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replied that Pharaoh saw Yosef’s extreme honesty in something he
said before he related the interpretation of the dream. Yosef began
by saying to Pharaoh that he had no power to interpret dreams on
his own. It was entirely a gift from the Almighty. Yosef didn’t want
to take credit even for a moment. This total honesty in one minor
point showed that Yosef could be completely trusted.

Note what happened here. Pharaoh saw one minor positive point
in Yosef’s character and extrapolated from this t0 sée the good on a
large scale. This should be our model in viewing people. Keep
finding minor strengths and good qualities in others and then give
the person_ positive. feedback. This can help someone build_a
positive self-image. The more a person sees himself as having
poéitive attributes the more motivated he will be to utilize those
strengths for further growth.

Unfortunately there are people who have a tendency to notice
minor faults and weaknesses in others and then keep telling them
that they have major character problems. While it is imperative to
help people overcome their faults and weaknesses, the main
emphasis for most people should be on their strengths. If someone
is arrogant, this is not the appropriate approach. But for anyone
who has low self-esteem this positive approach is crucial
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Miketz

Appearance and Reality

inally, after twenty-two years and many twists and turns, Joseph
and his brothers meet. We sense the drama of the moment, The last time
they were together, the brothers planned to kill Joseph and eventually
sold him as a slave, One of the reasons they did so was that they were
angry at his reports about his dreams; he had twice dreamed that his
brothers would bow down to him. To them that sounded like hubris,
excessive confidence, and conceit.

Hubris is usually punished by nemesis and so it was in Joseph's
case. Far from being a ruler, his brothers turned him into a slave. That,
however, turned out not to be the end of the story but only the begin-
ning. Unexpectedly, now in Parashat Miketz, the dream has just come
true. The brothers do bow down to him, “their faces to the ground”
(Gen. 42:6). Now, we feel, the story has reached its end. Instead it
turns out only to be the beginning of another story altogether, about
sin, repentance, and forgiveness. Biblical stories tend to defy narrative
conventions.

The reason, though, that the story does not end with the broth-
ers’ meeting is that only one person present at the scene, Joseph himself,

59




Genesis

knew that 5 A mee 4

at It was a meeting. “As soon as Joseph saw his brothers, /e
e fep 3 i
recognised them, but he pretended to be a stranger and spoke h
to > cp o e ; ‘
them.... Joseph recognised his brothers, |

(Gen. 42:7-8).
There were many reasons they did not re
not know he w

arshly

il they did not recognise him”

i : cognise him. They did
as in Egypt. They believed he was still a slave while
man before whom they bowed was a vice
like an Egyptian, spoke Egyptian, and h
Paane’ah. Most importantly, though, he

the
roy. Besides which, he looked
ad an Egyptian name, Tzofnat

e o 0 : was wearing the uniform of
‘gyptian of high rank. That had been the sign of Jose
the hand of Pharaoh when he interprete

ph's elevatio
d his dreams:

So Pharaoh said to Joseph, “I hereby put you in char: i
arge :
V\{Ilt)‘lﬂ land of Egypt” Then I’Ia.u';u)hyt:lmk )I']is signet r?n:gulr'r::[:l’;
hl-sA[mgur and put it on Joseph's finger. He dressed him in robes
of fine linen and puta gold chain round his neck. He made hi .
ride in a chariot as his second-in-comm ‘ »

i e and, and people shouted
efore him, “Make way.” Thus

o he put him in ¢ harge of the whole
land of Egypt. (Gen. 41:41-43)

We know from Egyptian w
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Opposite. It turns out to be a very major matter indeed. The first thing
we need to note is that the Torah as a whole, and Genesis in pm‘ticu[-ll;
has a way of focusing our attention on a major theme: It presents L‘lsl

with recurring episodes. Robert Alter calls them “type scenes”! "

There

1. Robert Alter, The Art of Biblical Narrative (New York: Basic Boaks, 1981), 55-78
3 8, 1981), 5578,
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is, for example, the theme of sibling rivalry that appears foue tines in
Genesis: Cain and Abel, Isaac and Ishmael, Jacob and Esau, and Joueph
and his brothers. There is the theme that occurs three times: the pati
arch forced to leave home because of famine, and then realising that h
will have to ask his wife to pretend she is his sister for fear that he will
be murdered so that she can be taken into the royal harem. And there is
the theme of finding-future-wife-at-well, which also occurs three times:
Rebecea, Rachel, and Yitro's daughter Tzippora.

