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I’ve reproduced for you a photo taken on the 8
th

 night of Chanukah in the German town of Kiel 

in 1932. It was taken by a woman named Rachel Posner. Her husband, Akiva Posner, was the 

rabbi of Kiel’s Jewish community, whose population at the time was around 500. Directly across 

from the Posner’s home stood the town’s National Socialist headquarters, its flag flying 

prominently from the front of the building. In her photograph, Rachel captured the foreboding 

and the angst of the last Chanukah she and her family would ever celebrate in Kiel.  

 

It’s impossible to read Parshat Miketz without wondering why Yosef conceals his identity from 

his family for so long. Instead of revealing himself upon first receiving his brothers, Yosef puts 

them through a long and protracted ordeal that takes up chapters and chapters in the Torah and 

weeks and weeks in the narrative. The question is why? 

 

Surely we’ve all heard various suggestions over the course of time: 

 

• Maybe Yosef wanted to be sure that his prophetic dreams would come to fruition. 

• Maybe there was a punitive quality to his actions. 

• Maybe he had to be sure that his brothers would not treat Binyamin the way they had 

treated him. 

 

But this morning I’d like to suggest another possibility.  

 

There’s something quite odd that happens right at the moment when Yosef and his brothers meet. 

The Torah begins by telling us:  

 ֶאָחיו, ַוּיִַּכֵרם; ַוּיְִתנֵַּכר ֲאֵליֶהם -ז ַוּיְַרא יֹוֵסף ֶאת

Yosef saw his brothers and recognized them; but he disguised himself so they wouldn’t 

recognize him.  

 

And then in the very next pasuk, the Torah writes:  

 .ֶאָחיו; ְוֵהם, �א ִהִּכֻרהּו-ח ַוּיֵַּכר יֹוֵסף, ֶאת

Yosef recognized his brothers; but they didn’t recognize him.  

The Torah just told us this. Why does it need to tell us again in the very next line?  

 

A careful reading of Rashi actually reveals the answer. 

 

The first time around, the Torah is describing the present scene. In that moment, after all those 

years – whatever the explanation – Yosef knew exactly to whom he was speaking. He saw these 

ten men and knew they were his brothers. But when they saw Yosef, they failed to recognize him 

as one of their own. 

 

When the Torah says again: 

 .ֶאָחיו; ְוֵהם, �א ִהִּכֻרהּו- ַוּיֵַּכר יֹוֵסף, ֶאת

it refers not to that moment in the story, but to the past.  

 

Yosef always saw these ten men as his brothers; but they never saw him in the same light. 

 

And if you return to פרשת וישב you’ll see that the pesukim make this plain. 
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 When Yosef is lost on the road and happens upon a man who can guide him, he says:  את אחי אנכי
 I’m looking for my brothers. To this stranger, that these men are related to Yosef is of no – מבקש

consequence. Yosef could just has easily have said, “I’m looking for a group of ten shepherds. 

Have you seen them?” But he instinctively calls them his brothers because he wants nothing 

more than to be one of them – to be seen, to be included, to be embraced. 

 

But of course the brothers see things very differently. When Yosef finally finds them, they don’t 

refer to him as their brother, but simply as the dreamer: הנה בעל החלומות הלזה בא. And when they 

bring his bloodied tunic back to Yaakov, again they say: הכר נא הכתונת בנך היא או לו. They don’t 

say “Notice if you will – is this the cloak of our brother – but is this the cloak of your son.” Only 

Yehudah, foreshadowing his role at the end of the story, ever refers to Yosef as a brother.  

 

Yosef conceals his identity because he wants to know if this time around he’ll be accepted and 

embraced in the spirit of fraternity that was so sorely lacking the last time he saw these ten men. 

Eventually he comes to believe that if they can treat Binyamin as one of their own, it will be 

possible for him to enjoy the same relationship. Until he can be sure, he bides his time. That he 

would ultimately reveal his identity is no foregone conclusion.  

