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Joseph and His Brothers through the Prism of Midrash

Outline of course with Dr. Rachel Adelman תשס"ט

Description 

Colorful coats, dreams and near fratricide, famine, exile, and reconciliation mark the dramatic narrative of the last third of Breshit on Joseph and his brothers.   This course will engage in a detailed reading of the biblical text, drawing on midrash as well as modern literary responses, from Israeli poetry to Thomas Mann's great novel.  In addition to honing our text skills, we will consider various themes such as the problem of continuity/discontinuity (toledot), dreams and their interpretation, models of recognition and teshuvah.

Classes:

1) Oct. 29th (Rosh Hodesh Heshvan) Introduction

Gen: 37:1-4  Toledot Ya‘akov

An overview of the chronology; Jacob and Joseph – parallel lives; “son of his old age”; origins of favoritism & sibling rivalry.

Sources:  Breshit Rabbah 84:2  and Midrash Tanhuma VaYeshev 1.

2)  Nov. 5th, Joseph’s Dreams and their Interpretation

Gen 37: 5-11.  “A dream which is not interpreted is like a letter which is not read”

Who interprets the dreams?  Why these symbol? The brothers’ response: jealousy, hatred.

Source: b. Berakhot, Or haChaim, and Zohar 
3)  Nov. 12th – What happened in Shechem and Dothan?

Gen. 37:12-28

-What role does Jacob play?  And Joseph with his “hineni”?  Why Shechem?  Who is the mysterious man Joseph encounters?  Compare of Reuben and Judah’s respective roles.

Sources:  Breshit Rabbah, Pirkei deRabbi Eliezer

4) Nov. 19th – The Sale and the Consequences

Gen. 37:29-36; Amos 2:6

-Reuben’s mourning & Jacob’s mourning; sold to Ishmaelites or Midianites? Sold for the price of shoes.

Sources:  Testament of Zebulon 3:1-2, Pirkei deRabbi Eliezer 38, Eleh Azkarah, T. Mann, Joseph and His Brothers.

5)  Nov. 26th – “Judah goes down from his brothers…”.

Gen. 38:1-19 

-Thwarted toledot; mourning (‘er and onen); levirate marriage; deception/seduction at the crossroads (Petah ‘Enayim).

Sources: Breshit Rabbah and Tanhuma; 

2nd Sources: E. M. Menn Judah and Tamar; Zakovitch & Shinan, Ma‘aseh Yehuda ve-Tamar.

6)  Dec. 3rd – Tamar’s Courage and Judah’s Confession

Gen. 38: 20-27

-Deception and Recognition; key terms: ‘arev (guarantee);  haker na…tzadka mimeni

-The birth of twins; Peretz (breach) – towards the messianic line (Gen. 49:10, Ruth 4:18-22).  Sources: Breshit Rabbah, b. Sotah, Targum Neofiti; E. M. Menn Judah and Tamar

7) Dec. 10th – Joseph and Potiphar’s Wife

-Gen. 39:1-23  “Yosef ha-tzaddik”

Joseph’s good looks; his master’s wife; Yosef ha-tzaddik; the face (ikonin) of his father.

Sources:  the Quran, Breshit Rabbah 87:8, b. Sotah 36b, Joseph and Asenath.  Secondary Sources:  James Kugel, In Potiphar’s House

8)  Dec. 17th – Joseph in the Pit/Prison

-Gen. 40: 1-23:  Joseph as Dream Interpreter

-Joseph as keeper of the keys; comparing the cupbearer and the baker’s dreams.

Sources:  b. Berakhot  

BREAK –Dec. 24th  (for Hannukah)

and Dec. 31st (Dr. Adelman is away, teaching at Limmud, in England)

9) Jan. 7th (11th of Tevet) Joseph and Pharaoh’s Dreams 

Gen. 41:1-36

10)  Jan. 14th (18th of Tevet) Joseph and Asenath (Osnat) – Assimilation?

