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 … for … this week’s Parshah, Miketz, a continuation of the story of Joseph and his brothers… I 

have reviewed the following scholarly material.  UNDERSTANDING GENESIS, a thorough 

review by one of the most brilliant experts on this part of Torah, Nahum Sarna; TORAH TODAY, 

a renewed encounter with scripture by Pinchas Peli; review of multiple commentaries from 

faculty of the Jewish Theological Seminary; Professor Robert Alter, and of course, my favorite 

source, Rabbi Jonathan Sacks. 

    The titles of my D’var Torah are Remaining Jewish and Appearance and Reality.  Except for 

Chapter 38 of Genesis which is to me a most important chapter demonstrating the process of 

the beginning of repentance of Judah and his affair with his daughter in law Tamar, the story of 

Joseph and his brothers from Chapters 37 to 50 is a profound analysis of how a son of Jacob, 

who literally becomes Egyptian because of his God-given gift of interpreting the dreams of 

Pharaoh, maintains his identity as a Jew. This idea is as important today as we see assimilation 

of Jews into secular cultures, intermarriage where the children do not maintain their contact with 

Judaism, and 3000 years of maintaining Jewish existence as we celebrate the defeat of the  

Greek-Syrians by the Maccabees slightly over 2000 thousand years ago and today celebrate 

the Holiday of Chanukah.   

     As the Book of Genesis approaches its conclusion, we realize the significance of names and 

naming—especially at the heart of the Joseph story.  I will focus on this later. 

     After 20 years and many twists and turns, Joseph and his brothers meet.  We sense the 

drama of the moment.  The last time they had been together, the brothers planned to kill Joseph 

and eventually sold him as a slave. The major reason they did so is that they were angry at his 

reports about his dreams. He twice dreamed that his brothers would bow down to him.  To them 

that sounded like hubris, excessive confidence and conceit and the brothers turned him into a 

slave.  That, however, turned not to be the end of the story, but only the beginning.  

Unexpectedly, now in this week’s parsha, 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, about sin, repentance, and 

forgiveness.   

The reason, though, that the story does not end with the brothers’ meeting is that only one 

person present at the scene, Joseph himself, knew that it was a meeting.  “As soon as Joseph 

saw his brothers, he recognized them, but they did not recognize him.”   

There were many reasons they did not recognize him.  They did not know he was in Egypt.  

They believed he was still a slave while the man before whom they bowed was a viceroy.  

Besides which he looked Egyptian, spoke Egyptian and had an Egyptian name, Tsonefat 

Paneakh.  

      Nahum Sarna explains the etymology of this name. “Traditional exegesis connects the name 

with Joseph’s penchant for interpreting dreams, seeing in the first element a derivation from the 

Hebrew stem ts-f-n,’ “to hide” and rendering the second, contextually “elucidate.”  The name 

would thus mean “revealer of hidden things.”  Sarna goes further in suggesting that the Egyptian 

origin of this name would be “God speaks, he lives.”  Samuel Raphael Hirsch suggests the 

name could perhaps mean “he with whom the most secret things are kept.”  Pharaoh thus found 

a title that speaks to his experience with Joseph—both as an interpreter of secrets and as one 

in whom God speaks and the people live.   
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     Most importantly, though, he was wearing the uniform of an Egyptian of high rank.  That had 

been the sign of Joseph’s elevation at the hand of Pharaoh when he interpreted his dreams.   

     “So Pharaoh said to Joseph, “I hereby put you in charge of the whole land of Egypt.”  

Someone dressed like the Egyptian before whom the brothers had just bowed could not 

possibly be their long lost brother Joseph.  Except that it was.  This may seem like a minor 

matter.  I would like to argue that the appearance of a man or a woman is a major matter and 

that the Torah as a whole and Genesis in particular, has a way of focusing on this major theme 

and it presents us with recurring episodes.  The famous biblical commentator Robert Alter calls 

them “type scenes” in his book The Art of Biblical Narrative. (1981) There is, for example, sibling 

rivalry that appears 4 times in Genesis: Cain and Abel, Isaac and Ishmael, Jacob and Esau and 

Joseph and his brothers.  There is the theme that occurs three times of a patriarch forced to 

leave his home because of famine, and then realizing that he 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 finally, there is the theme of finding a future wife at a well which also occurs three times, 

Rebecca, Rachel, and Jethro’s daughter Zipporah. 

     The encounter between Joseph and his brothers is the fifth in a series of stories in which 

clothes play a key role. 

The first is Jacob who dresses in Esau’s clothes while bringing his father a meal so that he can 

receive his father’s blessing. Second is Joseph’s finely embroidered robe or “coat of many 

colors,” which the brothers bring back to their father stained in blood, saying that a wild animal 

must have seized him.   

