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Shabbat Mikketz

Rosh Chodesh – Shabbat Hanukkah
30 Kislev 5766
 December 30-31, 2005

Annual: Genesis 41:1 – 44:17

Triennial Cycle: Genesis 41:53 – 43:15

Second Sefer Torah: Numbers 28:9-15

Third Sefer Torah: Numbers 7:42-47

Haftarah: Zechariah 2:14 - 4:7

Click here for links to resources.


This Week’s Torah Reading

I.  Summary: At the end of last week’s parashah, Vayeshev, Joseph interprets the dreams of two of Pharaoh’s courtiers who had fallen into disfavor.  As Joseph understood from what they told him, so it came to pass: On Pharaoh’s birthday, the chief cupbearer was restored to his post, while the chief baker was impaled.  Joseph did not demand anything in return for his interpretations; he merely asked the cupbearer, “Think of me when all is well with you again, and do me the kindness of mentioning me to Pharaoh, so as to free me from this place [prison].”  Alas, we read: “The chief cupbearer did not think of Joseph; he forgot him.” (40:14,23)

In this week’s parashah, it is Pharaoh who dreams – two years after he had released the chief cupbearer from prison.  They are disturbing dreams, and none of his magicians or wise men was able to interpret the dreams to Pharaoh’s satisfaction.  Sheepishly, the chief cupbearer comes forward; he is embarrassed that he had previously failed to mention Joseph’s impressive skills of interpretation: “I must make mention today of my offenses.”  He tells Pharaoh of the Hebrew lad who had successfully interpreted his dream and the dream of the chief baker: “And as he interpreted for us, so it came to pass.”  Pharaoh summons Joseph; the latter successfully interprets the dreams.  “Immediately ahead are seven years of great abundance in all the land of Egypt.  After them will come seven years of famine, and all the abundance in the land of Egypt will be forgotten.”  Impressed with Joseph’s insights, Pharaoh appoints him to be in charge of preparing the land for the years ahead: to store grain during the years of abundance in anticipation of the years of famine.  Joseph is second in authority only to Pharaoh himself.  Joseph marries and two sons are born to him, Manasseh and Ephraim.

The years of abundance pass, and the entire region is plunged into famine.  The famine affects Joseph’s family; his ten older brothers are sent to Egypt to purchase grain.  Joseph sees them and recognizes them, although they do not recognize him.  He accuses them of being spies – a charge they deny and has them arrested.  On the third day, he gives them an opportunity to prove their honesty.  One will remain a hostage in Egypt until the time that the brothers return with their youngest brother, Joseph’s only full brother, Benjamin.  He also stealthily has the money they paid for grain put back into their grain sacks.  These two things – Simeon held hostage until Benjamin comes down to Egypt and the return of their money – terrify the brothers.

Upon relating these startling events to their father Jacob, he too is dismayed, but he refuses to let the brothers return to Egypt with Benjamin.  “It is always me that you bereave: Joseph is no more and Simeon is no more, and now you would take away Benjamin.  These things always happen to me!”  However, as the famine intensifies, Jacob no longer has a choice: he entrusts Benjamin to Judah’s care, and the brothers return to Egypt.

Joseph treats them regally on their return, releasing Simeon and inviting them to dine with him.  As they are to depart Egypt with their grain, Joseph again instructs his steward, “Fill the men’s bags with food, as much as they can carry, and put each one’s money in the mouth of his bag.  Put my silver goblet in the mouth of the youngest one, together with his money for the rations.”  The brothers leave the city, and Joseph has his steward pursue them.  “When you overtake them,” Joseph instructs his steward, “say to them, ‘Why did you repay good with evil?  It is the very one from which my master drinks and which he uses for divination.  It was a wicked thing for you to do!’”  The brothers, of course, no nothing about the goblet and are horrified when the goblet is found in Benjamin’s sack.  They will not let their youngest brother bear the punishment alone; they know they cannot return to Jacob without Benjamin, so they tell Joseph to take all of them as slaves.  Joseph holds his ground: “Far be it from me to act thus!  Only he in whose possession the goblet was found shall be my slave; the rest of you go back in peace to your father.”  This is how the parashah ends. 

