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The picture presented to us at the opening of parashat Vayeishev is one of almost 
idyllic perfection: Jacob’s family is complete, his children are all loyal to his ideals, 
he has amassed great wealth, he has returned to the patriarchal seat in the Holy 

Land, and he has assumed the mantle of leadership. Moreover, he has solidly established 
his reputation by physically and spiritually overcoming three adversaries—Laban, Esau, 
and Shechem—and he is both esteemed and feared by the surrounding population. It 
would seem that all that now remains for him to do is to continue raising and guiding 
his family until it grows large and viable enough to constitute a people ready to receive 
the Torah. Even the name of the parashah, Vayeishev, which means “he dwelt,” evokes an 
image of pastoral serenity.

tranquility for the same reason that we long for the messianic future: in order to be free of 

approved of Jacob’s desire and granted his petition, at least to a certain extent: He allowed 

But, as we immediately discover, there was a pernicious sibling rivalry brewing beneath 
the tranquil surface, which, when it emerged, would threaten to destroy the family and 
dash any hopes that this brotherhood would ever become the bearers of the patriarchs’ 
vision. First, Joseph was sold into slavery by his brothers; then Judah parted company 
with them to form an alliance outside the family. Jacob himself remained inconsolable 
over the loss of Joseph. It would seem, then, that the rest of the parashah—that is, all but 

overcoming the metaphysical power of Esau,1 and that Joseph embodied the spiritual 
qualities that would facilitate that achievement.2 Jacob therefore saw Joseph as his natural 
successor. Thus, although the last six parashiot of the Torah are devoted to Jacob, the last 

1. As explained in the Overview to parashat Vayishlach. 2. 30:25, above.  

Vayeishev

Overview



OVERVIEW OF VAYEISHEV

leadership needed by the next generation.
However, whereas Jacob chose to focus on Joseph’s inner spiritual qualities, Joseph’s 

brothers could not but notice that he was given to worrisome behavior, evincing arrogance 
and conceit that was alarmingly reminiscent of Esau’s! The fact that their father openly 
treated him as their superior, apparently overlooking his shortcomings, only reinforced 

into thinking that his favored son was the rightful heir despite his outward behavior.

it proving to be with the third generation. Rather than being the antidote to Esau, Joseph 
himself was the new Esau, and had to be eliminated.3

tracted saga of Joseph’s odyssey in Egypt.

Jacob’s fourth son, Judah, who stepped forth to convince his brothers to sell Joseph to a 
passing caravan rather than kill him. Judah thus turned a situation that threatened to be 

This explains why the Torah interrupts the narrative of Joseph with an interlude 

etz, the ancestor of King David,4 who was, in turn, the ancestor of the Messiah. Judah 
thus emerges as the catalyst not only of the redemption of Jacob’s family but also of the 
ultimate redemption of the entire Jewish people and of humanity in general.

I
was simply asking for what he had earned by having passed his tests with Laban, Esau, 

Divine mission in an even more profound way. This tranquility would transcend that 

anic era. In order to earn this level of peace and contentment, Jacob had to pass a test the 
likes of which he had never before faced.

The common denominator of his prior tests was that each was a struggle with some 

knowing that we are accomplishing something tangible by passing them. In contrast, the 

enduring prolonged, debilitating doubt over the fate of his life’s work. By enduring this 
parashat Vayechi

3. Sefer HaLikutim and Likutei Torah (Arizal), Vayeishev. 4.



OVERVIEW OF VAYEISHEV

parashah is to be aware that the hand of 
Divine Providence is always orchestrating events, albeit sometimes behind the scenes. No 

and the mechanism of redemption might well already have been set in motion.
Secondly, we see how important it is to look beyond the vicissitudes of the present and 

parashah. It is 

the messianic redemption that set in motion the entire process that would eventually lead 
to precisely that Redemption.5

Astute observers may respectfully submit at this point that they would rather forego 
the reward of true peace and contentment if the price to be paid is prolonged, senseless 

surely respond.6

5. Likutei Sichot 6. Likutei Sichot Sefer HaSichot 5751, vol. 1, pp. 
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37:1

[1] Joseph disagreed with Leah’s sons concerning 
their family’s legal status vis-à-vis the command--
ments. Leah’s sons argued that because God had 
promised to make their family into the Jewish peo--
ple, they could already conduct themselves as full-

had not yet been formally given, they still held the 
legal status of non-Jews,16 who are only obligated to 

17 -
tarily undertake to observe the commandments as 
Jews, but only as a stringency, and never as a leni--
ency.

is more stringent than its law for Jews is with regard 

ritual guidelines (shechitah) before eating it,18 but 

once the animal has been slaughtered in this way, it 

if the carcass is still moving (although it must not 
be actually eaten until the carcass has stopped mov--
ing19

to ritually slaughter the animal, but because of this, 
he is not allowed to consider the animal dead until 
it has stopped moving completely; before this, he 

20

-
mal they had ritually slaughtered while its carcass 
was still moving (eating such meat is considered 
healthful21). Since he considered them bound by the 

-
-

A CLOSER LOOK

law’s households;12 13

both made their families promise to re-locate their remains to the Land of Israel; 
both were embalmed; and the remains of both were indeed brought to burial in 
the Land of Israel.14

years peacefully in his homeland. But this yearning for comfort was premature; 
God reminded him that we must face the challenges that accompany our Divine 

15

In the year 2214, Leah died, at age 43.

12. Jacob: above, 30:27; Joseph: below, 39:5.  13. Jacob: below, 47:10; Joseph: below, 41:33-36.  14. Bereishit Rabbah 84:6.  15. Rashi on 
v. 2, below.  16. Parashat Derachim, beginning.  17. See on Exodus 19:5.  18. Deuteronomy 12:21-22.  19. Leviticus 19:26; Sanhedrin
63a. 20. Chulin 33a. 21. Ibid.
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Joseph’s Dreams

Jacob and his family.
37:1 As we saw above,1 in the year 2208 safely in Hebron, the region

 But, seeing the rapid expansion of Esau’s 
family, he wondered how God’s promise that his descendants would overcome 
Esau’s2 could possibly come true. In response, God assured him, as he himself had 
already sensed,3 that the spiritual power manifest in his son Joseph would enable 
his descendants to overcome Esau’s.
Jacob understood why Joseph should be his spiritual “extension”—the one whose 
spiritual characteristics were necessary to complete Jacob’s mission. Jacob had 
worked for Laban only in order to marry Rachel and father children by her, and so 
his whole essence was focused on this goal. In contrast, his marriages to Leah and 
the handmaids, and the children produced by these unions, were only a means to 
this end. Jacob therefore considered Joseph his successor and the next leader of the 
family.
At the same time, Jacob appreciated the value of his other sons’ spiritual char--
acteristics and realized that the son who best epitomized their approach would 
also play a leadership role in the nascent Jewish people. Although they were all 

4

the other brothers, beside Joseph. In recognition of this status, Jacob had Judah 
wear a special, additional cloak.5

Further evidence that Joseph was Jacob’s main spiritual heir was the physical re--
semblance between them. As Joseph’s life progressed, the uncanny resemblance 

were born circumcised; both were born to mothers who had been barren for a long 
period of time; both of their mothers had had hard labor when they were born; 
both of their mothers had only two children; both were hated by their brothers; 

open confrontations with the power of evil—Jacob with Esau’s guardian angel and 
Joseph with his own evil inclination in the incident with Potiphar’s wife;6 both 

7 and Joseph by being “stolen” by his brothers;8 both were blessed 
with ten blessings;9 both emigrated from the Land of Israel to a foreign land, mar--
ried there, and had children there; both were escorted by angels;10 both were pro--
moted in status by means of a dream;11 both brought blessing to their fathers-in-

1. 35:27.  2. Above, 27:29.  3. See above, 30:25.  4. See below, 49:3-12.  5. Below, 38:18; Likutei Sichot, vol. 15, p. 333.  6. Below, 39:7-11.  
7. Above, 31:39.  8. Below, 40:15.  9. 10. Jacob: above, 28:12 and 32:2; Joseph: 
below, v. 15.  11. Jacob: above, 28:12; Joseph: below, v. 5-11 and 40:5–41:45.  

Genesis 37:1
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2

3

3

-
munized Joseph against all of the trials he would even--
tually face. As Rashi comments,30

woolen” (pasim), describing Joseph’s robe, is an acro--
nym for these trials—Potiphar, Sochrim (merchants), 
shmaelites, and Midianites. Allegorically, then, Jacob 

protected him from his trials.31

is…
Joseph embodied the  of yesod,

whose function is to facilitate transmission.
In the intellectual realm, for example, yesod refers 
to the ability to articulate wisdom and pass it on 
to a recipient. Although the wise understand cer--
tain concepts perfectly well in their own minds, 
they don’t necessarily have the words to articulate 
these concepts to others of lesser intellectual capac--

ity. Without yesod, the wisdom of the wise remains 
locked within their own minds.
Yesod serves the emotions in a similar way. For ex--
ample, the emotion of kindness is, in and of itself, 
entirely abstract, lacking any plan of how to act 
kindly to someone. Yesod is the conduit that enables 
the transmission of abstract kindness to the recipi--
ent.
Hence, Joseph, as the embodiment of yesod, “was 

30. Citing Bereishit Rabbah 84:8. 31. Sefer HaSichot 5752, vol. 1, pp. 203-204 and note 116. See on 39:1, below, s.v.
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2 is the
chronicle of ,22 how they came to live in Egypt, eventually 

It began in the year 2216, when 
 On the one hand, although he was already seventeen, 

he acted like a conceited, immature young boy
his eyelashes. On the other hand, he was very sensitive; he noted how Leah’s sons 
shunned Bilhah’s and Zilpah’s sons because their mothers had been handmaids; 
for this reason, he spent time  to cheer them up 

Because of the deepening enmity 
between him and the sons of Leah, 
any unseemly conduct he found in them. In particular, he incriminated them with 

unfairly denigrating the sons of Bilhah and Zilpah, and conducting their business 
interactions with women23 without proper, modest restraint.
3

, who absorbed all Israel had learned from Shem and Ever and had in 
turn taught him. Joseph’s studiousness was reminiscent of Israel’s own studious--
ness as a youth, and thus  also 
because of re--

robe.
indirect cause of all his impending misfortunes.

