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It was after these matters that the wife of Yosef’s master lifted her eyes toward Yosef and said:
“Lie with me”. But he refused! He said to her: “Truly - my master, with regard to me, knows
nothing of what goes on in the house, and everything that he has, he gave into my hands. There is
no one greater than me in this house! He has not withheld anything from me — except you,
insofar as you are his wife. So how can | do this great wrong, and sin against Elokim!”

It was that she was speaking to him day after day, but he did not heed her, to lie next to her, to be
with her.

It was on a particular day, and he came to the house to do his melakhah — and there was no man
of the men of the house there in the house! She grabbed him by his garment, saying “Lie with
me!” But he abandoned his garment in her hand and fled, and went outside.

When does Yosef say no? One rabbinic reading of this episode sees Yosef as the unambivalent
victim of sexual harassment — when first propositioned, he refuses Mrs. Potiphar, and when she escalates
to grabbing him, he flees. A second rabbinic reading has Yosef complicit up to the last moment, when he
finds the courage to refuse, or even more radically, when he finds himself unable to perform physicallyl.

In all of these readings, it seems that a key source of Yosef’s refusal is a sudden vision of his
father's face in a window?. | suggest that this is drawn from the word “Vayimaein”, which appears two
other times in Bereishit: Once when Yaakov refuses to be comforted over Yosef’'s death, and then again
when Yaakov refuses to back down from putting his right hand on Efraim rather than on Menasheh.

What drives the second reading are two questions:

1) Why does Yosef need to give such a longwinded explanation of his initial refusal?

2) Why does Yosef continue to give Mrs. Potiphar occasions to proposition him?
The attractiveness of the second point may be diminished nowadays, when we are keenly aware that
power imbalances and trauma may prevent people from immediately terminating abusive relationships.
But | think that the first point gains power when we examine Yosef’s words — it is rather odd to begin a
fully sincere refusal by noting that one is not practically accountable to anyone, and then boasting that
one is the most powerful person in the house (not excluding the putative harasser), and finally noting that
one has sexual rights over every member of the household other than the abuser. Yosef’s speech is best
understood as an attempt to convince himself that this sin is not worth it, because it really would be

! But other readings emphasize the extent to which he was aroused, to the point that they see Yosef as having
spilled the seed that would have led to ten more sons, each of whom would have sired their own tribe.

% Some have suggested that |1'7n = window should be emended to ni'7n = dream. | prefer to note that another
midrash, based on qor' :apy' NITIN N7X1, says that Yosef had Yaakov’s face, and that he saw his own face
reflected in the window. This depends on the historical plausibility of the midrash seeing windows as a source of
reflections.



wrong. This is the reading adopted enthusiastically by Ibn Caspi, who sees this as the implication of the
extended shalshelet cantillation here.

Netziv, however, claims that Yosef's speech tells us nothing about his thoughts. Rather, Yosef
felt compelled to give Mrs. Potiphar a more complex reason than simple unwillingness.

Netziv's understanding is rooted in a peculiar line in Bereshit Rabbah, where R. Yehudah son of
Rabbi comments: “If one can refuse for a mitzvah, how is it that one can fail to refuse for a
transgression?!” This midrash notes that the root |xn is used in two legal contexts in Torah: Shemot
22:16, when a father refuses to give his seduced daughter in marriage to the seducer, and Devarim 25:7,
when the widow accuses her brother in-law of being unwilling to build his brother’s house. Each of these
are cases where one is offered a sexual partner but refuses — this demonstrates, the argument goes, that
it is possible to overcome the erotic urge even when going along with it would be acceptable, or even
preferable, so certainly overcoming it should be possible when going along would be wrong.

The evidence here is more than peculiar — the first example happily disappears in other versions,
and even the second seems to assume that the temptation is unrelated to any subjective attraction
factors. Nonetheless, Netziv argues from here that the Rabbinic legal formulation m''va nwiy oX 'R
niT n'7'wa (= a man does not choose to make his sexual acts nonmaritals) reflects a psychological truth,
that men have a natural aversion to uncommitted sexuality. Thus Yosef needed no additional reason to
say no — however, to avoid hurting Mrs. Potiphar’s feelings, he offered a rational, ethical explanation of
his refusal.

| find Netziv’'s perspective more compelling than his evidence. We have a yetzer tov as well as a
yetzer hora, and the difference between them does not always, perhaps even often, reflect a conflict
between reason and aesthetics. Rather, the yetzer tov has its own aesthetic, its own categories of
beautiful and ugly, pleasure and pain.

But of course the yetzer hora has its own rationality. This is why, to my mind contra Netziv,
Bereshit Rabbah (appended) contains a variety of extended dialogues between Yosef and Mrs, Potiphar,
on the assumption that their daily conversations were not repetitive, but rather ever-shifting“.

The answer to our opening question, then, is that Yosef said no many times, and he meant all of
them. He said no because he was genuinely revolted by the prospect of sin, and because he would be
betraying a man who trusted him, and because he might be caught and punished, and because in any
case G-d would know and punish him. But all of these were tentative and ambivalent nos. Inthe moment
of crisis — when all the rational excuses faded, and the aesthetics of evil dominated - what really held him
was his self-image. This is, | think, a point worthy of consideration both in our attempts to improve
ourselves, and in our consideration of what constitutes effective chinukh.

Shabbat Shalom!

Aryeh Klapper

® This formulation has concrete implications with regard to whether couples who live together without a formal
ceremony require a divorce, and many others — an extended halakhic discussion is not possible here, nor of the
extent to which the legal implications should be societally variable.)

“The dialogues in Pesikta deRav Kahana, also appended, seem to me in accordance with Netziv, as they only show
Yosef resisting new threats, not new temptations.
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