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Earlier this week, I had occasion to travel to central Florida. With all the hubbub about 

full body scans and pat-downs, I was actually looking forward to finding out first hand 

what airport security is really like these days. Imagine my disappointment when I waltzed 

right through the medal detector with no fanfare at all. No beeping monitors, no red 

lights, no scans – just the TSA agent wishing me a good flight.  

 

But as I was collecting my shoes and jacket, another agent motioned for me step aside. 

Apparently there was something in my carry-on that appeared suspicious in the x-ray and 

they wanted to have a closer look. I started reviewing in my head the contents of my bag 

to see if I could guess what might have caught their attention. Surely they had seen 

tefillin before and I couldn’t imagine my tooth brush was much of a threat. The agent 

starts rifling through my bag and pulls out a small container. “What’s this?” he says.  

 

I point to the label, and I say, “It says right here: Skippy peanut butter. Extra crunchy.” I 

then learned, to my great chagrin – not only that this particular TSA agent had no sense 

of humor whatsoever – but that peanut butter is not permitted on board. Luckily Rachel 

had sent me off with a back-up snack for just such an eventuality. I closed up my bag and 

I was on my way. 

 

To the reader who hasn’t read to the end of the book, the unfolding story of Sefer 

Bereishis is actually quite a suspenseful drama. With the emergence of Yaakov’s family, 

there’s a looming question about the future leadership of the Jewish people. Who is going 

to inherit the mantle of leadership from the aging patriarch? The question is not an 

academic one. The very character of our nation is hanging in the balance. Are we going 

to be a militaristic people? A nation of commerce? Science? Education? And even more 

importantly for us – who know how the story ends – this drama contains within it a great 

lesson about what leadership qualities endure and which of the brothers we should hold 

out as our models. 

 

In the ancient near east, privilege was typically accorded the first-born male. But in two 

successive generations, we’ve already seen this tradition dismissed. Yitzchak, the 

younger son, emerges as Avraham’s heir, just as the younger Yaakov wrests the 

birthright from his older brother, Esav. 

 

With this framework in mind, you’ll start to notice that the Torah’s little vignettes about 

Yaakov’s sons are weighty indeed. 

 

Last week, for instance, we read about the impetuous and intemperate response of 

Shimon and Levi to their sister’s abduction. As they are the second and third eldest sons, 

we have our eye on them – wondering if one of them might somehow distinguish himself 

as the one. But their impulsivity begins to sully their family reputation and may have 
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even endangered the clan. Their father is so critical of their vengeful reaction, both in the 

moment and again years later, that we immediately begin to think – if not them, who? 

 

Next we’re introduced to the eldest brother, Reuven. Each time he appears, though, while 

his intentions are good, his execution fails miserably. He tries to defend his mother’s 

honor but fails. Or in our parsha this morning, he tries to save his brother Yosef from the 

hostility of his brothers, but ultimately fails yet again.  

 

So the Torah shines its spotlight on two of the remaining brothers – and sure enough – 

it’s they who emerge as the moral and real life leaders of the tribe. The brothers I refer to, 

of course, are Yehuda and Yosef. At the end of the story, it’s Yehuda who becomes the 

great grandfather of the Davidic dynasty and ultimately the ancestor of Mashiach. At the 

same time, it’s Yosef who becomes the caretaker of his family and the Jewish people. 

And before his death, Yaakov assigns a double portion to Yosef – the Torah’s symbol for 

being considered the first-born son. When the land of Israel is divided, biological history 

gives way to a different set of values. It’s not Reuven who receives the double share, but 

Yosef – whose territory sits under the dual banners of Menashe and Ephraim.  

 

What I’d like to explore this morning is the question of why? Or perhaps more precisely, 

the question of how: How do Yehuda and Yosef merit the distinction of being crowned 

the future leaders of our people?  

 

What I’d like to argue is that each of them displays a quality that will prove indispensable 

as they guide successive generations to greatness. When it comes to Yehuda, the Torah is 

quite plain about the moment his transformation occurs.    

