
 

 

This Week In Torah Miketz 

 

Joseph is growing as an individual; competent as a therapist of sorts, deflecting praise 

and exhibiting humility. His intellect becomes the most commanding tool in his arsenal 

to shepherd a society through a radical transformation—intellectual as well as economic. 

What is occurring here is more than the prophecy to help through a forecasted famine, 

but a move from paganism to monolatry (worship of one god without disputing the 

existence of others) to Israelite’s monotheism. When Joseph proclaims in Genesis 41: 

16—'Joseph answered Pharaoh, saying, “Not I! God [Elohim] will see to Pharaoh’s 

welfare”, Joseph introduces that God transcends into the theoretical realm by bringing 

in God as the Omnipotent presence in the world and he is just the interpreter here. He 

seeks to introduce Pharoah to a new way of perceiving the universe and humankind’s 

ability to manage it. This is not so straight forward—it is a step-by-step process that 

Joseph needs to usher in. 

First of all, let’s us state the obvious—Egypt is not a monotheistic practicing society. 

Perhaps it can gear itself to be more monolatry.  To do so, weather and harvest outputs 

must not be seen as the results of divine whims. They represented a single totality, one 

creative will, the Author of being. According to Rabbi Jonathan Sacks z”l, the Torah uses 

the word “Elohim” as a plural form to mean: “the sum of all forces, the totality of all 

powers.” God here [as found with that usage in the text Elohim] is an abstract noun 

meaning: “all that exists, and every cause that shapes their interactions, under the 

aspect of the single creative force that brought them into being.” Moving from the 

ancient to the contemporary world, we might say that God is the Force/Presence in the 

realm of science: the Big Bang, the various forces that give the universe its configuration 

and the genetic code that shapes life from the simplest bacterium to homo-sapiens. Or 

as Rabbi Mordechai Kaplan would phrase it: God is super-natural; not limited to nature 

but God’s presence incorporates nature. 



Secondly, understanding a glimpse of the Divine reality is in the human realm. We can 

never understand God entirely, but like Moses in Exodus who catches a glimpse of the 

Divine by being placed in a cleft of a rock as God passes by, we too can deduce an 

attribute of the Divine by using our minds to perceive the “hand” of God being present 

[using hand as a metaphor, of course!]  The philosopher-poet of the eleventh century, 

Judah Halevi, proposed an idea of understanding God based on modes of relationship. 

Halevi’s view was this: the ancients worshipped forces of nature, which they personified 

as gods. Each was known as El, or Eloah. The word “El” therefore generically means “a 

force, a power, an element of nature.”  According to Halevi, Elohim was a culmination of 

different factors – or to the Egyptian mindset, different “gods” working together. That 

complexity of theology was an entry point for perceiving monotheism and Elohim or 

whatever name one seeks to use as the ONE God.  

What becomes essential is a view revived in the twentieth century by Martin Buber in 

his distinction between I-It and I-Thou: the relationship or better yet, the 

interconnectedness between God and humanity. God is not limited to nature but that 

manifestation of the Divine-self is essential for human capacity to understand God. Our 

need for God is best expressed through the tangible elements within the natural realm. 

Only when those needs are met can we transcend into a different understanding of the 

Divine.  

Building on that human intellect, we see the third lesson that Joseph brings to Pharoah. 

Through oneiromancy [dream interpretation as a divine tool for prophecy], Joseph 

guides Pharoah to look beyond the here-and-now. It is interesting that the 2 times 

where oneiromancy occurs, it transcends the geographic borders of Canaan—Joseph 

does it in Egypt and Daniel does it in Babylonia/Persia. This reenforces the ability for us 

to acknowledge the transcendency of Elohim.   

For us, metaphors and allegories, illusions and dreams—these are some of the ways that 

the intellect can process how God manifests the Divine-self. To use the teaching of the 

16th Century Italian Rabbi Sforno who wrote that many dream elements seem to capture 

things that are not relevant in our life-- passing thoughts or reflections. We have to 

discern what is imperative to our critical thinking and what is flippant in our thoughts. 



Sforno illustrates this by pointing out that in the sedra, when Torah uses the word 

“Cholom” with a “vav” in the middle for the “OOO” sound, then it is an indication to be 

fully present to see a glimpse of the Presence! Something deep is in play, a prophecy that 

will transcend time to give a glimpse of a bigger picture. In this case it is a 14 year 

glimpse of plenty and famine.  

For us, let’s note the process of intellectual development of theology. God transcends 

our intellect; we can only catch a glimpse of a Divine attribute but never the totality of 

God. God is present in complex formations which cause us to utilize an active and 

constant understanding that causes us never to be stagnant in our thoughts. We should 

remember that God is the only entity that has a sense of transcendence, our intellect just 

brings us to a deeper understanding of God in the universe and our relationship to God 

as experienced through that understanding. Finally, all this intellectual grappling still 

instills us with a sense of awe as we embrace our finitude and God’s omnipresence.  


