It has been a heavy several weeks for those of us who believe that Torah should be
ethical, and therefore a while since I've written a straightforward parshah devar Torah, but one
cannot let emergencies make us forget why we love learning lishmoh (about which I hope to write
more soon). For this week, therefore, | will let others carry the ideological battle — here is a link to
my teacher Rav Aharon Lichtenstein Shlita’s magisterial response to the pesak about selling and
leasing apartments to nonJews in Israel, translation by SBM alumnus Rabbi Elli Fischer, and here
are links to the powerful and provocative responses of Rav Yehudah Gilad (translated by Rabbi
Ross Singer), Rav Shmuel Reiner (Hebrew), and Rav Yoel bin Nun (Hebrew) — while my devar
Torah is intended purely for the sake of Iearningl. The Tzohar rabbinical organization in Israel
has also released a statement strongly opposing the pesak, along with several halakhic articles
supporting their position.

| have always loved quoting Rabbi Norman Lamm'’s wonderful routine about the blessing
of Efraim and Menasheh. Rabbi Lamm enjoyed saying that Yosef, by placing the sons in age
order, showed himself a conservative establishment figure; Yaakov, by crossing his hands,
engaged in disestablishment; and thus Yosef, in seeking to correct his father, became an
antidisestablishmentarian. (By standing firm, Yaakov presumably became an
‘antiantidisestablishmentarian’).

The fun of using antidisestablishmentarian in a sentence should not conceal the serious
point dramatized here. Yaakov’s relationship with Esav was shadowed by his reversal of the
birthright; Yaakov then inflicted the same kind of fraternal relationship on Yosef by favoring him
above his older brothers; and now, over Yosef’s objection, he apparently puts Ephraim in the
same position with regard to Menasheh.

Our focus this week, however, will not be on the substance of Yaakov’s decision, but
rather on the dialogue that precedes it. We'll approach it via another entertaining sidelight.

Yosef comes to his father, whom he has heard is dying. After some initial conversation,
the narrator informs us that Yisroel saw the sons of Yosef, and asked “Who are these?” Yosef
replies “They are my sons, whom G-d has given me in this”. The Theodore-Albeck edition of
Bereshit Rabbah comments here that Yosef brought out the boys’ mother Osnat, who was
apparently blinded (s?u?ma) in one eye. How did this midrash derive the condition of her eyes,
and why on earth does it matter?

Here is my suggestion:

The rule regarding carrying on Shabbat is that, in order to be liable for violation, one must
carry a significant amount. Mishnah Shabbat defines a significant amount of eyeshadow/paint as
enough to ornament one eye. But why would such an amount be significant — don’t women
generally paint both eyes? Rav Huna in Talmud Bavli 80a explains that some particularly modest
women paint only one eye. Rashi explains that they cover their faces, leaving only one eye
exposed so as to see, and paint that eye.2

The Talmud Yerushalmi cites the Rabbis of Caeserea stating that a woman blinds (soma)
one eye and paints the other. It seems likely that the Yerushalmi is describing the same custom
as the Bavli® On that assumption, it emerges that Yosef's wife Osnat was not blind in one eye;
rather, she was exceedingly modest, and revealed only one eye in public. Yosef presumably
brought her before his father in order to demonstrate this trait of hers.

Where does this ironic story, of a woman being brought before a man so as to show off
her modesty, come from? Textually, it seems to be rooted in the word bazeh, via this. Itis a
commonplace of rabbinic exegesis to interpret a conversational zeh as referring to something that
can be pointed to, as in the haggadah (ba’avur zeh). Thus if Yosef tells his father that God gave
him children bazeh, the most likely referent is their mother. Other midrashim have Yosef
producing his ketubah, apparently to show that they were the product of a legitimate relationship.

! | apologize for not translating the background sources, owing to time pressure. The essay should be
understandable regardless.

2 | welcome other information as to where this was or is practiced by women.

® This is noted by Korban haEdah on the Yerushalmi



Why does Yosef feel compelled to produce proof of modesty or legitimacy? Rashi cites a
midrash which understands Yaakov’s question “Who are these?” as follows: Yaakov lost his
awareness of the Divine Presence when he tried to bless Efraim and Menasheh. He therefore
asked “Who are these?”, meaning “Why are these unworthy of blessing?”, with the implication
that something must be wrong with their parentage. Yosef therefore responds either by
legitimating the relationship or demonstrating Osnat’s worthiness.

