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Look how sig-
nificant seeing 
is in the first 
story of our 
parasha.  The 
brothers see that 

Jacob loves Joseph the most. Jacob 
asks Joseph to go and see what is 
going on with the brothers as they 
pasture the flock in Shechem. At 
the critical moment of the story, 
the mid-point of the text, they  see 
Joseph from a-far. When they 
conspire to kill him they say Let's 
see what becomes of his dreams. 
Finally, after they throw him in the 
pit, they see a band of Ishmaelites 
coming from afar. What is the 
purpose of all this seeing? The more the 
characters see things, the more we, the 
readers/listeners, also see things in this story. This 
is what makes this story great, and this is what 
makes the storytelling of this story so great. The 
narrator is expertly telling a story by enabling us to 
see in our imaginations what the characters see in 
the story. Moreover, the story is built on the theme 

of seeing, after all, what is a dream if not seeing 
something in your sleep state.  When you see it you 
experience as something real. And the only way 
you can convey what you see in a dream is through 
storytelling. The narrator tells us what Joseph sees 
in his dream, and tells us what everybody else sees 

right in front of them and far away from them. In 
turn, we get to see everything, as it is unfolding 
right before our eyes as if it were a play. Obvioulsy, 
from antiquity to our own day, people saw this 
theatrical quality to the story and adapted it in so 
many artistic ways. Are there other instances of 
lifting up eyes? Take a look at this list and see if 
you can identify all of this seeing

Some interesting observations: The 
expression lift up eyes occurs 14 
times in the book of Genesis. 
Multiples of 7 always catch our 
attention. In only one instance there 
is lifting up eyes without seeing. 
That takes place in our parasha 
when Potifar's wife, lifts up her eyes 
upon Joseph. Why doesn't the text 
say that she saw him? Abarbanel: 
she was pleading with him. The 
same way the psalmist peads to God 
without having to specify seeing. 
(Psalm 123:1 ֵ֭ילֶאW ָינַ֑יעֵ־תאֶ יתִאשָׂ֣נ  and 
also 121:1 ֶםירִ֑הָהֶ־לאֶ ינַיעֵ֭ אשָּׂ֣א  - in 
both those instances, there is lifting 
up of eyes but not seeing. And both 
of those are the expression of deep 
longing, which is what is going on 
here.) We might point out that in 
37:18 the brothers is see Joseph 
without lifting up their eyes. Why? 
This indicates that they were just 
minding their own business. They were involved in other matters. We might note that they returned to the 



Shechem area, the scene of their slaughter of the Hivites. (Gen. 34). In all the other instances of lifting eyes 
there is a sense that the lifters of eyes have a distinct desire or interest in seeing something. Here, the 
brothers have no desire to see Joseph. He appears as a complete surprise to them. Their desire to kill him is 
all the more heinous because it is impulsive and visceral, solely based on seeing him from a distance. 
Joseph The Favorite Prisoner; the Chief Cup-Bearer and the Chief Baker 
Why does Joseph get favored-prisoner-status in jail? The text tells us that God was with Joseph. Fair 
enough. But if we dig a little deeper we discover that there are other factors. Potifar, the Sar HaTabahim, 
to whom Joseph is sold, is also, the head of the prisons. (See 39:1 and 40:3). Even Potifar would have 
known that there were 
plenty of mitigating 
circumstances when 
Joseph appeared naked 
outside his house. With his wife, he knew what he was dealing with. With Joseph, he knew that he couldn't 
let such a prodigious talent slip through his hands. For the sake of his domestic life he had to side with his 
wife, but for the sake of his own personal advancement, he had to keep Joseph alive so that he exploit him 
as much as possible. That is why Joseph is made chief prisoner.  Like Andy Dufresne in The Shawshank 
Redemption, Joseph is trapped. He has privileges but no freedom. He will stay in prison for as long as he 
can be useful to the Potifar. He came to Egypt as a slave, and it is only worse in prison. Even (spoiler) when 
he is released from prison and elevated to be Pharoah's first minister, he is still very much a slave. He has 
wealth, privilege, and all the trappings of power except the most important thing: freedom. He can't do 
anything without Pharaoh's permission.  
Why did they end up in jail? The Rabbis (BR 
88:2) claim that they both committed dif-
ferent types of infractions. The cup-bearer 
brought Pharaoh a drink that had a fly in it. 
The baker brought him bread that had a stone 
in it. How are these different? A fly in a drink 
is an accident. A stone in a bread is  neg-
ligence, or maybe even intentional! Thus the 
baker receives the death penalty, while the 
cup-bearer is exonerated. R. Evyatar based 
his interpretation on the word sin. They both 
wanted to marry (ie. had sexual desire for) 
Pharaoh's daughter. Probably not a good thing. But why would the baker be executed and the cup-bearer 
set free? We don't have a good answer. Rashi rejects that R. Evyatar and only cites the Rabbis' reason.    

Did Joseph know the royal 
calendar? Do the Cup-Bearer 
and the Baker also know it? In a 
palace environment, everyone 

knows the king's birthday. To this day, Queen Victoria's birthday is still celebrated in a certain North 
American country, (and she's been dead for 121 years!) Place your bets that in the UK (and probably Canada 
as well) there will be an annual holiday to commemorate the late Queen Elizabeth II (z"l). Birthdays of 
leaders are well-known especially to people who work in the bureacracy. (President Biden's was two weeks 
ago). Everyone would have known that Pharaoh's birthday was coming up. Surely, the Cup-Bearer and the 
Baker would have had alot of anxiety about this day becuase their services would have been in demand and 
their absence would have been felt. Unsurprisingly then, they dream about returning to the palace. But while 
the Cup-Bearer's dream is upbeat, the Baker's is ominous. Joseph accords the interpretation of the dream to 
God, and hints that he has a special power of interpretation. But a) he also knows the royal calendar and b) 
he is also astute enough to size up these two characters. The greatness of this story is that the dreams come 
from God, but a remarkable human being figures out how everything will unfold.  SHABBAT SHALOM! 

Dear Malene Herman, Mazel Tov to you on the occasion of your special birthday!  
With wishes of health and happiness!    Love, Your Friends.  


