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In his book Fear No Evil, Natan Sharansky describes one of his many 

extraordinary life experiences: 

 

The holiday of Hanukkah was approaching. At the time, I was the only 

Jew in the prison zone, but when I explained that Hanukkah was a 

holiday of national freedom. . . my friends in our "kibbutz" decided to 

celebrate it with me. They even made me a wooden menorah, 

decorated it, and found some candles. In the evening I lit the first 

candle and recited a prayer that I had composed for this occasion.  

 

At one point the duty officer appeared in the barracks. He made a list of 

all those present, but did not interfere. On each of the subsequent 

evenings of Hanukkah I took out my menorah, lit the candles, and 

recited the appropriate blessing. Then I blew out the candles, as I didn't 

have any extras. Gavriliuk, the collaborator whose bunk was across 

from mine, watched and occasionally grumbled, "Look at him, he made 

himself a synagogue. And what if there's a fire?" 

 

On the sixth night of Hanukkah the authorities confiscated my menorah 

with all my candles. I ran to the duty officer to find out what had 

happened. "The candlesticks were made from state materials; this is 

illegal. You could be punished for this alone and the other prisoners are 

complaining. They’re afraid you'll start a fire." I began to insist. "In two 

days Hanukkah will be over and then I'll return this 'state property' to 

you. Now, however, this looks like an attempt to deny me the 

opportunity of celebrating Jewish holidays." 

 

The duty officer began hesitating. Then he phoned his superior and got 

his answer: "A camp is not a synagogue. We won't permit Sharansky to 
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pray here." I was surprised by the bluntness of that remark, and 

immediately declared a hunger strike. In a statement to the procurator 

general I protested against the violation of my national and religious 

rights, and against KGB interference in my personal life. When you 

begin an unlimited hunger strike, you never know when or how it will 

end. Are the authorities interested at that moment in putting a swift 

end to it, or don't they give a damn? 

 

In a few weeks a commission from Moscow was due to arrive in the 

camp. I didn't know this at the time, but the authorities, presumably, 

were very aware of it, which probably explains why I was summoned to 

Major Osin's office two days later, in the evening. Osin was an 

enormous, flabby man of around fifty, with small eyes and puffy 

eyelids, who seemed to have long ago lost interest in everything but 

food. But he was a master of intrigue who had successfully overtaken 

many of his colleagues on the road to advancement. . . I could see that 

he had enjoyed his power over the prisoners and liked to see them 

suffer. But he never forgot that the prisoners were, above all, a means 

for advancing his career, and he knew how to back off in a crisis. 

 

 

There’s another prison inmate that figures prominently in Parshas 

Miketz – and that of course is Yosef. Reputed to be particularly skilled 

at the art of dream interpretation, Yosef is summoned from the 

confines an Egyptian prison cell and immediately put to the test of 

cracking the code of Paro’s cryptic dreams.  

 

Masterfully and eloquently, Yosef explains to Paro their meaning. At 

each turn, symbols represent time: Years of plenty and years of famine 

are in the offing.  

 

But then something stunning happens. The moment Yosef finishes 

interpreting Paro’s dream, he keeps right on going. Without so much as 
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a pause, Yosef parlays his audience with the king into an opportunity to 

insert himself into the political and economic life of the Egyptian 

government.  

 ועתה ירא פרעה איש נבון וכחם וישיתהו על ארץ מצרים.

He starts offering advice.  

Paro – this is what I recommend. Find someone wise and discerning; 

empower him with the authority to control and regulate commerce, 

prepare the land during these years of plenty. . . Yosef keeps right on 

going. 

 

As far as we know, Yosef has one talent, one strength: He has the 

capacity to interpret dreams. He’s 30 years old and has spent the better 

part of his adulthood as a servant and prisoner. He has no political 

experience whatsoever.  What חוצפא to tell the king how he thinks he 

should he run his country? Where does Yosef get the gumption to step 

so brazenly over the bounds of propriety and make himself out to be 

such an expert in areas in which he has no expertise at all? 

 

I’d like to suggest that it all goes back to Yosef’s adolescence. 

