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A N T I - S E M I T I S M  

JOSEPH IN EGYPT 

See how the שר המשקים tells Pharaoh about the man—Joseph—who interpreted his 
dreams in prison ( יב -מא:ט  ) 

ר֙ ַׂ֣ר  וַיְדַב ֵּ ִ֔ים ש ַ ק  ש ְ ֹ֖ה הַמ ַ רְע  ַ ֹ֑ר  אֶת־פ  ֹ֖י אֶת־חֲטָאַַ֕י לֵּאמ  ִּ֥יר אֲנ  ם׃  מַזְכ    הַי ּֽו 

ֹ֖ה רְע  ַ ֵּ֨ן   עַל־עֲבָדָֹ֑יו קָצַַׂ֣ף  פ  ת ֵּ ִ֜י  וַי   מַַ֗ר א ת  ש ְ ֵּ֚ית ב ְמ  ַׂ֣ר  ב ֵּ ִ֔ים ש ַ ח  ב ָ ַ֕י  הַט ַ ֹ֖ת  א ת  ִּ֥ר  וְאֵּ ּֽים׃  ש ַ  הָא פ 

ם   וַנ ַּֽחַלְמִָּ֥ה לִַּ֥יְלָה חֲל֛ו  ַׂ֣י אֶחָֹ֖ד  ב ְ י֛ש   וָהֹ֑ו א  אֲנ  ן  א  תְרִּ֥ו   חָלָּֽמְנו ׃  חֲל מֹ֖ו   כ ְפ 

ֵּ֨ם ִ֜נו    וְש ָ ת ָ ַ֗י  נַַׂ֣עַר א  בְר  ַׂ֣ר עֵֶּ֚בֶד ע  ִ֔ים  לְש ַ ח  ב ָ ר־לִ֔ו   הַט ַ ר־לָֹ֖נו   וֵַּ֨נ סְַפ ֶ פְת ׇּ ֹ֑ינו  אֶת־חֲל מ   וַי   ִּ֥יש  תֵּ תָּֽר׃  כ ַחֲל מֹ֖ו    א   פ ָ

1) What does the שר המשקים call Joseph? 

 

2) How does Rashi explain the meaning of the שר המשקים’s description? 

עִים אֲרוּרִים. עבד עברי נער אֵין , הָרְש ָ ֶׁ לֵמָה טוֹבָתָם ש  ירוֹ , ש ְ וֹן מַזְכִּ לְש  יוֹן בִּ ָּ ז  :בִּ

ה. בנער וֹטֶׁ ה רָאוּי  וְאֵין ש   :לִגְדֻלָּ

וֹנֵנוּ  אֲפִלּוּ . געברי יר אֵינוֹ  לְש   :מַכִּ

נִמּוּסֵי וְכָתוּב. דעבד אֵין  מִצְרַיִם בְּ ֶׁ ד  ש  בֶׁ גְדֵי לוֹבֵש   וְלאֹ מוֹלֵךְ  עֶׁ רִים בִּ  :ש ָ

 :לְעִנְיָנוֹ  וְקָרוֹב הַחֲלוֹם  לְפִי . כחלמו האיש

 

3) See this quote from Rabbi Sacks and consider: What contradictions are at play in the 
story of the  1?שר המשקים 

 

 
 

1 (what is he trying to accomplish by sharing this information with Pharaoh? Why did he wait to mention 
Joseph to pharaoh until now?) 
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“The majesty and mystery of Judaism is that, though at best Jews were a small people in a 
small land, no match for the circumambient empires that periodically assaulted them, Jews 
did not give way to self-hate, self-disesteem or despair.” (Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, Ceremony & 
Celebration, p. 85) 

4) How do we see this quote from Rabbi Sacks manifest in the case of the שר המשקים? 

 

 

Rabbi Sacks on Anti-Semitism as a Virus 

What is antisemitism? It is less a doctrine or set of beliefs than a series of contradictions. 
In the past Jews were hated because they were rich and because they were poor, because 
they were capitalists and because they were communists, because they kept to themselves 
and because they infiltrated everywhere, because they held tenaciously to a superstitious 
faith and because they were rootless cosmopolitans who believed nothing.  

The best way to understand antisemitism is to see it as a virus. Viruses attack the human 
body, but the body itself has an immensely sophisticated defence, the human immune 
system. How, then, do viruses survive and flourish? By mutating. (Future Tense: Jews, 
Judaism and Israel in the 21st Century (Schocken, 2012): p. 92.) 

5) With this perspective in mind, how would/should Joseph interact with Pharaoh and 
how should he express his Judaism? 

