


In this week’s sedra we read how 
the brothers planned to kill Yosef 
and cover up their deed. The Torah 
comments ‘and we shall see (venireh) 
what will become of his dreams.’ 
(Bereishit 37:20)

Rashi finds difficulty with the simple 
meaning of the text and, as is his custom 
where the pshat is problematic, he 
introduces an aggadic interpretation. 
He comments, this verse cries out for 
a drash, since the brothers were intent 
on killing Yosef immediately why 
do they doubt whether the dreams 
would come to fruition. Surely there 
could be no room for doubt – once 
they had killed him the dreams would 
automatically be nullified! 

The Hebrew word ‘venireh’ could be 
interpreted in two ways either ‘we 
shall see’, the brothers being the 
subject or in the passive ‘it will be seen’ 
in which case it is a comment inserted 
by the author of the Torah rather than 
that of the brothers. If the comment 
is part of the brothers’ statement 
then it would seem to be a somewhat 
sarcastic rhetorical remark. However 
Rashi does not consider this to be a 
feasible interpretation of the text. He 
suggests that this particular comment 
was in fact not made by the brothers 
but should be attributed to Ruach 
Hakodesh, a heavenly spirit ‘they say 

‘let them be, for one of them his hour 
has come.’ Rabbi Yochanan heard 
but not Ilfa. Upon ascertaining that 
Ilfa had not heard, Rabbi Yochanan 
surmised that the message was meant 
for him alone and determined to 
return to the Yeshiva. Subsequently, 
the prophecy was fulfilled insofar 
that he was crowned head of the 
Academy. Similarly, Reuven heard the 
bas kol but not the other brothers. 
Hence, Reuven understood that the 

message was meant for him and it 
was incumbent upon him to see that 
the dreams would indeed be realised. 
Thus immediately following ‘venireh 
- what will become of his dreams’, 
made by divine authority it is stated 
‘And Reuven heard and saved him 
from their hands and he said ‘let us 
not take his life etc.’ - in order to save 
him from their hands and return him 
to his father.’

‘Every day, a bas kol is emitted from 
Mount Chorev calling out, ‘Woe to 
every person from the yoke of the 
Torah.’’ (Pirkei Avot 6:2) The heavenly 
voice comes to each person daily but 
what a tragedy it is that not everyone 
has the foresight to l isten and 
understand, to internalise the message 
and put the message into action. 
Reuven understood the message as 
did Rabbi Yochanan and hence their 
greatness and achievements are 
recorded for posterity. We all receive 
daily messages but it is only the 
few who achieve true greatness by 
realising their full potential.

We all receive daily messages but it is only the few who 
achieve true greatness by realising their full potential.

we will kill him, but it is yet to be seen 
what becomes of his dreams, it will be 
seen whose word will prevail either 
yours (i.e. the brothers) or mine.’

Evidently the eldest brother Reuven 
was absent and not part of this 
conspiracy. The Torah continues ‘And 
Reuven heard and saved him from 
their hands and he said ‘let us not take 
his life.’ And Reuven said to them ‘do 
not spill any blood throw him into this 
pit in the desert, and lay no hand on 
him’ - in order to save him from their 
hands and return him to his father.’ 
(Bereishit 37:20-22)

R a v  P i n c h a s  H o r o w i t z  i n  h i s 
commentary Ponim Yofos adds an 
additional insight. Subsequent to the 
remark of the Heavenly Spirit or bas kol 
the Torah records ‘And Reuven heard 
and saved him from their hands.’ The 
Ponim Yofos refers to a Talmudic 
text in Taanit 21a. Two great Talmudic 
scholars Ilfa and Rabbi Yochanan had 
fallen on hard times and they decided 
to engage in commerce. They were 
resting under a ruinous wall and while 
they were having a meal two angels 
descended and Rabbi Yochanan 
overheard one saying to the other 
‘let us throw this wall upon these 
and kill them because they forsake 
eternal life and occupy themselves 
with temporal life.’ The other replied 

A few verses later in the sedra we 
read that Yehuda also intervened to 
save Yosef. ‘And Yehuda said to his 
brothers, ‘what profit is there that we 
should kill our brother and cover his 
blood...let not our hand be upon him 
for he is our brother and our flesh.’ 
And the brothers heard.’ (Bereishit 
37:26-27)

There is a striking difference between 
the Torah’s evaluation of the action of 
Reuven and that of Yehuda. The Torah 

testifies that Reuven did indeed save 
Yosef from their hands; in contrast 
Yehuda is not acclaimed as the saviour 
of Yosef. Why the difference? 

Rav Yoseph Kahanaman, the Ponevezer 
Rav, explained as follows. The Torah 
interprets Reuven’s intention ‘in order 
to save him from their hands and 
return him to his father’. Reuven was 
concerned not only about Yoseph’s 
physical danger but also about his 
spiritual welfare. His intention was 
to return him to his spiritual roots to 
the protection of his father. Yehuda 
also had compassion for Yosef but his 
concern was for his physical welfare 
to save him from the dangerous pit 
but he was not concerned about the 
spiritual dangers that would face Yosef 
by being torn away from his family 
and sold as a slave to the Ishmaelites. 
Hence, the Torah records as a message 
for future generations that Reuven 
and not Yehuda was Yosef’s saviour. 
His action surpassed that of Yehuda 
because he was primarily concerned 
for his spiritual future.
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