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 I am currently reading a fascinating book entitled After by Dr. Bruce Greyson, Professor 

Emeritus of Psychiatry and Neurobehavioral Sciences at the University of Virginia. Dr. Greyson 

has researched and written extensively about near death experiences, times when a person 

approached the doors of death but was then revived. He has identified certain patterns and 

paradigms of what people experience in these moments: a visual life-review where all events of 

their lives flash before their eyes; conversations with deceased relatives who share with them 

important information and tell them to return to this world; and various other phenomenon. In 

his book, he writes, 

The more I learned about them [near death experiences], the more they seemed to cry 

out for an explanation beyond the limited understanding of our everyday ideas about 

the mind and the brain. And those new ways of thinking about our minds and our brains 

open up the possibility of exploring whether our consciousness might continue after the 

death of our bodies. And that, in turn, challenges our concept of who we are, how we fit 

into the universe, and how we might want to conduct our lives.1 

What Dr. Greyson writes here is profound, and requires an incredible degree of humility. There 

is a possibility that we do not yet know all that much about the way in which our minds and 

brains operate. Perhaps there is much more to learn, much more to discover, and those 

discoveries could have a monumental impact for how we live in this world. As I read these 

 
1 Bruce Greyson, M.D., After, loc. 202. 
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words, I am struck by awe and wonder. Indeed, we live in a technologically advanced world that 

has changed at a rate unknown to our forebears. But that advancement is not reaching a 

plateau. Rather, we are continuing to learn more, understand better, and we are doing it at a 

faster pace than ever before. There is so much more to discover, if only we approach the world 

with a sense of humility, curiosity, and awe.  

 Parshat Vayechi narrates the end of Jacob’s life. Before he bestows a blessing upon his 

own sons, he invites Joseph to bring forward his grandsons, Ephraim and Manasseh for a 

blessing. When he speaks to Joseph, Jacob says something surprising to his son: “Now, your two 

sons, who were born to you in the land of Egypt before I came to you in Egypt, shall be mine; 

Ephraim and Manasseh shall be mine no less than Reuben and Simeon. But progeny born to 

you after them ( ם ְדָּת ַאֲחֵריֶה֖  shall be yours; they shall be recorded instead of (ּומֹוַלְדְּת֛� ֲאֶׁשר־הֹוַל֥

their brothers in their inheritance.”2 Using this formula, Jacob adopts his grandsons as his own 

children—they are to be on par with Reuben and Simeon. They will lead tribes of their own; 

they will inherit a portion in the Land of Israel; they will be considered part of b’nai Yisrael, the 

children of Israel. But what does this mean for Joseph? Is he now without children of his own? 

According to Jacob’s words, only those children who are born after this moment will be 

considered Joseph’s sons. But we have never heard of Joseph’s other children. Does Joseph 

have any other children after Ephraim and Manasseh, and if so, what is their story? The classical 

commentaries on the Torah grapple with this question.  

 Rashi, following the Aramaic translations of the Torah, teaches us that Jacob is only 

referring to a future potentiality, as if Jacob is saying to Joseph, “If you happen to have other 
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children, then those will not be counted amongst mine, and they will not become tribes of their 

own.” Joseph may have thought that if these two sons can be elevated in status, why not others 

as well? That could have led to Joseph fathering more children, thereby increasing his own 

legacy amongst the children of Israel. Jacob therefore warns him that this is a one-time deal—

only Ephraim and Manasseh will be elevated in status; all other sons will be treated as your 

own, children of Joseph and grandchildren of Jacob. In this manner, Rashi reads the text as a 

sort of warning to Joseph from his father. It may be that these two sons enjoy a special privilege 

of being like the sons of Jacob, but it will be these and only these two.  

 Hizkuni (13th century, France), reads the verse differently and suggests that Jacob is 

referring to the future children of Ephraim and Manasseh, not any future children of Joseph. In 

other words, Jacob is assuring Joseph that he will have grandchildren, and those grandchildren 

will be counted amongst the tribes of their fathers, just as the children of Judah and Asher will 

be counted amongst their tribes rather than forming tribes of their own. Jacob is saying to 

Joseph, “Yes, your sons will be treated as mine, but your grandchildren will still be yours.”  

 But the most fascinating explanation, in my opinion, comes from Radak (12th century, 

France), joined by other classical commentaries as well. He builds upon Rashi, but changes it 

from a mere possibility to a true reality—Joseph not only could have more children in the 

future, but he actually does have more children! Radak writes, “Perhaps Joseph had other sons, 

but they were not mentioned in this passage or brought before Jacob because they were too 

young.” Wait, Joseph had other children, and we never hear about them? The Torah simply 

chooses not to mention them here, or in any other place, but it is still possible that they exist? 

When you read the text as Radak does, the questions that arise are endless: Who were these 
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other children? What were their names? What happened to them? Did they get along with 

their two elder brothers who were elevated in status over them? Where did they go after this? 

And I could go on… 

In no other place in the Torah or in the rest of the Hebrew Bible do we find any such 

assertion that Joseph had other children. Other than this one verse, there are no other vestiges 

of a tradition in which Joseph fathers additional children. This is truly a novel reading of the 

text, and one that posits for us a way of thinking about the Torah that was familiar to the Sages 

but uncomfortable for us: Perhaps there is more to the story, and we do not know it. There are 

things in the Torah that are only alluded to or hinted at, but not made otherwise obvious and 

explicit. The ancient Sages of our tradition were comfortable when an opportunity arose to 

build upon the text of the Torah, to read between the lines and offer possibilities not otherwise 

attested in the Torah itself. They were able to read Torah with open eyes and attuned ears, 

seeing and hearing things that would otherwise go unnoticed for most readers. This approach 

gave rise to some of our greatest collections of midrashim, narrative interpretations of the text 

that breathe even more life into the sacred words of the Torah. There are ideas buried beneath 

the surface, which can only be unearthed by a careful study of the text.  

We can apply this same approach to the way in which we interact with the world around 

us. There is more about the world that we do not yet know than what we already have learned, 

and that is not easy to acknowledge. We live in an age where nearly every data point is 

accessible through a seemingly magical device that rests in our pockets (except for on Shabbat, 

of course). With all of that possibility, it is difficult to remember that what we know is 

surpassed only by what we have yet to discover. But once we accept this reality, we can change 
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our posture towards the world, approaching it with awe, wonder, and curiosity. To do this, we 

must practice humility, and acknowledge that there is always more to learn, new ways to 

understand the world. Just as we approach our own sacred tradition with awe, wonder, and 

curiosity, so too may we see the world through those lenses, and in so doing, may we discover 

even more about the marvels of our world.  