 

 

See :טז -טומא  

רְע ה֙ וַי  ֹּ֤אמֶר  ַ ִ֔ף פ  סֵּ ם אֶל־יו  י  חֲלַׂ֣ו  ֹ֖ר חָלִַ֔מְת   תֵּ ַׂ֣ין ו פ  ַ֗י  א תֹ֑ו   אֵּ י  וַאֲנ  מַֹּ֤עְת   ֙ ש ָ ִ֔ר עָלֶ֙יךׇּ מִַּ֥ע  לֵּאמ  ש ְ ם   ת   ִּ֥ר חֲלֹ֖ו  פְת   ׃  ל   א תּֽו 

ֵ֧ף  וַי ֵַּ֨עַן סֵּ רְע ה֛ יו  ַ ֹ֖ר  אֶת־פ  לְעָדָֹ֑י לֵּאמ  ם  יַעֲנֶֹ֖ה ים קאֱל   ב   לִּ֥ו  ּֽה׃ אֶת־ש ְ רְע  ַ  פ 

6) How does Joseph express his Judaism to Pharaoh?  

 

No matter how much hostility he encountered on account of his novel ideas and strange thoughts, 

Joseph refused to change, to act like anyone else in the pastoral society. Indeed, "His bow remained 

in imperturbable rest." Joseph was not impressed by the formidable opposition he encountered. He 
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did not deny his identity, his way of life, his self-esteem and determination to be himself. He could 

not submerge or obliterate his distinctiveness. (Rabbi Soloveitchik2, Vision and Leadership, p.7) 

 
7) When faced with Anti-Semistism, how can we react? 

 

 

“If you were to ask what our response to the Holocaust should be, I would say this: Marry 

and have children, bring new Jewish life into the world, build schools, make communities, 

have faith in God who had faith in man and make sure that His voice is heard wherever evil 

threatens. Pursue justice, defend the defenceless, have the courage to be different and fight 

for the dignity of difference. Recognise the image of God in others, and defeat hate with 

love. Twice a year, on Yom HaShoah and the Ninth of Av, sit and mourn for those who died 

and remember them in your prayer. But most of all, continue to live as Jews.” (Radical Then, 

Radical Now, p. 184) 

 

 

 

 

JOSEPH THE “IVRI” 

Joseph did not act in consonance with this rule. The hate which he aroused in his brothers was 

mainly due to the fact that he stood out among them. He was distinct and different; in the pastoral, 

nomadic, and carefree community where he was raised, his actions were peculiar. His 

contemporaries could not understand when he spoke of a different economy--agriculture--and of 

people who did not wander from spot to spot living like parasites off the fat of the land. He 

envisioned people who had allegiance to the land and who displayed determination to force Mother 

Nature to feed its inhabitants, honest people who were ready to work, till, and irrigate. The 

shepherds heard in amazement this fantastic story: "For, behold, we were binding sheaves in the 

field, and lo, my sheaf arose and stood upright; and behold, your sheaves stood round about and 

bowed down to my sheaf" (Gen. 37:7). They were taken aback not so much by the fact that he saw 

himself as the central figure and master, but by the very story that placed himself and them within a 

different society, not a pastoral but an agricultural one. 

 
 

2 It is always interesting to note that whenever Rabbi Soloveitchik spoke about Joseph, we are left to wonder 
if he was only talking about the biblical character, or himself: Rabbi Joseph B Soloveitchik… 
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They resented his strangeness and singular way of seeing things more than they resented the 

egocentricity they wrongly imputed to him. "They embittered him and were hostile to him" (Gen. 

49:23) because he beheld visions, prophesying and preaching social change. He disturbed the 

primitive sense of peace that entranced the naive and gullible pastoral society. The brothers were 

angered by Joseph's dreams and visions. "They hated him yet more for his dreams" (Gen. 37:8). 

They felt that in his dreams there was a spark of truth, that the voice of God broke through those 

dreams. But they could not listen to them. (Rabbi Soloveitchik, Vision and Leadership, p.7) 

8) What was so important to Joseph that it was worth standing apart, even from his 
brothers? 
 
 

9) Is there anything that you care about enough to stand out for? 

 

 

STANDING OUT AND APART 

Look at Vayigash ו-מז:ג  Joseph instructs his brothers in their meeting with Pharaoh.  

10) With what profession does he tell them to identify? 
 

רְע ה֛ וַי  ֵ֧אמֶר  ַ עֲ  אֶל־אֶחָֹ֖יו פ  יכֶֹ֑םמַה־מ ַ ַ֗ה וַי  אמְרַׂ֣ו    ש ֵּ רְע  ַ ִּ֥ה אֶל־פ  ּֽינו ׃  ג ַם־אֲנַֹ֖חְנו    עֲבָדִֶ֔יךׇּ  צ אן֙  ר עֵּ תֵּ  ג ַם־אֲבו 

ַ֗ה וַי  אמְרַׂ֣ו   רְע  ַ אָָ֘רֶץ֮ לָגַׂ֣ו ר אֶל־פ  ָּ֒אנו ָּ֒ ב ָ ַׂ֣ין  ב ָ י־אֵּ רְעֶַ֗ה כ   ַׂ֣ר  לַצ  אן֙ מ  ִּ֥ד לַעֲבָדִֶ֔יךׇּ  אֲש ֶ ּֽי־כָבֵּ אֶַׂ֣רֶץ הָרָעָֹ֖ב  כ   ה֛ כ ְנָֹ֑עַן  ב ְ   וְעַת ָ
בו ־נִָּ֥א אִֶּ֥רֶץ  עֲבָדֶֹ֖יךׇּ   יֵּּֽש ְ ן׃  ב ְ  ג  ּֽש ֶ