Third is the story of Tamar (Genesis 38) taking off her widow’s clothes, covering herself with a 

veil and making herself look as if she were a prostitute.  Fourth is the robe Joseph leaves in the 

hands of Potiphar’s wife while escaping her attempt to seduce him.  The fifth is the one in 

today’s parsha 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 deception.  Joseph used the fact 

that his brothers did not recognize him to set in motion a series of staged events to test whether 

they were still capable of selling a brother as a slave or whether they had changed.  So the five 

stories about garments tell a single story as Rabbi Sacks suggests, things are not necessarily 

as they seem.  Appearances deceive, which is one of the titles of this D’var Torah.  As Rabbi 

Heschel Greenberg told me that the Hebrew word for garment b-g-d (bet-gimmel-daled) is also 

the Hebrew word for “betrayal”, as in the confession formula (on Yom Kippur) Ashamnu, 

bagadnu “We have been guilty, we have betrayed.”  But an extremely interesting view on names 

is that Joseph has nevertheless not lost his Hebrew identity.  He and his Egyptian wife give birth 

to two sons, who they name Ephraim and Menashe. Far from renouncing his Jewish roots (and 

counter to Joseph’s ostensible explanation of the name Menashe—that “God has made me 

forget completely my hardship and my parental home” (Genesis 41:51),  Joseph yearns to 

reconnect, and he does so by giving his sons Hebrew names. Joseph has not forgotten his 

hardship; neither has he abandoned his parental home.  Tzaphaneth-Paneach remembers his 

essence. 

Parsha Miketz has so many interesting aspects but I have attempted to explore the two titles I 

have proposed at the beginning of my sermon, APPEARANCE AND REALITY and REMAINING 

JEWISH.  Parashat Miketz highlights the tensions embedded in Jewish identity in the Diaspora.  
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We seek the best of the culture in which we live; and at the same time, hold fast to the roots that 

have made us the people we are today.  And my final summary on Appearance and Reality, 

brings me to conclude with a lecture I have given some years ago on the Importance of Hearing 

in Judaism. 

“Joseph recognized his brothers, but they did not recognize him.”  The reason they did not 

recognize him is that, from the start, they allowed their feelings to be guided by what they saw, 

the “coat of many colors” that inflamed their envy of their younger brother.  Judge by 

appearances and you will miss the deeper truth about situations and people.  In the words of 

Rabbi Sacks, 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 hands 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.  

     I have described four scenes, four disguises, four failures to see behind the mask.  What do 

they have in common?  Something very striking indeed.  It is only by not being recognized that 

Jacob, Leah, Tamar and Joseph can obtain what they wished for.  But have they really achieved 

their goal, their happiness?  Only when they appear as something or someone other than they 

are, can they achieve what they seek—For Jacob, his father’s blessing, for Leah, a husband, 

For Tamar, a son, for Joseph, the non-hostile attention of his brothers.  The plight of these four 

individuals is summed up in a single poignant phrase: “Joseph recognized his brothers but they 

did not recognize him.”   

     Do disguises work?  In the words of Rabbi Sacks, in the short term yes; but in the long term, 

not necessarily.  Jacob suffers greatly for having taken Esau’s blessing.  Leah, though she 

marries Jacob, never wins his love. Tamar has twins but  “Judah was not intimate with her 

anymore.” Joseph—well, his brothers no longer hated him but now they feared him.  Even after 

his assurances that he bore them no grudge, they still thought he would take revenge on them 

after their father Jacob died.  What we achieve in disguise is never the love we sought.  But 

something else happens.  Jacob, Leah, Tamar, and Joseph discover that, though they may 

never win the affection from whom they seek it. In the words of Rabbi Sacks, “God is with them; 

and that, ultimately is enough.  A disguise is an act of hiding—from others and perhaps from 

oneself.  From God, however, we cannot nor do we need to hide.  He hears our cry.  He 

answers our unspoken prayer.  In the aftermath of the four episodes there is no healing of 

relationship but there is a mending of identity.  That is what makes them, not secular narratives 

but deeply religious chronicles of psychological growth and maturation.  What they tell us is 

simple and profound: those who stand before God need no disguises to achieve self-worth 

when standing before mankind.” (Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, December 23, 2006)  

     My final remark comes from Rabbi Joseph Telushkin’s book, JEWISH LITERACY,(1991)  

“there has never been a pope more beloved by the Jewish community than John XXIII.  His 

secular name was Joseph Roncalli, and in October 1960, about 2 years after his elevation to the 

papacy, he requested a meeting with world Jewish leaders. When the leaders entered the room, 

Pope John’s first words to them were, “I am Joseph, your brother.” He was the first Pope to 

bless the Jewish people.  

Shabbat shalom, Chodesh tov, and Chag Urim sameach. 