[2]

: Joseph disagreed with Leah’s sons 
over their family’s legal status vis-à-vis God’s com--
mandments. Leah’s sons argued that because God 
had promised to make their family into the Jewish 
people, they could already conduct themselves as 

-
rah had not yet been formally given, they still had 
the legal status of non-Jews, who are obligated to 

24 -
tarily undertake to observe the commandments as 
Jews, but only as a stringency, and never as a leni--
ency.

is more stringent than its Jewish law is that with 
-

ritual guidelines (shechitah) before eating it,25 but 
once the animal has been slaughtered in this way, it 

if the carcass is still moving (although it must not 
be actually eaten until the carcass has stopped mov--
ing26

-
cause of this, he is not allowed to consider the ani--
mal dead until it has stopped moving completely; 

27

carcass they had ritually slaughtered while the 
carcass was still moving (such meat is considered 
healthful28). Since he considered them bound by the 

29

A CLOSER LOOK

22. Likutei Sichot, vol. 5, p. 116, note 31.  23. 24. See on Exodus 19:5.  25. Deuteronomy 12:21-22.  26. Leviticus 19:26; 
Sanhedrin 63a. 27. Chulin 33a. 28. Ibid. 29. Parashat Derachim, beginning.

Genesis 37:2-3
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4

5

6

7

8

9

7-9

Jo--

that Jacob and Bilhah appeared in the second but not in 

Pharaoh also had two basically identical dreams, but 

37 Joseph’s dreams, in con--

In fact, however, Joseph’s two dreams symbolize two 
distinct stages in the relationship between each genera--
tion and its leaders.
Sheaves of grain are made up of individual stalks, 
which grow discretely from one another, each in its 
own groove. Binding them into sheaves symbolizes 

heavenly spheres, where God’s oneness—the fact that 
He is the only true existence—is apparent. But then 

physical world, the realm of Esau, who is called “man 
38

the concealment of God’s oneness allows for the illu--

vest itself in a body and animating soul, which possess 
a false sense of independence from God and are oblivi--
ous to the Divine soul’s connection to God.

soul’s egotism and sense of separateness from God. 
It must then “gather up” all of the animating soul’s 
“stalks,” its various capacities and talents, and “bind 
them into a sheaf,” i.e., unite them in the work of holi--
ness. Once we have become a “sheaf,” we must seek 
guidance and inspiration from “Joseph,” the spiritual 
head of the generation.
Eventually, the soul reaches an even higher level, 
symbolized by Joseph’s second dream. In this dream, 

stalks of separateness. Even while garbed in an earthly 
body, it has transcended earthly consciousness; it has 
returned to its original heavenly consciousness and is 
now likened to a celestial being, a “star.” Yet even on 
this level, we should not rely on our own achievements 
for inspiration; this will only lead to stagnation and 
complacency. Rather, we must still continue to turn to 
“Joseph” to receive insight and inspiration.39

37. Below, 41:32  38. Above, 25:27.  39. Likutei Sichot, vol. 3, pp. 805-810. See also Hitva’aduyot 5744, vol. 2, p. 715; Likutei Sichot, vol. 
15, p. 345, sub-note *.
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4
being honest men who could not act duplicitously, 

5 because of this dream, 

6
7

8

they now proved that his talk 
was insinuating  proved that he took his dreams seriously.
9

-

not only over his brothers, but over his parents as well.

Clothing, as opposed to food, 
serves us from the outside; we do not internalize it. 

-
ity that remains transcendent from us because of its 

makif).

he imparted to him insights of such transcendence 
that they cannot be internalized. Of all the brothers, 
only Joseph was spiritually advanced enough to re--

36

the one who sold produce to all the 
people of the area,”32 which can also be translated 
as “was the one who provided (or rationed) pro--
duce for all the people of the land.” Allegorically, 
this means that yesod is the conduit of all “produce” 
from the higher worlds to the lower worlds.
As we have seen,33 Jacob’s thrust was to extend 
Divine consciousness into the material realm. Yet, 
like the other patriarchs, Jacob operated within the 
sublime consciousness of Atzilut. He did not truly 
descend into the consciousness of the lower worlds. 
It was Joseph who descended into the conscious--
ness of the worlds below Atzilut in order to carry on 
Jacob’s legacy—his “descendants”—and bring it to 

phrase the descendants of Jacob…Joseph.

from Joseph’s descent in several ways: (a) Joseph 
became a servant in Egypt, whereas Jacob served 
only as an employee of Laban; (b) Joseph worked 
for complete strangers, whereas Jacob worked for 

Jacob worked as shepherd, detached from society.34

Yesod operates as a funnel because of its generos--

the word for “good” (tov
“Joseph was seventeen” allegorically means that he 
was the embodiment of goodness and generosity, 
the trademark of yesod.35

[continued...]

32. 42:6.  33. Above on 29:18.  34. Likutei Sichot, vol. 25, pp. 255-256.  35. Ma’amarei Admur HaEmtza’i, Bereishit, pp. 291-294.  36. Torat 
Chaim, Bereishit 94b [235b].

Genesis 37:4-9
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10

11

12

13

13
Why would Jacob,

who loved Joseph more than all of his children, send 
Zohar45

explains that because the brothers were completely 
righteous, Jacob did not believe they would harm Jo--
seph, and indeed, he was correct. Despite their hatred, 
they would not have sold Joseph; rather, it was God 
who prodded the brothers to sell him, so as to begin 

covenant would have meant that Jacob and his family 
would have been taken down in chains. Instead, God 

Jacob and his family would go down to Egypt in a re--
spectable way, by the invitation of Pharaoh.46

casting Joseph into the pit and then selling him as a 
master sells his slave, the brothers took “possession” 
of Joseph. Once he became the “property” of the broth--

-

the Jewish people later followed Joseph to Egypt, they 

slaves did. On the contrary, Egypt was legally enslaved 

all its citizens his property.47

who “owned” Joseph, the Jewish people owned all that 

Joseph owned, including the Egyptians.48

T
God arranged for it to occur in the presence of ten of 
Joseph’s brothers,49

a “congregation,” which elicits the Divine presence.50

world, therefore enabling Joseph (and later, the Jewish 
people) to transcend Egypt and the spiritual darkness 
of their exile.

his brothers, he said, “It is not you who sent me here 
but God, and he made me a father to Pharaoh….”51 Jo--
seph meant that the spiritual power invested in him 

-
tion to Egypt, came not from the tribes themselves, 
but from “God”—i.e., from the Divine power that was 

Joseph’s experience vividly demonstrates that every--
thing that happens to us is orchestrated by God for our 

52 As in the case of Joseph, his humiliating sale 
as a slave in the end worked to his favor.
It is therefore foolish and unproductive to become an--
gry at the messengers of ostensible harm, who, though 
guilty for their evil act, could not do anything to us 
that God did not so will. Joseph thus repaid his broth--
ers’ evil with kindness,53 even continuing to love them 
despite their hatred.54

  -

45. 1:184a.  46. Bereishit Rabbah 86:2.  47. See below, 41:55.  48. Zohar, ibid., as explained by Or HaChamah and Mikdash Melech ad loc.  
49. See below, on v. 28.  50. Sanhedrin 39a.  51. 45:8, below.  52. Berachot 60b, end; Igeret HaKodesh 25.  53. See Midrash Tehilim 80:2; 
Zohar 1:201ab. 54. See Tanya, chapter 12, end. Likutei Sichot, vol. 20, pp. 187-191.  

SECOND READING



VAYEISHEV

499

10 He re- the dream to his father in his brothers’ presence. Israel understood 
this dream to be a prophecy that his hopes that Joseph would eventually lead his 
brothers would come true. He understood the details of the sun and moon, sym--

40 elements that form part of every 
dream, since he had no aspiration to himself bow down to Joseph and Rachel was 
already dead. (In fact, however, only the former detail never came true, for al--
though Israel did later bow down to Joseph,41 he never went so far as to prostrate 

Rachel died, did eventually prostrate herself before Joseph.42 Israel knew that Bil--
hah could be considered Joseph’s mother—certainly for allegorical purposes—but 
did not think that she would be symbolized as the moon relative to his sun.) At the 
same time, Israel saw that the other brothers were not yet ready to accept Joseph’s 
leadership over them. Joseph’s father therefore for arousing their ha--
tred against them by telling them the dream. Seeking to allay Joseph’s brothers’ 
hatred, Israel  to Joseph in their presence nonsense

-
 Your mother has been dead for years! Just as 

this detail of your dream cannot come true, neither can other details in it.  Israel 
did not specify which details he was referring to, for, as above, he fully expected 
his other sons to one day prostrate themselves before Joseph; in his mind he was 
referring to his prostrating himself before Joseph, while intending that his other 
sons understand his words to refer to the dream in its entirety. Joseph’s brothers 
were not aware that every dream contains elements that do not come true, so that 

43

11 However,
Joseph’s brothers remained for

 to take place as Joseph had dreamed it.

