of

nightmares his brothers could never begin to imagine, and he did it with his distinctive style and flair.

In shackles and from the pits, he never forgot that God was with him and calibrated his sensitivity to

others’ problems and determined to help them, despite being down on luck more than any of them.

Your fortune will change when you stop looking out for yourself.

Family Feuds

3 minute read | Straightforward

In the stories of the middle phase of Yakov’s life, the recurring theme is internal clashes within the

family. There is a constant tension between Rachel and Leah, and it spills down to their children when

Yosef’s brothers hate him for being Yakov’s favorite.

To be sure, multiple moments mark them out as great humans. Rachel recognized her father for the

scoundrel he was and gave Leah the secret code signals on what was supposed to be Rachel’s wedding
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day so that Leah wouldn’t be discovered and humiliated; Yosef saved his family from starvation when

he could have taken revenge.

But as much as we hold these individuals up as our righteous and saintly ancestors and even bless and

name our children after them, they seem to compete and fight rather often, vying for Yakov’s

attention.

Is it every man and woman for themselves?

R’ Yitzchak Berkowitz cautions us against this superficial analysis.

Some things are constant, like the characteristics of Avraham, defined by his loving outreach and

warm, kind heart, and God promises that Avraham’s name would be the one we highlight in our

prayers – אַבְרָהָםמָגֵן .

But past that common denominator, perfection looks different from person to person, and it doesn’t

follow that what’s good for me will work for you. The correct perspective to understand these stories –

and ourselves – is that we are all different people with different personalities and perspectives, with

different responsibilities requiring different things.

The stories of Yakov’s family are of people vying to leave their mark, fighting to contribute, fighting to

matter, fighting to leave an impact, and it’s something we should notice that our greats tend to do,

raising their voices to draw out individuality and avoid homogeneity. These clashes are not about a

winning ideology; they’re about making sure that different voices exist.

The notion of collectivism and unity – אַחְדוּת – is all too often propounded to squash individuality, and

we mustn’t tolerate that. On the contrary, the Torah is indisputably tolerant of pluralism, the

existence of different voices. As the Lubavitcher Rebbe put it, people are not dollars. Your voice and

existence are not fungible. You are not replaceable, and we need you to shine.

God creates all of us as separate individuals, born with a particular makeup and tendencies that mark

us as distinct and unique elements of the universe. It is who you are to the core, but some people

never become who they truly are; they conform to the tastes of others and end up wearing a mask that

hides their true nature. R’ Shlomo Farhi teaches that dulling your essential self to conform with others

is heresy and sacrilege that profanes and squanders who we are put in this world to be.

There is a beautiful and uncommon blessing we say upon seeing a crowd of multitudes – הרזיםחכם –

the knower of secrets, which the Gemara explains as acknowledging God’s greatness in knowing each

of us in our individual hearts, despite our different faces and minds. This is a subtle but vital point –

God is great not because of the glory and sheer size of the crowd, but because God can see each of us

as distinct within the sea of all too forgettable faces; God can see the individual within the collective.
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It is a blessing in praise of the God who creates diversity in our world, rejoicing in our different minds,

opinions, and thoughts. It is a blessing over Jewish pluralism. It is one thing to tolerate our

differences; it is quite another to acknowledge them as a blessing. It is one thing to love Jews because

we are all Jewish; that is, the same. It is quite another to love Jews because they are different from

ourselves.

Sure, we have a group identity, but there is also individuality, and everyone expresses their sparkle in

their own unique way.

As much as the world has gotten smaller in a certain sense, our world is also bigger today than it’s

ever been, so it’s not zero-sum. Opportunities are abundant all around us, and you mustn’t be shy

about shining in whatever way you do it best.

Our world will only sparkle when you do.

Parallel Lines

3 minute read | Straightforward

Most of the second half of the book of Genesis is about Yakov’s children, with a strong focus on Yosef.

Yet, right in the middle of the Yosef narrative, the Torah interrupts with a cryptic parallel side story

about Yehuda, commonly glossed over, and perhaps a little awkward.

Yehuda had a son who displeased God and died. Presuming some form of levirate marriage, wherein

marriage outside the family clan was forbidden, Yehuda’s second son married Tamar, but would not

uphold his duty to have a child with her, and he died as well. Afraid that Tamar was somehow

responsible for the death of his sons, Yehuda withheld his third son from her, leaving her in limbo as

the first chained woman – an aguna. She then disguised herself as a harlot to seduce Yehuda and

became pregnant.

