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By now, I’m sure most of you have read last week’s NY Times article about the police 

dog in Montana who understands only Hebrew. If you haven’t, you can surely find it on 

the internet. Rest assured you’ll be current as long as you read it before the end of 

Channukah. In passing though, the article makes reference to a story that happened 16 

years ago that caught my attention. In the town of Billings, Montana, vandals threw a 

cinder block through the bedroom window of Isaac Schnitzer, a six-year-old who had set 

up a Menorah to celebrate Channukah. 

 

Isaac’s parents took the issue to their local newspaper and the Billings Gazette responded. 

It printed full-page pictures of a menorah and urged citizens to put them up in their 

homes and businesses. The chief of police encouraged residents to make a show of 

solidarity with the town’s small Jewish population. 10,000 people responded by placing 

menorahs in their windows. The vandalism stopped.  

 

There’s a secret code in פרשת וישב. There are three episodes at the beginning of our 

parsha. And then if you look closely, each of the three episodes repeats in the second half 

of the parsha – only this time they’re in reverse order. It’s quite common to find this 

structural phenomenon in Tanach – but it’s actually quite rare to find an entire parsha 

that’s laid out his way. And we have to wonder why. What’s the hidden message that the 

Torah trying to communicate to us? 

 

Think back to our parsha for just a moment. It all fits together just so: How does וישב 

begin? With the story of Yosef the dreamer. Two dreams that he shares with his family. 

And how does וישב end? With the story of two dreams – this time they belong to the 

butler and baker who find themselves in prison together with Yosef. 

 

What’s the second episode we read about? What’s the brothers’ reaction when the 

dreamer arrives? They rip off his coat and throw him into a בור – into a pit. Now fast 

forward to the second half of the parsha: Where is Yosef when he meets the butler and 

the baker? In a  בור  – a dungeon – which the Torah likewise calls a pit. And how does he 

land there? Once again his garment is removed – this time by Potiphar’s wife – before 

he’s thrown in prison.  

 

And finally – what’s the third narrative of our parsha? It’s a story that warrants its own 

chapter and seems entirely self-contained: It’s the story of Yehudah and Tamar. It’s the 

story of a sexual temptation and a forbidden woman. Which is precisely the story of 

Yosef in the house of Potiphar. Sexual temptation in the guise of אשת פוטיפר – a married 

woman utterly off limits to Yosef. 

 

So how do we explain it? What’s the meaning behind this string of alarmingly parallel 

narratives in our parsha?  
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To crack the code, I want to examine a little three word phrase that stands squarely in the 

center of our parsha – smack in the middle of these parallel narratives. It’s almost as if 

the narratives themselves are arrows pointing to these three words and calling out דרשני: 

interpret this sentence and the pieces will fall into place. 

 

The Torah tells us ויוסף הורד מצרימה – and Yosef was brought down to Egypt. The 

problem is – it’s entirely extraneous. We know this already – the Torah told us quite 

explicitly how Yosef ended up in מצרים.  

 

It’s the medrash on this pasuk that holds the key to its meaning:   

  אל תקרא הורד אלא הוריד

The Medrash flips the phrase on its very head and in the process produces the answer to 

our riddle. Don’t read it in the passive voice as we have it: And Yosef was brought down 

to Egypt. But rather הוריד – in the active voice – as a symbol of what is ultimately to 

come: And Yosef was responsible for bringing others down to Egypt.  

 

What the Medrash is telling us is that Yosef here makes the transition from being an 

object to a subject. When he finally arrives in Egypt, he begins to take control over his 

own destiny.  

 

What do we make of the fact that each of the episodes in our parsha repeats? The answer 

derives not from their similarities – but rather their differences. Because the Torah wants 

us to notice that, in each instance, a subtle but indispensable change has occurred, each 

time revolving around the axis of Yosef’s having moved from object to subject.  

 

• Yosef the dreamer at the beginning of our parsha is the object of his father’s 

favoritism; the object of his brothers’ jealousy. Yosef in Egypt becomes the 

maker of meaning – the dream interpreter – the one who can predict the future. 

