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JOSEPH'S GIFTS TO HIS BROTHERS 

After the dramatic reunion of Joseph and h i s brothers , we read that Joseph 

gave g i f t s to each of them and t o his fa ther . 

J/of 
"to all of them he gave, each man, changes of raiment; but to Benjamin he 

gave three hundred pieces of silver and five changes of raiment" (Gen» U£s22) 

QJ'N'iTdfj J) I foe. S> /e> 'ft) S'ltf l/)J J) J J o / 
VNt si/d'/fi ex/a fe>DMi\c^ eje JAJ 

What does the Torah mean to teach us when i t r e l a t e s t h i s s tory of Joseph's 

g i f t s t o his brothers? Furthermore, our Rabbis of the Talmud ask: 

so 
i s i t possible t ha t Joseph, who himself suffered/grievously because of the 

favoritism h is fa ther showed him, would now repeat the same error and show 

favoritism t o h i s f u l l brother Benjamin over h is other half brothers? They 

s)iJofh) 6/pb /WS> 'jofail}' pil"' 

"Joseph singled out Benjamin for five changes of clothing as a sign that he, 

Benjamin, would become the ancestor of one who would be endowed by the king 

with f ive kinds of royal garments, a s i t i s w r i t t e n : and Mordecai went forth 

from the presence of the king in royal apparel of blue and white, and with a 

great crown of gold, and with a robe of fine l inen and purple (Esther 8 s l5 ) . " 

X * t i s t h i s real ly an answer t o our question? Are we not merely shi f t ing 

the problem ahead by several centur ies and remaining as unclear as we were 

before? And how doss Mordecai f i t into the pic ture of Joseph's g i f t s? 

Surely there must be son* s ignif icant meaning in the worBs of the J a g e s of 

the Talmud that i s not immediately apparent to us„ 
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May I suggest that the chal i fot semalot, the changes of clothing in the b i b l i c a l 

fcory, are an important symbol. Clothing i s something you choose for yourself, 

but which remains external to the se l f . I t i s a way of appearing, not a way of 

being. Clothing, as the Torah intended the symbol and as the Rabbis in terpre ted 

i t , stands for an idea of the most profound significance to a l l generations of 

Jews, ours perhaps more than any o the r s . For the chal ifot semalot are a symbol 

of Judaisms re la t ion t o the host cu l tu re , to the prevai l ing c i v i l i z a t i o n of the 

day. To wear the clothing of a pa r t i cu la r country means to adopt i t s ways, t o 

take on the mannerism of tha t cul ture - i t s language, science, Manners, cu l tu ra l 

p e c u l i a r i t i e s , and outward manifestat ions. 

When Joseph sent along the semalot to h i s brother , he in effect to ld them: you 

must now leave your pastoral Canaan, for you are coming to Egypt - a highly 

c iv i l i zed country and a most sophis t icated cu l ture . Do not act l ike immigrants, 

l ike backward a l i e n s . Remember tha t as the brothers of Joseph to have a cer ta in 

s ta tus and an image which you must l i ve up t o . Away with the flawing desert robes 

and the shephard staffs y°u must now dress in Egyptian clothings l ea rn the Egyptian 

art^and science, and r i s e in Egyptian government service. In a word: begin t o ac t 

l i k e EgyptiansJ 

Ho wonder t h a t he sent h is fa ther a number of g i f t s / 

but did not include any chal i fot semalot A amongst them. He knew tha t he could 

never demand of his father t h a t he Egyptianize/cL Absafeam was already an old man, 

set in his ways. Certainly he would refuse to change h i s s tyle of l i f e , h is 

appearance, and his cherished hab i t s . But not so the brothers - they were to ld 

t o change from the ways of G«e#-n t o the ways of Egypt; to don the raiment of Egypt. 

So t h a t what Joseph taught his brothers and a l l succeeding generations of Jewsy 

i s that every time we Jews enter a new society - and during our long and b i t t e r 

exi le we had come in and out of new soc ie t i e s constantly - we need not fear t o 
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squire new external -ways. I t i s t rue tha t there w i l l always be Jacobs who w i l l 

refuse to ad^pt . That i s t h e i r p r iv i lege $ but while we must not object to the i r 

refusal t o accu l tu ra te , they ought not t o object t o our change of semalot, to the 

appearance of modernity t h a t every generation takes for i t s e l f . 