Rashi and the midrash are actually more specific, claiming that Yaakov lost his
awareness because he foresaw that Efraim would produce the proverbially sinful Yarav’am ben
Nevat, founder of the breakaway Kingdom of Israel who reintroduced golden calf-worship to the
Jews so as to compete with the Judean Beit HaMikdash, and that Menasheh would produce the
sinful dynasty of Yehu. The apparent textual hook for this is the word ‘eileh”, taken as a
reference to the cry “Eileh E-lohekha Yisroel” (These are your G-d’s O Israel) that went up for the
original Golden Calf in Exodus.

Rashbam, as is his wont, responds with a completely reductive reading. Jacob can't see
well enough to recognize Efram and Menasheh, and so he asked. The apparent problem with
this reading is that it is not until the next verse (10) that the text informs us that Yaakov could not
see; verse 8 tells us that he in fact saw the sons of Yosef, and that he has already mentioned
Efraim and Menasheh specifically in this conversation.

Rashbam’s response is that Yaakov could make out shapes, but not well enough to
recognize faces. This is plausible, but the evidence/parallel Rashbam offers in support of his
thesis is nothing less than astounding. Rashbam notes that the Torah says “for a man cannot
see me (yirani) and live”, and yet the prophets Mikhah and Amos both refer to themselves as
“seeing G-d” (raiti et Hashem). Astonishingly, he does not resolve this contradiction by
distinguishing between physical and spiritual sight; rather, he argues that the prophets saw G-d
unclearly, perhaps a reference to the “dark speculum’, (aspaklarya she’einah meirah) which is a
rabbinic metaphor for the experience of prophets other than Mosheh.

Finally Rashbam reads bazeh as referring to Egypt. Malbim apparently follows
Rashbam’s lead on the first level of interpretation, but adds a level of meaning. Yosef's sons
were wearing Egyptian, rather than distinctive Jewish clothing, which made Yaakov suspicious of
their worthiness for blessing. Yosef therefore responded that G-d had given him these children
bazeh, and such clothes were politically necessary in Egypt. | think it is best to see Malbim as
bridging Rashi and Rashbam. He sees no reason to make the text depend on a prophetic insight
that it does not mention, but he does feel that the conversation has the implicit subtext that
Yaakov needs to be reassured that Joseph'’s children are worthy.

Rashi’s reading is actually somewhat paradoxical, or at least ironic: Yaakov loses his
sense of the Shekhinah when Efraim and Menasheh approach because he has a powerful
prophetic experience! | think this is one reason that Netziv offers an almost entirely opposite
reading.

Netziv notices, to my mind compellingly, that questions of the form “Who are you?”, or
“Who are these?” occur elsewhere in Bereishit: Esav asks about the camp he has met (33:8), and
Yitzchak asks Yaakov twice before blessing him (27:18 and 27:32). The thematic connections
between these scenes are obvious, as mentioned in the second paragraph above, but | think
Netziv makes the straightforward literary claim that these are rhetorical questions rather than
inquiries about facts. They initiate formal, ritual conversations about critical relationships. In
particular, they are the prelude to blessing.

On this basis, and on the basis of the shift between the names Yaakov and Yisroel,
Netziv contends that Yaakov asks this question not because the Divine presence has suddenly
left him, but rather in preparation for calling Divine blessing down on Efraim and Menasheh.

| suggest a compromise reading: These introductory rituals are indeed preparation, but it
is not inevitable that they will succeed; the road to blessing requires that the right responses be
given. Yaakov knows full well that when Yitzchak asked “Who are you, my son?”, a truthful
answer would not have led to blessing.

In this light, by asking Yosef “Who are these?”, Yaakov shows apparent willingness to
trust Yosef, remarkable in light of his own experience. Note that Yaakov has just finished stating
(48:5) that only Efraim and Menasheh will receive independent portions of his legacy; Yosef might
well have been tempted to sneak some other son in to receive a compensatory blessing. But



Yaakov'’s trust is limited — by crossing his hands, he shows Yosef that he could not actually have
been fooled. This may be a useful parallel to the scene at the end of Chapter 47 in which he
demands that Yosef swear to bury him in Canaan, after Yosef has already agreed.

Shabbat shalom!

Aryeh Klapper
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Genesis 48:8-10

Yisroel saw the children of Yosef.

He said to him: Who are those (mi eileh)?

Yosef said to his father: “They are my sons, whom G-d has given me in this (bazeh).
He said: “Bring them please to me, and | will bless them”.

But the eyes of Yisroel had been made heavy by age, so he could not see . . .
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