The Sale of Joseph
Second Reading 12 , ostensibly

, but in reality they sought to be alone in order to privately discuss what 
course of action to take.
13 Israel sensed that Joseph’s brothers had absented themselves in order to scheme 

the Halves44—that his progeny would be slaves in a foreign land—would unfold 
through this turn of events. So -

check up on 
-

less, in deference to his father’s will, , ready to do 
your bidding

40. Likutei Sichot, vol. 10, p. 116, note 11.  41. Below, 47:31.  42. Below, 50:18. 43. Likutei Sichot, vol. 35, pp. 156-162. 44. Above, 
15:7-21.

Genesis 37:10-13
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14

15

16

17

18

18
According to many commentators, the brothers felt 

61

Biblical commentator Rabbi Ovadiah Seforno, for ex--
ample, writes that the brothers thought Joseph wanted 
to cause Jacob to curse them or cause God to punish 
them so that they would die and he alone would carry 

-
stroy him before he destroyed them.62

to live by it, in this case, they applied its teachings er--

proper humility—at least by the standards of their 

obey his father if he would not be able 

Rabbi Yosef Chaviva (author of Nimukei Yosef) states 
that “a prominent person, who is pious and God-
fearing, who sees that his generation regularly 

even if it is a minor one, so that the people will learn 
from his example.”63 In such a case, the purpose of 
martyrdom is not for the performance of that par--
ticular commandment at that particular time, but 
for the lesson that it will teach others.

-
mandment to honor one’s father: Simeon and 

Levi embarrassed their father with their actions in 
Shechem, Reuben interfered with his father’s per--

Joseph therefore felt that he should risk his life to 
honor his father—even though he would most like--

had sent him on—thereby teaching his brothers the 
importance of this commandment.

As it turned out, Joseph’s act did end up under--
scoring the extent of the obligation to honor one’s 
parents: His ill-fated mission led to his separation 
from his father for twenty-two years, which was a 
punishment for Jacob’s failure to honor his parents 
during the years Jacob was in Charan.64

A CLOSER LOOK
[continued...]

61. See Overview.  62. See also Or HaChaim, et al.  63. Nimukei Yosef on Sanhedrin 72b [18a in the commentary of Rabbi Yitzchak 
Alfasi], cited in Kesef Mishneh on Mishneh Torah, ibid., 5:4, et al. 64. Below, v. 34. Likutei Sichot, vol. 35, pp. 169-172.  

SECOND READING
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14 Israel
-

, prophetic vision of Abraham, who was in--
terred in Hebron. Joseph , the scene of three historical events 

his brothers of improper behavior.55 -

56

corresponding to how he accused them of immodesty; it would be in Shechem 

from the Davidic monarchy,57 corresponding to how he accused them of showing 
disrespect to their other brothers.58

15 a man,

16
-

17 You refer to them as 
brothers, but clearly  them--
selves from such brotherly sentiments

 [“legali--
ties”],’ and—in consonance with the meaning 
of this place’s name—they were seeking some 
legal pretext to kill you Despite this warning, 
Joseph remained true to his father’s mission,59

 (see Figure 44).
18

-

takes issue with this interpretation, stating that Jo--
seph would certainly not have followed his broth--

-
manides therefore states that the angel only alluded 
to the brothers’ malicious intentions and that Joseph 
did not perceive the hidden meaning of his words.

precepts other than the three cardinal sins (idolatry, 
murder, and adultery).60 Rashi evidently considers 

-
seph risked his life in order to honor his parents. 

therefore maintaining that Joseph was not aware of 
the danger.

Even so, Rashi’s view remains problematic: Jacob 
had asked Joseph to bring back tidings from the 
brothers, which Joseph would be unable to do if 
he were killed. Why, then, would he risk his life to 

A CLOSER LOOK

Figure 44:  Joseph Looks for his Brothers.

55. Above, v. 2.  56. Above, 33:17-34:31.  57. 1 Kings 12:1-24.  58. Likutei Sichot, vol. 15, pp. 318-323.  59. Likutei Sichot, vol. 35, pp. 
169-172. 60. See Mishneh Torah, Yesodei HaTorah 5:1, and Kesef Mishneh ad loc., et al.

Genesis 37:14-18
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19

20

21

22

23

24

whereas snakes and scorpions, who 

was guiltless.72

providence,73 so if God really did not want Joseph to 
be killed, He would somehow prevent the brothers 
from killing him. But Reuben knew that when a per--
son is in danger and only a miracle can save him, the 
Heavenly Court bases their decision as to whether 

deserve it. Since Joseph was in more danger in his 
brother’s hands than he would be in the pit, Reuben 

74

Even if we grant that there is a possibility that a 
person can survive being cast into a pit of snakes 
and scorpions, the probability of this occurring is 

so small that it is negligible. For that reason, Jewish 
law permits a woman to remarry if reliable witness--
es testify that her husband fell into such a pit, even 
though they did not actually see him dead.

-

formally given—the minuteness of the probability 
of his survival did not legally negate its possibility. 
It was still possible that he could survive, and Reu--
ben therefore knew that Joseph at least had a chance 
in the pit.

to Joseph’s position in his argument with Leah’s 
sons75—that Jacob’s clan had the legal status of non-

Sinai.76

A CLOSER LOOK
[continued...]

72. Or HaChaim.  73. Igeret HaKodesh 25. See below, on 39:7.  74. Igrot Kodesh, vol. 9, pp. 214-215 (#2832).  75. See above on v. 2.  
76. Likutei Sichot, vol. 3, pp. 838-839.  

THIRD READING
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19 Simeon  Levi 65

20

to confront your father with your grievances rather than to presumptuously take 
your plans or Joseph’s

21 his brothers’ plan  realized that if they killed Joseph, he, as 
He therefore

, as follows  Are we so sure he 
deserves to die? Perhaps we are wrong, or perhaps he has some other merit that 

will be guilty of murder!
Levi acceded to him, but they asked what they should do instead about Joseph’s 
arrogance.
22 , as a compromise  directly.

, so he will surely die
 In truth, Reuben suggested this course of action 

later, when they were not around, to
his father.

Third Reading 23
shirt and 
24 Simeon66 threw him into the pit. The pit was empty in that
there was no water in it, but there were snakes and scorpions in it. Even though 
this normally spells certain death,67 Reuben reasoned that Joseph’s chances were 

-
fore would not be able to kill him if he did not deserve it. And indeed, the snakes 
and scorpions did not harm Joseph. Still, Joseph pleaded with them to remove him 
from the pit, but they ignored his pleas.68

righteousness.69 -

wisdom.

-
-

humble.”70

-

to the brothers, who were empty of the “water”-aspect 
71

: Reuben 
knew that God grants a certain degree of autonomy 

to human beings, allowing them to act in opposi--
A CLOSER LOOK

65. Rashi on 49:5, below  66. Rashi on 42:21, below.  67. Yevamot 121a.  68. Below, 42:21.  69. See Berachot 34b, beginning.  70. Ta’anit
7a. 71. See Bereishit Rabbah 84:16. Likutei Sichot, vol. 15, pp. 324-328.  

Genesis 37:19-24



 CHASID

 RASHI

504

25

26

27

28

29

30

-
-

mandment is that in fact everything we have belongs 
to God,86

the realm of holiness.

-
ment of the half shekel, which was used to pay for 

power of community.

of Joseph’s sale, a tale of sinful hate, by revealing its 
inner narrative, the tale of Joseph’s integrity being pre--
served the power of community: As we have seen,87 it 

brothers during the sale—that imbued the sale with 
Godly transcendence, thereby enabling Joseph to re--
main transcendent from Egypt.
Additionally, the half shekel symbolized that individu--
ally we are all “half,” i.e., incomplete, and that we can 

-
timent encourages unity and love among our people 
and therefore undoes the sin of selling Joseph, which 

88

86. See Sefer HaChinuch, mitzvah 18. 87. Above, on v. 13.  88. Likutei Sichot, vol. 20, pp. 185-190.  
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25
custom to fast periodically as part of his repentance for having meddled in his 

77

78

As the brothers were in the midst of their meal,
the direction of

 Even though the Ishmaelites typically traded in kerosene and tar, which 
have a foul smell, Divine providence arranged that this caravan carry fragrant 

in their company.
26 —in particular addressing Simeon and Levi, who 
had been eager to kill Joseph—
then have to our responsibility for  from our father
27

28 In the meantime, a caravan of also -
ers

29

30
go to avoid witnessing our father’s grief  He will certainly hold me responsible for 
his disappearance.

