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Chapter IX: Vayeishev (Gen. 37:1-40:23)

Essay 5. The virtue of silence
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There is a Midrash Rabbah explaining Joseph’s intent in relaying his dream: “There we
were binding sheaves in the field, when suddenly my sheaf [>nn7X] [alumati] stood up and
remained upright; then your sheaves gathered around and bowed low to my sheaf.”!

Rabbi Levi said: [Joseph was telling his brothers: Even though it’s true that
my descendant, Jeroboam, will make golden calves,] you are destined to make
mute [279X] [ilmim] idols prior to Jeroboam’s calves,’> and say: “This is your
god, Israel” [i.e., referring to the Golden Calf at Mount Sinai].

Rabbi Abba* said: You are destined to conceal [2°%y7%] [le’ha alim]
matters about me before our father,’ saying: “An evil wild beast devoured
him.”® What will stand in my favor? Mother’s silence stands [in my favor].

- Gen. Rabbah 84:10
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In this Midrash, these “words are secret and sealed,”’ and the intention of Joseph in
these words is not known, and how [these explanations] are connected to the brothers’ feud,
and what difference it makes whether we accept the view of Rabbi Levi or Rabbi Abba.

: English translation: Copyright © 2023 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays at https://www.zstorah.com

' Gen. 37:7.

2 Rabbi Levi draws a parallel between the word >na?8 [alumati] [“my sheaf’] and D% [ilmim] [“mute”].
Jeroboam made golden calves, as reported in I Kings 12:28.]

3 Ex. 32:4.

4 Our version of the Midrash reads “Rabbi Acha.”

5> He suggests a parallel between the word *npoR [alumati] [“my sheaf”] and 2°%y3Y [le ha’alim] [“to conceal™].

® Gen. 37:20, 37:33.

" Dan. 12:9.




What point is Rabbi Levi making in our Midrash?
It is said in the 3" chapter of tractate Arakhin:

Rabbi Chama bar Chanina said: What is the remedy for one who
speaks slander? If he is a Torah scholar, he should study Torah, as it is stated:
“A soothing tongue is a tree of life” (Prov. 15:4). And [the word] “tongue” means
nothing other than malicious speech, as it is stated: “Their tongue is a sharpened
arrow [it speaks deceit]” (Jer. 9:7). And [the word] “tree” means nothing other than
Torah, as it is stated: “It is a tree of life to them that lay hold of it” (Prov. 3:18). . ..

Rabbi Abba bar Kahana® says: If one has already spoken slander, he
has no remedy, as [King] David, [inspired] by Divine Spirit, has already cut him
off [i.e., excommunicated him], as it is stated: “May the Lord cut off all flattering
lips, the tongue that speaks great things” (Ps. 12:4). Rather, what is his remedy
[beforehand], so that he does not come to [speak] slander? If he is a Torah
scholar, he should study Torah...

- Arakhin 15b
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Even here, the brothers of Joseph hated him, for he spoke slander about them, and

they said to him, how does all the Torah that you learned avail you, if you have already
spoken slander and there is no remedy? That is, they were of the opinion of Rabbi Abba bar
Kahana, who said, “If one has already spoken slander, he has no remedy.” He answered them,
“You are destined to make mute idols.” It is brought in the Midrash Rabbah on the verse,
“Hurry down, for your people, whom you brought out of the land of Egypt, have acted basely,”’

The Holy One, Blessed be He, said: “Woe unto them, for they have
strayed from Me; they deserve destruction, for they have transgressed against Me;
shall I then redeem them, seeing they have spoken lies against Me?”'° For they
said G-d and the [Golden] Calf have redeemed them from Egypt, “they have
spoken lies against Me.” But I say that they are not my people, “Anyone who
sacrifices to a god, except the L-rd alone, is to be utterly destroyed.”

- Ex. Rabbah 42:3

8 Our version of the Gemara reads Acha bar Chanina.
°Ex. 32:7.
10 Hosea 7:13.
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If so, regarding your words that according to Rabbi Abba bar Kahana there is no remedy
for slander, then you, who have spoken slander against the Omnipresent by saying that He did
not rescue you from Egypt on His own, but needed assistance from the Golden Calf, then you too
have no remedy.