 

• When he searches for his brothers in שכם, Yosef goes as an object of his father’s 

wishes. He himself has no capacity to carry out the mission on his own. He gets 

lost and only finds his brothers with the help of a stranger. And when he does find 

them, he’s silent and passive. Yosef in the pit becomes literally objectified when 

his brothers decide to sell him as a slave. Compare this Yosef to his alter ego in 

the Egyptian prison. Immediately he rises to power and wields control over all the 

other prisoners.  

 

• And finally, think of Yehuda – the Hebrew foil to the Egyptian Yosef in the story 

of sexual temptation. Tamar gets exactly what she wants. She uses Yehuda to 

advance her grand schemes. Where Yehuda fails to rein in his temptation, Yosef 

successfully deflects the advances of אשת פוטיפר. She may believe that she is 

calling the shots, but Yosef makes clear that he will not be objectified again – he 

will be the arbiter of his own future.  

 

We’re not privy to the secret behind Yosef’s transformation. How he makes the transition 

from object to subject is something about which we can only speculate. What I’d like to 
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call your attention to this morning is rather the underlying message. For in this tightly 

woven series of events we have the makings of a Jewish hero. It’s the background for the 

impending rise of Yosef’s star in Egypt’s royal court. It’s the story of hope and patience 

and their unexpected capacity to triumph over seemingly insurmountable odds.  

 

And in a different guise, it’s actually the story we celebrate this week. We have many 

different ways to conceptualize the miracle of Chanukah: There’s the spiritual triumph of 

the Menorah’s oil casting light upon the defiled Temple. There’s the military victory of 

the חשמנאים over the יונים. But there’s an oft-overlooked component captured by the 

authors of our על הניסים: 

 מסרת גבורים ביד חלשים ורבים ביד מעטים

Thanks to the השגחה of 'ה, the weak overpowered the mighty and the few overcame the 

many.  

 

As much as we celebrate the victory of our values and the triumph of our principles, we 

acknowledge that we are celebrating our capacity to hope against all hope – to stand for 

our principles even in the face of terribly unrealistic odds. Like Yosef before them, the 

Maccabees remind us that it is possible to shed a past of victimhood and grow into the 

shoes of those who would lead lives filled with meaning.  

 

I met an old friend for coffee this week – someone I used to work with in Europe. He 

brought with him a photo from a winter camp we ran for Jewish children in Munich 

exactly ten years ago. I remember lighting Chanukah candles with those children looking 

out over cobblestone streets and imagining what atrocities surely took place on those very 

stones. And yet just ten years hence, dozens of those boys and girls have grown into 

young men and women with Jewish identities stronger than ever. Many have made 

aliyah. Even more are leading committed Jewish lives with Jewish families of their own.  

 

Like Yosef – like the חשמונאים – they haven’t let a past filled with attempts at their 

objectification stop them from becoming the arbiters of their own destiny. Fascism and 

communism conspired to deprive them of the chance to grow up in Jewish homes or 

attend Jewish schools. Like the Schnitzer family in Billings, they simply wouldn’t 

countenance victimhood. So they didn’t. And now they’ve beaten the odds.   

 

There is one more hero that we remember today – one more person whose vision 

overmatched the nay-sayers of his generation. As you know, Chanukah marks the 

yarhzeit of Rabbi Dr. Leo Jung. In his generation, he shone a light on the darkness and 

gave hope to thousands and thousands of Jews the world over.  

 

We established the Rabbi Jung Memorial Fund not only to pay tribute to his memory, but 

to perpetuate his legacy of chesed and his acts of charity that earned him a reputation as 

one of the great Jewish leaders of the 20
th

 century. Through this fund, The Jewish Center 

is able to help those in need with both discretion and dignity. Once a year we ask you to 

contribute so we can continue to help.  

 

Every day people call on us in their moments of need.  
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Someone’s fallen behind on their rent and needs a short term loan. A family is going 

through a divorce and needs help to make it through. A medical bill is too much to 

handle. The list goes on.  

 

The Jewish Center is able to help in cases like these through our chesed fund. And each 

time we do, it affirms the notion that we can help people overcome the longest odds and 

give them each a chance to be the subjects of their own stories.   

 

 

 

 

 

 


