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Vayeshev tells the dramatic story of

Yosef’s dreams, his sale and his fortunes
in Egypt. Yosef was the beloved son
of his father Yakov. Yet when we look

at his life, he seems to be forever the

victim of circumstances. He certainly

does not ask to have prophetic dreams

or to receive the coat of stripes from his

father or to be thrown in prison.

What was driving the events of Yosef’s
life?

The Rabbis tell us that Yosef’s fortunes
were not for him personally but rather

all came to benefit the Jewish people.
G-d needed to find a way to bring Yakov
and his family down to Egypt, to become
slaves. A process needed to form the
children of Yakov into a people, ready
and mature, prepared to receive the

Torah.

| would like to focus on Yosef himself.
Let us consider his personal story and
some lessons we can learn from it.

Yosef, at the commencement of the
sedrais just seventeen years old. He is a
shepherd, tending to the flocks with his
brothers. The Torah describes Yosef as
a ‘lad, with the sons of Bilhah and with
the sons of Zilpah, his father’'s wives.’
We are told immediately that ‘Yosef
brought evil tales about them to their
father.’ (Bereishit 37:2)

Rashi describes a childish Yosef. Yosef
would, perhaps with some degree of
innocence, tell tales on his brothers,
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the sons of Leah. Rashi tells us also
that Yosef would show concern for
his appearance in a somewhat self-
indulgent manner, ‘fixing his hair and
touching up his eyes so that he would
appear handsome.’ The picture painted
by Rashi is less than complimentary.
Rashi describes a Yosef who spreads
gossip whilst dressing and comporting
himself in a manner which all would have
considered improper.

However Yakov loved Yosef, the son of
his old age. As to why this should be,
Rashi provides two reasons. Onkelos,
explains Rashi, describes Yosef as the
wise son of Yakov. In other words,
Yosef was the student with whom
Yakov learnt Torah and to whom he
passed on his knowledge. However
Rashi also quotes a reason found in the
Midrash, that Yosef was beloved since
his features resembled those of Yakov.

Yosef dreams about his family. As
Sforno explains, it is one thing to have
such dreams, it is another to insist
that his brothers listen to them. Yet
Yosef went even further, urging his
brothers to consider the meaning of
his dreams. That Yosef would reign
over his brothers and over his father as
well. It is no wonder that the brothers’
hatred for Yosef increased. The second
dream cemented their hatred into
jealousy. Whereas in the first it was the
crops of the brothers bowing to Yosef,
the second dream described the hosts

of heaven bowing. It depicted Yosef
subjugating his whole family, as if caught
within a cosmic drama.

Telling the brothers about his dreams
was a turning point for Yosef. His
fortunes changed. The beloved, perhaps
somewhat naive son suddenly found
himself thrown in a pit. His high self-
regard lowed and his pleasant life sold
from under him.

For Yosef, this cycle would repeat itself.
Yosef had used his natural talents
of dreaming and interpretation and

perhaps also his beauty, to prosper. Yet
at a certain point his brothers could

take no more. G-d brought him down
a peg, doing so in order to show Yosef
that imaged power or at least dreams
of power are certainly not actual power

itself. Yosef had gone too far. The Torah
text is somewhat ambiguous as to
who actually sold him and indeed how
many times he was indeed sold. Did the

heads once more. The Midrash tells us
that Yosef again began to take great care
of his appearance, eating good food and
curling his hair. He was attracted by the
charms of the Egyptian life of his master.

Again Yosef loses his status, this time
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Midrash is telling us that Yosef was
incarcerated as a result of his attraction
to Egyptian life and his over attention

to his own appearance. Yosef, though
having gained life experience, is perhaps
still naive on a certain level and pays
again for this.

The cycle begins a fresh. Yosef now
meets the butler and the baker in prison.
Yosef again uses his talents for dream
interpretation to rise up, this time to
eventually becoming secondio Pharaoh.
What is the meaning of Yosef’s cycle of
rising and falling?

Yosef is a story of cycles. A young naive
boy gets in trouble as a result of his

A process needed to form the children of Yakov into a people,

ready and mature, prepared to receive the Torah.

brothers sell him to the Midianites? Did

natural gifts. Yet he is soon to rise again.
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and sell him to the Ishmaelites? Perhaps

this ambiguity acts simply to point
towards G-d’s hand in moving Yosef to
Egypt.

Yosef is taken to Egypt and works for

Potiphar, soon becoming his personal
assistant. Potiphar sensed something

and grandeur on an unhealthy level. G-d
had to show him that his true worth was
no more than anyone else. G-d needed
Yosef to understand also that his dreams
were not symbolic of domination but
rather of responsibility and duty. That
he was sent to. Egypt to save his family
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Yosef’s work brought blessings upon
his house. Yosef was no longer in the pit
to which his brothers threw him. He had
risen again and gained dignityHowever
the childish traits of Yosef raised their

unpleasant,Yosef needed to be lowered
in order to gain humility and wisdom.
To understand that he was a player
in a larger drama and that his powers
brought with them responsibility.
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