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INTRODUCTION

We have studied the weekly lection together now for several years. Our hevruta (learning partnership) originally began with an introductory course on the Hebrew of the Hebrew Bible which Kushner taught at a synagogue in Sudbury, Massachusetts, and where Mamet was a member. Each of those classes, like this book, was based on a few key verses from the weekly biblical portion which were central to one of its principal themes. When the course was done, we decided to continue sharing our reactions to the biblical text over a weekly breakfast at Johnny’s Delicatessen in Newton Centre, Massachusetts.

Our premise was that the biblical text always knew more than we did. A passage you suspect may be in error, mistaken, corrupt, incomplete or just plain wrong, offers only two real options: Either it’s stupid or you are. If you choose the former, as many moderns do, you effectively cut yourself off from anything you don’t agree with or understand. You place yourself above the text and can no longer be instructed or chastened by it. But, if you will venture the traditional temerity to choose the latter, then every book, every verse, every letter—especially the ones you don’t agree with or understand—become a potential source of new wisdom and growth. We have tried to approach scripture with some of this reverence.

This, of course, only raises the obvious problem of literalism. Jewish fundamentalism, it seems to us, differs from other literalist traditions in one important way. Others claim that because the biblical text is a vessel for God’s word, it must be taken literally. Jews go further. If God is somehow in the biblical text, then not only must we revere the literal meaning of each word, we must assume that each word has infinite meaning. And that means that arguments are inescapable. Surely anything less would only trivialize sacred words.

Imagine, for instance, that you are a therapist. To your trained ear, anything said by your patient has many potential nuanced shades, associations, and levels of possible interpretation. Now imagine that your patient is God. Surely the words of the Source of All Words must be infinitely meaningful. In the language of the Zohar, the master text of Jewish mysticism, “The stories in the bible couldn’t be about what they seem to be about, otherwise we could write better stories!” The holiness of sacred text, in other words, comes precisely from its ability to continuously generate new interpretations.

Surely one of the strangest institutions of the Hebrew Bible is a little-known divine instruction to Moses and the Israelites that, after they cross the Jordan River, they are to designate cities to which someone who has committed accidental manslaughter might flee from those seeking vengeance for blood guilt. According to the Book of Numbers, there were to be six of these aray miklat, cities of refuge. The Pentateuch, of course, has only five volumes: Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy; if you will, five cities of refuge where those of us who have committed accidental (or purposeful) transgressions might turn for solace and safety. Indeed, they have been a destination and refuge for centuries of students and teachers of the Bible. The Five Books of Moses are cities of solace and safety. In the following pages, we respectfully offer the record of our own weekly visits. And we hope that ours will inspire yours.

      In the week when we read: “A person cannot see me and live.”
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The four-letter Name of God—yod, hey, vao, and hey—is God’s most intimate Name. Made from the root letters of the Hebrew verb “to be,” originally it probably meant something like the “One who brings into being all that is.” It is the ultimate Name of being’s holiness, the one we must never waste (or, “take in vain”). Jewish mystical tradition explains that what is wrong with our present world must therefore be traceable to a corresponding defect in the Name itself: The letters are broken apart from one another. Something on high is fractured. And the ultimate task of humanity is, through right action and right intention, to bring them together again. Such meditations are called yihudim, unifications.

The “vaYechulu (And they were finished),” as the above three verses from Genesis are called, is traditionally chanted as a poetic introduction to the kiddush, or Sanctification prayer, prior to the Sabbath meal. The world-work is done; let us now join God by sanctifying the seventh day. We bless God’s work—and our own—by quitting. The work and the rest, together make the world. They are inseparable. (Or at least, if they were, the world-work would truly be complete, redemption at last.)

The chapters in our present Bible are not of Jewish origin. They inadvertently separate the six days of creation of Genesis, Chapter 1, from the “vaYechulu (And they were finished),” of the seventh day in Genesis, Chapter 2. But perhaps that’s the way it really is: Our work and our rest are severed, split apart. All too often, they bear little or no relationship to one another. Our world is broken. This, in turn, may explain the cryptic old tradition that appends to the beginning of “vaYechulu (And they were finished)” the last few words of the preceding chapter, “… and there was evening and there was morning, a sixth day.” The Hebrew for “the sixth day” is yom haShishi. The first letter respectively of each word is yod and hey, which, when joined with the first letter respectively of “And they [the heavens and the earth] were finished …” is vav and hey, together spelling yod, hey, vav, and hey, the ineffable Name, the Name of the One who brings into being all that is, the Name of God. At last the sweat and the sigh inseparable.