28
of

gerah
100 gerah -

Jewish people would in the future be commanded to 
79 And since they sold 

redeemed for the same price.80

by the ten brothers involved in the sale, each brother 
gerah or 

-
-

ple81 as atonement for the sale of Joseph.82

participate in the sale, that leaves only nine brothers. 
However, Reuben can be counted as one of the partici--
pants even though he was not present, since the broth--
ers assumed he would agree to the sale and therefore 

83—although he 
may very well not have taken them. Alternatively, Jo--
seph can be considered the tenth party to the sale, since 
he provoked the brothers’ hatred, which led them to 
sell him.84)

-
born and the half shekel
of Joseph’s sale, on him and on his brothers. Redeeming 

he
of the half shekel, in contrast, atones for the sin of the 
brothers. It therefore costs a half shekel, corresponding 
to the half shekel each of them received for the sale.

we have seen,85 becoming the “property” of his broth--
ers in the Holy Land prevented him from becoming the 
“property” of Egypt, which in turn enabled all the Jews 
to spiritually transcend Egyptian sovereignty.
Corresponding to this aspect of the sale is the com--

77. 35:22, above.  78. Rashi on v. 29, below.  79. Exodus 13:2.  80. 81. See Exodus 30:11-16.  82. Y. Shekalim 2:3; Bere--
ishit Rabbah 84:18, et al. 83. See Yefeh Toar on Bereishit Rabbah 84:18. 84. Tekalin Chadatin on Y. Shekalim 2:3. 85. Above, on v. 13.  
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31

32

33

34

35

[34]
 Although the patriarchs kept 

not include the obligation to honor one’s parents. 
Why, then, was Jacob held accountable for failing to 
honor his parents?

-
manidies,93 this commandment is not limited to 

to enforce the other six commandments. Rather, it 

-
ful coexistence of humankind.
As such, honoring parents is a subcategory of the 
obligation to establish courts, since it is a funda--
mental human obligation, integral to maintaining 

honoring our parents is akin to returning a loan, 
since we thereby repay them for all the struggles 
they endured while raising us.94 Jacob was therefore 
punished for failing to fully honor and care for his 

-
hide laws.95

A CLOSER LOOK

93. In his commentary on 34:13 above. Cf. Mishneh Torah, Melachim 9:14. 94. Y. Peah 1:1. 95. Likutei Sichot, vol. 5, pp. 153-161.  
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31
 Since the blood of young goats is similar in color to human blood, in 

doing so, they hoped to make their father think that Joseph had been killed and 
devoured by some wild animal.

actions and be moved to tell Jacob the truth, and that this would discredit the oth--

Jacob’s estimation. In order to prevent this, they made a pact among themselves 
not to reveal the truth to their father until they all agreed that it was time to do so. 
Furthermore, in order to prevent any of them from convincing the others to reveal 
the truth to Jacob before they all would agree to do so, they further agreed to wait 
for a sign from God that this time had come.89

32
via an emissary 

, via their emissary, 

33
-
-

seduce him.90

34  as a symbol of 
mourning unabatedly , i.e., for the next 
twenty-two years (2216-2238). In this way, God arranged for Jacob to atone for the 

needs while he was away from them in Laban’s household and tarried on his re--

35
I will never be comforted; 
 And indeed, Jacob’s grief did not abate with time, as is 

usually the case, because God made it part of human nature for people to eventu--
ally stop grieving over their dead relatives—but Joseph was not dead. Further--
more,” Jacob said, “now that my son has died, I know that when I die, 

, for God informed me that if none of my sons die during 

Purgatory. For this I also mourn.” Since a sad or troubled person cannot experience 
Divine inspiration, Jacob had no Divine inspiration during the twenty-two years 
he mourned for Joseph.91 Inwardly, Jacob suspected Judah of killing Joseph.92

Although the brothers did not tell their grandfather Isaac that they in fact had sold 
Joseph, he understood prophetically that his grandson was still alive. Seeing that 
God had not told Jacob that Joseph was still alive, Isaac understood that He did not 

Jacob’s father Isaac wept for him.

89. Likutei Sichot, vol. 10, pp. 129-135.  90. Below, 39:7-20.  91. Rashi on 45:27 and 46:30 below.  92. Rashi on 49:9, below.  
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36

38:1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

sible, even though it had not yet been formally given.99 -
rate marriage100 obligates a man whose married brother dies childless to marry his 
widow. therefore cohabit with your brother’s

thus  In ad--
dition, Judah told Onan, In this way you will ,

-
late doing so as part of the institution of levirate marriage.
9 -

late , too, his seed

99. Likutei Sichot, vol. 35, pp. 183-184. Above, on 37:2.  100. Deuteronomy 25:5-10.
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36
96) Joseph

to the government of spe--

(see Figure 45).

Judah and Tamar
Fourth Reading 38:1 Seeing their 
father’s inconsolable grief, the 

told him, “We went along with 
your idea to sell him. Had you 
suggested that we return him to our father, we 
would have also listened to you.” At their insis--
tence, his position of 
leadership over his brothers at that time.97 He 

 from them and entered into a busi--
ness partnership with

 (see Figure 46).
2
certain renowned98

3 Ju--
dah
4

5
birth to this child, Judah was in a place that would later be called  [“ceas--
ing”]. From then on, his wife ceased bearing him children; for this reason, the place 
he was when their last child was born became known as Keziv.
6 In the year 2224, -
ar.
was at least 67 years old at this time.
7
would mar her beauty, Er interrupted his marital relations with her, spilling his 
seed. Since deliberately wasting seed contravenes God’s commandment to be fruit--
ful and multiply and is considered tantamount to murder, 

’s eyes and liable to the death penalty. He did not regret his act, so 
therefore

8 -

Figure 45:  Joseph is Brought to Egypt.

Figure 46:  Judah Leaves his Brothers.

96. Likutei Sichot, vol. 10, p. 123, note 9.  97. Likutei Sichot, vol. 10, p. 124, note 17.  98. Likutei Sichot, vol. 5, p. 269, note 34.  
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11 10

12

13

14

15

15-16 -

progenitors of] the tribes were busy with the sale of 
Joseph; Joseph was busy mourning over his separation 
from his father; Reuben was busy with his penitence; 

Jacob was busy mourning over Joseph; Judah was busy 

106 Since Joseph was descending to 
Egypt, beginning the process of exile, God wanted to 
preempt the exile with the potential for redemption, to 
“prepare the cure prior to the onset of the illness.”

Ju--

two
rules that is an ox presumed to gore chronically and 

it has gored three times.107

posed was not contingent upon anything she might 

do or not do. Simply marrying her was presumed 

In contrast, although we can similarly deduce that 
an ox that has gored twice is liable to gore again, 

binding presumption.108

A CLOSER LOOK

106. Bereishit Rabbah 85:1.  107. See Yevamot 64b.  108. Likutei Sichot, vol. 5, pp. 220-222. Cf. Yevamot 64b and commentaries of Rab--
beinu Asher and Nimukei Yosef, ad loc.; Responsa Tzemach Tzedek, Yoreh Deah 3:7.
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10
so what Onan likewise . Since he, too, did not re--
gret his act, God
11
have been Sheilah, Judah’s third son. But instead of having her marry Sheilah, Ju--

for another year,  In truth, however, Judah really 
If her marries her, 

did Since

hers—to die prematurely. Although this presumption of mortal danger was legally 
101 Judah did not 

have her released from this pledge. In order to keep her from marrying other men, 
something that could possibly endanger their lives, he felt it would be preferable 
to keep her thinking that she was still promised to Sheilah.102

—i.e., her family’s house, for her father 
had died many years ago103—while she waited for Sheilah to come of age.
12 , i.e., a year or so,

Shua was such a renowned merchant.104)
, which was situated on 

the slope of a hill, 
13 -

 Since she was told that he was going up
knew which route he would be taking.105

14 also
 so he would not recognize her

way up to Timnah. Abraham had pitched his tent for a while at this crossroads, 

For -
sired to bear children descended from Judah, so when 
grown up and , she contrived to con--
ceive children from Judah himself.
15

, he did not recognize her. Even though Judah 

prostitute could be her, because she always  when she had visited 
his house as his daughter-in-law, thus showing herself to be a paragon of modesty 
and righteousness.

101. Likutei Sichot, vol. 5, p. 188.  102. Likutei Sichot, vol. 5, p. 190, note 37.  103. Likutei Sichot, vol. 5, pp. 191-192.  104. Likutei Sichot,
vol. 5, p. 269, note 34.  105. Likutei Sichot, vol. 10, pp. 122-125.  