Rather, it’s certainly necessary to disagree with the position of Rabbi Abba bar Kahana,
and instead say as Rabbi Chama bar Chanina, who said, “A soothing tongue is a tree of life,”
i.e., that there is a remedy, viz, Torah study. Moreover, even for Rabbi Abba bar Kahana, he
only said there is no remedy after David came, and by Divine Spirit cut [the slanderer]| off
through excommunication. But before David came, even [Rabbi Abba] acknowledged that [the
slanderer| had a remedy available.
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Corresponding to this, [Scripture] said, “when suddenly my sheaf stood up,” even
though according to your words that there was no remedy for slander, [my sheaf] should have
fallen, “but mine stood up.” Also, the truth is that “it remained standing,” being upright such
that it would never fall, for David had not yet come.

Alternatively, “it remained standing” means that after Israel will sin and speak
slander against the Omnipresent, the opinion was strengthened that there is a remedy for
one who speaks slander, for there must be a remedy for the entire Jewish people. That would
show that Joseph’s own slander could be remedied.
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What point is Rabbi Abba making in our Midrash?
However, Rabbi Abba explained this in a different matter, and his opinion is that

Joseph believed there was no slander here at all on his part, as the commentators wrote,'' and
as we will expound at length below in this parashah, in essay 10. The proof for this is that to
the contrary, the end proves the beginning, for in the end, [Joseph] went out from prison to
rule over Egypt, which shows that in the beginning, his slavery and imprisonment was not a
punishment for slander.

'Yehuda Rosanes (1657-1727), rabbi of Constantinople, Parashat Derachim., chapter 1 (Derech ha’Atarim).
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Thus, Joseph spoke thus to his brothers: You hate me because you say that I spoke
slander [¥27 19W%] [lashon ha’ra] about you. I know that because of this, you will cause my
father to say, “An evil wild beast [7y1 7°11] [chaya ra’ah] has devoured him.”!? I.e., Jacob could
have simply said 72171 [chaya] [a wild beast], but he added the word 7y [ra 'ak] [evil], as an illusion
to slander [lashon ha’ra], literally “evil speech.” Thus, we find in the first chapter of tractate

Ta’anit:

[Regarding the verse], “If the snake bites because no spell was uttered,
no advantage is gained by the trained charmer,”!? i.e., what’s the benefit of having
a snake charmer present if he’s not going to help prevent someone from being
bitten? Reish Lakish said in the future, all the animals will gather together and
come to the snake and say to him: A lion mauls [its prey] and eats [it]; a wolf
tears apart [its prey] and eats [it]; what pleasure do you have [when you bite a
person, as you are incapable of eating him]? [The snake will] say to them: “What
is the ‘advantage to the charmer’?” [The literal translation for “charmer” is
“master of the language,” so the snake is asking, “What pleasure does a slanderer

receive?”’]

- Ta’anit 8a
The snake is the evil wild beast, for this is no enjoyment to injure someone, and yet his
intention is to injure.

03 T T 7°293 WIa1 07T, AN 1Y) M KT I3 nng" a7 1273 210 "DIN3 N YD 2pY2 197)
207772 ,977 TP AN i XY T2 AEN XD 12 07 Wyny i 99 Xy 7RIy 1oy 07w 010 ey 08 2y )
"7 Thoyn R DWE 37 T "012T K7W 1372 TN 170 122 1090 0N 33 221 Y T2 1090 RN

RJabli

Therefore, Joseph was saying to his brothers, when Jacob will see my coat of many
colors, he will think in his heart, “This ‘is the coat of my son,” and certainly, ‘an evil wild
beast has devoured him,’” which is the snake, because of the sin of slander. Even though I am
able to send a messenger to tell father everything that you will do to me, I won’t do so, in
order that it won’t appear to be slander. For my mother, Rachel, adopted the wisdom of
silence, and all of her descendants after her adopted the wisdom of silence,'* and this is proof
to the matter that I did not speak slander, and the silence will stand for me in my merit, as
proof that I did not speak slander.