DM

Closure” is a concept foreign to Jewish tradition. It is an overwhelmingly secular, modern, and arrogant idea—that one, by an act of will, manipulation, or aggression can “complete” a disturbing experience.

This mythical mechanical completion means triumph over: fate, chance, anger, grief, or injustice, and is achievable only through oblivion or repression.

The struggle to deal with an unjust, confusing, incomprehensible world does not impede our life; it is our life.

Bereshit, the very beginning of the Torah, counsels that there is and will be no completion, there is no “closure,” and that this lack is not to be decried but, in fact, celebrated.
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Rabbinic tradition is conflicted over what to do with Noah. On the one hand, the biblical text describes him as a tzaddik, a righteous man who walked with God. On the other, unlike Abraham and Moses, Noah never protested God’s harsh decree—not so much as even one peep. How righteous could a man be who watched the destruction of an entire generation in silence?

Hasidic tradition disdainfully calls Noah a tzaddik im pelz, a righteous man in a fur coat, who, instead of helping others build a fire to warm themselves, just pulls his own coat tighter around himself. When push comes to shove, he only looks out for himself. Indeed, Rabbi Aaron Samuel Tameret has suggested that to stand aboard that ark and witness the end of humanity was Noah’s ultimate punishment.

Levi Yitzhak of Berditchev offers a solution based on an insight into the personality of a religious leader. The difference between the two kinds of tzaddikim does not derive from the presence or absence of some special moral fiber. It’s not even the result of the instinct for self-preservation. What enables a true tzaddik to rise in the defense of the world—even when that world is uniformly and unrepentantly evil—is an expression of one’s own self-worth. Noah, suggests the Berditchever, said to himself, “Who am I to be worthy to challenge God’s decree?” And so he did nothing. His failure was his humility. And, even though it is the source of all human wickedness (and would doubtless make Levi Yitzhak cringe), every real tzaddik, sooner or later, needs a little bit of arrogance. A righteous man must believe in the power of his own righteousness.
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Tolstoy wrote that there has never been an intelligent man who, looking around him, did not say, “Surely the corruption of the world is such that it must be obliterated soon.”

His observation suggests the existence of two human traits: a sense of social order (if present only in outrage at its absence), and a sense of cosmic order—or, say, of the existence of God.

But how can one reconcile these two seemingly opposed human perceptions?

Perhaps they coalesce in the human capacity to ask that very question, which is to say, in the study of Torah.
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The text could have just said, “And Avram set out,” or, “God told Avram to go forth.” That would have been mythically elegant. But instead, God gets personal. The first thing God says to the first Jew is “leave your parents’ home.” And as the ancient rabbinic dictum has it: What happens to the parents is already a sign of what will happen to the children.

The great, unending psychospiritual task of every human being is separating from his or her parents. Loved or hated, near or far, living or long dead, it’s never done. We spend our days trying to be who we imagine we want to be and not who they wanted us to be. We strive with all our cunning to infuriate them even as we secretly yearn to make them smile and to fulfill their secret dreams. But before we can finish, or even figure out what’s going on, we have our own children and the whole thing starts all over again from the other side.

In any case, the text is clear: Doing business with this new, imageless, and as yet unnamed God means to leave home, to commence the struggle, to believe unto your dying breath that you will break free from their orbit. But as you grow older—much older—you would be grateful if you could just (even occasionally) strike a balance between your parents and yourself and between yourself and your children. Maybe that is the land that God will show us and what it means to be a blessing.
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There is a communal pathogen called anti-Semitism. It is a delusion, the hallmark of which is, to the deluded, its aura of revealed truth.

In a world overcome by this insanity, “the Jew” is reviled for his most immediately apparent attribute—the poor Jew for his poverty, the rich Jew for his riches; the immigrant for his impertinence, the long-established for his intransigence.

We see the patriot Jew taxed with his efforts to “pass,” and the sequestered with his “clannishness.” The Jew in the Diaspora is an outsider, and the United Nations brands Zionism a race crime.