Genesis 38:10-15
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16

17

18

19

20

21

22

23

118

n order to understand why it was necessary for the 

a seemingly scandalous route, we need to recall that 
God created evil in order for there to be free choice; 
thus, in order for free choice to exist, the forces of evil 
and the forces of good have to be perfectly balanced at 
any given time. (It is for this reason we are taught that 
the greater a person is—that is, the greater his spiritual 
potential—the greater is his evil inclination. Were his 

spiritual greatness to outweigh his evil inclination, he 
would have no free choice.)
When the messianic line was about to enter the world, 
the forces of evil argued that the balance was about 

-
cial to them. Just as in military strategy, an army some--
times feigns retreat in order to draw the enemy into a 
vulnerable position, the forces of holiness here yielded 
a seeming victory to the forces of evil in the form of this 

119

118. Hitva’aduyot 5714, vol. 1, p. 280.  119. Derech Mitzvotecha 32a-32b; Or HaTorah, Bereishit, vol. 6, pp. 2192-2193.
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16 , going over to
If you consent,109

he would not have asked her to cohabit with him, since having relations with her 
was presumed to lead to death (because of what happened to Er and Onan 110).111

as payment for 
17 -

18
 special, additional  that is a sign of your special status in your 

family that is 
items because she was sure that Judah would try to get them back; she could also 
later use them to prove his identity.112

19 once again 
garb.
20 -

21

22

23 what I gave her as a pledge the

her.  Because Judah had deceived his fa--
ther about Joseph using a kid-goat, Divine providence arranged that he himself be 
deceived with a kid-goat.
In this year (2228), Isaac died.113

-

“Where are you going? From where will kings arise? 
From where will the redeemers arise?” He thus turned 
toward her against his will.114

turned aside ( ) to her,” instead of the more com--
mon, “he went (

the road, against its will, because an angel blocked its 

path.115

116

Posing as a prostitute was similarly out of character 

be the mother of the Davidic dynasty.117 -
less, when she realized that all other options had been 

109. Likutei Sichot, vol. 5, p. 185, note 7.  110. Above, v. 11.  111. Likutei Sichot, vol. 5, p. 188, note 29.  112. Likutei Sichot, vol. 15, pp. 
331-334.  113. Above, 35:28.  114. Bereishit Rabbah 85:8.  115. 116. Matnot Kehunah on Bereishit Rabbah 85:8.  117. Be--

Genesis 38:16-23l

low, v. 26.  
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24

25

26

27

[26]
that Er and Onan died because of their own sins 

-
cally dangerous to marry, thereby allowing Judah 
to marry her. However, he still could not let Sheilah 
marry her, since Sheilah had to operate under the 
presumption that there might be something about 
his family that caused them to die while married 
to her, inasmuch as this had happened to his two 
brothers.129

-
ter-in-law.130 -
cially given, but, as we know, that the patriarchs 

and Jacob’s brother presumably did the same when 
there was no reason not to.131 In this case, however, 
it can be argued that for several reasons the prohibi--

132 and even 

transgress a future law, which he was not obligated 
133

A CLOSER LOOK

129. Likutei Sichot, vol. 5, p. 189, note 37.  130. Leviticus 20:12.  131. See below, 43:16.  132. See Likutei Sichot, vol. 5, pp. 188-189.  
133. Likutei Sichot, vol. 5, p. 187, note 17. See similarly 29:28, above.  
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24
has not married anyone else since her second husband 

died, but she has been having relations. therefore
the proof being that visibly

punish priests’ daughters who act licentiously with death by burning, echoing the 
-

ing.120 121 who was a priest,122 there--
fore
25
public that she was ready to be burnt publicly rather than commit it. She therefore 
let Judah know indirectly that she was pregnant by him. 
to be burned

 these items
your God: admit that 

you are the father and do not cause three innocent lives to be ended—mine and 
that of the twins in my womb.
26  the articles as being his. Even though he had not technically 

-
rah was given,123 it was still embarrassing that a member of Jacob’s family had 

; she is pregnant 
by me.
in marriage  as I had promised I would, and she felt that I was 
ignoring my duty to ensure that she bear children from my bloodline.124 Further--
more, now that it is clear that she intended only to have relations with me, she 
cannot be considered guilty of licentiousness, so she is therefore not liable to the 
death penalty. 125 A voice from heaven then announced, “I, God, am responsible 

father-in-law’s house, I ordained that the royal line of Jewish kings be descended 
from her. I have also ordained that the royal line should be descended from Judah, 
but when Er and Onan refused to father sons by her, I killed them and arranged 

Once it was clear that Er and Onan had died because of their own sins rather than 

with her .
When Reuben heard about Judah’s confession of his inappropriate behavior, he 
was inspired to also confess publicly that he had wrongly meddled in his father’s 

126

27 the midwife saw that there were twins, who were 
both destined to be righteous, in her womb. In this merit,127 God shortened the 
length of her pregnancy and she gave birth prematurely, in her seventh month.128

120. Leviticus 21:9; Likutei Sichot, vol. 5, p. 191.  121. Above, v. 6.  122. Above, 14:18.  123. Mishneh Torah, Ishut 1:4.  124. Likutei
Sichot, vol. 5, p. 191, note 52.  125. Likutei Sichot, vol. 5, p. 191.  126. Rashi on Deuteronomy 33:7.  127. Likutei Sichot, vol. 30, p. 114.  
128. Rashi on 25:24, above.  

Genesis 38:24-27



 RASHI

 CHASID

516

28

29

30

39:1

time did not have the strength to overpower and con--
taminate the Jewish people. On the contrary, the Jewish 

the Egyptian culture.144

holy sparks embedded in Egypt. He thereby enabled 
the Jewish people to complete their task relatively 

years less than the full 400 years stipulated in God’s 
covenant with Abraham. Furthermore, through his 

of enslavement to only 86 years.145

J

Potiphar was able to see that God was with Joseph, 
granting him success in all he did. Even in a world 
where Potiphar was Joseph’s master—an environment 
of extreme spiritual exile—that very master was able 

-
pened when Joseph was in prison.

146 thus relates the word that means “taken 

down” ( ) to the verse that describes both the rule 

( ) from sea to sea.”147

very word for “descent” to Joseph’s rule, it follows that 
his “rule” began in some sense immediately upon his 
descent, even before he became viceroy of Egypt. Even 
within his descent to Egypt—as a servant and then as 
a prisoner—Joseph was able to “rule over” Egypt, i.e., 
reveal God’s presence within Egypt.

-
tation of the verse “Joseph had been taken down to 
Egypt,” namely, that “the Divine presence descended 
with him.”148

(Abraham and Sarah’s descent to Egypt had also 
brought God’s presence there, but in a more general, 

change.149)

Joseph had been taken “down” not only physically 

environment of his father’s home in the Holy Land to 

with his father to being a slave for an Egyptian mas--
ter.

144. See Vayikra Rabbah 32:5; Midrash Lekach Tov, Devarim 26:5.  145. Shir HaShirim Rabbah 2:11. Alshich on 45:4, below. Ma’amarei 
Admor HaEmtza’i, Bereishit, pp. 299-302; Or HaTorah, Bereishit, vol. 2, 343b; Sefer HaMa’amarim 5654, p. 107; Sefer HaMa’amarim 
Melukat, vol. 5, pp. 259-260.  146. Bereishit Rabbah 86:2.  147. Psalms 72:8, Radak and Ibn Ezra et al, ad loc. Although Joseph only 
became ruler of Egypt, he is still considered to have ruled “from sea to sea,” since Egypt at the time dominated all of civilization.  
148. Bereishit Rabbah 86:2. Likutei Sichot, vol. 25, pp. 194-198.  149. Zohar 1:184a; Or HaTorah, Bereishit, vol. 2, pp. 679-680.  
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28 of the babies  from the womb.

29 his mother
Judah

Peretz [“breaking through”]. Since primogeniture is determined by which baby’s 
head
30 Ju--
dah . Zerach failed 

134 would make 
-

ish people’s entry into the Promised Land.135

-
herited Judah’s strength and righteousness.136

Joseph in the House of Potiphar
39:1 As mentioned above, 

137  bought him from the
 and 138 Potiphar bought him because he was 

139 phera meaning
“mutilated.”

28-30
In the Kabbalistic work Sefer HaBahir,

Zerach (“shining”) is associated with the sun, which 
shines constantly, and Peretz (“breaking through”) is 
associated with the moon, which experiences periods 
of “brokenness” and rebirth.140

righteous, whose light shines consistently, without 

penitents, who have done wrong but change their ways 

in a perpetual process of rise and fall, diminished light 
and increased light.

Yet because of their challenges, the penitents reach a 
higher spiritual level and achieve what the consistent--
ly righteous cannot.141

with the moon and is therefore the archetype of repen--

accomplishments of the penitents surpass those of the 
consistently righteous.

-
resents the notion that we must aspire to be complete--
ly righteous. But because Achan would eventually 
emerge from him, Zerach needed the revelation of the 
phenomenon of repentance to precede his own birth, 
thereby providing Achan the means with which to rec--
tify his misdeed. 142

1 Egypt was 
a place where Godliness was drastically concealed. It 
was therefore unlikely that the Jewish people could 

their exile, which was to elevate the sparks of holiness 
that were embedded within Egypt. And in fact, they 
were nearly at the point of no return when God saved 
them from Egypt.143

God therefore arranged for Joseph to descend to Egypt 

greatness there. Because of Joseph’s accomplishments, 

134. Joshua 7:2.  135. Joshua 7:21; Bereishit Rabbah 85:14. Likutei Sichot, vol. 30, pp. 184-188.  136. Rashi on v. 18, above.  137. Above, 
37:36.  138. Above, 37:28.  139. Below, 41:45.  140. Sefer HaBahir   141. Berachot 34b; 
Mishneh Torah, Teshuvah 7:4. 142. Likutei Sichot vol. 30, pp. 188-189.  143. See on Exodus 12:11.
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 CHASID

[6] Joseph was
As we have seen,163  yesod, which Jo--

content, but rather acts as a funnel, receiving the 

malchut. It 

blends the content it receives in perfect balance and 
then transmits this blended and balanced content. 
Joseph is therefore referred to as being “well built 
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2

3

4

5

6

the solitude of the desert or at least to seek revenge 
against his oppressors. Yet he did no such thing, re--
maining instead focused on doing his work faithfully, 
and thereby sanctifying God’s name.157

capable of such superhuman behavior? By studying 

reviewed what he had studied with his father.158 He 
was therefore permeated with the spiritual fortitude to 
overcome every hardship.
Like Joseph, we too must learn to remain focused on 
our Divine mission—to bring light into the world—de--

159

6 Joseph was Spiri--
tually, this means that Joseph was perfect and beautiful 

have seen,160 Joseph’s Divine mission was to bring oth--
ers closer to God, to perfect others. He was able to do 

so by virtue of his own spiritual perfection.
We, too, are all called upon to engage in the work of 
Joseph, to bring others closer to God. In order succeed 

-
age, “Adorn yourself and then adorn others.”161 Only 

Of course, this does not mean we should wait until we 
achieve perfection before reaching out to others; per--
fection is relative, and compared to those who know 
less than we, we are “adorned” enough to inspire 

and they will then be less inclined to take our words 
to heart.