Remember when we’re first introduced to Yosef? He himself has two 

dreams. What are they?  

First he dreams of the אלומים – sheaves of wheat. And then he dreams 

of celestial bodies – the sun, the moon and eleven stars. 

 

To my mind, one of these dreams is quite predictable and ordinary 

while the other is really quite unpredictable and even extraordinary. 

 

As a boy, what was Yosef’s day job? היה רועה את אחיו בצאן. He was a 

shepherd. Tending to his flocks, it’s quite normal for the shepherd to 

sleep out of doors. If Yosef sleeps under the stars, it’s perfectly natural 

for him to be dreaming of stars.  
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But what does a Shepherd know about stalks of wheat? In fact, in 

ancient times, there were no two more disparate ways of life. And 

rarely did the twain meet. In Egypt, a culture dominated by agriculture, 

the shepherd was despised. So how is it that Yosef the shepherd is 

dreaming about becoming a farmer? 

 

I think the answer is that Yosef was possessed from a very young age of 

a capacity to push beyond the world of the known and the familiar and 

entertain with the full force of his imagination a world outside his own 

experience. Yosef was willing to entertain the possibility that one day 

he would be able to occupy a station far removed from the quiet 

comfort zone of his simple youth.  

 

It’s true that he had no experience with sheaves, but he had been 

dreaming of the day when he would be able to take some great risk in 

the hope of entering the world of wheat – the foreign politics and 

economics of Paro’s kingdom. So when the moment presented itself on 

that fateful day, it was only natural that Yosef seized upon it. Yes – it 

was bald-faced and brazen and his words could have just as easily been 

met with outrage – but Yosef was only too willing to take that chance.  

 

In the Torah, the word תהע  always signals a transition. It means 

something is about change.  

 

When Kayin kills his brother, God responds by saying (4:11):  

   פיה את פצתה אשר האדמה מן אתה ארור ועתה

Now Kayin – you’re going to be punished. Things will not be as they 

once were. 

 

Twice Rivka says to Yaakov (27:8, 27:43): 

   בקלי שמע בני ועתה
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Now listen. The first time she hatches a plan that changes the course of 

Yaakov’s life as he deceives his father. And a second time when she tells 

Yaakov to run away – completely altering how the narrative develops.  

 

Researchers use a term called the Aha! effect or the Aha moment to 

describe the common human experience of suddenly understanding a 

previously incomprehensible problem or concept. 

 

In the Torah, we have the עתה moment – the moment when we’re 

made to understand that everything is about to change.  

 ועתה ירא פרעה איש נבון וכחם וישיתהו על ארץ מצרים.
In the case of Yosef, he didn’t just wait for such a moment; he created 

it.  

 

He dreamed of it; he envisioned it; he pictured it in his mind’s eye; and 

when the opening came, he seized it.  

 

Sharansky writes that when he entered the major’s office: 

 

Osin pulled a benevolent smile over his face as he tried to talk me out 

of my hunger strike. Osin promised to see to it personally that in the 

future nobody would hinder me from praying, and that this should not 

be a concern of the KGB. "Then what's the problem?" I said. "Give me 

back the menorah, as tonight is the last evening of Hanukkah. Let me 

celebrate it now, and taking into account your assurances for the 

future, I shall end the hunger strike."  

 

But a protocol for its confiscation had already been drawn up, and Osin 

couldn't back down in front of the entire camp. As I looked at this 

predator, sitting at an elegant polished table and wearing a benevolent 

smile, I was seized by an amusing idea. "Listen," I said, "I'm sure you 

have the menorah somewhere. It's very important to me to celebrate 

the last night of Hanukkah. Why not let me do it here and now, 
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together with you? You'll give me the menorah, I'll light the candles and 

say the prayer, and if all goes well I'll end the hunger strike." 

 

Osin thought it over and promptly the confiscated menorah appeared 

from his desk. He summoned Gavriliuk, who was on duty in the office, 

to bring in a large candle. "I need eight candles," I said.  