What is the cause of the sickness, of the mental plague of anti-Semitism? Perhaps the commandment, in Lekh-lekha, to stand apart.

And, indeed, most Jews feel that, as the Torah states, those societies which bless us will be blessed—for, what does the Jew do while he stands apart? He considers.
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According to the Midrash, this was the last of ten trials by which God tested Abraham. The first began with the same conspicuous Hebrew phrase, “Lekh-lekha, Go forth [for yourself],” when God told Abraham to leave his own father’s house. The story thus ends the way it began: “Lekh-lekha, Go forth [for yourself].” The boy is father to the man. It’s so primal, it’s the touchstone for all religious learning. Why else would the rabbis have us read, of all things, such an awe-full story on Rosh Hashanah? The parents whisper to their progeny, “You know, I almost killed you once.” “Happy New Year, Daddy.” “Sit up straight.”

On two separate occasions, the text says of Abraham and Isaac, “And they went, both of them together.” But after whatever it was that happened up there on that peak, we read only, “And Abraham returned to his servants.” Isaac, we must assume, went down the other side, alone.

The name of the mountain, Moriah, means “awe-full.” Tradition claims it will become the site of the Temple, the center of the world. Sinai, where the Torah was given, is ownerless and unknown. The holiest place known to Jews is the scene of a near sacrifice. The Temple is built where the older generation almost kills the younger but forbears at the last possible moment. Only a three-day’s journey from home. If you raise your eyes, you can see it off in the distance.
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And God tested Abraham. He said to him, “Abraham,” and Abraham answered, “Here I am.”

Having acknowledged the voice of God, Abraham commits himself to do Gods will.

The true act of acceptance, however, the inception of the Jewish religion, is not Abraham’s willingness to sacrifice his beloved son, but his willingness to accept the command not to do so.

Judaism repudiates what would, it seems, be the most ancient and prevalent form of propitiation of the gods: infant sacrifice. Donation to the gods of that which, beyond question, was the most precious possession of the donor, must have been the ultimate primordial attempt at eradication of anxiety: “How can the gods not accept this greatest of gifts—they must.”

We see the survival memory of child-sacrifice inverted in the Santa Claus myth, where a representative of the sun god sneaks into the house at the winter solstice. Again, inverting cause and effect, the messenger takes away a child in his sack; it is the gods who are propitiated, not the child. Recall the rhetoric of the Vietnam War, in which sixty thousand young men were sacrificed to defend “our position in the world”—they were the unfortunate infants, sent as an offering to the unfathomable Powers.

We hear the rhetoric in the speech of parents who, doubting the true educational abilities of their school, send the children in any case to be “socialized.”

Abraham was acting as part of a known, and accepted, primeval and still extant tradition.

As he stands ready to sacrifice his son, a messenger of God speaks. The messenger calls, “Abraham, Abraham,” repeating his name twice, as the command to cease is harder to accept even than the original command to kill. And Abraham obeys; he accepts the word of God’s Messenger and stays his hand, even though such restraint visits upon him, and upon the Jewish race, the various burdens of uncertainty.
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Everyone, it seems, is looking off into the distance, trying to get a leg up on the future, hoping for clairvoyance. It’s the most natural thing in the world; we all do it. Successful people seem to have a knack for intuiting the future and then being there a few minutes before everyone else. But even though Abraham “raises his eyes” and sees in the distance the place where he believes he will slaughter his son, he does not yet know it’s “only a test.” Isaac too “raises his eyes” and sees camels coming, but he does not yet know they are bringing the woman he will marry. Even Rebecca, on the caravan, “raises her eyes” and sees a man coming toward her, but she does not yet know it is Isaac. They all see things in the distance, but there’s always more in the distance than we can discern. Something else is coming down. We only realize this in retrospect.
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My teacher, Rabbi Kushner, would stand on the bimah and extemporize his translation of the week’s parasha. His English was colloquial, and magnificent. Later, I had the great good fortune to be taught by Rabbi Kushner to read biblical Hebrew. I was delighted to find the Hebrew punchy, colloquial, and magnificent—the transcription of the oral traditions of a voluble people.

The King James Bible is the touchstone of all subsequent English. Its cadences are found in the speeches of Churchill, of Lincoln, of Mark Twain, and, unfortunately, in the pompous utterances of the current politician.