-
tify” ourselves, since neglecting to do so is detrimen--
tal not only ourselves but to everyone in our potential 

162

157. See below on v. 23.  158. See below on 45:27; see Bereishit Rabbah 86:5 and Matnot Kehunah, ad loc., citing Rashi.  159. Sichot
Kodesh 5728, vol. 1, pp. 291-293.  160. Above on 30:24.  161. Bava Metzia 107b.  162. Likutei Sichot, vol. 1, p. 79.  163. Above on 37:2.  
164. Ma’amarei Admor HaEmtza’i, Bereishit, pp. 292-294.
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2

no means to let his father know that he was alive.150

3 Joseph’s master saw that Joseph was deeply aware of God’s presence, always 
articulating his awareness that was with him and granting him success in all 
he did.151 Potiphera therefore understood that it was who had Joseph

4 Joseph thus His master put
that

5 that

evident Potiphera
6
any of his own “ ”—a euphemism for his wife.

Joseph became overly 

, and began indulging in gourmet food and curl--
ing his hair, primping himself even more than he used to when he was a youth.152

Joseph’s regressive narcissism evinced gross insensitivity to the fact that his father 

-
tion from others. 

Joseph’s descent echoes the descent of the soul from 
the holiness of heaven to the mundaneness of earthly 
existence. Such a descent constitutes a drastic plunge, 
even in times of Godly revelation in the world, such 

the spiritual darkness is greatest.153

down to Egypt” also means that “Joseph ruled over 
Egypt”—that through the soul’s descent it gains the ca--
pacity to immediately become ruler over anything that 
conceals Godliness.154

The saga of Joseph’s tribulations is the story of the 
Jew in exile. Joseph was torn away from his family 
and thrown into an alien world. Although Jacob had 

was far more distressing and challenging. Firstly, Jacob 
was already a mature and wise adult, over the age of 
forty, when he went to Charan; Joseph, in contrast, was 
only seventeen years old. Secondly, Jacob was able to 
establish his own home, separate from Laban, where 
he could live a Godly life undisturbed. Joseph, in con--

arrived in Egypt that he married and established his 
own home.

In addition to his isolation, Joseph was dealt one blow 
-

ter and unenthusiastic about working for Potiphar, Jo--
seph worked diligently for him and brought his master 
great success. In addition, Joseph was loyal to Potiphar 
and refused under immense pressure to cohabit with 
his master’s wife. Yet how did Potiphar repay his loy--

servants, the cupbearer and the baker.155 Although they 
should have been serving him, since they had sinned 
against the king and he (supposedly) only against the 
king’s servant, he ended up having to serve them! Fur--
thermore, he knew that they thought of him as an im--
mature child, a lowly slave, and a foreigner.156 Yet he 
reached out to help them. And what was his reward? 

150. Likutei Sichot, vol. 10, p. 129.  151. Likutei Sichot, vol. 25, pp. 213-218.  152. Above, 37:2.  153. See Sotah 49b.  154. Sichot Kodesh
5741, vol. 1, pp. 576-577.  155. V. 40, below.  156. See below, 41:12.  
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7

8

9

10

11

12

-
timately in holiness, and is therefore motivated by a 
subconscious desire to serve holiness. It is only his con--
scious, evil self that distorts this desire and expresses it 
in a form that outwardly opposes holiness.

-
stacles we encounter. We should neither be fooled nor 
discouraged by their antagonistic veneer but rather 
perceive their essence, i.e., that they are not obstacles 
to holiness but rather its servants. If we maintain this 

obstacle, thereby removing its façade and enabling it 
to serve holiness manifestly.172

12  As 
a servant, Joseph’s was obviously at the mercy of his 
master’s wife, since she had the ear of her husband. As 

-
ened Joseph with all sorts of threats, including death, if 

173

172. Likutei Sichot, vol. 1, pp. 79-81.  173. See Yoma 35b; Bemidbar Rabbah 14:18. 174. Or Torah 52.

Every physical phenomenon is a 

physical beauty derives from Divine beauty. Of 
course, physical beauty cannot compare to Divine 
beauty, and therefore, when they are contrasted, 
physical beauty is a veritable nonentity.

When Joseph was confronted by Potiphar’s wife’s 

beauty, he reminded himself of Divine beauty. He 
-

cal realm, to a place where physical beauty is a non--
entity.

his father’s face, since Jacob, as we have seen, em--
tiferet).174
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Sixth Reading 7 So, Joseph began primping himself and God 
articulated His intention to correct this insensitivity 165 Joseph’s master’s wife cast
her eyes on Joseph. She saw through astrological means that she was destined to 
be an ancestress of Joseph’s progeny. Although she was correct, for Joseph later 
married her daughter and the children born to them were thus her progeny, she 
mistakenly assumed that she herself was to be the mother of this progeny, and was 
anxious to bear the children of such a righteous individual. With these noble inten--
tions,166 she approached Joseph and 
8 to submit to her overtures 

9 -

 as betraying his trust and at the same time 
 Certainly you know that humanity forswore adultery in the wake of 

the Flood! 167

10 Potiphera’s wife, however, persisted in trying to seduce Joseph. 
not even agreeing to

without having relations, for he knew that this might lead to having 
to be with her

168

having had relations with her.
11  idolatrous , when the Egyptians congregated 
at their temple, that Potiphera’s wife realized that there would be no time more 
auspicious than to achieve her goal. She excused herself from at--
tending the ceremonies by feigning illness. Joseph, as usual, came into the house

 but he was also entertaining thoughts of giving in to her pressure. 
 except for her.

12  He began 
-

sion spoke and said, “Joseph, you and your brothers’ names are destined to be in--
scribed on the stones of the high priest’s garments!169 Do you wish to have your name 
removed from theirs, instead becoming known as the associate of a prostitute?” 

170

grabbed his garment, and since Egyptian garments were not securely fastened to 

7 -
strates that beneath the surface even of circumstances 
that seem antagonistic to holiness lies a holy purpose.

someone trying to bother us when we are immersed in

prayer. In such a case, says Rabbi Shneur Zalman, we 
should not allow the nuisance to hamper our prayers. 
On the contrary, we should recognize that God has sent 
this nuisance as a messenger to stimulate us to pray 
even harder.171

165. Likutei Sichot, vol. 35, pp. 163-166.  166. Rashi on v. 1, above.  167. Above, 9:7.  168. 169. Exodus 28:9-12.  170. Rashi
here and on 49:24, below; Sotah 36b. 171. Igeret HaKodesh 25.
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so on. It may even seem that this temporary sin will 

in the future!

In such moments, we must, so to speak, envisage the 
image of our father Jacob, that is, remember that our 
actions are not merely the isolated deeds of individu--
als in isolated times and places. Our deeds have cosmic 
implications; they can harm or heal the entire world.181

23 G
-

cess in the house of Potiphera,182 but with the addition 
of the words “[God granted him success] in his hand.”

success came from God, the people around him per--
ceived the prosperity he brought about as his own ac--

-

181. Hitva’aduyot 5721, vol. 1, pp. 262-265.  182. Above, v. 3.  
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13

14 , who, not being Egyptians, had also not 
gone to the holiday ceremonies,
brought us a Hebrew man
wonder he has no respect for us; he tried

15

16 her husband, Joseph’s

17
 by trying to seduce me

18

19
and in any case was loath to punish him because he had managed his household 
so ably and impressively. But later, when his master was engaging in marital rela--
tions with his wife and he then -

—that we are doing now—
was furious.
20 Joseph’s master, who, in addition to being the chief butcher, was also in charge 
of the royal prison,175

176

21  among the inmates.177 He also

22
Joseph’s -

tion.
23
Joseph’s -

according to many opinions178—was not obligated to 

it was only when he saw an image of his father’s face 
that he understood he was obligated not to resist her 
temptations. Jacob’s face, we are told, resembled Ad--
am’s face;179 -
cess of rectifying Adam’s sin, a process that had been 
begun by Abraham and Isaac.180 Knowing this, when 
he saw Jacob’s face, Joseph was reminded of how our 

Divine mission is to rectify Adam’s sin. As such, our 

the moral balance of all reality.

