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December 2017 
The Favorite/Hated Son


 
Learning Jewish text is challenging. It has traditionally required a great deal of study, 
language skills, and personal experience to make sense of it. However, now, we live in a 
different time where all can and should be able to explore Jewish text at their own pace. While 
it certainly is important to have a teacher and there is nothing that can replace that, we’re not 
often ready for that type of attention. In addition, we live busy lives with many obligations and 
it can be challenging to dedicate that type of energy to learning and sharpening a new skill. 
Let’s make it clear though, it is absolutely true that learning Jewish text is a skill. In fact, 
learning Jewish text is as much about learning how to study as it is about the content itself. 
And that is the purpose and vision of this project. 

Just a thought on actually studying a Jewish text. The best thing to do is to take your time. 
Print it out, save the link, whatever, and read through it slowly. This won’t be an immediate 
satisfaction kind of thing. But you knew that didn’t you? Each time you sit down and learn, it’ll 
get better, you’ll understand more, and your knowledge will grow. I believe in you. 

The seven important steps to reading a commentary. I’ve identified seven important steps 
that I think are the best steps in order to read a text with a commentary. I’ve listed them 
below, but I’m going to try and walk you through them so you don’t have to remember. They 
might not be explicit below, but you can follow them exactly if that is your thing! That said, 
you might have questions: Do you have to follow them all exactly? No. Will they help? Yes. 
Still have questions? Email/DM me anytime. 

The steps: 
1. Read the verse in context.

2. Read the comment itself.

3. Put the comment into a category (word, grammar, context, filling in a gap, etc.)

4. Look up a proof text if there is one.

5. Reread the commentary.

6, Answer 2 questions: 1. What does the comment mean? 2. What does it mean to me?

7. Reread the verse with the expanded understanding!
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This month, we’re going to look through a 
few verses from this second parasha of the 
month (weekly portion) which is “Vayeshev.” 
In brief, this portion is the beginning of the 
story of Joseph. Joseph was Jacob’s 
favorite son, which to no surprise, created 
conflict with his other 
children. 


We’re going to start off 
by reading the verses 
(Bereshit 37:3-4). I t 
seems weird to do if 
you’re sitting alone, but 
it is for sure the right 
way to go, read it out 
loud. This allows you to 
u s e t w o t y p e s o f 
thinking, not just one. It 
is always best to look at 
verses in context, so if 
you want to do that click 
here. 

 
Once you’ve read it, 
you’ll notice that, Jacob 
is called Israel. This is 
because of a previous 
experience in which he 
won a wrestling match 
with an angel, which is 
also a good story. As a 
r e s u l t , h i s n a m e 
changed, which means, 
“one who wrestles with 
God”. 

 
Anyway, Jacob loves his 
son Joseph, gives him 
gifts, and his brothers 
hate him for it. So much 
so, they can’t “speak a 
friendly word to him.” We might ask, what 
does that mean? Why is it that Torah is 
giving us this information? It could have 
said, “they were jerks” or “they ignored him” 

or something else. But the Torah didn’t say 
that. It said this. 


Now, we go to Rashi’s commentary  and 
explore what he adds to our understanding. 
First things first, go and read it! Out loud.


You’ll notice that the 
t rans la t ion o f the 
w o r d s i s s l i g h t l y 
different. That’s ok! It 
reminds us that every 
t rans la t ion is an 
interpretation. So 
let’s break down what 
Rashi is saying. First, 
he tells us which part 
o f the ve rse he ’s 
c o m m e n t i n g o n . 
Check. Next, we try 
and figure out what 
c a t e g o r y t h i s 
comment might fit 
into. I think it makes 
the most sense that he 
is filling in a blank in 
the text. Namely, we 
h a v e n ’ t s e e n a n y 
c o n v e r s a t i o n s y e t 
between the siblings, 
so he must be adding 
s o m e t h i n g t o o u r 
understanding. It is 
also a good reminder 
that the Torah does not 
of ten te l l us what 
people are thinking, so 
this is pretty interesting 
as it is. 


Rashi says, “to their 
disgrace we may infer 

something to their praise” which means: 
they are doing something not every nice, but 
it tells us something good about them. So, 
because the text told us they didn’t speak a 
friendly word with them, which is “their 

 Genesis 37:3-4

יו  ל ָאַה֤ב ֶאת־י0ֵסף֙ ִמָּכל־ָּבָנ֔  ג. ְוִיְׂשָרֵא֗
ֶנת  י־ֶבן־ְזֻקִנ֥ים ֖הּוא ֑ל0 ְוָעָׂ֥שה ֖ל0 ְּכֹת֥ ִּכֽ
י־ֹא֞ת0 ָאַה֤ב  יו ִּכֽ ים׃ ד. ַוִּיְר֣אּו ֶאָח֗ ַּפִּסֽ
א ָיְכ֖לּו  ֹ֥  ִּיְׂשְנ֖אּו ֹא֑ת0 ְול יו ַוֽ ֲאִביֶהם֙ ִמָּכל־ֶאָח֔

ַּדְּב֥ר0 ְלָׁשֹֽלם׃ 

3. Now Israel loved Joseph best of all his 
sons, for he was the child of his old age; 
and he had made him an ornamented 
tunic. 4. And when his brothers saw that 
their father loved him more than any of 
his brothers, they hated him so that they 
could not speak a friendly word to him.