Osin took out a handsome inlaid pocketknife and deftly cut me eight 

candles. "Go, I'll call you later," he said to Gavriliuk. Gavriliuk simply 

obeyed orders. He was a fierce, gloomy man, and this sight must have 

infuriated him 

 

 I arranged the candles and went to the coatrack for my hat, explaining 

to Osin that "during the prayer you must stand with your head covered 

and at the end say 'Amen.'" He put on his major's hat and stood. I lit the 

candles and recited my own prayer in Hebrew, which went something 

like this: "Blessed are You, Hashem, for allowing me to rejoice on this 

day of Hanukkah, the holiday of our liberation, the holiday of our return 

to the way of our fathers. Blessed are You, Hashem, for allowing me to 

light these candles. May you allow me to light the Hanukkah candles 

many times in your city, Jerusalem, with my wife, Avital, and my family 

and friends." 

 

This time, however, inspired by the sight of Osin standing meekly at 

attention, I added in Hebrew: "And may the day come when all our 

enemies, who today are planning our destruction, will stand before us 

and hear our prayers and say 'Amen.'" 

 

"Amen," Osin echoed back. He sighed with relief, sat down and 

removed his hat. For some time we looked silently at the burning 

candles. They quickly melted, and the hot wax was spread pleasantly 

over the glass surface of the table. Then Osin caught himself, 

summoned Gavriliuk, and brusquely ordered him to clean it up. I 

returned to the barracks in a state of elation. . . 
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Today we’re blessed to be celebrating Noam’s bar mitzvah. It’s an עתה 

moment – a day of transition and of great opportunity. Noam seized it 

and, like Yosef, pushed himself to do something he had never done 

before – and succeeded on so many levels. Noam – you stretched 

yourself beyond your comfort zone and now there’s no looking back. If 

who you are today is any indication – your family, your community and 

the Jewish people have so much to look forward to.  

 

Chanukah was an עתה moment as well. When the Hasmoneans decided 

to take up arms against their enemies and stem the tide of 

Hellenization, they did so at great personal risk. And throughout history 

Jews have responded in kind by going to great lengths to be able to 

light candles on Chanukah.  

 

If in our generation, the observance of Chanukah has become easy and 

comfortable, then we have to seek out other risks and other 

opportunities – other עתה moments – both in our relationships with 

Hashem and with each other. Maybe we can take a chance on studying 

something we’ve never before explored. Maybe we can risk coming to 

davening 15 minutes earlier than our usual time. Maybe we can strike 

up a conversation with someone we’ve seen but never had the courage 

to approach.  

 

Like Yosef, we need to build up enough confidence to ask ourselves one 

simple question: What’s the worst that can happen? If the answer is 

unsatisfying – if what we stand to gain so far outweighs the risk of 

anything we might lose – then we really cannot justify not trying.  

 

Seize these moments. Or create new ones of your own. I would risk 

predicting that you’ll be glad you did.    
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 .always signals a transition ועתה

 

 

 

 

 

 

Are we too conservative? 

Are we willing to take risks? 

Are we willing to extend ourselves beyond our comfort zone? 

 

Why not just light eight candles every night of Chanukah? 

We follow Beis hillel 

Because beis hillel understands that we need to move at an incremental pace.  
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Chutzpah is royalty without a crown ( היא תאגא בלא מלכותא חוצפא ). 
 
 
In no other context do we find such a stratified model for mitzvah performance.  

 

   ב עמוד כא דף שבת מסכת בבלי תלמוד

 יום: אומרים שמאי בית, המהדרין מן והמהדרין. ואחד אחד לכל נר -  והמהדרין. וביתו איש נר חנוכה מצות: רבנן תנו

   והולך מוסיף ואילך מכאן, אחת מדליק ראשון יום: אומרים הלל ובית; והולך פוחת ואילך מכאן, שמנה מדליק ראשון

  

There’s the minimum standard. There’s an enhanced standard. And then there’s platinum.  

 

Rav Soloveitchik once suggested that the two dreams symbolize the 

two realms in which Yosef hoped to succeed. The sheaves represent 

the material world while the stars represent the spiritual world. Yosef 

aspired to accomplish great things in the financial and political world 

and at the same time become great religiously.  

 

Perhaps we can offer a slightly different explanation. 