12 Gen. 37:33.
13 Eccl. 10:11.
14 Gen. Rabbah 71:5.
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Further discussion of silence as a virtuous trait

Even, Saul, who descended from Rachel, adopted the wisdom of silence, as it is
written, “But some scoundrels said, ‘How can this fellow save us?’ So they scorned him and
brought him no tribute, but he was as a deaf man.”'® It cannot be disputed that since he was
a king, he had no reason to be silent, for the Rambam writes (in the Laws of Kings, chapter
3, halacha 8), “[Regarding] whoever degrades the king, the king has authority to kill him.”
Note that it is not written that the king is obligated to kill him, rather that he has authority
to do so, for we hear from this that in the same situation, the king is able to forgive the
slanderer if he should want to do so. For this very reason, David forgave Shimei, son of Gera
when he cursed him.'®
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Regarding what [the rabbis] said, “For a king who forgoes his honor, his honor is not
forgone,”!’ it means that it is not honorable for [a king] to do something contrary to his
honor. This is as the Rambam himself wrote, there in the Laws of Kings, chapter 2, halacha 3,
“It is forbidden to see him when he is having his hair cut, and when he is naked, etc., for
‘even if a king forgoes his honor, his honor is not forgone.” ” Nevertheless, a king is not
obligated to punish someone who mocks him.
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The commentators troubled themselves to explain the reason that Scripture selected
the language, “But some scoundrels said, ‘How can this fellow save us?’ ” [The commentary]
seems to say that [they are called scoundrels] to inform us of a great novelty, that we should
not say that those who say, “How can this fellow save us” were the more righteous ones. How
could one think that, if the word “scoundrels” had been omitted? As we know, the people did not
all reach a consensus of one thinking when they asked for a king to judge them like all the
other nations. L.e., to the contrary, the righteous among the people had a great fear of G-d in

15T Sam. 10:27.
1611 Sam. 16:5-13.
17 Ketubot 17a.



their hearts, and they knew that everything depended upon the Hand of G-d. So one might
think that it was the righteous ones talking, and with good and proper intention, they said, “How
can this fellow save us,” rather the Holy One, Blessed be He, for “deliverance is the L-rd’s.”!®
Therefore, to make it clear that it was not the righteous ones speaking, Scripture stated, “But
some scoundrels,” to say that they spoke this with an evil heart.
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Rather, the question is: What was their intent in insulting the king, for if we’re talking
about those who were not righteous, didn’t they desire him initially?

It can be said that it’s presented in the 37 chapter of tractate Arachin (17a), “Rabbi
Yehuda the Nasi and the rabbis had a disagreement about the verse, “This is the generation of
them that seek after Him, that seek Your face, Jacob. Selah” (Ps. 24:6), which teaches that the
generation is on the same level as those who lead them, who seek after G-d. One said: [The level
of the] generation follows [the level of the] leader, and one says: [The level of the] leader
follows [the level of] his generation. The Gemara concludes there that they are speaking in terms
of harshness and gentleness, that one that if the leader is harsh, then the generation will be harsh.
If the leader is gentle and kind, the generation will be the same. The other holds that if the people
of a certain generation are harsh, they will have a harsh leader; if the generation is gentle and kind,
the leader will be similar.

Saul only merited the kingship because of his exceeding humility, as the rabbis of
blessed memory said on the verse where Samuel prophesied that Saul would be king, and they
searched for him, and found him, “Here; he is hiding among the baggage” (I Sam. 10:22)."
They said, we are powerful and shameless and scoundrels, which means extremely shameless.
If so, the king also necessarily must be shameless, both according to the opinion of one master,
i.e., Rabbi Yehuda the Nasi, and the other master, i.e., the rabbis.

They believed that at this point, prior to his appointment, there is no disagreement
whether the generation follows the leader or whether the leader follows the generation. But
after [a king] is appointed by Heaven, certainly everyone will become united in outlook.

As Saul appeared so humble, the opposite of their nature, in addition to the fact that
the usual way of Kkingship is to conduct the leadership in a haughty manner so that fear of
him will be imposed upon the people, they said, “how can this fellow save us.”

