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Parashat VaYeshev - Fate or Freedom?

Parashat Vayeshev opens with Jacob settled in as the new patriarch of the Abrahamic family.   A midrash cited by Rashi, however, notes that 37:1 describes Jacob as settling (yosheiv) where his father sojourned (gar), and criticizes Jacob for seeking tranquility in this world.  “Immediately the disruption involving Joseph was thrust upon him.  Said The Holy One Who Is Blessed: ‘Is what’s prepared for the righteous in the next world insufficient for them?’”  Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik zt”l used this midrash to argue that Judaism sees spiritual ferment as a natural, necessary, and positive religious condition.  

The Torah begins to list the descendants of Jacob.  Joseph, firstborn of the favored wife Rachel, heads the list.  But mention of Joseph leads to a narrative about him, and this digression is so extensive that the geneology is abandoned.  Very likely this conveys to us the extent to which Jacob was focused on Joseph to the exclusion of his other children, esepcially of his children from other wives.

Joseph is introduced to us as one who would “shepherd (with) his brothers with the flocks”.  The ambiguity is deliberate – we are not supposed to know whether he is watching the sheep or the brothers, especially as at the verse’s end we discover that Joseph brings his father negative reports on his brothers.  Furthermore, Jacob openly favors Joseph and even makes him distinctive clothing.  It comes as no surprise that the brothers are incapable of speaking with Joseph civilly.

Almost as though trying to make things worse, Joseph tells his family of dreams in which he symbolically rules over his brothers, and perhaps over his father as well.  The brothers react by hating him more, while Jacob maintains an enigmatic silence.  The dreams will come true, of course, although Chizkuni claims that Joseph had many dreams, with the Torah recording only those which are fulfilled.  It is in any case never clear that any of the dreams would come true without Joseph’s active striving to bring them about; in other words, the dreams come true only when they are at least partially self-fulfilling.  This tension between destiny and free will is central to the entire Joseph saga.

Joseph’s brothers go off to shepherd their fathers’ flocks in Shekhem, site of their massacre of the natives in last week’s parashah.  Jacob determines at some point to send Joseph after them, likely to check up on them: Jacob’s instructions are to report on both their welfare and on the welfare of the flocks.  The brothers seize Joseph and, after contemplaing fratricide, sell him to a passing band of merchants.  This generates a chain of events leading to the exile of Jacob’s entire family to Egypt.

But the narrative of Joseph and his brothers takes a peculiar meander along the way.  Jacob sends Joseph to Shekhem, but when Joseph gets there, the brothers have left.  The Torah spends a seemingly inordinate amount of space detailing the conversation in which he gets directions, and our focus this week will be on that conversation (Genesis 37:12-18).

His brothers went to shepherd their father’s flocks in Shekhem.

Israel said to Joseph:  “Behold, your brothers are shepherding in Shekhem – go, and I will 
send you to them.”  Joseph said:  “Here I am (hineni)”.

He said to him: “Go, please, and see the welfare of your brother and the welfare of the flocks, 

and report back to me”.  He sent him from the valley (emek) of Hebron, and he arrived at Shekhem.

A man found him – he was blundering about (toeh) in the field.  The man asked him: “What are you seeking?’

He said: “It is my brothers that I seek.  Tell me, please, where they are shepherding.”

The man said: “They have journeyed from this, for I have heard (them/some) saying “Let us go to Dotan”.  Joseph went after his brothers, and found them in Dotan.

They saw him from a distance, and before he could draw near to them, they plotted to kill him.”

Rabbinic commentators noticed that Joseph is found by the mysterious man, rather than vice versa, and deduce that the man was looking for him.  As no human being would have known to do so, they conclude that the “man” was actually an angel.  This emphasizes that Joseph’s encounter with his brother is Divinely ordained, and the midrash accordingly reads emek as “deep plan” rather than as valley.

Identifying the mysterious stranger as an angel gives license to see his speech as multi-leveled.  The midrash focuses on “They have journeyed from this”, identifying “this” as the brotherhood Joseph had emphasized he was seeking.  My own interest is more in the opening question – why was it important for Joseph to be asked just now what he was seeking?  If the angel was trying, as I suspect, to force Joseph to reevaluate his goals, did he succeed?

Another strand of rabbinic interpretation stems from the Talmudic dictum that “mitzvah agents are never harmed (while pursuing their agency)”.   How, then, can the brothers succeed in harming Joseph while he fulfills the commandment of honoring his father?  Perhaps such agents are only protected against long-term harm, and this episode does eventually lead to Joseph’s aggrandizement.  Alternatively, perhaps the immunity of mitzvah-agents does not apply to those walking into obviously dangerous situations.  But should Joseph have realized that his brother’s enmity could lead to violence?

A cleverer approach, offered by Ohr HaChayyim
, assumes that at least Jacob was aware of the depth of the brothers’ hatred for Joseph.  He suggests that Jacob asked Joseph to report back so that he would be a mitzvah-agent both coming and going.  However, his instructions were to find the brothers in Shekhem; Joseph’s following them to Dotan went beyond the scope of his agency and thus cancelled his immunity.  This approach explains well why Jacob feels compelled to instruct Joseph formally after he’s already agreed to go – see 37:13-14) - but is weakened by Jacob’s failure to mention Shekhem specifically in those formal instructions.  Some commentators feel that Joseph’s initial response, “Hineni”, evokes Abraham’s response at the Binding of Isaac and demonstrates that he was aware that his brothers wished him serious harm.  

My own suggestion is as follows.  Joseph sets out on his mission as his father’s son; his brothers are nothing more to him than the objects of his agency.  The angel’s question forces him to rethink, and he discovers that he genuinely seeks his brothers, emotionally as well as physically.  Thus he pursues them, perhaps even beyond his father’s instructions, and despite the angel’s warning that they have left brotherhood behind.  He seeks them while realizing for the first time that they have genuine grievances, and prepared to make amends.

But the brothers see him from afar, and their plans are set before he can make any effort to near them.  He offers them no remonstrance for their actions, although we are informed many chapters later that he did plead with them.  Perhaps some glimmer of the change in him reaches the brothers, and convinces them to sell rather than kill him.  Joseph grasps that straw, and his new self-knowledge, and thus avoids being consumed by bitterness.  In the end it is the angel’s question “What are you seeking?” that enables Joseph to use his position to feed his brothers rather than to enslave them, and that enables him to implement of his own free will the Divine plan behind his descent into Egypt.

� Ohr Hachayyim (1696-1742) A torah commentary written by the kabbalist Rabbi Chayyim ben Attar, who was born in Morocco, moved to Livorno and later lived in Israel.
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