ִ֔ה וַי  ַׂ֣אמֶר  רְע  ַ ֹ֖ף פ  סֵּ ֹ֑ר אֶל־יו  ִּ֥יךׇּ  לֵּאמ  ִּ֥או   וְאַחֶֹ֖יךׇּ  אָב  לֶּֽיךׇּ׃ ב ָ  אֵּ

ם֙  אֶֹּ֤רֶץ צְרַ֙י  ִ֔וא לְפָנֶַׂ֣יךׇּ  מ  יטַַׂ֣ב  ה  ִּ֥ב  הָאִָ֔רֶץ ב ְמֵּ ש ֵּ ֹ֖יךׇּ  הו  בו ֙ וְאֶת־אַחֶֹ֑יךׇּ  אֶת־אָב  אֶַׂ֣רֶץ יֵּש ְ ם־יָדַַ֗עְת ָ  ןג  ִ֔ש ֶ   ב ְ ם֙   וְא    וְיֶש ־ב ָ
ל י־חִַ֔י  ֛ם  אַנשְ ֵּ מְת ָ ִּ֥י   וְש ַ רֵּ קְנֶֹ֖ה ש ָ ּֽי׃  מ  ר־ל   עַל־אֲש ֶ

11) How do you think this specific profession is regarded in the land of Egypt, a land 
which worships lambs? 

 

12) What do you think Joseph was trying to accomplish? 
 
 

Joseph's strength manifested itself in the strange ability to survive with a separate spiritual identity 

under circumstances and conditions that warranted complete assimilation and integration. Aristotle 

long ago said that man is a social animal prone to join the society in which he lives, to adopt its ways 

and mores and level of individual distinctiveness. Man does not want to be unique and singular; he 
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refuses to be noticeable, to stand out and hence expose himself to loneliness and isolation, which in 

turn breed antagonism. (Rabbi Soloveitchik, Vision and Leadership, p.6)3 

 

13) If the brothers stand out in Egyptian society, how will that impact the experience in 
Egypt? 

 

When I was a student in Yeshiva University, Rabbi Sacks ended his two decade tenure as the 
Chief Rabbi of the UK. What Britain lost, we gained, because he became an adjunct professor 
in YU for a semester. I remember the Sunday morning that he spoke about Purim in a packed 
Glueck Beit Midrash. Below is the end of his remarkable address4: 

There is one question left, and I end with this story. What should we do as Jews to fight 
antisemitism? And I am going to give you an unexpected answer, but it’s a very important 
one. And I learned this from a charedi Rav in Manchester, actually Manchester just 
is charedi, but it’s a very holy city and it does some wonderful things. And I don’t know, the 
young people here won’t remember this at all, (but na’ar hayitti gam zakanti, I remember 
this…) in the late 1980s when the former Soviet Union was beginning to open up, it was the 
era of perestroika and glasnost, for the first time in 70 years Jews were free to be Jews. But 
it had a downside because antisemites, for the first time in 70 years, were free to be 
antisemites. And antisemitism began to reappear in Russia at the end of the 80s. And one of 
our Rabbanim from Manchester was out in Moscow helping to rebuild Jewish life. And 
while he was there, a young girl came to see him, in her late teens, and she was shaking, 
and she told the Rabbi, “All my life, I never spoke about being Jewish, nobody thought I was 
Jewish, we didn’t discuss it, and nobody said anything. Now, because I’m Jewish, when I go 
in the street, people shout at me, еврей, еврей, “Jew”. What shall I do?” 

And the Rabbi had a big beard and a big black hat and a long kapota. He turned to the young 
lady and said, “The way I look, people probably don’t mistake me for an Episcopalian.” 

“And yet,” he said, “in all these months I’ve been here, no one ever shouted 
out еврей, еврей. [Jew! Jew!] Why do you think that is?” 

And the young lady thought for a bit and gave this answer, and it is so true. She said, 
“Because they know if they shout out the word ‘Jew’ at me, I will take that as an 
insult. But if they shout out the word ‘Jew’ to you, they know you will take that as a 
compliment.” 

 
 

3 Additional note: Joseph’s “separateness” in Egypt may have been the key to the success of both his sons 
following in the path of Hashem 
4 https://www.rabbisacks.org/archive/haman-the-first-antisemite/ 

https://www.rabbisacks.org/archive/haman-the-first-antisemite/
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If we want to fight antisemitism, let us walk tall and proud as Jews, and let us work with all 
humanity to banish hatred forever. Amen. 

14) When someone recognizes you as a Jew, is that a compliment or an insult? 
 
 

15) What can you do to show your Jewish pride? 