18 Ps. 3:9.
19 Midrash Tanchuma, Vayikra 3:1.



AN L5907 DI MDY IR IRY 097920 1POY ORI 2R 022 R3Ip> ¥9) Ui XD 02 ninnon Ay Ko
000 TN IPIRT ORDY XIMT 000 TITIY 190 R IMTAY aay it atinn XS niva L "amin 12 1m0277K)
73R 11997 Aman §9 X027 X9 0aw L0 070 D% IR 1OV T an 1300 YOND oY DEK

That is, those who were not righteous wanted a king, but they did not want Saul. They felt
that he won’t wage wars because he will not feel nor be provoked by the pressure of the
enemy. Since they were of the opinion that he was not suitable for the kingship because of
this, “they scorned him and brought him no tribute.” Why would they bring him a tribute, as
they viewed him with scorn? The intent is, don’t think they scorned him because he benefited
from them by accepting gifts, i.e., “Oh, he’s just another crooked ruler who’s out for his own
interest.” This is similar to what was said about the Torah scholar compared to the ignoramus:

At first, [when he does not know him, the ignoramus considers the Torah
scholar to be] like a goblet of gold. [Once] he has conversed with him [concerning
mundane matters, he considers him to be] like a goblet of silver [i.e., the stature of
the Torah scholar is downgraded in the eyes of the ignoramus]. [Once the scholar]
has received benefit from him, [the ignoramus] [considers him to be] like an
earthenware goblet, [which] once broken cannot be fixed.

- Sanhedrin 52b
Thus, their scorn was certainly not based upon Saul’s willingly taking gifts from them, for they
didn’t bring him tribute and gifts.
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Also, [Scripture] said, “He was as a deaf man,” and not “he was deaf,” to say that he
adopted the wisdom of silence, like Rachel and Esther.

Alternatively, he wasn’t literally deaf, rather, he waited to show them conclusive proof
that he was suitable to be king over them. For afterward, in the adjoining verse, Scripture
writes, “The people then said to Samuel, “Who was it who said, “"Shall Saul be king over us?"”
Hand the men over and we will put them to death!” At that point, Saul replied, ‘No man shall be
put to death this day! For this day the L-rd has brought victory to Israel,” ”?° i.e., against the
Ammonites. There is a question how one thing relates to another. How was the miraculous
defeat of the Ammonites a reason to forgive those scorning him? To the contrary, we should be
strict in judging one who insults the king, because he is like one who insults the Holy One,
blessed be He, G-d forbid. About this, it is said, “thus you will sweep out evil from your

midst.”?!

201 Sam. 11:12-13.
21 Deut. 17:7,22:21, 22:24, and 24:7.
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It can be said that Saul didn’t want to kill these scoundrels, because he did not know
how many others there were in Israel who thought like them. Even though [the others in
Israel] didn’t despise him openly and publicly like these scoundrels, perhaps in their hearts
they had hatred against him, and it’s possible that the entire community would return and
curse him. For that reason, he was deaf and didn’t want to put them to death. His intent was
that they would acknowledge their sin and crime themselves, since the Holy One, Blessed be
He, brought victory to Israel. The reason for them to admit their sin in scorning him is because
they were of the opinion that Saul was not fit for the kingship, because he was not strong and
a scoundrel like them. However, if all Israel had been tough and scoundrels to each other,
they would not have been victorious in war. Regarding the generation of Ahab, even though
they were idolators, there was love and peace between them, and no informers, and they went
out to war and were victorious. That is something that was not so in the generation of David,
who would sometimes lose battles because of division and slander.?
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Since they were victorious in war, Saul said: Since G-d gave us salvation in Israel,
hear from this that there is peace and love among them. It is fitting that the generation and
the leader are all of the same temperament, and for that reason, “no one shall be put to
death,” as what they did was not malicious and a crime, rather, they only erred in their
opinion. Since I am informing them that the Holy One, Blessed be He, has given us salvation,
we have conclusive proof in opposition to their reasoning, and certainly they will repent.

But he himself erred in his opinion, for to the contrary, from this salvation it was
known that these scoundrels were the only ones with their opinion, and there was no on else
associated with them.

22 1 ev. Rabbah 26:2.
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Because the entire world is judged according to the majority,”> and they were an
insignificant minority, because of this, they had a salvation. If so, as long as they did not
return and repent, he should have killed them. Regarding the Rambam saying that the king is
able to forgive them, that is specifically when the scornful person repents, as with King David,
when Shimei, son of Gera, went out to him, for he was regretful and repenting for what he
had done in cursing David.
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This is the explanation of the verse, “Deliverance is the L-rd’s; Your blessing be upon
Your people! Selah!”: When G-d presented some salvation among Israel, it is a true sign that
there is peace among them, such as the generation of Ahab. The peace is a vessel that holds
a blessing, and this is the meaning of, “Your blessing be upon Your people! Selah!”

* %%

23 Kiddushin 40b.



