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“Not I,” Said the Captive

“And Pharaoh said to Yosef, ‘I have dreamt a dream, but there is no one to interpret it. Now, I have heard it said concerning you that you can hear a dream and explain it.’ And Yosef responded to Pharaoh, saying, “It is not I! G-d can answer for the peace of Pharaoh’” (Genesis 41:15-16).

“V

ote for me! I’m the best candidate for the position! I’m the one most qualified to protect your rights!” The slogans are familiar to anyone who has experienced an election campaign, as each candidate claims his superiority over the other contenders (although we have probably heard more berating one of the other in recent campaigns). And so it is, that to win the vote a candidate must impress upon the voters how his experience and capabilities prove him to be the proper candidate for the job.


After sitting in an Egyptian dungeon for twelve years, Yosef was finally put into a position which he could have used to earn himself a pardon from the king. Yosef had demonstrated in the past an uncanny ability to decipher dreams appropriately. He had interpreted the butler’s and baker’s dreams to a tee, and that reputation had now brought Yosef before Pharaoh to help him decode his dreams of the cows and wheat stalks. An acceptable interpretation now would certainly produce at the very least a ticket out of prison.


Availed of such an opportunity, the average person would undoubtedly list off his qualifications in an attempt to make a favorable impression upon the king and win his pardon. Yet, when Yosef was told that his reputation preceded him, he denied his capabilities. Yosef excused himself that it was really to G-d’s credit, Who is the interpreter of all dreams, while the medium through which He does so is insignificant. Just as it is the person that kills, not the weapon, so too, argued Yosef, it is G-d Who is the source of proper interpretations of dreams, while he himself was only the instrument for doing so (1).

What was Yosef’s rationale for selflessly denouncing his capabilities, especially in light of the important opportunity for freedom they presented?

In his well-known work, Duties of the Heart, Rabbi Bachyei of 11th century Spain wrote that one who truly strives to place his trust in G-d must recognize that G-d fulfills seven pre-conditions required of one in whom trust is placed. Two of these conditions are that G-d is keenly aware of our unique situations and that no one has the ability to harm or help us without His prior consent (2).

Yosef realized intuitively that he had lingered in jail the last two years because he had over emphasized his request of the butler to intercede on Yosef’s behalf upon the butler’s release from captivity (3). Although such action would have been considered a proper attempt at helping oneself for the average Joe, Yosef was on a much higher spiritual plane, and for him it was considered excessive. Where he should have placed his full trust in G-d, Yosef had failed to do so (4).

Now, however, when faced with a new opportunity for release, Yosef resolved to heighten his awareness of G-d’s involvement in his affairs. Yosef understood that his release, if and when it was meant to occur, was only going to come about because of G-d’s will anyway, so he decided it futile to take even the slightest credit for the dream-interpreting skills he had exhibited in the past. Instead, he cast his lot with G-d, and selflessly attributed those powers to Him. And perhaps it was in the merit of this very same noble act that secured his freedom at this point, upon achieving atonement for his previous mishap.

This week’s parsha coincides, as it often does, with the holiday of Chanukah. Among the many allusions in the parsha to Chanukah, one of them is contained in Pharaoh’s dreams of the cows and wheat stalks. Pharaoh dreamt that seven skinny cows devoured seven fat cows and likewise concerning the stalks of wheat, reminiscent of the few amateur soldiers of the Hasmonean family and their comrades who conquered the many skilled warriors of the Greek army (5).

Another allusion to the Maccabees, however, can be found in the behavior of Yosef mentioned above. During the era of the Chanukah miracle, the Greeks had enacted repulsive decrees designed to limit the Jews’ mitzvah observance. The Maccabees, in their sagacious wisdom, understood these anti-Semitic laws originating not in a vacuum, but from G-d, as a sign the Jews’ had slackened off in their enthusiasm and dedication for the Torah and its mitzvahs (6). As the G-d fearing people they were, the Maccabees saw as their only recourse the need to show G-d their renewed commitment to Him. They threw themselves at His mercy, as Yosef had done many years earlier, and waged a largely out-numbered war against their tormentors.

Just as G-d brought salvation and light to a dark world during the times of the Maccabees, so may He do again for us, speedily, in our days!             

----------------------------

(1) See commentary of Rabbi Yitzchok Abarbanel, 15th century Torah scholar and Spanish statesman. He led the departing Jews out of Spain during the Expulsion of 1492. (2) Gate of Trust, chap. 2. (3) See Rashi to Bereishis 40:23. See also Shemos Rabbah 7:1, that Yosef had actually spent already twelve years in prison, the first ten to atone for slandering ten of his brothers (4) See Bereishis Rabbah 89:3 and commentary of Bais Halevi to beginning of Parshas Mekeitz. (5) Rabbi Shimon Schwab in his Ma’ein Beis Hashoeivah to Bereishis 41:8. (6) Commentary of Bach, Rabbi Yoel Sirkes, to Tur Shulchan Aruch Orach Chaim §670.         
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