The encounter between Joseph and his brothers is the fifth ina
series of stories in which clothes play a key role. The first is Jacob who
dresses in Esau’s clothes whilé briniging his father a meal so that he can

take his brother’s blessing. The second is Jose

s finely embroidered robe

or “coat of many colours,” which the brothers bring back to their father
stained in blood, saying that a wild animal must have seized him. The
third is the story of Tamar taking of her widow's dress, covering herselt
with a veil, and maki:\g.i\l"r.\"c—l'lu'llml\' as if she were a prostitute. ‘The fourth
is the robe Joseph leaves in the hands of Potiphar’s wife while escaping
her attempt to seduce him. The fifth is the onc in Parashat Miketz in
which Pharaoh dresses Joseph as a high-ranking Egyptian, with clothes
of linen, a gold chain, and the royal signet ring,

What all five cases have in common is that they facilitate decep
tion. In each c.lsc,‘thcy bring about a situation in which things are not
as they seem. Jacob wore Esau’s clothes because he was worried that
his blind father would feel him and realise that the smooth skin did
not belong to Esau but to his younger brother. In the end it was not
only the texture but also the smell of the clothes that deceived Isaac:
“Ah, the smell of my son is like the smell of a field the Lord has blessed”
(Gen. 27:27).

Joseph’s stained robe was produced by the brothers to disguise
the fact that they were responsible for Joseph's disappearance. Jacob
“recognised it and said, ‘It is my son’s robe! A wild animal has devoured
him. Joseph has surely been torn to pieces’™ (Gen. 37:33).

Tamar’s appearance dressed as a veiled prostitute was intended
to deceive Judah into sleeping with her since she wanted to have a child
to “raise up the name” of her dead husband Er. Potiphar’s wife used the

evidence of Joseph's robe to substantiate her claim that he had tried to
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Miketz: Appearance and Reality

The key to the five stories occurs later on in Tanakh, in the biblical
account of Israel’s first two kings. Saul looked like royalty. He was “head
and shoulders above” everyone else (I Sam. 9:2). He was tall. He had
presence. He had the bearing of a king. But he lacked self-confidence.
He followed the people rather than leading them. Samuel had to rebuke
him with the words, “You may be small in your own eyes but you are
head of the tribes of Israel” (I Sam. 15:17). Appearance and reality were
opposites. Saul had physical but not moral stature.

The contrast with David was total. When God told Samuel
to go to the family of Yishai to find Israel’s next king, no one even
thought of David, the youngest of the family. Samuel’s first instinct
was to choose Eliav who, like Saul, looked the part. But God told him,

“Do not consider his appearance or his height, for I have rejected him.
The Lord does not look at the things people look at. People look at the
outward appearance but the Lord looks at the heart” (I Sam. 16:7).

Only when we have read all these stories are we able to return to
the first story of all in which clothes play a part: the story of Adam and
Eve and the forbidden fruit, after eating which they see they are naked.
They are ashamed and they make clothes for themselves. That is a story
for another occasion but its theme should now be clear. It is about eyes
and ears, seeing and listening. Adam and Eve’s sin had little to do with
fruit, or sex, and everything to do with the fact that they let what they
saw override what they had heard.

“Joseph recognised his brothers, but they did not recognise him.”
The reason they did not recognise him is that, from the start, theyallowed
th?ﬁTéEﬁﬁE‘s’E) be guided by what they saw, the “coat of many colours”
that inflamed their envy of their younger erfher"I‘l‘.l"l‘;]:gERZ‘ appearances
and you will miss the deeper truth about situations and people. You
will even'miss God Himself, for God cannot be seen, only heard. That
is why the primary imperative in Judaism is Shema Yisrael, “Listen, O
Israel,” and why, when we say the first line of the Shema, we place our
hand over our eyes so that we cannot see.

Appearances deceive. Clothes betray. Deep understanding,
whether of God or of human beings, needs the ability to listen. In order
to choose between right and wrong, between good and bad - in order to
live the moral life ~ we must make sure not only to look, but also to listen.

»
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