Gen. 41:37-52.

-The promotion to viceroy; Joseph renamed:  Zapehanth-paneah.  Who is Osnat, daughter of Poti-phera, priest of On? Or daughter of Potiphar?  Or Dina and Shechem? Source: Pirkei deRabbi Eliezer, b. Sotah 13b, and Joseph and Asenath (from the Pseudepigrapha).

11) Jan. 21st  The Conspiracy of Silence

Gen. 41: 50-52.

The birth and naming Mennasseh and Ephraim; why didn’t Joseph write home?; three theories on Joseph’s silence.

Sources:  Nechama Leibowitz, Yoel ben Nun, Avivah Zornberg.

12)  Jan. 28th  Famine in the Land & The Brothers Go Down to Egypt

Gen. 42: 6-28

shever/sever; Joseph not recognized (nun.kuf.resh/lehitnaker); pangs of conscience & confession.

13)  Feb. 4th   Plans for a Second Descent to Egypt

Gen. 42:29-43:14

“Yosef einenu”; Reuben and Judah appeal to their father; the role of the guarantor

SEMESTER BREAK – Feb. 11th and 18th.

Should we schedule a make-up class for the class missed on Dec. 31st?

:
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Addendum – Introducing Midrash

A Working Definition of Midrash – Interpretation through  ‘Narrative Expansion’.

James Kugel defined  ‘narrative expansion’ as follows:  "one of the most characteristic features of ancient biblical scholarship, whereby all manner of "extras" not found in the biblical text itself…are inserted in the retelling of the text by some later author or in a commentary upon it.  Such narrative expansions are, by definition, exegetical because they are ultimately based on something that is in the text--an unusual word or turn of phrase that sets off the imagination of the exegete, or simply some problem in the plot that required resolution" (In Potiphar's House, Cambridge: The Harvard University Press, 1990, p. 276).

There are two terms that we will be using almost interchangeably in this course:  “midrash” and “aggadah”.    The term “midrash” is based on the Hebrew word lidrosh, ד.ר.ש., meaning to ‘seek’, ‘ask’, and ‘inquire’; the root is also the basis for the word derasha (homily, sermon).  “Drash” usually stands in contrast to the term “peshat”, (inf. pāshāt) which literally means, "to unroll," to "spread out," a scroll for instance, to flatten the text which had been "curled up" into itself, thereby making it readable.  As a mode of interpretation, “peshat” makes an obscure word or passage intelligible at first reading.  Yet midrash suggests that reading does not end with the first attempt at unraveling the text. The verb lidrosh, at the root of midrash, suggests an impulse to question further, and uncover hidden meanings that lie imbedded in the biblical narrative.

 The term “Aggadah”, on the other hand, is usually used in distinction to “Halacha”, and is based on the verb להגיד, to say, synonymous with לספר, to tell a story.  Aggadah is therefore, first and foremost, “story-telling”, and secondly a means of exploring, through asking questions about the biblical text.  Bialik’s Sefer Aggadah has been translated as “The Book of Legends” and Louis Ginzberg has put together a compendium of midrashim through the ages, called “Legends of the Jews”.
Genres of Midrash

Classical scholarship has often made the distinction between homiletical midrash (those midrashim, which were composed as sermons), and exegetical midrashim (which serve as a commentary on a particular verse).  However, we will see that an exegetical midrash may turn out to be written for a sermon in the Beit Knesset, and there may be an important interpretation imbedded in the homilies.  

Another false distinction is often made between “Midrash Halacha” and “Midrash Aggada”.  The genre of “midrash halacha” includes the Mekhilta deRashbi, Sifrei on Devarim, and Sifra on VaYikra, but the content is not necessarily halachic.  Rather these compositions are grouped together as Tannaitic sources (around the time of the redaction of the Mishna).  