In our lives, too, we are sometimes confronted with 
temptation to commit a sin. We might try to convince 
ourselves that nobody will know about it, that we may 

temporary setback and that we can later repent, and 

175. 40:3, below.  176. Rashi on 40:1, below.  177. Likutei Sichot, vol. 25, pp. 213-218.  178. See Encyclopedia Talmudit, s.v. Ben Noach.  
179. Bava Batra 58a. 180. See Megaleh Amukot 146 (citing Kanfei Yonah); Zohar 3:111b.

Genesis 39:13-23



 CHASID

 RASHI

524

40:1

2

3

4

5

6

7

overcame their spiritual counterparts and elevated 
the sparks of holiness that resided within them. For 
example, while in the home of the chief butcher, Joseph 
overcame passion for physical pleasure and instead 
transformed it into passionate love for God.
By overcoming these obstacles to spiritual growth, 
Joseph enabled the Jewish people to do the same, both 
those who would be enslaved in Egypt and those who 

185

6-7
-
-

expect that he would have become absorbed in his own 
pain, angry at the world. We would never imagine that 
he would notice the pain of others, especially that of 
Pharaoh’s courtiers, whose colleague had sent him to 
prison.

-

did he perceive the anguish of the courtiers, he reached 
out to help them. It was surely obvious to him why im--
prisoned ministers would be depressed, and that their 
depression would deepen with each passing day. Yet 

the slight chance that there was something he could do 
-

trated events in such a manner that he should notice a 
creature of God in need of help indicated that it was his 
duty to help that creature.
What was the result of this one, seemingly minor good 
deed? Joseph became the viceroy of Egypt and gained 
a position from which he ultimately saved the civilized 
world from famine.
We see here, once again, the unimaginable results one 
small deed can engender. Science has recognized that a 
minor occurrence in one corner of the world can have 

true of our spiritual activities and good deeds—one 
small deed can change the world.186

185. Torah Or 58b, 71d, 102c; Ma’amarei Admor HaEmtza’i, Bereishit, pp. 489-490.  186. Mishneh Torah, Teshuvah 3:4; Sichot Kodesh 
5734, vol. 1, pp. 208-213.  
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Joseph and Pharaoh’s Courtiers
Seventh Reading 40:1 In addition to causing Joseph to be well-liked among the 

from his defaming involvement with Potiphera’s wife by giving them something 
else to gossip about. Furthermore, this new incident eventually led to Joseph’s re--

Joseph
183

cup and a stone in his bread.
2

3 the house of the chief

4

5
true inter--

pretation regarding what would happen to them in the future. Unbeknownst to 
each other, they each also dreamed the other’s dream. But while neither of them 
understood what their own dreams meant, they did understand the meaning of 
each other’s dreams.
6 in a 

mood.
7

183. Likutei Sichot, vol. 35, pp. 163-166.  184. Likutei Sichot, vol. 25, pp. 213-219.  

versely, when Joseph was in prison, it was clear to all 
that Joseph’s success was God’s doing.
While in Egypt, Joseph endured a number of humiliat--

a slave, deprived of his former identity and comforts. 

person worthy of receiving Divine blessings, Joseph 
was blessed with uncommon good fortune and an un--
usual knack for success and prosperity.
Yet, while servants may be bound to their masters, 
their service still promotes their sense of self, for they 
are used for productive work. Joseph’s humility before 

-
ture of his success was therefore not apparent, such 

-
self—“in his hand.” It was only because Joseph con--

the same.
Joseph’s humiliating experiences reached their ulti--
mate low when he was imprisoned. A prisoner, unlike 

a servant, is viewed negatively, as an unwanted bur--
-

ing a prisoner therefore served to evoke within Joseph 

thereby became worthy to receive Godly blessings of 
a supra-natural order. It was then that Joseph’s very 
success—independent of his constantly mentioning 
God—bespoke God’s blessing, since it could not be at--
tributed to Joseph’s good luck alone.184

2-3 Alle--
gorically, Egypt and Pharaoh represent the forces that 

-
tions of the heart. When we intellectually perceive God--
liness, these forces keep this perception from reaching 
the heart and creating an emotional response of love 
and reverence for God. Pharaoh creates this disconnec--
tion by means of his three chiefs—the chief butcher, the 
chief cupbearer, and the chief baker—who represent 
indulgence in sensual and worldly pleasures, which 
distract a person from Godliness.

Genesis 40:1-7
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16

193 -
-

-

and when to employ discipline.

For example, we might misuse kindness as overindul--

ourselves to any form of discomfort. In the morning, 

insist that we must be kind to ourselves and catch an--
other hour of sleep.

-

193. Above, on 25:19, 27, et al.  
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8

your dreams
9

10

11 into

12 Joseph understood that God had arranged for the cupbearer to be imprisoned 
so that through his release he could petition Pharaoh to release Joseph, as well. 
Since the cupbearer’s dream clearly indicated that it was time for this to happen, 
Joseph concluded that the three branches symbolized the shortest possible units of 
time, i.e., days.187

13 when he summons 
all his servants to serve him during his meal 

before you were 
imprisoned
14
elapse before the opportunity to help me presents itself to you, and your release 
from prison will be a great upheaval in your life, you might forget about me. 
despite this, , since , as I have 
predicted 188

prison-
15

16 Joseph —for, as stated 
above,189 he had dreamed the chief cupbearer’s dream together with its correct in--
terpretation—

9
courtiers must have known that only the great wizards 

their dreams to Joseph, even though they disdainfully 
viewed him as an immature child, a lowly slave, and a 
foreigner?190

what they thought of him, he did not hold it against 

us and view us disdainfully, but in the end, they rec--

ognize that we can be of assistance to them. When they 
ask for our help, we, like Joseph, should be ready to 
forgive them and help them.191

10

the vine and its branches; according to one of these, 
the vine symbolized the Jewish people and the three 
branches symbolized the three patriarchs.192

187. Hitva’aduyot 5743, vol. 2, p. 712.  188. Likutei Sichot, vol. 12, p. 105.  189. v. 5.  190. See below, 41:12.  191. Sichot Kodesh 5728, vol. 
1, p. 292. 192. Chulin 92a.
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17

18

19

20

21

22

23

a higher level of trust in God, relying upon Him di--
rectly, entirely, and exclusively.

Jacob, in contrast, was not on the same spiritual level 
as Joseph, and therefore was correct to have employed 

through which God could protect him from Esau.201

 When young children who 
are accustomed to being rewarded for good behavior 
hear the story of Joseph in prison, they assume that Jo--
seph must have been rewarded for helping the court--
iers. But instead, they hear that was promptly forgot--
ten! When they ask how this could be, they are told 
that this is not the end of the story; they will soon hear 

how Joseph rose to be viceroy of Egypt. But if this satis--

-
sonally. Joseph’s true reward came when he saved the 
entire world from hunger.

Similarly, we must learn to consider the greatest re--
ward for our good deeds the positive impact they have 
on the world. When we have the opportunity to help 
someone materially, we should do so, for who knows? 

whole world materially. Spiritually as well, helping 
even one individual might in the end “feed” an entire, 
spiritually starved world with live-saving spiritual 
sustenance.202

201. Rabbeinu Bachye; Sefer HaMa’amarim 5633 Sefer HaMa’amarim 5677 Likutei Sichot, vol. 3, pp. 836-
837, vol. 26, pp. 99-100.  202. Sichot Kodesh 5734, vol. 1, p. 212. 
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17

18 -

19 r corpse on a

* 20 which was 

 available to serve him at the feast.
21

22
them.
23  on that day intention--
ally forgot about him .
Joseph was correct in trying to extricate himself from prison, but he erred in think--
ing that once God had chosen to help him by means of the cupbearer, he was now 

-

God postponed Joseph’s release from prison from three days
three years

additional year. Beyond this, he had to spend two more full years in prison.194

195 On the other 
hand, there are times when kindness is appropriate 
for ourselves196 and inappropriate for our dealings 
with others.197

198

23 -

God sometimes wants us to seek favors of our host na--

our fate is dependent upon their favor. Our fate is in 
God’s hands, and our faith should be placed only in 
Him.199

F

to do live this way,200 certain extremely saintly indi--
viduals are meant to receive God’s blessing directly, 
without recourse to natural means. Joseph was such 

194. Hitva’aduyot 5743, vol. 2, pp. 697-698, 711-712 195. See above, on 7:24 and on 18:19.  196. See on Exodus 23:5.  197. See above on 
21:33, s.v. “If you insist….”  198. Hitva’aduyot 5712, vol. 1, pp. 213-219.  199. Hitva’aduyot 5743, vol. 2, p. 713.  200. Chovot HaLevavot,
chapter 3, 5th introduction, et al.

for parashat Vayeishev may be found on p. 355.
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For the 1st day
7:1-17

7:1 The eighth day of the installation rites
was on the of Nisan, 2449, which was
the day that Moses erecting the
Tabernacle. During the preceding week—
in which he the installation rites
on Aaron and his sons—Moses erected and

the Tabernacle each day. Now
that the installation rites were
and the priests were ready to the
Tabernacle could function on an ongoing
basis, so this Moses erected it and

it standing. Although other people
the Tabernacle, the Torah ascribes its

construction here to Moses, since he
extra to ensure that it was
precisely as God had He
now anointed and it and all its
vessels, and anointed and the
altar and all its vessels, as he had been

.41 2 The princes of Israel, the heads of their fathers’ houses, presented
their . They were the princes of the tribes who had been appointed by the
Egyptian as to oversee the slaves’ work. They had been beaten on
account of their on the people,42 and this earned the right to be their princes.
They were also the ones who would be present to assist Moses and Aaron during the
counting that would take place at the beginning of the following .43 3 When Moses
had asked for donations to build the Tabernacle, the princes allowed the people to donate

thinking that they would supply whatever the people could not, they had
donating.44 But the people were so generous that they gave than enough

to construct the Tabernacle,45 rendering the princes’ donations technically
The princes understood this that since the Tabernacle was a collective concern of
the whole they should have their contributions while,
at the encouraging the people to donate also. Having learned their
they now brought their personal dedication before G , before anyone else
did. This personal of theirs consisted of six covered wagons and twelve oxen, a
wagon each two princes, and an ox each one, to be used for transporting the
Tabernacle. They presented them in front of the Tabernacle, but Moses would not accept
this unauthorized until God told to.