It is plagal, measured, rhythmic, and very much informed by Western musical tradition.

The rhythm of its language is the accepted form of the utterance of authority. But the original Hebrew, the document which has formed the consciousness of the Jews, is neither plagal nor portentous. It is the language of legend—the language of the storyteller, of the campsite: “she saw him and she fell off her camel,” “he was comforted, after the death of his mother,” “And then there was a new King, and he didn’t know this Joseph,” “And Esau sobbed to his father, ‘Bless me, Me, too. …’”

Everything in the world belongs to God, except the Torah. The Torah belongs to us.

It is authority, but it does not speak with the voice of authority; it speaks with the beautiful voice of tradition and allows us the authority to accept and understand—like a good teacher.
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Deprived of being able to own farmland, Jews became urban. Required to loan money on interest, they became bankers. Forbidden to own guns, they became pacifists. And outnumbered, they learned not to pick fights. On virtually every front, for two millennia, Jews renounced all things physical, from combat to prowess, taking their refuge instead in the power of mind, or what Heschel called the universe of time. We would survive with the cunning of intellect. Then, when the Holocaust demonstrated the folly of powerlessness, the people of Israel built the state of Israel and turned everything upside down. And the myth—it was always only a few biblical lines refracted through rabbinic tradition—of Sly and Red, Jacob and Esau, Jew and gentile, Jerusalem and Rome, was finally broken. A new generation of Israel now identifies with Esau’s power as much as Jacob’s intellect. But, to paraphrase the great Israeli novelist A. B. Yehoshua, having to do two thousand years of cramming in just fifty years, we Israelis are still a little new and awkward at it. As a culture and a religious tradition, Jews have yet to balance the archetypes of mind and body, morality and power. We would do well to remember that the brothers began as twins in the same womb.
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In Bereshit, we see the waters beneath separated from the waters above by the rakia, or firmament. Here is an intuition, or immanent knowledge, of the division of the first cell. The progress of life, the cooling of the earth, the retreat of the waters, the fish becoming the landborne mammals, which evolve into humankind—these are the birth memories of the human race.

Adam and Eve dwell in Gan Eden in a state of blissful infancy; they live instinctually, free of worry, and so (symbolically, at least) free from want.

The attainment of self-consciousness banishes them from the infant world, and begets the various trials which we find reported and predicted in the Humash, and which continue to inform our daily lives.

The struggle between Esau and Jacob denotes the break between the nomad and the agrarian. Esau is a man of the hunt, while Jacob liked to linger at home.

Esau is happy until he encounters duplicity and betrayal—he lives in nature, and, depicted as the “hairy man,” is in fact as connected to the beasts as to humanity.

His tragic betrayal, his incomprehension, and his pathetic entreaties—first to his brother, and then to their father—“Bless me, too”—depict, as does the story of Gan Eden, a memory of infancy. Jacob’s betrayal of his brother recapitulates Eve’s disobedience—it is a dramatic and irrevocable rift. One is barred from return to the Garden; Jacob and Esau cannot be reconciled. Our human evolution will continue, in the Torah and in the rest of our life, according to a divine and unknowable plan.

What can we do but weep with the Hebrew Bible. “Bless me, too.”
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In Song of Songs 5:2, we read, “I was asleep but my heart was awake.” What is it about ordinary, waking consciousness that seems to filter out experiences of the sacred? We intuit that something more must be out there, but in order to see it, we have to close our eyes. Our nights, on the other hand, are often cluttered with holy encounters—inspiring and terrifying. But they always seem to remain just beyond reach, inaccessible, their content either ephemeral or opaque.

Jacob’s dream is probably the most powerful and transformative personal encounter with the divine in the entire Torah. Equally noteworthy is that the event must be anchored in waking reality. Jacob does this by setting up a pile of rocks to mark the spot. And, because even the memory of such an experience is so slippery, the one who received it must establish the place, mark the coordinates in ordinary space. And so Jacob sets up a memorial to something that happened in the night and names it the dwelling place of God.
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The child must be spared adult interpretation. The morality play, the cautionary tale, and the “educational” children’s book exist, and the child understands them to exist, for the purpose of buttressing authority. The gentle indirections of art, of education, of religion, whose first purpose is an avowal of love, and whose secondary purpose is the transmission of information—these, on the other hand, are a precious base upon which the individual might begin to construct his or her own education.

