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In the early 1950’s an American businesswoman named Ruth Handler watched 

her daughter Barbara at play with paper dolls. She noticed that the little girl often enjoyed 

giving the dolls adult identities. At the time, though, most toy dolls were representations 

of babies or infants. Realizing that there could be a market for a new kind of doll, 

Handler suggested to her husband the idea of a doll that would be more representative of 

an adult. A few years later, Barbie was born. Named for Ruth’s daughter, she now sells in 

150 countries. Every second, three Barbies are sold around the world. She’s held 

hundreds of careers over the years, including astronaut, Olympic swimmer, 

paleontologist and journalist. She’s even been the president. Though she doesn’t look it, 

this year she celebrates her 50
th

 birthday. 

 

 Well before he turned 50, Yosef had also ascended to the highest heights of 

noterity. And you’ll notice that by the time Yosef’s star has risen, patterns and motifs 

have begun to reveal themselves over the course of ספר בראשית. Most notably, perhaps, is 

the upward spiral of sibling relationships. Genesis begins with the rivalry between Kayin 

and Hevel – which ends in murder. The next great rivalry – between Yitzchak and 

Yishmael – is a bitter one – but it ends with the two brothers coming together to bury 

their father. In the following generation, the enmity between Yaakov and Esav is equally 

deep – yet the two brothers have pushed the narrative forward. In the end, they make 

amends and embrace – yet each goes his separate way. Finally, when we reach Vayigash 

– Yosef and his brothers are able to fully reconcile and live together in harmony.  

 But there is another kind of narrative spiraling in an episode that is not often 

though to repeat. I’d like to suggest that there is not one story of the עקידה in sefer 

bereishis – but two. The sacrifice of Yitzchak is well-known to us. But beneath the 

surface of the text, I’d like to argue that there is a second story of a child who is nearly 

sacrificed. It’s Yaakov’s sacrifice of Yosef.  

 A close examination of the Yosef story actually reveals a slew of almost eerie 

echoes of the עקידה with which we are all so familiar. Consider these clues: 

� Just as Avraham must bear the burden of knowing that he will be responsible for 

the death of his beloved son, so does Yaakov for 22 years carry the burden of 

believing that, as a result of his favoritism for Yosef, his favorite son is dead. 

� Upon learning that his son was not going to die, Avraham offers an animal 

sacrifice. Upon learning that his son is alive, Yaakov sets out to Egypt and what 

does he do on that trip? Like his grandfather, he offers a קרבן to Hashem. 

� Immediately following the Akeidah, Avraham receives an assurance from God, 

that his descendants will form a great nation. When Yaakov’s Akeidah is over, he 

receives the self-same promise from Hashem. 

� Just as Hashem calls out Avraham, Avraham at the Akeidah – so does he call out 

Yaakov Yaakov.  

� And where does Avraham go when the Akeidah is over? Be’er Sheva. The first 

and only stop on Yaakov’s journey – Be’er Sheva. 
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So why all the clues? Why all the parallels? What is the Torah getting at by 

guiding us in the direction of comparing the story of Yitzchak to the story of Yosef? 

 Like so much of Sefer Bereishis, the patterns invite us to explore more deeply the 

characters before us. I’d like to suggest that this comparison throws into relief the stark 

difference between two characters that underwent life-threatening and life-altering 

experiences.  

 What happens to Yitzchak after the Akeidah? It’s largely a story of stagnation and 

paralysis. His relationship to his parents seems cut short. He is absent from his mother’s 

funeral. His father finds him a bride, but we don’t see Avraham and Yitzchak connect at 

all in that narrative. And the two never interact with one another in the Torah again, save 

for the burial of Avraham. I would even go so far as to say that Yitzchak remains trapped 

in the identity of the Akeidah – forever the bound child. Even when he literally becomes 

a father, his sons and wife act on him rather than the other way around.  

 With this framework in mind, think about Yosef: 

� Abandoned by his family. 

� Sold into slavery.  

� Like Yitzchak – the Torah wants us to notice – virtually sacrificed by his father. 

 

The story of Yosef, though, is the story that never happened in the life of 

Yitzchak. In fact, it’s quite the opposite. 

 

 Yosef is never trapped. He’s never stuck. He’s never the victim. Even when he’s 

literally bound inasmuch as he is enslaved and imprisoned, he manages to become the 

arbiter of his own destiny. He’s never just the son – but always something much more. 

 

 When Yosef reveals himself to his brothers, it’s a moment of deep psychological 

and emotional intensity. But to me, the most powerful part of the narrative is the 

profound complexity of Yosef’s speech. In it, he reveals just who he is after all these 

years.  

 Listen to what he says: 

 אני יוסף העוד אבי חי 

I am Yosef – is my father still alive? 

It’s a rhetorical question. He’s knows Yaakov is still living because the brothers have 

been talking about their living father throughout. It’s not a question at all – but a 

proclamation. 

 I’m still Yosef – I’m still my father’s son – a point he goes on to say explicitly – 

tell Yaakov this message from בנך יוסף – your son, Yosef.  

 Then he calls his brothers in and says: אני יוסף אחיכם – I am Yosef your brother. 

 So you see – I’m still a son to my father – still a brother to my siblings. 

 I don’t blame you, he says, for what you’ve done. It was the hand of God who 

sent me here וישימני לאב לפרעה – so that I would become – and this is the most stunning 

formulation: A father to Paroh – a father figure for the land of Egypt! 

  

 In his אני יוסף העוד אבי חי speech, Yosef captures it all! After all these years, Yosef 

has been transformed – he’s become a new person – but not at the expense of his former 

identities. He’s the father to the most powerful nation in the world – but deep down, he’s 
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still a son and still a brother. And it’s ok – the competing components of his character are 

not in conflict – they’re in harmony.  

 It’s really true throughout his life. Yosef toggles back and forth between all these 

identities:  

� He can be the son or the father 

� The younger brother or the older 

� The dreamer or the dream interpreter 

� The servant or the king 

 

After all – what does Yosef mean? To add – to include – to complicate – to make 

fuller. Yosef is constantly adding new valences and new dimensions to his persona. 

 

Part of what’s made Barbie so successful all these years is her almost unlimited 

ability to adapt. She can become anything or anyone she wants. She’s not locked in to a 

particular way of being. Just because she was a teacher yesterday doesn’t mean she can’t 

be a student today. The possibilities are limited only by the child’s imagination and the 

parent’s budget.  

  

I think our default tends to be the Yitzchak model. Inertia is a powerful thing. 

We’ve always done things in a certain way – what impetus do we have for change – 

either religiously or personally? 

� My relationship to Judaism is here. This is the time I’ve always come to 

shul. This is how much Torah I learn. These are the mitzvos that are 

meaningful to me. 

� Personal relationships in my life are static. I’m not that interested in 

deepening them or in meeting new people. 

 

 I’d like to invite you to entertain the possibility of the Yosef model - the model 

wherein it’s possible to be מוסיף – to really add a new dimension to ourselves.  

 

 Sometimes a life circumstance grips us and forces us down this path: a death or an 

illness; a major simcha that impacts our life. But sometimes it’s up to us to be proactive – 

to create the circumstance in which we can really shake things up. It doesn’t matter how 

you get there – but choose a moment to do something different. As was the case for 

Yosef, your world will surely never be the same. 


