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Two years ago at this time, I renewed my passport in downtown Chicago. 
In a large room full of Americans, I was one of four caucasian people. The 
other three spoke an eastern European language. I was probably the only 
Jew and definitely the only person wearing a kippah. Of the dozen or so 
passport agents and security officers present, nearly all were persons of 
color. I recalled my experience of taking in the swirl of languages and skin 
tones when studying this week’s parashah, and thinking about Yoseph in 
particular. Yoseph is a character who never quite fits in. Sitting in that 
passport office, I felt simultaneously at home and proud to live in the 
“melting pot”--or “tossed salad”--that is America, and “other,” somehow 
different, or perceived to be different from the others, and I had a feeling 
that my fellow passport seekers felt similarly. This week’s parashah offers 
an opportunity for us to explore the theme of “otherness.”  
 
Parashat Vayeishev begins with Jacob’s settling (וישב--Vayeishev—”he 
settled”) in Canaan, having finally returned from his long exile, now head of 
a large family and ready to be the patriarch who will carry forward the 
covenant God had made in turn with Abraham, with Isaac, and with him. 
The text reads: “Jacob settled in the land where his father had sojourned, 
the land of Canaan.” (Gen. 37:1). 
 
The naive reader imagines Jacob establishing the Israelite nation in the 
Promised Land as easily and uneventfully as Esau seems to have settled 
his own family, based on the תולדות--toldot (lineage) of Esau recorded at 
the end of last week’s parashah. Without knowing about the pain and 
struggle that lie ahead for Jacob and his family, one imagines him to be 
internally settled, as well, and pictures the Israelite nation on the cusp of its 
full flourishing through the tribes of Israel, with Jacob comfortably settled in 
his role as patriarch. However, the first chapter of the parashah ends in 



turmoil, replacing any sense of “settlement” with Jacob emotionally torn to 
tatters as sons present him with the bloodied coat of their brother, Joseph. 
  
The second verse of the parashah states: “These are the generations of 
Jacob: At seventeen years of age, Joseph tended the flocks with his 
brothers, as a helper to the sons of his father’s wives Bilhah and Zilpah.” 
The commentator Rashi notices the article “these” (“אלה”) used to introduce 
the term “generations,” and he understands it in light of the unsettling 
narrative that will follow. A complicated and difficult drama is about to 
begin, here, with the spotlight turned on Jacob’s next-to-youngest son, 
Joseph, as a 17-year-old young man. Rashi interprets “eilah” (“these”) not 
to refer to the generations of Jacob, but rather, to reflect back on the 
opening word of the parasha, “Vayeishev”--“he settled”.  Interpreted that 
way, the opening words of the parashah come to foreshadow a narrative 
that will be anything but “settled” and, in fact, will be cruel, painful, and 
bumpy.  
 
Biblical scholar Aviva Zornberg writes: “This concept of process exerts 
explosive pressure on the surface meaning of the word va-yeshev. In 
Esau’s case, it is indeed true to say, simply and flatly, that he ‘settled 
down.’ In Jacob’s case, Rashi implies, a discomposed, unsettled movement 
of lives, relationships, and locations begins here” (Genesis: The Beginning 
of Desire, p. 248).  
  
Despite the rich and detailed ways in which the Torah presents Yoseph, he 
is not an easy man for those around him to understand. Throughout his life, 
Yoseph stands outside those around him, a gorgeous and mostly 
untouchable man. Eventually, he matures into a political leader in Egypt, 
and after much drama, he reconciles with his brothers and brings Jacob’s 
family to settle in Egypt. But in today’s parashah, Yoseph is still a relatively 
young man. He is different somehow from his brothers, and the “otherness” 
that both he and they perceive creates problems for all of them. 
  



The rabbis of the midrash wonder why Yoseph is described as a נער--na’ar 
(youth), when the text has already stated that Yoseph is seventeen, and 
therefore already a young man. They answer that Yoseph acts in childish 
ways: he curls his hair, he puts on eye makeup, and he walks on his toes 
(Genesis Rabbah 84:7). The Yoseph of the sages’ imagination is 
infantilized and feminized. He appears in the rabbinic mind as outsider, a 
figure apart from his family, someone who doesn’t quite fit in with his 
shepherd brothers, even though at the age of seventeen, he should. 
 
Yoseph’s brothers call him “the dreamer” and “this one” when they see him 
coming to them in the pasture. Through their language, they marginalize 
him, implying that he is not worthy of his dreams or that they want no part 
of their fulfillment in their roles as his brothers. Making him “other” 
desensitizes them, easing their conscience as they cast him into a pit and 
eventually sell him off to Midianite traders.  
 