What could be more pointed or more moving than the Kol Nidre declaration: “… as per the court on high, and as per the court below, it is decreed that tonight it is permitted to pray with sinners.”

Similarly, we consign the final grains of hametz to the fire, before Pesah, and most gratefully recite the absolving prayer, “This represents all the hametz under my control—known or unknown.”

These traditions, whether we understand them to be divine writ, divine inspiration, or of human construction, remind us that little is in our control, that we are fallible, that we are prone to sin, and will sin, even in the service of the divine, and that it has been foreseen and understood.

Jacob, even in the heat of divine revelation, could only be human—and he anointed a stone.
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It’s a struggle between Jacob, intent on transcending the ignominy of his past and the sitra akhra (the other side), intent on wounding him with it. Apparently, Jacob’s nameless adversary has power only in the darkness of night. But this dark side of creation’s psyche can also bestow new names, victorious and healing ones. Light and darkness; good and evil; life and death. Perhaps it’s no accident that the Jewish Book of the Dead is called Ma’avar Yabok (The Ford at the Jabok). That’s where the struggle happens, at a place where the river is shallow; if you’re careful, you can make it back and forth.

Commentators have long disagreed over the identity of the unnamed wrestler and over just whose agent he was. Did he serve God—after all, he does confer the blessing of a new name—or does he work for Esau, the enemy, the dark side? The correct answer may be “Yes, both of the above.” The dark side has always been in the employ of the Holy One just as the reality of God necessarily includes darkness and other horrors. And just this is Jacob’s resolution, his transformation into Israel: that God is not just one or the other. God is both.
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And the man wrestled with him until the break of dawn,” or “What shall we give the Sun God?”

Anxiety is a fact of life. Pagans, Druids, Christians, and Jews grow anxious at the disappearance of the Sun in December. The Pagans indulged in ritual sacrifice, an act of appeasement to the angry, and departing, Power. Christians celebrate Christmas; Jews, our own Festival of Light. Modern “scientific” man calls December anxiety “depression” and attributes it to the lack of photostimulus.

The phenomenon—a feeling of unease-anxiety-depression-sadness—can be described by different names, on different levels of abstraction, and addressed through differing mechanisms.

Late-winter “blahs” may be alleviated by the chocolate of Valentine’s Day, the alcohol of Purim, or the sun of a trip to the Tropics.

Nonspecific anxiety—free-floating anxiety—in addition to being the purview of (to name a few) the spiritualist, the confidence artist, the psychoanalytic establishment, the self-help movement, is also addressed by religion.

The Doctrine of Original Sin puts a name on (and so ameliorates) anomie; a similar result is achieved through racial hatred. (“Aha. I now see that my unease was caused by the Jews, the Blacks, etc.”)

Sacrifice—of a human being, of self-esteem, of oxen and sheep, of anything of worth—is a traditional, effective (if temporary) specific for anomie.

But the relationship of Jews to God is defined by the Akedah—by the renunciation of sacrifice. With the fall of the Temple, animal sacrifice (human sacrifice manqué) disappeared.

We Jews were left with the question of how to serve God. Anxiety, now, could be stilled only through prayer, mitzvot, study.

The relationship of Jews to God is defined also through Jacob’s struggle with the angel. Many Jews since have been “up all night struggling.” It is not that we struggle more than other groups—anxiety is a part of the human condition, and distributed equally to all—but that, absent, and having, in fact, renounced sacrifice, we are, perhaps, left more aware of the struggle.

The term “Jewish guilt” is a racial derogation. It is not that Jews are “guilty” (what have we to be guilty of?), but that the Akedah (like the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil) blesses us with the task of seeking self-knowledge, which task necessarily entails upon the seeker anxiety and doubt.