II. Commentary

A.  Joseph remembers his dreams (Gen. 42:9)

“The sight of his brothers prostrating themselves before him suddenly reminds Joseph of [his] long-forgotten dreams.”  (Etz Hayim)  I wonder not what he remembered about his dreams but how he felt about those dreams.  He had those dreams when he was seventeen years old, an adolescent.  Bullied and resented by his older brothers, because of their father Jacob’s favoritism, it would not be surprising if Joseph found refuge in his grandiose dream world.  “Just let them wait; one day they’ll be sorry that they treated me so poorly.”  Now it is some twenty years later that he reencounters his brothers.  (Joseph was thirty when summoned from the prison by Pharaoh, who needed him to interpret his dreams.  Add the seven years of plenty that preceded the great famine.  It adds up to a bit over two decades.)  Perhaps he has a better understanding of the meaning of those dreams.  The brothers bowing low to him did not mean that he was to lord his superiority over them.  It meant that they were beseeching him for help.  It meant that he was going to be in a position of power to respond to their needs.  The more mature Joseph, in remembering those dreams, understands that the emphasis was not to be on his authority but on his responsibility.  Why will he take care of his brothers?  Because he can; that has been his destiny all along.

Greater still than his ability to rise above his past hurts and resentments to fulfill his destined responsibility toward his family is his moral conscience.  Compare Joseph’s decisions to those of many of today’s world leaders.  As long as the needs of one’s family, friends and political allies are met, then nothing more really needs to be done.  As for the rest of the populace: let them fend for themselves.

That is one of the main thrusts of the following, written by Brent Chaim Spodek (bspodek@ajws.org), a fourth year rabbinical student at the Jewish Theological Seminary.  He wrote this week’s D’var Torah for the American Jewish World Service.   To receive the AJWS’ weekly D’var Torah on social justice, you may subscribe at http://action.ajws.org/ajws_centerhome/parshat_hashavua.html.

While millions of people have lost their lives due to political failures during times of famine, the first governmental response to famine, recorded in Parshat Mikketz, was a resounding success for three key reasons.
First, Joseph correctly interpreted Pharaoh’s dream of the fat cows eating the lean cows to be a sign that seven years of plenty would be followed by seven years of famine. While famine-forecasting technology has changed considerably from analyzing dreams to evaluating demographic patterns and weather trends, an accurate interpretation of the early signs is essential. It would have been very easy for Joseph to misread this ancient "early warning system" as much of the world has done in Niger, where more than 2.4 million people are currently starving, despite signs as early as 2004 that indicated a looming crisis. Famine rarely comes as a surprise.

Second, Joseph took advantage of Egypt’s years of plenty to prepare for the future. In a time when famines were seen as acts of God, Joseph persuaded Pharaoh not to surrender to the vagaries of nature, but to take action for times of shortage by storing grain during the good years. 

In his final move, Joseph made the not-so-obvious choice to feed everyone – not just the elites. A lesser man might have told Pharaoh that the first and most important step was to ensure that there was enough food for him and his court, and perhaps after that, to address the needs of the population. Yet Joseph was able to harness the absolute power of Pharaoh’s dictatorship to prepare the whole country for catastrophe. When the poor cried out to Pharaoh for bread, Joseph, acting on behalf of the state, was in a position to provide for them.

Yet, despite all these triumphs, Joseph’s legacy remains tainted. By accepting Pharaoh’s totalitarian regime, Joseph failed to develop a political infrastructure that could reliably prevent famine in future generations. Joseph could have told Pharaoh that planning for the well being of his people wasn’t an act of loving-kindness, but rather the fulfillment of a responsibility to both God and to the people. While Joseph did an incredible job of preventing suffering from within an oppressive system, he did not work to change the system, a failure which came back to haunt his descendants when the Israelites were put into slavery.

Throughout history, total authorities like Pharaoh have more frequently enriched themselves and their allies than they have addressed the needs of the general population. Joseph, who is said to have embodied the Divine Spirit his entire life, ensured that the power of this Egyptian dictator was used to provide for all the people of the land. The Egyptians who lived under this Pharaoh were lucky, though even they had no guarantees that the government would provide them with food. Citizens of democracies, however, can expect those guarantees. Famines have rarely, if ever occurred in independent democratic countries, because in those countries, the media and opposition political parties are vigilant and seize upon the first reports of food shortages. This puts democratic governments under immense pressure to act effectively when faced with a threat of famine.  If everyone who was threatened with starvation today could trust that their leaders would be as caring and responsible as Joseph, if they could rest easy knowing their rulers would use the power of the state to help them, then perhaps democracy could be seen as a luxury for the satiated part of the world. But until that impossibly messianic moment, the most important step towards eliminating famine is ensuring that governments, through a vigorous democratic process, are held accountable to the vulnerable people who rely on them.