 Rashi on Genesis 37:4

ולא יכלו דברו לשלום ִמּתֹוְך ְּגנּוָתם ָלַמְדנּו 
ִׁשְבָחם, ֶׁשּלֹא ִדְּברּו ַאַחת ְּבֶפה ְוַאַחת ְּבֵּלב: 

A N D T H E Y C O U L D N O T S P E A K 
PEACEABLY TO HIM — from what is 
stated to their disgrace we may infer 
something to their praise: they did not 
speak one thing with their mouth 
having another thing quite different in 
their hearts (Genesis Rabbah 84:9).

https://www.sefaria.org/Bereishit_Rabbah.84.9
https://www.sefaria.org/Bereishit_Rabbah.84.9
http://www.sefaria.org/Genesis.37.3
http://www.sefaria.org/Genesis.32.23
http://www.sefaria.org/Genesis.32.23
http://www.sefaria.org/Genesis.32.23
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disgrace” we can deduce some thing about  
them that is praiseworthy. What is that you 
might ask?


Rashi says, “they did not speak one thing 
with their mouth having another thing quite 
different in their hearts.” At a minimum, we 
learn, they were consistent! They hated 
Joseph in their hearts and therefore they 
knew they could only speak hateful words. A 
bit of a strange compliment truthfully. So, 
lets spell this out a little more. The brothers 
had a positive quality, they spoke as they 
felt. They said exactly what they meant, 
even if it is not so great.


You can see the link to the text Genesis 
Rabbah in Rashi’s commentary. What is 
amazing about him is that he distills so 
much of the broader Jewish library. It also 
means that he didn’t come up with this 
answer all by himself.  He learned this text 
which is from the midrashic texts (think: 
rabbinic fan fiction) and is sharing the 
“short-version” for us! You can click there if 
you want to read where Rashi got his 
material.


While there isn’t a classic “proof text” in this 
commentary, there is the midrashic 
reference. If you’re feeling it, I’d highly 
encourage you to check it out (here). 


Moving on to the two important questions, 
first what does this actually mean? In short, 
Jacob’s sons hated their brother, for good 
reason or not, and because they were so 
honest, they didn’t speak to him so they 
wouldn’t be mean. A backwards compliment 
that teaches us something about who they 
were. Rashi clearly doesn’t want us to get 
the wrong impression about them.


The second question is, what does this 
mean to me? In other words, why is this 
relevant?  

Whenever we study a text, the application of 
what we learned is always the hardest part. 
We have to really think about something that 
appears to be unrelated but ultimately 
recognize that it too can bring wisdom to 
live our lives. As such, I think there are two 
important takeaways from this verse and 
Rashi’s commentary.


First, relationships are hard. As far as we 
know, Joseph did not do anything to 
deserve more of his father’s love. All we 
know is that this is what the Torah chose to 
tell us. The conflicts that arise from things 
within and without our control provide us 
with opportunities to be reflective and 
responsive. 


Joseph can choose how he wants to 
interact with his brothers. He can continue 
to work on the relationships or abandon 
them altogether. At the beginning of the 
story, we don’t know what he chose, despite 
being sold into servitude. However, since we 
can read ahead in the Torah (gasp!), we 
know that when when Joseph is the advisor 
to Pharaoh, decades later, he cares deeply 
for his brothers and reconnects with them. 
This can be a sign for us that any 
relationship is reparable.


The second important lesson from these 
texts is that there is always an opportunity 
to see the positive in someone. We can look 
at Joseph’s brothers and focus on the fact 
that they did not speak to him in a friendly 
way, which is not good. Or we can look at 
them and see that they had integrity in how 
they acted towards others. We can 
recognize the powerful quality of being 
consistent in intention and act. It is a 
tough quality for any of us to reach towards, 
regardless of context. When we encounter 
people out in the world, we have the 
opportunity to see them in the best light 
possible, to give them the benefit of the 
doubt, and to search for a positive quality. 

https://www.sefaria.org/Bereishit_Rabbah.84.9
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Thank you so much for reading the FIRST installment of The Rashi Club!


As with all things in life, this is a work in progress and I feed off of your feedback! Reach out 
to me anytime at:


Email: rabbimarkiz@gmail.com

Facebook: facebook.com/rabbimarkiz

Instagram: @rabbimarkiz

Twitter: @rabbimarkiz


Note:

Hebrew and English texts are taken from sefaria.org and are not owned by me. Some 
translations have been changed by me.





Rabbi Jeremy Markiz received rabbinic ordination from 
the Ziegler School of Rabbinic Studies in Los Angeles, 
California in 2016. He grew up in Portland, OR and 
attended the University of Oregon.


Now an ordained Conservative/Masorti Rabbi, he lives 
in Pittsburgh. He believes that Judaism and Torah have 
the power to make us better human beings when we 
bring all of ourselves to engage with tough questions 
and the world around us.


In his spare time, Jeremy loves to run, hike, read, and 
listen to way too many podcasts.

http://sefaria.org