To reconfigure this legitimate if unsettling world-view into guilt is, in effect, a return to barred practices of sacrifice—in this case the sacrifice is not of a life, but of self-respect.
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The Joseph novella, the last thirteen chapters of the book of Genesis, may be the first modern piece of literature. Nowhere in it does God say or do anything. Through Joseph’s awful descent into Egyptian slavery and his equally dizzying ascent to the Egyptian throne, God apparently does nothing. Br’er Rabbit, he lay low. All the characters in the saga remain convinced that they are controlling their own destinies, busily going about their own business, completing what they believe are their own agendas. But we who have read the story countless times know better. We understand that the whole thing is just one big setup to get the Jewish people living (what they think will be) happily every after in Egypt at the end of Genesis and (blissfully) unaware of the advent of some evil pharaoh who won’t remember Joseph and his brothers. But evidence of divine (albeit anonymous) manipulation abounds. Perhaps one of the most compelling examples is the unnamed stranger who meets Joseph and tells him where his brothers (and destiny) await. “I just coincidentally overheard them say they were headed toward Dothan,” he says. Now if we were to be given such a line in modern literature, we would balk at the whole thing. “Artificial, clumsy, plot contrivance,” we’d complain. Surely the author can come up with a better way to get Joseph to his conniving brothers without resorting to some anonymous tip. Why not just send him to Dothan in the first place? What possible literary value could there be in this irrelevant side trip to the field of Shechem? Nothing at all except, perhaps, getting the reader to wonder about why there are seemingly irrelevant side trips occasionally populated by unnamed strangers whose words change everything.
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How does the man know Joseph’s identity? How in the world does he know who Joseph’s brothers might be? Joseph does not name himself, nor does he describe his brothers. Neither does he ask, “Do you know where they might be?” He says, “Have the goodness to tell me where they are.”

To whom is he speaking?

Traditional interpretation would say an angel or messenger; psychoanalytic thought might say “an aspect of himself” (i.e., he externalizes the ability to recognize the difficult: that his brothers are gone from him). In each case, whether through the “messenger,” (an extension of God to the self) or through the unconscious, as an extension of the self toward “wholeness” (i.e., God), a bridge is being made—a bridge to the spiritual. Joseph’s problems were beyond his understanding (how to be at peace with his brothers), and were not cured nor addressed by, his understanding. They were solved by religion.
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By interpreting all three sets of double dreams, Joseph is able to accurately foretell the future. But the only good it does him is to seal his destiny. The first time, his dreams get him sold into slavery. The second, his interpretations establish his reputation. And the third, he’s made king of Egypt. The act of dreaming (or interpreting) the future only seals it!

The Hebrew word for “dungeon” here is bor, or pit, the same word used to describe the cistern into which Joseph was thrown by his brothers (back in Genesis 37:24). There the obvious meaning of his own two dreams (sheaves, then planets bow down to him) gets him thrown into a bor. Now his astonishingly accurate interpretation of the baker’s and the butler’s dreams gets Pharaoh to raise him up from the bor, the dungeon.

The first pit shows up again in Midrash Tanhuma. The whole family has settled in Goshen and Jacob has died. In accordance with their father’s wish, the brothers bury him in Canaan. As they are returning to Egypt, Joseph leaves the caravan for a short time but unaware he is under the secret surveillance of Simeon and Levi. When they follow him to the same pit they once intended to be his grave, they are horrified and certain that, now that their father is dead, Joseph will finally take his vengeance on them. If they had been within earshot, however, the midrash explains, they would only have overheard him recite a simple blessing: “Praised are You, O God, who has done a miracle for me in this place!”
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Pharaoh asks Joseph as Joseph asks the man in Vayashev. Both, in extremity, reach out to the lowly. The terminal patient seeks out the medicine man, the distraught traveler pours out his heart to the stranger.

The operative mechanism is that of the rabbinic injunction: that the distressed can apply to any rabbi for direction, but that, having chosen, he must abide by the rabbi’s words.

This mechanism functions, also, in the traditional choice of the Jew as the advisor to the throne (cf. Joseph, Henry Kissinger, Benjamin Disraeli, Madeleine Albright, Barry Goldwater, etc.), in which the body politic unconsciously selects a person historically deemed to be disinterested (i.e., not of the tribe).
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Joseph has set this whole scene up. He has framed his only full brother, Benjamin. He has meticulously arranged things so that now all his brothers need to do is report the truth to their father: The kid was literally caught with the goods on him. It’s an opportunity for an exact replay of when they threw Joseph in the pit and lied to their father that he had been devoured by a wild beast. This time the man (Joseph) will throw Benjamin into an Egyptian dungeon.