When word spread that Tamar was pregnant, the obvious conclusion was that she had violated her

duty to the family clan, and so she had to be executed. At the last minute, she revealed her ruse, and

Yehuda admitted fault.

What is this story doing in the middle of the Yosef stories?

R’ Jonathan Sacks observes that this story mirrors the Yosef story, and illustrates that Yosef and

Yehuda had a parallel and corresponding rise and fall.
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Both stories involve deception through clothing – Yosef with his blood-stained tunic, and Yehuda with

Tamar’s seductive disguise.

The Torah begins this narrative with Yehuda isolated:

אֵלֶיהָוַיּבָאֹוַיּקִָּחֶהָשׁוּעַוּשְׁמוֹכְּנעֲַניִבַּת־אִישׁיהְוּדָהוַיּרְַא־שָׁםחִירָה.וּשְׁמוֹעֲדֻלָּמִיעַד־אִישׁוַיּטֵאֶחָיומֵאֵתיהְוּדָהוַיּרֵֶדהַהִואבָּעֵתוַיהְִי –

And afterward, Yehuda descended from his brothers and camped near an Adullamite whose name

was Hirah. There Judah saw the daughter of a certain Canaanite whose name was Shua, and he

married her and lived with her. (38:1, 2)

Yehuda’s descent was both literal and figurative – אֶחָיומֵאֵתיהְוּדָהוַיּרֵֶד . The Midrash teaches that the

remaining brothers held Yehuda responsible for their father’s misery; he separated himself and did

what no one else in the family had done – he married a Canaanite.

The turning point in this story is powerful, where Tamar reveals that she had fulfilled her duty to the

clan when the they would not uphold their duty to her:

יהְוּדָהוַיּכֵַּרהָאֵלֶּה.וְהַמַּטֶּהוְהַפְּתִילִיםהַחתֶֹמֶתלְמִיהַכֶּר־נאָוַתּאֹמֶרהָרָהאָנכִֹילּוֹאֲשֶׁר־אֵלֶּהלְאִישׁלֵאמרֹאֶל־חָמִיהָשָׁלְחָהוְהִיאמוּצֵאתהִוא
לְדַעְתָּהעוֹדוְלֹא־יסַָףבְניִלְשֵׁלָהלֹא־נתְַתִּיהָכִּי־עַל־כֵּןמִמֶּנּיִצָדְקָהוַיּאֹמֶר – As she was being brought out, she sent this

message to her father-in-law, “I am with child by the man to whom these belong.” And she added,

“Examine these: whose seal and cord and staff are these?” Judah recognized them and said, “She is

more in the right than I since I did not give her to my son Shelah.” And he was not intimate with her

again. (38:25,26)

As surely as Yosef and Yehuda hit rock bottom, they could both rise once more.

Admitting his wrongdoing, Yehuda unlocked the ability to make amends, and the man who had once

proposed murdering his brother Yosef could transform into a man who would stand up for his brother

Binyamin when he was in danger.

It is worth highlighting the enormous gamble Tamar took to avoid embarrassing Judah. Chazal

hyperbolically liken humiliation to murder. R’ Jonathan Sacks quips that we cover bread at the

Shabbos table so that we don’t embarrass the bread when we make kiddush first; if only we were so

careful with people with feelings!

R’ Jonathan Sacks notes that these stories contain the first instances of teshuva – repentance and

forgiveness – the power to heal what would otherwise lead to permanent relationship fractures.

Yakov’s family found their way back when they learned to admit their mistakes to themselves and

each other.

So can we.
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Inflection Points

3 minute read | Straightforward

One of the most tragic figures in the Torah is Reuven. His haunting story is replete with squandered

potential and the road not traveled. When he wanted to bring his mother flowers, he might have

waited until Leah was alone. After Rachel’s death, he might have spoken directly to his father instead

of moving the beds.

