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Someone came over to me this morning and said, “Hey – I haven’t heard you speak at 

YICC since your Bar Mitzvah. When was that – last year or two years ago?” 

 

It’s actually been almost two decades – more than enough time for me to come to 

appreciate just how fortunate I was to grow up in such a loving and nurturing shul; and 

how blessed I was to have Rabbi Muskin as my rabbi. You were a role model for me 

twenty years ago. And now that I’ve entered your line of work, I think often of the form 

and the substance of all that I’ve learned from you. You have been and continue to be an 

outstanding leader in this community and it’s a real privilege for me to be standing in this 

pulpit this morning.  

 

An elderly man is complaining of insomnia, anxiety, irritability and chronic discomfort. 

His wife insists that he see a doctor. After hemming and hawing, he finally agrees and 

she accompanies him to the appointment.  

 

After the checkup, the doctor asks to speak with his wife alone. “I didn’t want to upset 

your husband,” he says, “but he’s suffering from a very severe stress disorder. If you 

don't do the following, I’m afraid the situation will become even more grave and – if I 

can be candid – your husband will surely die.” 

 

“Each morning, fix him a healthy breakfast. Be pleasant at all times. Spend lots of time 

together. For lunch make him a nutritious meal. Be sure to cook him dinner every night. 

Don't burden him with chores. Don't discuss your problems with him; it will only make 

his stress worse. No nagging. And most importantly, make sure your husband feels loved 

and supported at all times. If you can pull this off for the next 10-12 months, I think your 

husband stands a very good chance at completely regaining his health.” 

 

As the couple is heading out of the office, the man turns to his wife. “Is everything OK? 

What did the doctor say?” 

“He said you're going to die.” 

 

By the time we arrive at the beginning of Parshas Vayigash, Yosef has already risen to 

political greatness. For a moment this morning, I’d like to consider how he’s achieved so 

much so fast. Is it the hand of God alone or is Yosef too responsible for his stunning 

success?  

 

Before resolving this question, though, I’d like to explore a most unusual phenomenon 

lurking beneath the surface of the Yosef narrative.  

 

Not everyone is unwilling to make sacrifices when called upon to do so. In fact, the role 

of sacrifice figures prominently in Sefer Bereishis.  



The sacrifice of Yitzchak is well-known to us. What I’d like to propose this morning, is 

that בראשית features not one story of an עקידה – but two.  

 

If you read the text closely, you’ll notice that there’s actually a second story of a child 

who is nearly sacrificed. It’s Yaakov’s sacrifice of Yosef. The echoes of the Akeidah are 

almost eerie: 

 

� 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 having set Yosef apart, his favorite son is dead. 

� Upon learning that his son would be spared, Avraham presents an offering to 

Hashem. 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. 

� The call of Avraham, Avraham returns in the form of Yaakov, Yaakov.  

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

and only stop on Yaakov’s journey to Egypt – Be’er Sheva. 

 

So why all the clues? Why all the parallels? What is the Torah getting at by subtly 

encouraging us to compare the story of Yitzchak to the story of Yosef? 

 

I’d like to suggest that this comparison throws into relief the stark difference between two 

characters that undergo life-threatening and life-altering experiences. The Torah’s 

underlying message rests in what separates them. 

 

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

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

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

that narrative. And in their respective lives, the two never interact with one another in the 

Torah again. 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.  

� And like Yitzchak – virtually sacrificed by his father. 

 

The continuation of the Yosef story, though, is filled with the chapters that never 

unfolded in the life of Yitzchak. In fact, Yosef’s saga is quite the opposite. Because 

unlike his grandfather, Yosef is able to make the transition from being an object to a 

subject.  

 



Think back to Yosef’s beginnings. Yosef the dreamer is the object of his father’s 

favoritism; the object of his brothers’ jealousy. When he goes searching for his brothers 

in שכם, he 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 utterly silent 

and completely passive. Yosef in the pit becomes literally objectified when his brothers 

decide to sell him as a slave.  