Midrashic  Compositions:

Based on James Kugel’s glossary at the back of In Potiphar’s House, and Joseph Heinemann’s glossary in Aggadot ve’Toledotav (Hebrew).  

The interpretive mode called “midrash” became prominent after the destruction of the Second Temple (70 C.E.); and was a means of keeping the tradition alive and responsive.

-The Mekhilta (deRabbi Shimon bar Yohai and deRabbi Yishmael) "מכלתא דרשב'י" ו "מכלתא דרבי ישמעאל" 

-1st-2nd century, C.E., Tannaitic, compiled in Israel.  This has been misleadingly called “midrash halacha”, but the content is not primarily halachic.  Rather it is a line-by-line interpretation of Shemot (Exodus, from chapter 12 on) and therefore should be considered exegetical midrash, from the Tannaitic period.  

-Mekhilta deRashbi, Translated into English by Lauterbach, 

-Breshit Rabbah,(בראשית רבה)
- An exegetical midrash on the Book of Genesis (Breshit), from the 4th or early 5th century C.E., much of it compiled from much earlier material, written in Hebrew and Aramaic, in The Land of Israel.  We will be using, as much as possible the critical edition put together by J. Theodor and Ch. Albeck (in 3 vols.)

-Translated into English by Jacob Neusner, also Soncino

-Shemot Rabbah (שמות רבה)

-An early medieval amalgam of two distinct exegetical compilations—the first (section 1-14) based on an exegetical, line-by-line, interpretation of the Book of Exodus (Shemot), and the latter similar in style to the Tanhuma literature, of a more homiletica’ nature.  

-Midrah Tanhuma (מדרש תנחומא). 

-An early medieval midrashic collection on the Pentateuch, which exists in various forms: the standard printed edition, called “Tanhuma” and “Tanhuma Buber”.    Its style is modeled on the ‘homily’ (drashot, sermons most likely given in the synagogue).  Versions of this collection also appear in Devarim Rabbah, BaMidbar Rabbah and the latter part of Shemot Rabbah (part of the compilation called “Midrash Rabbah”, published together as a unit in the late 19th century).  Subsequently numerous Tanhuma-Yelammedenu fragments have been published from manuscript.   The various texts do all seem to derive ultimately from the same source, written in Hebrew, mostly probably in The Land of Israel, from the 7th to the 11th century, C.E.

-The Tanhuma (printed edition) trans. into English by S.A. Berman, Ktav: Hoboken, New Jersey, 1996.  
- Tanhuma (Buber), trans. into English by John T. Townsend, Ktav: Hoboken, New Jersey, 1997.

Midrash haGadol (מדרש הגדול)
A late medieval midrashic anthology on the Humash.  This collection, of Yemenite origin, often freely reworks its sources, sometimes interpolating material form Maimonides or other medieval scholars.  At the same time, it also preserves much ancient material, some of it otherwise quite unattested or at least unknown in that particular form.

Pesikta d’Rav Kahana   (פסיקתא דרב כהנא) 
A collections of homilies (sermons) created for the festivals and other special occasions in the liturgical year.  It is written in a mixture of Hebrew and Aramaic, probably in The Land of Israel, and dates to the 5th century, C.E..

Translated into English by Baum

Pesikta Rabbati (פסיקתא רבתי)

This collection is based on Pesikta d’Rav Kahana, but is written primarily in Hebrew, and includes other earlier exegetical material as well.  It was probably written around the 9th century, C.E., in the Land of Israel.  

Pseudepigrapha [of the Hebrew Bible]

-A group of texts, mostly in the Second Temple Period (between the 3rd century B.C.E. and the 2nd century C.E.), which were studied and preserved by Jews and early Christians.  They are called “Pseudepigrapha” (lit., in Greek, ‘falsely ascribed’) because many of them purport to be pronouncements of renowned figures from the Bible, such Enoch, Abraham and Moses.  Many of these works retell the biblical stories, telling us much about how the bible was read during this period.  Many of these compositions are “apocalypses” or revelations given to this or that biblical figure, often “foretelling” events which will occur in the End of Days.  Unfortunately, many of them are no longer extant in Hebrew or Aramaic (which was, most probably, their original language of composition), but were preserved in Latin, Greek, Syriac, and even Ethiopic (Ge’ez) through the Christian church.  However, with the discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls many fragments of these ancient sources have be unearthed in their original form.  