One of his defining missed opportunities is when the brothers resolved to dispose of Joseph, and

Reuven convinced them to change their scheme:

וְידָבַּמִּדְבָּר,אֲשֶׁרהַזּהֶאֶל-הַבּוֹראתֹוֹאַל-תִּשְׁפְּכוּ-דָם–הַשְׁלִיכוּרְאוּבֵן,אֲלֵהֶםוַיּאֹמֶרנפֶָשׁ.נכֶַּנּוּלֹאוַיּאֹמֶר,מִיּדָָם;וַיּצִַּלֵהוּרְאוּבֵן,וַיּשְִׁמַע
אֶל-אָבִיולַהֲשִׁיבוֹ,מִיּדָָם,אתֹוֹהַצִּיללְמַעַן,אַל-תִּשְׁלְחוּ-בוֹ: – But when Reuven heard, he tried to save him from their

clutches. He said, “Let us not take his life.” And Reuven 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. (37:21, 22)

Yet his good intentions never materialize:

אֲניִ-בָאאָנהָוַאֲניִאֵיננֶּוּ,הַיּלֶֶדוַיּאֹמַר:אֶל-אֶחָיו,וַיּשָָׁבאֶת-בְּגָדָיו.וַיּקְִרַע,בַּבּוֹר;אֵין-יוֹסֵףוְהִנּהֵאֶל-הַבּוֹר,רְאוּבֵןוַיּשָָׁב – When

Reuven returned to the pit and saw that Joseph was not in the pit, he rent his clothes. Returning to his

brothers, he said, “The boy is gone! Where do I go now?” (37:29, 30)

R’ Shamshon Raphael Hirsch wonders whether his previous failures might have crippled him, or that

he felt threatened by Joseph; what is certain is that by deferring action to avoid the tension of

confrontation, the moment fizzled out and disappeared.

The Midrash laments the missed opportunity, saying that if Reuven had known that the Torah would

record for posterity that “when Reuven heard, he tried to save him from their clutches”, he would

have carried Joseph back to his father on his shoulders; and the Midrash concludes with the lesson

that we should do everything wholeheartedly.

But if you think about it, that’s the wrong message. If Reuven would act because of his audience, he

wouldn’t be saving Joseph because he cared at all! Isn’t the Midrash honing in on the wrong point?

R’ Elya Meir Bloch observes that since the Torah spans centuries and generations, it has time skips.

The stories and sagas that make the cut resonate not just in the protagonist’s lives, but in the lives of

their readers for all time.
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R’ Shlomo Farhi teaches that we can never know which moments in our lives are the inflection points.

The Midrash is not about insincerity; it’s about indecisiveness. If we knew which moments would be

the ones that mattered, we’d be fully present and engaged to give our all.

If Reuven had only known, says the Midrash. If he’d known that the future was watching that

moment, he might have found the conviction to follow through. But Reuven could not know. He had

not read the story. None of us can read the story of our life – we can only live it.

As R’ Jonathan Sacks notes, it is impossible not to recognize in Reuven a person of the highest ethical

sensibilities. His heart is in the right place and he only means the best. But though he had a

conscience, he lacked courage and conviction. He knew what was right, but dwelling on his mistakes

had robbed him of the resolve to act boldly and decisively; and in this particular moment, more was

lost than Joseph. So too was Reuven’s chance to become the hero he could and should have been.

The feeling of regret is the pain of what could have been. To minimize regret, engage in every moment

wholeheartedly and fully present.

The future is watching.

I present TorahRedux l’ilui nishmas my late grandfather, HaGaon HaRav Yehuda Leib Gertner ben

HaRav HaChassid MenachemMendel.

I hope you enjoyed this week’s thoughts. If you have questions or comments, or just want to say

hello, it’s a point of pride for me to hear from you, and I’ll always respond.

If you liked this week’s edition of TorahRedux, why not share it with friends and family who would

appreciate it?

Neli

PS - TorahRedux is my pride and joy, the product of thousands of hours of learning, research,

writing, editing, and formatting. My business, Hendon Advisors, allows me to dedicate time to

TorahRedux, and I welcome your assistance in furthering my goal to keep publishing high-quality

Parsha content that makes a difference. I source and broker the purchase and sale of healthcare

businesses; I kindly ask for your blessings and prayers. If you are a buyer of healthcare businesses

or can make introductions to healthcare operators who might buy or sell, just reply to this email to

get in touch.

Redux: adjective – resurgence; refers to being brought back, restored, or revived; something familiar

presented in a new way. Not to see what no one else has seen, but to say what nobody has yet said

about something which everybody sees.
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