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She is More Righteous Than I 

Our parashah this morning tells of  Yosef ’s rise as the favored son of  the patriarch Jacob, the owner of  his 
own coat of  many colors and the teller of  dreams that appear to be delusions of  grandeur. Yosef  then finds 
himself  at the bottom of  a bit, left to die by his own brothers. He then rises from the pit and is sold down 
into slavery in Egypt. In Potiphar’s home he rises again to prominence and responsibility, only to find himself  
back in the pit, at a political prison in Egypt. From that dark confined place, Yosef  begins to plot his next 
rise, using his power of  dream interpretation to earn his way to freedom.  

And then, Yosef ’s precipitous rise and fall and rise and fall and rise comes to a sudden stop. Our parashah 
ends with a simple statement and this roller coster narrative comes to an abrupt halt: 

  וְֹלֽא־זָכַ֧ר ׂשַֽר־הַּמַׁשְִק֛ים אֶת־יֹוסֵ֖ף וַּיִׁשְּכָחֵֽהּו׃
Yet the butler did not think of  Joseph; he forgot him. 

The next verse continues our story *two years later* when Pharaoh has dreams that cannot be explained. 
Rashi explains this gap of  two years in this way: 

 וישכחהו לְאַחַר מִּכַאן מִּפְנֵי ׁשֶּתָלָה בֹו יֹוסֵף לְזָכְרֹו, הֻזְַקק לִהְיֹות אָסּור ׁשְּתֵי ׁשָנִים ׁשֶּנֶאֱמַר אַׁשְֵרי הַּגֶבֶר אֲׁשֶר
 ׂשָם ה' מִבְטַחֹו וְֹלא פָנָה אֶל ְרהָבִים (תהילים מ') – וְֹלא בָטַח עַל מִצְִרים, הַּקְרּויִים ָרהַב

Because Joseph had placed his trust in the butler that he should remember him he was doomed to remain in 
prison for two years. So it is said (Psalms 40:5) “Happy is the man who makes the Lord his trust and turns 
not to (רהבים) the arrogant” — i.e. do not trust in the Egyptians who are called arrogant (Genesis Rabbah 
89:3 cf. Isaiah 30:7). 

Joseph is criticized for placing his trust in an Egyptian butler. A wine pourer to Pharaoh does not deserve to 
be the recipient of  Yosef ’s trust. Yosef  should have placed his hope for salvation in God alone. He endured 
two more years in prison as the forgetful butler returned to his life and forgot about the man who had helped 
him in prison. 

Is it true that trusting people is a sign of  a lack of  faith? Are we meant to rely upon God to the exclusion of  
placing our trust in other people? 

There is another episode in the parashah that hinges on trust as well. Tamar was married to Yehudah’s son Er. 
After Er dies, Tamar becomes a levirate wife to Er’s younger brother Onan. Their children will be considered 
the children of  the childless deceased brother. Onan refuses to participate in the mitzvah of  creating 
offspring for his deceased brother and Onan too dies. At this point Yehudah sends Tamar away because his 
surviving son Shelah is too young for marriage. But Yehudah has no intention of  letting Shelah marry a 
woman with such an ominous track record of  two deceased husbands. Once Tamar senses that Shelah will 
never be her husband, she decides to find another method of  bearing a child for the household of  her 
deceased husband.  

Tamar disguises herself  as a prostitute and solicits Yehudah as he travels to the countryside to shear his sheep. 
She succeeds in becoming pregnant and departs from Yehudah taking only his seal, cord, and staff  as a 
pledge for future payment. Yehudah, of  course cannot find the prostitute when he returns to pay her, but 
some time later, he hears that his daughter in law, Tamar, is pregnant.  
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Because this episode occurred before the Torah was given, we cannot know precisely how this worked legally. 
After the Torah was given, things no longer work this way, and they certainly don’t work this way today.  
Tamar was sentenced to death for conceiving a child when she was bound by levirate marriages ties to Shelah, 
despite Shelah being withheld from her. Yehudah, as Shelah’s father was also a legitimate marriage partner for 
Tamar, but he had no way to know that his daughter in law was none other than the prostitute he had been 
with three months earlier. 

Tamar does not profess her innocence or beg for mercy. She doesn’t expose Yehudah or say anything that 
indicates she knows he is the father of  her unborn children. Moments before her death, Tamar pulls out the 
staff  and signet that Yehudah had given to her months earlier and says the man who gave these to me is 
responsible for this pregnancy.  

 הִ֣וא מּוצֵ֗את וְהִ֨יא ׁשָלְחָ֤ה אֶל־חָמִ֙יהָ֙ לֵאמֹ֔ר לְאִיׁש֙ אֲׁשֶר־אֵּ֣לֶה ּלֹ֔ו אָנֹכִ֖י הָָר֑ה וַּתֹ֙אמֶר֙ הַּכֶר־נָ֔א לְמִ֞י הַחֹתֶ֧מֶת
 וְהַּפְתִילִ֛ים וְהַּמַּטֶ֖ה הָאֵּֽלֶה׃

As she was being brought out, she sent this message to her father-in-law, “I am pregnant by the man to whom 
these belong.” And she added, “Examine these: whose seal and cord and staff  are these?” 