J. H. Charlesworth, The Old testament Pseudepigrapha and Apocrypha (vol. I and II).    

The Fathers according to R. Nathan (אבות דרבי נתן)
A midrashic collection organized around a section of the Mishnah known as the “Sayings of the Fathers” (פרקי אבות).  This collection, although not put into its final form until relatively late, basically contains mostly Tannaitic material (pre-200 C.E.).  There are two different versions—aleph (א) and bet (ב), which Schechter put together in one edition, such that one can compare the two recensions.  

-Version “a” translated into by Judah Goldin

-Version “b” translated into English by Saliniki
-Pirkei deRabbi Eliezer, (פרקי דרבי אליעזר)
-an imaginative re-writing of selected sections of the bible, organized on a thematic basis, probably from the 8th century C.E., provenance: Israel (probably) under Islamic rule.  It includes material which draws on the Apocrypha and Pseudepigrapha, otherwise excluded from the rabbinic canon.  

-Translated into English by Gerald Friedlander.

-Sifra (also Sifra de’bei Rav, or Torat Kohanim) ספרא
-A midrashic collection on the book of Leviticus (VaYikra).  Since the Rabbis cited in it are all tannaim (Rabbis who lived around the time of that the Mishnah was redacted, before ca. 200 C.E.), it is generally assume d to have been compiled around 200 C.E. or shortly thereafter.  

-Sifrei Devarim ספרי דברים
- A midrashic collection on the Book of Deuteronomy (Devarim).  Considered to be “Tannaitic” (see above), and falsely called ‘Midrash Halacha’.  

-Sifrei BaMidbar ספרי במדבר
-- A midrashic collection on the Book of  Numbers (BaMidbar).  Considered to be “Tannaitic” (see above), and falsely called ‘Midrash Halacha’.  

-VaYikra Rabbah, ויקרא רבה
-5th century C.E. (Israel), based on the opening verses of the Torah reading on Leviticus, for the tri-annual cycle, considered to be homiletical (based on sermons, probably given in the synagogue).

-Soncino trans. into English

-Yalkut Shimoni

-A later eleventh century midrash on the whole Tanakh, drawing on earlier sources, some of which have been lost and only preserved in this compilation.  Dated by Zunz to the early part of the 13th c., C.E. 

-Midrash Aggada in the Talmud—4th-5th century C.E. (Babylonian Talmud, in Babylon, Palestinian Talmud, Israel), combination of Aramaic and Hebrew.  The Midrash Aggada in the Talmud can include stories of the sages or narrative expansions on the biblical text. But they tend to be excluded from the halachic discussions. (“Aggada”, literally ‘story-telling’, is to be contrasted with “Halacha”, discussion of Jewish law). 

This is just a sampling.  There are many, many more collections of midrah.  And the genre is still an active enterprise today.  Bialik and Ravinsky, for example, re-worked many of the classic midrashim into beautiful modern Hebrew, in their collection Sefer HaAggada (first published in 1913).
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Second Semester

14)  Feb. 25th   The stolen Goblet

Gen. 43:15-

-Sources:  “The Bucket follows the rope…” Breshit Rabbah and Tanhuma

15)  March 4th A Purim Special – Parallels between the Joseph Story and Megillat Esther..

Break:  No Class March 11th – Shushan Purim
16)  March 18th 

Intertextuality:

Around Purim – Joseph and Megillat Esther

Around Shavuot – Judah and Tamar:  The Book of Ruth 

Joseph and the Daniel Story
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