4 SoG spoketoMoses,saying: 5 “Taketheseoxenandwagonsfromthem,andletthembe
usedintheserviceoftheTentofMeeting.YoushallgivethemtotheLevites,inaccordancewith
each man’s work.” 6 So Moses took the wagons and the and gave them to the Levites.

7:1

2

3

4

5

6

41. Exodus 40:9-11. 42. Exodus 5:14. 43. 44. Exodus 35:27-28. 45. Exodus 36:7.



7 He gave two wagons and four oxen to
the clan of Gershon, according to their
work. 8 And he gave four wagons and
eight oxen—twice as to the clan
of Merari, according to their work under
the direction of Itamar the son of Aaron
the priest, for their burden—the boards,
the and the sockets, was
heavier than that of the clan of Gershon.
9 But to the clan of Kehat he did not give
any wagons, for incumbent upon them was
the work involving the holy objects—the
furnishings of the Tabernacle—which they
were to carry on their shoulders. 10
they presented their personal
the princes brought on behalf of
their respective tribes for the dedication
of the altar on the day it was anointed.
The suggestion to bring this what
it should consist of, and the allegorical
intentions behind each was
given by the prince of Issachar, Netanel
the son of Tzu’ar.46 The princes suggested47

presenting their all together in
front of the altar, but again, Moses would
not accept until God told to. 11 So
G said to Moses: “Accept but not
all at once. True, the princes are giving
these all with the general intention in but they also have
intentions unique to their respective tribes. Therefore, let one prince each day present
his for the dedication of the altar, and let do so in the order in which their
respective tribes will be organized as an at the beginning of next 48 But even
though they will be organized into four of three tribes each and set out on their
journeys three tribes at a they will their now one prince each day.”

12 Thus, the one who brought his on Sunday, the day of Nisan was Nachshon
the son of Aminadav of the tribe of Judah. He paid for his as did all the
princes; they did not collect any their tribes, even though the was on
behalf of the whole tribe.49

13 His was one silver bowl weighing one hundred and thirty shekels, one
silver sprinkling basin weighing seventy shekels according to the holy shekel,
both with mixed with olive oil for a voluntary
14 one gold spoon weighing ten shekels with incense, 15 the choicest young
bull in his herd, the choicest ram in his , and the choicest lamb in its year
in his for an  16 one young he-goat for a in case he
had walked over an unknown grave and had thereby
and incurred guilt by entering the Sanctuary grounds or eating ,

7

8

9

10

11

12

13

15 14

16

46. Rashi on 7:18. 47.  vol 2, p. 82.  48. 49. , vol. 2, p. 514, note 52.
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17 and for the two oxen,
rams, he-goats, and lambs

in their year. This was the
of Nachshon the son of Aminadav. These
were the only incense was brought
as a private and the only it was on the outer altar. All the shekels

in these are the “holy” shekel, i.e., the shekel used to weigh
donated to the Sanctuary.50

17

50.

MAFTIR READINGS FOR CHANUKAH

Zachariah 2:14–4:7

Chanukah celebrates the ofh oliness over evil, the weaker and Jewish over the
powerful and Seleucid forces, enabling the rededication oft he second In the early days
oft he second as well, the Jewish people felt by their inability to restore the glory oft he

due to and political obstacles. In this , the prophet Zachariah encourages the
people to persist in their hope and Both the events of Chanukah and this encourage us to persist
in our as well, to hasten the and the rebuilding oft he

14 they conquered the Babylonians,
the Persians gave the Jews
to rebuild the But soon the
foundations were laid, the Jews’
convinced the Persian to haltt he work. In this connection, the prophet
Zechariah recounts how he saw an angel in a prophetic vision, telling to say to the
Jewish people: “ ‘Sing and rejoice, O daughter of Zion, i.e., the Jewish people, for behold!

2:14

15



16

17

3:1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

In the era, I will come and
dwell in your midst,’ says G . 15 ‘Many
nations shall join G on that day, and
they shall be My people, but I will dwell
in your midst.’ Then you will know that
G of Hosts sent me to you. 16 G shall
inherit the territory of Judah as His share
on the Holy Land, and He shall again
choose to reveal His presence in Jerusalem.
17 Silence all , that is, all nations, from
before G , for He is aroused out of His
holy habitation.” 3:1 God then showed me
Joshua, the High Priest, standing before
the angel of G . Satan was standing on
his right, to accuse him of not educating
his sons adequately, because they
gentile 51 2 But G said to Satan:
“G shall rebuke you, O Satan; G ,
who chose to reveal His presence in
Jerusalem, shall rebuke you for daring to
suggest that Joshua does not deserve his
position. Is this one, Joshua, not a brand
plucked from Nebuchadnezzar
had cast Joshua into a furnace together
with Kings Achav and Tzidkiahu, but
Joshua’s righteousness protected
and he survived, while they perished.52

3 Nonetheless, Joshua was wearing
garments and standing before the angel,
indicating that while he was
indeed righteous, he was guilty of not
educating his sons properly. 4 The angel
raised his voice and said to those standing
before him, “Take the garments him.” That is, let his sons divorce their gentile
wives. When they did,53 the angel said to him, “See, I have removed your iniquity
from you, and I have clad you with clean garments.” 5 I, Zechariah, pleaded for
and said, “But he is the turban! Let them also put a ritually pure turban on his
head!” So they put the ritually pure turban on his head. They had clothed him with
garments while the angel of G was standing. 6 The angel of G warned Joshua,
saying, 7 “So said G of Hosts: ‘If you walk in My ways, and if you keep My charge,
I will reward you. You, too, shall judge and My house, the and you,
too, shall guard My courtyards. When the dead are resurrected, I will resurrect you
also. Your sons will be righteous and to walk in the among these angels,
who stand in heaven.54 8 Hearken, now, O Joshua the High Priest—you and your
companions Chananiah, Mishael, and Azariah,55 who sit before you, for they are men
worthy of a miracle56—for, behold! I will bring forth My servant, who is the
governor of Judah, and is therefore as as a shoot in the king’s eyes. I will
increase his prestige so the king will agree to his request to rebuilding the 57

51. Ezra 10:18.  52.  93a.  53. Ezra, loc. cit.  54. Angels do not sit.  55. Mentioned in the beginning of the book 
56.

57.
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9 For behold, the stones that I have
placed before Joshua as the foundation
of the will be added to; God will
look with seven eyes at this one collective
stone, that is, the foundation will be seven

as big. Behold! I will untie the knots
in which our tied up
the with their plot to thwart its
construction,’ says G of Hosts, ‘and
I will remove the iniquity of that land
in one day. 10 On that day,’ says G of
Hosts, ‘each man shall invite his neighbor
to come under his vine and under his
tree.’ ” 4:1 Then the angel who spoke with
me returned, and he awakened me as a
man who wakes up from his sleep. 2 He
said to me, “What do you see?” I said, “I
saw, and behold, there was a candelabrum
all of gold, and there was a large oil-bowl
on top of it. There were seven lamps on
the , and seven sets of seven
tubes out of the oil-bowl, one set
feeding each of the lamps that were on top
of it. 3 There were two olive trees near it;
one to the right of the bowl, and one to its

Next to each tree was a golden vat,
into which the olives fell, beat
were heated, pressed and
then into the bowl at the top of the

 4 So I answered and spoke
to the angel who talked with me, saying, “What are these, my lord? Why are the olives
picked by and why does their oil into the of the
by ” 5 The angel who spoke with me answered, and he said to me, “Do you not
know what these are?” I said, “No, my lord.” 6 He answered and spoke to me, saying,
“This vision is the word of G to is also known as Zerubavel since
he was conceived [‘sown,’ ] in Babylonia [Bavel]— saying: ‘Just as these olives and
their oil are not processed by but by so will you rebuild the

not by military force and not by physical strength, but by My spirit,’ says G
of Hosts. ‘I will inspire Darius to you to rebuild it; he will pay for it and provide
all the necessary.58 7 Who are you, you who stopped the progress of the work,
interposing yourselves like a great mountain? Before Zerubavel you shall sink to a plain!
He will bring out the stone of the main architect, who will then use this stone
to build the with great beauty and precision. When it is the people will
praise this stone by shouting to it, ‘Grace! Grace! How graceful and beautiful is
the that was with this stone!’ ”

granted, however, by Darius, in the second year of his reign (Ezra 4:24), which was also the year of this prophecy (Zechariah 1:1).  
58. See Ezra 6:610-.
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