
Joseph Vs Judah Maccabee

Navigating the politics of assimilation in Jewish texts and in our lives

Maccabees Vs the Hellenization of Jewish Life

Al Hanisim (from the Siddur)

"We thank You also for the miraculous deeds and for the redemption and for
the mighty deeds and the saving acts wrought by You, as well as for the wars
which You waged for our ancestors in ancient days at this season. In the
days of the Hasmonean Mattathias, son of Johanan the high priest, and his
sons, when the iniquitous Greco-Syrian kingdom rose up against Your
people Israel, to make them forget Your Torah and to turn them away from
the ordinances of Your will, then You in your abundant mercy rose up for
them in the time of their trouble, pled their cause, executed judgment,
avenged their wrong, and delivered the strong into the hands of the weak,
the many into the hands of few, the impure into the hands of the pure, the
wicked into the hands of the righteous, and insolent ones into the hands of
those occupied with Your Torah. Both unto Yourself did you make a great
and holy name in Thy world, and unto Your people did You achieve a great
deliverance and redemption. Whereupon your children entered the
sanctuary of Your house, cleansed Your temple, purified Your sanctuary,
kindled lights in Your holy courts, and appointed these eight days of
Hanukkah in order to give thanks and praises unto Your holy name."
ca 875 C.E.

Joseph- A case study of a success story?

Genesis 41:41-42
Pharaoh further said to Joseph, “See,
I put you in charge of all the land of
Egypt.” And removing his signet ring
from his hand, Pharaoh put it on
Joseph’s hand; and he had him
dressed in robes of fine linen, and put
a gold chain about his neck.

אשית מ״א:מ״א-מ״ב
י אֹתְֽךׇ֔ רְעֹה֖ אֶל־יוֹסֵף֑ רְאֵה֙ נָתַתִּ֣ אמֶר פַּ

רְעֹה֤ ָּסַ֨ר פַּ ל־אֶרֶ֥ץ מִצְרָיִֽם׃ וַי  כׇּ
ן֥ אֹתָהּ֖ עַל־ידַ֣ תֵּ ִּ עְתּוֹ֙ מֵעַל֣ יָדוֹ֔ וַי ת־טַבַּ
ם רְבִד֥ ָּשֶׂ֛ שׁ֔ וַי גְדֵי־שֵׁ שׁ֤ אֹתוֹ֙ בִּ סֵף֑ וַילְַּבֵּ

ארוֹֽ׃ הָב֖ עַל־צַוָּ
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Genesis 41:45
Pharaoh then gave Joseph the name
Zaphenath-paneah; and he gave him
for a wife Asenath daughter of
Poti-phera, priest of On. Thus Joseph
emerged in charge of the land of
Egypt.—

אשית מ״א:מ״ה
עְנֵחַ֒֒ ם־יוֹסֵף֮ צָפְֽנתַ֣ פַּ קרָא֨ פַרְעֹה֣ שֵׁ

הֵן֥ אֹן֖ תֶן־לוֹ֣ אֶת־אָסְֽנתַ֗ בַּת־פּוֹ֥טִי פֶרַ֛ע כֹּ
ֵּצֵא֥ יוֹסֵף֖ עַל־אֶרֶ֥ץ מִצְרָיִֽם׃ ה֑ וַי ָ אשּׁ

Genesis 41:51-52
Joseph named the first-born
Manasseh, meaning, “God has made
me forget completely my hardship
and my parental home.” And the
second he named Ephraim, meaning,
“God has made me fertile in the land
of my affliction.”

אשית מ״א:נ״א-נ״ב
ה֑ ֶ ם֥ הַבְּכוֹ֖ר מְנשַּׁ קרָא֥ יוֹסֵף֛ אֶת־שֵׁ
ל־עֲמָלִי֔ וְאֵת֖ נִ֤י אֱלהִֹים֙ אֶת־כׇּ ַ ־נשַּׁ

נִי֖ קָרָא֣ אֶפְרָיִ֑ם ֵ ם֥ הַשּׁ י֥ת אָבִיֽ׃ וְאֵת֛ שֵׁ ־בֵּ
אֶרֶ֥ץ עׇניְִיֽ׃ ־הִפְרַנִ֥י אֱלהִֹי֖ם בְּ

Gerson Cohen- The Blessing of Assimilation (1966)

A frank appraisal of the periods in which Judaism flourished will indicate that not
only did a certain amount of assimilation and acculturation not impede Jewish
continuity and creativity, but that in a profound sense, this assimilation and
acculturation was a stimulus to original thinking and expression, a source of
renewed vitality. To a considerable degree, the Jews survived as a vital group and
as a pulsating culture because they changed their names, their language, their
clothing, and their patterns of thought and expression…

…Throughout Jewish history, there have been great changes in law, in thought,
and in basic categories of expression, reflecting the need of the Jews to adapt
themselves and their way of life to new conditions. This assimilation, or
adaptation, was not the consequence of a desire to make things easier, but the
result of a need to continue to make the tradition relevant.

If rabbinic Judaism was able to win so many thousands of souls to its ethical
monotheism, it was precisely because rabbinic Judaism was able to reinterpret the
Bible and to reformulate it in Hellenistic terms. Every student of rabbinism knows,
as I have already suggested, that the Hebrew language underwent a major
metamorphosis under the impact of the Greek language and Greek culture.
Instead of protesting against this natural growth, the Rabbis appropriated it and
made use of it in order to express themselves in terms that were relevant to the
Hellenistic world in which they lived.
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Ahad Ha’am- Competitive Imitation (From Imitation and Assimilation 1893)

If they are more or less equal in strength and on much the same level of culture,
then there will immediately be "competitive imitation" on both sides. Either will
learn from the other new ways of expressing its spirit, and will strive to surpass
the other in those ways. But it will be different if one of the two societies
concerned is so much smaller and weaker than the other in physical or spiritual
strength as to feel its own lack of vitality and individuality when brought face to
face with the superior community.

In that case the result will be a self-effacing imitation on the part of the weaker,
arising not from a desire to express its own spirit, but from respect and
submission. This imitation will be complete and slavish.

It will not stop at those qualities which have impelled the weaker community to
efface its own individuality, and in which the imitated community really excels ; it
will extend also to those qualities which, in the superior community itself, are
only the result of subservience to the distant past, and which, accordingly, would
never have forced themselves, of their own strength, on any community which
had not itself inherited that past.

Arnold Eisen- Joseph, Hanukkah, and the Dilemmas of Assimilation

The lesson of Hannukkah, then, or of the Joseph story, or of countless episodes in
the long history of Jewish encounter with gentile ways, is that if Jews assimilate
completely to those ways, we lose our own way, and Jewish continuity is lost with
it, but if we don’t wish to “ghettoize” ourselves, or allow Judaism to become
“fossilized,” we will need “to assimilate—at least to some extent.” (ibid.,152) That
has meant learning to speak new languages, and to have Torah speak in those
languages.

We have adapted customs and laws to new circumstances and found latent
meanings in classical texts that previous generations had not seen there. We
continue to draw lines that are at times squiggly or blurred, and at other times
razor-sharp—and to argue with one another about which kind of boundary is
required, and how to maintain it. And thanks to the cycle of weekly Torah
readings, Joseph is here with us each year to guide us through the complexities of
this holiday season.