Rabbinic tradition counsels that we don’t know if someone has genuinely made atonement for a sin until he or she has an opportunity to commit the same sin again and does not. So now, unbeknownst to them, Joseph has put his brothers to the test. He has even greased the skids this time for them to choose self-interest over sibling. (Or perhaps Joseph is giving his brothers a second chance. How many people would do that for their siblings?) But this time Judah walks right into the jaws of what he must believe is his own slavery. “Take me instead of the boy,” he says. And that melts Joseph’s heart. Now Joseph could “make himself known” to his brothers.
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If you would forgive your enemy first injure him.” Joseph attempts to master his desire for revenge through repetition. He teases and confuses his brothers—he bids them come and go, tests them, accuses them falsely, and puts them in mortal fear.

Throughout their visits, the impulse toward cruel revenge is weakened, allowing his sorrow to emerge.

Contrast a tradition which counsels to “turn the other cheek.”

The Torah acknowledges that unpleasant and destructive feelings cannot be wished away, they must be examined and dealt with.

Joseph takes revenge symbolically, but it is restorative nonetheless. It allows him to weep and he is cleansed.

We find the same mechanism in the surprise party, in the old Boxing Day custom of having the servants and masters exchange clothes, in the office party, where the inferior employees, licensed by alcohol, can “tell the boss the Truth.”

The “other men,” whom Joseph sends out of the room, may be seen to be conflicting impulses (what else are advisors?). They are banished, allowing Joseph to acknowledge that (for the moment) he is moved to wholeness, that he can put aside both revenge and reason, and be reduced to distraction and sorrow and love.
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Even at the end of the novella, Joseph’s brothers are still in the dark. They remain convinced they can manipulate the outcome of the plot and their own destinies. Thirteen chapters of Genesis earlier (chapter 37) (and over two decades, by the story’s counting), they figured they could be rid of Joseph by throwing him into a pit. Now that Joseph is on the throne, they figure they can ensure their own safety by claiming they’re ready to be his servants. They still don’t understand that the whole thing—from Joseph’s coat of many colors to his royal robes—has all been part of some larger plan that God has for the Jewish people. Joseph alone seems to understand: Everything has conspired to bring them into Egypt.

We, who have rehearsed the story countless times since childhood, know even more. By next week’s parasha, a new king will arise over Egypt who will not remember Joseph and his brothers. He will set task masters over Israel. And the Jewish people will be enslaved for four hundred years. Only then will God do business with us. The slavery, we realize, is apparently a didactic precondition of our mission. And, while Joseph certainly does not foresee that, even now he does comprehend how human plans evaporate in the presence of God’s plan. Joseph sits up there on that throne remembering his dreams and the pit, Ms. Potiphar and the dungeon, Pharaoh’s dreams and the famine, and he understands. Something else is going on and coming down. It is much bigger than isolated human agendas and connivings. As the old Yiddish proverb has it, man plans, God laughs. What a fitting conclusion to Genesis and bridge to the book of Exodus.




DM

To question the existence of the Shoah is a heinous, anti-Semitic act. In some countries it is, indeed, a crime.

But someday the existence of the Shoah will be debated—even by Jews—just as, today, some debate the historical reality of the Egyptian bondage. At that future date, perhaps thousands of years hence, we Jews ourselves may say, “It is, of course, not possible that our people could undergo such savagery—the entire world turned against us, in arms or apathy—and survive. Surely this is but a hyperbolic and chilling metaphor.”

In that far-off debate, other voices will defend the historical reality of this tragedy, and, in so doing, the power of God, and the power of the Jewish people, will endure and wise heads will say that in the storm of the Shoah we see Man intended one thing, but unquestionably God intended something else.

These wise Jews will try to find—in the debate itself—beginning of new wisdom.

Such debates and speculation link us both historically—to Jews studying this parasha this week—and vertically, or perhaps circularly, both to notional Jews of time to come, and to our biblical ancestors.

The ineradicable persistence of the mechanism of debate both ensures and, one might say, defines our existence—as if, as is arguably the case, our people were not the prime movers, but the intended and essential adjunct of some celestial debate.

We analyze a dream, and if we are persistent, new unforseeable elements arise. They are rejected, they reappear, then recast our entire understanding. Perhaps we are indeed thoughts in the mind of God. We struggle with each other and ourselves in an attempt to recast the judgment.
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