 

When he arrives in Egypt, everything changes: 

• Yosef the dreamer becomes the maker of meaning – the dream interpreter – the 

one who can predict the future. 

• On the road to stardom, Yosef emerges as the head of Potiphar’s house and 

second only to the warden ahead of all his fellow prisoners.   

• And he finally rises to such political heights that he controls not only his own 

destiny but the destiny of an entire nation.  

 

We’re now in a position to begin to answer our original question: What is it? What’s the 

secret behind Yosef’s transformation? How is Yosef so seamlessly able to fill the shoes 

of the most prominent actor on life’s stage? 

  

From the moment he arrives in Egypt, Yosef has his sights trained – not just on the 

transition from object to subject – but on the transformation from son to father. Notice 

that at every turn, he attempts to replicate the actions and decisions of his own father – all 

the while becoming more and more the father and less and less the son.  

 

• Just like his father in Lavan’s house, Yosef works as an indentured servant and 

immediately helps enrich his master. 

• Like his father, he dreams and seizes upon opportunities to interpret dreams. 

• Like Yaakov before him, Yosef sires two sons with his chosen wife. 

• And just like his father who so expertly disguises himself to achieve his ends, 

Yosef expertly disguises his own appearance to play puppeteer with his brothers. 

• And of course most famously – what is it that lands Yosef in prison and 

precipitates Yosef’s ultimate to rise to stardom? He’s ready to cave to the 

advances of אשת פוטיפר until he sees דמות דיוקנו של אביו – a visage of Yaakov 

Avinu. He’s daydreaming about his father because he aspires to be his father. 

Even more precisely, he aspires to be his own father. 

 

Everywhere we look, we cannot help but notice Yosef fathering others or acting as his 

own father would have acted.  

 

What’s most remarkable, though, is that the text itself is so explicit about this point.  

 

We sometimes get so distracted by the opening of Yosef’s famous אני יוסף העוד אבי חי 

speech that we neglect to notice the continuation of what Yosef actually tells his brothers. 

I want to focus on one phrase in particular. 

 



Yosef assures the brothers that he holds them blameless – that it was the hand of God 

who sent him to Egypt. And then he says something staggering: 

 I wound up in Egypt so that I would become – not the viceroy – not – וישימני לאב לפרעה

the משנה למלך – but the אב – a father to Paroh – a father figure for the land of Egypt! 

 

Yosef is a stunning a lesson in the human capacity to shed a past of victimhood and 

emerge as one who would consciously choose to lead a life filled with meaning. It is 

really possible, the Torah tells us, to overcome the longest odds and become – not only 

our own fathers – but the arbiters of our own destinies.  

 

Now that we live on the East Coast, people often ask me what I miss about LA. The 

weather goes without saying. But more than anything, I miss the people. This community 

is doubly blessed. You have outstanding leadership at your helm and the winds of a 

storied past propelling you forward. When I look out at this room, I feel so fortunate to 

know so many of you. But I’m also struck by the people who aren’t in this room today. I 

think of 

• Freddy Fisher 

• Ariel Avrech 

• David Kellerman 

• Mr. Itskovich 

• Any in my own family – I think of the absence of my mother, my uncle and my 

grandmother. What does it mean to come home to a home where so many of the 

people you love aren’t there any more?  

 

It casts a spotlight on the starkness of our choice: Do we – like Yitzchak – resign 

ourselves to a narrative of victimhood? Do the notions of absence and loss conspire to 

hold us back? Or – like Yosef – are we able to reach for the stars? 

 

Even for those of us fortunate enough to have a great father in our lives, there are ghosts 

from our past that we cannot escape. Yosef is the great reminder that we can transform 

our ghosts into ancestors and tragedy into triumph.  

 

It’s true: There are voices of inspiration and guiding hands of support that are no longer 

here to encourage us. In their absence, can we begin to become our own mothers and 

fathers? 

 

I’m inclined to believe that the answer is yes. The present and the future are brimming 

with possibility. All that stands between us and greatness is the will to make it so.   