“Examine these” she says, Do you recognize them? הַּכֶר־נָ֔א she pleads. Recognize, acknowledge what I am 
sharing with you and recognize your own role in this sad story. With that gesture and with those words, 
Tamar places her trust in Yehduah. Her very life is in his hands. Will he continue to cover up his 
responsibility for her pregnancy?  Will Yehudah recognize  Will Yehudah acknowledge her or continue to 
deny his responsibility. Yehudah acknowledges responsibilities 

At that moment, Tamar is placing her trust in Yehduah. Her very life is in his hands. Will he continue to cover 
up his role in her pregnancy? Will Yehudah acknowledge how he has wronged Tamar by preventing her from 
assuming her rightful place in his family?   

 וַּיַּכֵ֣ר יְהּוָד֗ה וַּיֹ֙אמֶר֙ צְָֽדָק֣ה מִּמֶּ֔נִי ּכִֽי־עַל־ּכֵ֥ן ֹלא־נְתַּתִ֖יהָ לְׁשֵלָ֣ה בְנִ֑י וְֹלֽא־יָסַ֥ף עֹ֖וד לְַדעְּתָֽה׃

Yehudah recognized them, and said, “She is more in the right than I, inasmuch as I did not give her to my son 
Shelah.” 

Tamar put her faith in Yehudah’s integrity and honesty and her faith was confirmed. Yehudah acknowledged 
her righteousness and he acknowledged his own guilt.  

What are we supposed to make of  these two stories one following the next? Is it wrong to rely on the 
decency of  others or does it pay off? Tamar discloses her truth to Yehudah, puts her life in his hands, and is 
rewarded with a place in the lineage of  the Jewish people. Yosef  places his trust in Pharaoh’s butler and is 
condemned to an extra two years in prison.  

The difference, of  course, is not the trusting, but whether or not the one who receive that trust is worthy. 
The one being tested is not the one seeking assistance and seeking recognition, but the one who receives 
disclosures. Pharaoh’s butler failed a test. He was unworthy of  being the recipient of  Yosef ’s request. 
Yehudah passed his test and allowed Tamar to become a participant in the redemption of  Israel. 

Over the past few weeks a string of  high profile and powerful men have been accused of  various forms of  
sexual assault, workplace harassment, or other forms of  misconduct. The accusations have been diverse in 
their severity and the targets of  these accusations have been associated with Hollywood, the media, 
journalism and the halls of  congress.   

Less than two months ago, I recommended Leon Wieseltier’s book “Kaddish” to a young woman reciting 
mourners kaddish for the first time. The book is a mixture of  detailed and scholarly historical analysis of  the 
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ritual of  reciting kaddish and quite beautiful reflections on Jewish life, the experience of  mourning, and the 
nature of  religious commitments. I read the book shortly after I had said kaddish for my father, and Sara read 
the book when she said Kaddish for her father. When we married we ended up with “his and hers” copies of  
the book, each one with marked pages indicating our favorite passages. Days after I made that 
recommendation, Wieseltier was exposed in the New York Times and elsewhere for a years-long pattern of  
sexually inappropriate interactions with subordinates and colleagues. I feel guilty that the young mourner may 
have read my email the same week that Weiseltier was in the news for his patterns of  harassment. Did she 
read my email first or did she read the allegations first? 

And it has continued since that day for weeks and months. Some people have begun to circulate a personal 
“Mr. Rogers’s List” - the list of  the famous men, role models, educators, celebrities, people like the children’s 
television personality Mr. Rogers, about whom it would be devastating to one’s understanding in the world if  
allegations were to be made about them. 

I am not going to share who is on my own Mr. Rogers list because it seems like bad luck. And because it 
misses the point. If  we are lucky, we have parents and mentors and teachers and public figures who help us 
understand the world and whom we emulate as we try to grow and learn. Some of  those people will 
disappoint us in profound ways.  When we experience that disappointment we should realize that we are that 
admired individual in the eyes of  someone else and we need to work harder to live up to their trust in us.  

In Daf  Yomi this week we have been studying Massechet Shevuot. The tractate concerns oaths and the 
consequences of  violating oaths and making false oaths. One category of  forbidden oath, however, isn’t a 
false oath, but a worthless and vain oath, shevuat shav. One violates this transgression if  one takes an oath in 
God’s name that a pillar of  wood is made of  wood. Of  course it is and making an oath to assert something 
that is obvious is a violation of  the sanctity of  oaths. I’ve thought of  that category frequently in recent 
months as I’ve pondered what Torah message I could say about events transpiring in the world that would be 
anything other than a shevuat shav, the sermonic equivalent of  declaring that a pillar of  wood was made of  
wood.  

In an effort to avoid the pitfalls of  shevuat shav, I want to suggest that this moment in our country’s history 
must become about something more than punishing villains and supporting victims, important as that may 
be. This moment needs to include developing standards of  conduct and creating systems of  accountability. 
That is hard work and our institutions, large and small need to engage in that hard work. But this moment can 
also be about the even more challenging work of  self-scrutiny and self-improvement, and establishing 
personal boundaries  to ensure that those who admire us and love us and learn from our examples, are not 
disappointed. 

Like Pharaoh’s butler, hidden victims of  assault and misconduct are asking us to remember them. Like 
Yehudah, the disadvantaged and stigmatized, putting their very lives on the line, are asking us to recognize our 
own complicity in their suffering.  

Let us answer them with honesty, courage, and integrity.