Yoseph’s brothers may not have a clue about his talebearing, but they do 
know about the special coat Ya’acov has given Yoseph, and they know of 
Yoseph’s dreams of lording over them. It is not a foregone conclusion that 
they would hate him because of those things. If Yoseph is, indeed, worthy 
of distinctive clothing and dreams of grandeur, the brothers might actually 
acknowledge his unique righteousness. They might even adore him for it. 
Instead, it is clear from their language and behavior toward him that they 
have marginalized him to the extent that they want to kill him. Zornberg 
emphasizes that from the start, the brothers’ intend to tear him asunder, so 
angry are they over the “extra” privilege Joseph seemed to possess, which 
his special coat makes obvious (pp. 267-269). Our sages notice the 
distancing language of Joseph’s brothers, commenting that they seem to 
wish they could kill him if only they could do so from afar, without getting 
their hands dirty (Genesis Rabbah 84:13).  
 
When we consider who marginalizes whom in this narrative, it becomes 
clear that it cuts both ways. The Sfat Emet finds marginalization in Yosef’s 



talebearing on his brothers. He sees in Yoseph a persistent immaturity that 
must be overcome in order for him to develop into the tzaddik (righteous 
person) he is meant to be. It is so significant that he must leave his family 
in order to mature, because if he remains with his them he will continue to 
bring ill reports of his brothers, and some point Ya’acov will cast out his 
older sons, leaving the nation of Israel to fade from history (S.E. 1:165). 
 Our sages, too, suggest that Joseph twists everything he sees to bring 
calumnus reports (Genesis Rabbah 84:7). Thus we find the brothers’ 
marginalization of Joseph and his marginalization of them setting the stage 
for tortuous disruption that affects the entire family.  
 
And, sadly, we can relate. Since my visit to the passport office, it feels like 
we have experienced an avalanche of objectification and marginalization of 
those perceived to be “other,” not only in this country but in other countries 
as well. In that passport office, I felt, or at least wanted to feel, a sense of 
camaraderie and connection between Americans of different origin, all 
hoping to travel and return to this country that is our shared home. But the 
question of how we make people “other” when they are, in fact, quite close 
to us, still lingers.  
 
The risk, and the ruptures we create when we relegate people to a 
category of “other,” not only disappoint, but can lead to human catastrophe. 
It happens nationally and locally, even within our closest relationships. We 
tear at the fabric of our families and communities through careless talk, 
gossip, innuendo, and misdirected complaints. We look for something to 
gab about, a way to objectify or judge someone, rather than seeking 
commonality, empathy, compassion, or simply keeping an open mind.  
 
Internationally, this has been a particularly tense and difficult week in 
Tijuana and San Diego. There are now up to around 9,000 refugees at the 
Mexican border. The local residents are not happy with the migrants, and 
people are not safe. Folks who cross the border for work or school daily are 
extremely frustrated that the border has been only open for 4-5 hours at a 



stretch, closing intermittently and making crossing even more chaotic than 
usual. There is the potential for opportunistically provoking moves of 
desperation among refugees to engender and legitimate heavy 
governmental response, including militarization and closure of borders. If 
you want to help, the main need right now is financial. You can find links on 
our website at the end of this d’var Torah. But today I want to emphasize, 
the maxim, “think globally, act locally,” because the small actions we take 
to create a more loving world can send ripples that create larger waves.  
 
The strife between brothers in Parashat Vayeishev reminds us of how 
quickly lives, families, and communities can be unsettled when we draw 
lines separating us from those with whom we might connect. We can learn 
from Joseph and his brothers’ mistakes and cultivate a different approach.  
 
There is something each of us can do. Locally, we can be curious and 
inquire about the facts and the thinking of others, rather than rushing to 
judgement. We can be open to the possibility that we may have missed 
something in what we saw or heard.  We can ask questions about things 
that concern us and listen with the goal of understanding. We can make 
conscious and responsible efforts to foster relationships based on mutual 
respect and trust. When we cultivate an approach that fosters connection 
and understanding, we become effective players in building flourishing 
communities and redeeming our world. 
 
Ken Y’hi Ratzon. May that be God’s will.  
 
 
To Donate: 

● Go Fund Me for migrant relief: (https://www.gofundme.com/migrantreliefsd)  
● Other migrant relief: https://www.immdef.org/donate and 

http://www.carecen-la.org/donate.  
● The Ways of Peace organization’s "Just-Giving in Action" page is updated regularly with 

possibilities. Below the current just-giving responses to recent hate speech and violence 
are links to think-globally-act-locally sanctuary coalitions throughout the U.S., bail bond 
funding needs, and more: www.waysofpeace.org/just-giving-in-action 

https://www.gofundme.com/migrantreliefsd
https://www.immdef.org/donate
http://www.carecen-la.org/donate
http://www.waysofpeace.org/just-giving-in-action


● Donations to revolving bail bond funds for migrants, which pass through wire transfers 
between solidarity groups: 
http://waysofpeace.org/service/blog/2018/07/23/walking-the-walk (Scroll down to "We 
also have daily opportunities to 'walk the walk' through our financial choices") 

 
 

http://waysofpeace.org/service/blog/2018/07/23/walking-the-walk

