The parshah VaYeshev begins the concluding drama of the book of Genesis, the story of Joseph and his 11 brothers, their estrangement and reunion. Jacob is now settled in Canaan with all his family around him. Jacob present Joseph, his favorite son with a special gift, a coat of many colors. Joseph’s brothers are jealous and not happy with his high and mighty attitude so they plot to kill him. But Reuben, Joseph’s older brother steps in and convinces the others to sell Joseph into slavery instead. They grab Joseph, throw him into a pit, and then sell him to a passing caravan en route to Egypt. The brothers tell their father that his beloved Joseph was attacked by a wild animal and they present him with the bloody coat as proof. 

The Joseph narrative is then interrupted by the story of Jacob's son Judah, who is experiencing some problems of his own. His son has died, leaving his wife Tamar a childless widow. Following the tradition, Judah instructs his next son to father a child for Tamar, but the next son perishes childless as well. Having already lost two sons, Judah refuses to give his youngest son to Tamar to provide her with a child. Tamar then decides to take matters into her own hands. She dresses like a prostitute, seduces Judah to sleep with her, and she becomes pregnant. Judah is outraged when he finds out what she has done.  In the end, Tamar explains, she is forgiven, and gives birth to twins. 

Joseph ends up in Egypt, serving in the home of Potiphar, the King's chief steward, and he quickly makes his way up the ranks of the servants to head up Potiphar's household. Potiphar's wife notices Joseph, and tries to seduce him. When he refuses her advances, she has him thrown into prison, where he puts his skills as a dream interpreter to good use. He ends up interpreting the dreams of Pharaoh’s servants, which eventually brings him to the attention of Pharaoh himself.  Stay tuned.

The stories in our Torah are so filled with drama.  If we change the names, the details slightly but keep the generalities, the metaphors and story could take place today in our community.  Favoritism, estrangement, reunion, jealously, pain, deceit, seduction and lust.  What can we learn from this?  How can we be different?  During the darkest time of the year, let’s bring light into the community; let’s think about our words and our actions.  Let’s be gentle with others, reach out to others, and be fair and honest.  And, in these economic times, let us, our children, family and friends not be lured and seduced by advertisers and others into spending excessively on material things.  Instead, let us celebrate Chanukah with love, fun, food, family and friends.  Amen. 