B.  On dreams: Rabbi Bradley Shavit Artson, Dean of the Ziegler School of Rabbinic Studies at the University of Judaism in Los Angeles, takes a different approach to the subject of dreams:

When we speak of dreams, we mean two different things. On the most literal level, dreams are what we do in our sleep.... Dreaming is something that virtually all people do, and the vast preponderance of us can remember some of what we have dreamt the night before.
 
But to dream has a higher meaning as well. To dream can imply a sense of a larger vision of life, a sense that things could somehow be better than they are at present and a direction for how to advance toward that goal. One mark of leadership is the ability to dream in that second, more profound way, and to be able to persuade others to share in that dream, to make it their own.
 
After tracing the arrival of the new slave, Joseph, in the land of Egypt, the Torah tells us that he winds up in the house of Potiphar, where he gets trapped by the illicit lusts of Potiphar’s wife. Condemned to prison, Joseph is more than just a model prisoner, he is also an inspired interpreter of dreams. Eventually, he gains quite a reputation for the accuracy of his interpretations. What he interprets as about to happen always materializes with the passage of time. 
 
Then the Torah relates, “Pharaoh dreamed.” The Torah could have said that Pharaoh was puzzled by his most recent dream — that would tell us something we do not already know. But to simply tell us that “Pharaoh dreamed?” As the rabbis of Midrash Bereshit Rabbah comment: “And don’t all people dream?” Of course Pharaoh dreamed, everybody does. So why does the Torah waste precious words to tell us something we could guess from common experience?
 
Obviously, the Torah must be hinting at some deeper meaning. Our tradition must be telling us something unique about the nature of his dream. And what special message did that pasuk (verse of Torah) transmit? In the words of the midrash, it is “true [that everyone dreams] but a king’s dream embraces the whole world.”
 
The dreams of a monarch are different than the dreams of most of us, because the sovereign dreams about matters that effect entire populations. In our sleep, we may dream about a fight with our boss, an upcoming simcha, or someone we find attractive. But the dreams of kings are their visions. And their visions transform our lives and our world. 
 
When the late Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., wanted to train us to see the world through his visionary eyes, he told us “I have a [dream].” His dream was of an America in which children of all races and creeds were free to make friendships and to nurture each other without regard to the color of their skin or the contours of their faith. By using the biblical language of dreams, Dr. King made it impossible not to be infected by his enthusiasm, his faith, and his righteousness. 
 
The Torah uses dreams to give us new visions, to broaden our horizons beyond the limits of habit, convention, and expectation. To Torah trains us through its stories and its commandments, its aggadah and its halakhah, to see the world not merely as a place where different species wage an endless war for evolutionary supremacy, but also as a place where humanity, as God’s messengers, bring all of God’s creation closer to a time of universal harmony, security, and love. 
 
In the transforming vision of another of the great men of the Torah, Moses, we learn that the rituals of Judaism are the essential tools for integrating the moral expectations of our tradition. The rituals teach us to remember to redeem the world and to love our fellow human beings. The stories teach us who we are and where we have come from. They connect us to our most distant ancestors and unite us with them and each other in a common cause and a shared destiny.
 
If great men and women have great dreams, then imagine just how grand must God’s dream be. Perhaps we can also read the Torah and the words of the Prophets as the _expression of God’s great dream — an age in which all humanity unite in the service of God, the inauguration of an age of justice and peace, using our minds to heal the sick and comfort the bereaved, to feed the hungry and shelter the homeless. Perhaps God’s great dream, of a humanity that reflects God’s image, not merely in potential but in actuality, is within our grasp.
 
If we but dare to dream.
♥  ♥  ♥

My dream for my brothers and sisters in Africa is for spiritual and economic self-sufficiency, that they will end their dependence on foreign material support and that they will no longer depend on rabbis from abroad, neither black nor white.  I pray that the leaders of our people, wherever they may be, will be imbued with the same Divine Spirit that guided Joseph, that they will see beyond their narrow self-interest and be guided to walk along the paths that will lead to prosperity and enlightenment and dignity for all.

May God grant us a life in which our hearts’ desires for goodness will be fulfilled.  May God bless us all until we meet again







Rabbi Howard Gorin, Rockville, MD

Resources:

(1) A luach (Hebrew calendar) for November can be found at http://rabbihowardgorin.org/12.05.htm
Candlelighting times will be found at the bottom of the calendar.

(2) To find commentary on this week’s reading: http://rabbihowardgorin.org/DvarTorah.htm#Internet
(3) For archived issues of Shalom Africa: http://rabbihowardgorin.org/ShalomAfricaArchive.htm