 

Our early impressions of Yehuda are unfavorable at best. Without going into all the 

details of his tryst with Tamar, the Torah seems to portray him as a rather unsavory 

character. He mistakes his daughter-in-law for a harlot, consorts with her and when he 

discovers she’s pregnant, sentences her to death. But with two simple words, he redeems 

himself entirely. When he recognizes the terrible mistakes he’s made, he proclaims:  צדקה

 she – Tamar – is more righteous than I. In the face of public humiliation, Yehuda – ממני

rises above external appearances and steps onto the moral high ground.   

 

Crucial to the success of any great leader is the capacity to admit having been wrong. 

When Yehuda owns up to his mistake and takes responsibility for it, he demonstrates a 

quality that catapults him light years ahead of any of his brothers.   

 

But what about Yosef? What’s the secret to his success? His great talent is for dream 

interpretation. Unless we propose that every great Jewish leader should be a gifted 

psychoanalyst, how do we understand the meteoric rise of Yosef’s star in Egypt? 

 

I would submit to you that the very first words uttered by Yosef in the Torah provide the 

most important clue to the puzzle. Does anyone remember what they are? When we’re 

first introduced to Yosef, we find him recounting to his brothers his dreams of grandeur. 

But before he retells his actual dreams, he prefaces his speech with a short clause: 
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הזה אשר חלמתי. שמעו נא החלום  

Listen, if you please, to this dream that I have dreamt.  

 

 are the key words in this text. Because throughout his adolescence and young שמעו נא

adulthood, the challenge of listening forms the central problem in Yosef’s life. 

• Despite his urgings, Yosef can’t persuade any of his brothers to listen to his 

dreams.  

• As we learn a few chapters later, when the brothers had thrown Yosef in the pit, 

he pleaded with them to treat him with compassion, but his plea once again fell on 

deaf ears. As the brothers regretfully recount: 

תחננו אלינו ולא שמענוהאשר ראינו צרת נפשו ב  

We saw his heartfelt anguish when he pleaded with us, but we did not listen.  

• And in the house of Potiphar, Yosef attempts to rebuff the overtures of the 

mistress, but to no avail. She will not listen him to either. 

 

And yet – when we arrive at the transformative moment in Yosef’s life – when he’s 

pulled out of prison and placed before Paro, listen to the words of the most powerful man 

of his generation. Paro says to Yosef: 

 

ו.תשמע חלום לפתור אות ואני שמעתי עליך לאמר  

Now I have heard it said that for you to hear a dream is to tell its meaning.  

 

Or to put it differently, Paro says to Yosef: I’ve heard that you are the best interpreter of 

dreams because you are the best at listening to those dreams being recounted. 

 

It’s stunning. You don’t need to be a student of Freud to know that early wounds most 

often get repeated in the next generation. The adult who received too little attention as a 

child is much more likely to fall into the trap of paying too little attention to his own 

children. 

 

Yet Yosef masters the one skill no one ever modeled for him. The man who suffered 

most from not being listened to emerges as the greatest listener in all the land. 

 

The capacity to admit one’s own mistakes and the capacity to listen. These – the Torah 

tells us – are the necessary ingredients in any recipe for creating great Jewish leaders. 

 

We’re blessed this morning to be celebrating the bar mitzvah of two brothers. Ben and 

Aaron – you already demonstrate so many leadership qualities. The Jewish people needs 

you. I hope that as you become young men in your own right, you’ll use your many 

talents to advance the Jewish values that your family hold so dear. And given your 

humility, I’m confident that you’ll internalize the twin messages of Yehuda and Yosef. 

 

As we’ve officially inaugurated the holiday travel season with Thanksgiving, many of us 

will surely be traveling and re-connecting with family or friends during our winter 

vacations. I urge you to leave your peanut butter at home.  
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In all seriousness, the lessons of Yehuda and Yosef don’t apply exclusively to Jewish 

leaders. Each of our families is a kind of microcosm of the broader community. And the 

challenges and tensions that existed among Yaakov’s children exist in some form or 

fashion in every family dynamic. Maybe you didn’t try to sell your sibling into slavery, 

but I’d be willing to bet that each of us has a family relationship that could use 

improvement. We don’t have reserve these conversations for Erev Yom Kippur. The 

more we can admit to our own mistakes – and the more we can rise to the level of 

outstanding listeners – the closer we’ll be to achieving the harmony and balance to which 

we all aspire.  

 

 

 