 

We all remember when Yosef finally does reveal himself, he says אני יוסף העוד אבי אחי. His 

identity is bound up with his father. But as soon as everyone regains their composure, he 

introduces himself again. This time, with the words: אני יוסף אחיכם – I am Yosef, your brother. 

Yosef and his brothers can embrace because now they belong to the fraternity of the visible – 

each one recognizing the other for who he is.  

 

Perhaps it’s no accident that we always read מקץ on Shabbat Chanukah. Because Chanukah is 

also about being seen by our brothers.   

 

There are so many halachot that are designed to ensure the visibility of our Chanukah candles.  

• They can’t be lit too low to the ground or too high, lest they escape the view of 

onlookers; 

• We light the candles at an entryway or a window to maximize visibility; 

• We light them early in the evening when the streets are still abuzz with people; 

• And if multiple individuals are lighting adjacent to one another in the same home, they 

have to be sure to leave sufficient space between the Menorahs so that passersby will be 

able to differentiate one lamp from the next. 

 

Of course we know that פרסומי ניסא – publicizing the miracle – is one of Chanukah’s great 

themes. But there’s something even more rudimentary going on. Your seeing my candles is 

indispensable to the fulfilment of my mitzvah. If you were on a desert island with a Chanukiah, 

but knew that no one could see your candles, of course you could light them, but most authorities 

would tell you not to make a bracha. Chanukah candles unseen by other Jews may not be 

Chanukah candles all.    

 

I need you to see my candles. And you need me to see yours. On Rosh Hashana I could blow my 

shofar privately and know that I’ve fulfilled my mitzvah. On Sukkot I could take up my lulav all 

by myself and I’m יוצא. Not so on Chanukah. Perhaps more than any other, it’s the holiday that 
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demands we come together with other Jews. Because when we dream of the Jewish future, we 

dream of being together.    

 

Each time we light the Chanukah candles, they speak. They communicate to all who see them 

that we share not only the bonds of a common history, but a common destiny. Against all odds, 

the Temple was rededicated once before and we cling firmly to the belief that it will be 

rededicated again. The candles unite us in the great Jewish project called hope – the prospect that 

tomorrow the Messiah may come and we may rejoin our brothers and sisters in a prophetic 

embrace.  

 

So it’s no wonder that echoes of the Yosef story abound. Given the trauma he had suffered, it 

would have been so easy for Yosef to despair. Yes, he had his reservations and his doubts, but he 

never relinquished the hope that he would one day be embraced by his brothers as one of their 

own. He never lost faith in his dream of being reunited with his family.  

 

Rachel Posner understood intuitively what it meant to believe and what it meant to hope. The 

menorah in her photograph resides today in Yad Vashem. But each year on Chanukah it returns 

to the descendants of Rachel and Akiva Posner. In 1933, they fled Germany with their family 

and immigrated to Palestine. At the rabbi’s urging, the vast majority of Kiel’s Jewish community 

followed suit and was spared the horrors of the Holocaust. On the back of her photo, Rachel 

Posner wrote a little rhyme in German.  

 

Juda verrecke die Fahne spricht 

Juda lebt ewig erwirdert das licht 

 

“The flag says ‘death to the Jews.’ The menorah’s light answers back: ‘The Jews will live 

forever.”  

 

Today we’re blessed to be celebrating Einav’s bat mitzvah. It’s easy to see how she sparkles. 

And what could give us more confidence about the certainty of the Jewish future than seeing the 

 right before our eyes. Both in the past and in the present, Einav’s forebears have been חוט המשולש

the leaders of The Jewish Center and role models for our community. Now that Einav has 

reached this moment, it’s only a question of time before she becomes a leader, too.  

 

Under the pall of anti-Semitism and terrorism, authorities in Paris had suggested to its Jewish 

residents that they dial back their plans to publically celebrate Chanukah this year. Instead, on 

Sunday night in front of the Eifel Tower, 6,000 Jews gathered for a community-wide candle 

lighting celebration. What could be a more appropriate way to celebrate than to stand shoulder to 

shoulder with our fellow Jews and to declare in no uncertain terms: Juda lebt ewig – the eternal 

Jewish flame shall never be extinguished.  

 

 