But « most s ignif icant ly - Joseph was equally i n s i s t e n t , nay, more so, t ha t we 

must be extremely careful and circumspect not to delude ourselves in to -^linking jfy 

9* \ 

tha t adopting new externals must lead to adapting our innerpelves, our ideology 

and re l ig ion , to tha t of the host cul ture] The acculturat ion must always be , lildt 

c lothing, external t o our r e a l , innerselves. 

So tha t when Jews want to know how far they are to go in adep&iftg themselves to 

the temper of the t imes, the answer i s J c lothing, ex te rna l s , manners, language, 

techniques - yes . But e t h i c s , r e l ig ion , morality, observances, the Jewish heart 

and mind and sold, the Jewish se l f - nol 
A 

When Jews mistake the semalot for the inner self , for the t rue Jewish ident i ty^ 

when they think that because i t i s a l l r i g h t to t rade in the shtreimel and bkishe 

for a panama hat and business s u i t , that therefore i t i s proper t o t rade in the 
K 

t a l l i t and t e f ^ l l i n for the hunting o u t f i t , and shabbat and Yom Tov^ forjftfclloween 

and the t i n s e l ^ftappin^ of the Christian year* Jthd ga ie ty , then i t i s no longer a 

matter of semalot.then the innerlself has become corrupted, the Jewish soul cripp/ed 

and the l ink between us and Joseph, Jacob, Isaac, and Abraham - even G-d himself -

severed I 

This i s what the Rabbis meant when they referred itt the five chal i fo t semalot of 

Benjamin t o the f ive royal robes l a t e r worn by tfre>-4e£w*deirb Mordecai. I t i s the 

corrective to the misconception Uiat a change of appearance must lead to a change of 

being. I t i s t rue tha t Mcrdecai rose in Persian ranks . He became a high officer 

of the government, a Persian amongst Pers ians , wearing a l l the royal garments $ 
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blue and white , great golden crown, robes of fine linen and purple. He was 

even a great c i v i l servant and superb administrators >)/)N^ / &(* ) 0^' 

for a l l the c i ty of Shushan was happy with him. But not for a moment did 
0 i 

Mordecai forget that he was thoroughly and irrevocably uewish: for in the very 

next verse «e wad: J ?>'/ jlUl W ^ ' »H\C >T/'i) /f tj/S>'/ 

Mordecai won fame amongst the Persians, but he did not forget h i s fellow Jews, 

for as a r e s u l t of h is endeavors the Jews enjoyed happiness, joy, and honor! 

Indeed, the g ib le i s rather • a y l i a i t f $P fob\C pf)*f ^JtN ^ hV i)_ l3$ 0 N& 

Mordecai was second only to K|*vA Ahajfeurus, but he remained "Mordecai the r . 

Jew," And he was not only a great Persian, but alsc/"and great amongst the 

Jews." Mordecai understood that in a society which produced a Haman, hs could 

adjust Aonly W th* external not ie-i-fes innei 3e4£» \y*t • 

Sojnt has been throughout the ages . Authentic Jews have grown to hi#i posi t ions 

in socie ty , they have contributed mightily to the advancement of c iv i l i za t i ons 

in which they found themselves. But t h e i r adaptation was only on the order of 

chalifot semalot, a change of c lothing. They never cease, t o remain, body and soul , 

completely Jewish, 

We Orthodox Jews have always had in our midst Jacobs - those who refuse to conform 
*tWc .£*. - - s 

even to outward manifestations of modernity. Our Orthodox community ha^ 

sodi individuals amongst i t today as w e l l . Most of u s , however, follow in the 

t r ad i t i on of Joseph and Benjamin and Mordecai, But a l l of us with exception, 

are in a l l matters r e l a t ing to the sou l , the chi ldren of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, 

I t i s only in t h e external^ tha t we di f fer and may diverge. Our accul turat ion 

i s as watimmmk as the garment. For our t rue iden t i ty remains the same throughout 

the ages. Essent ial ly we a r e , throu^i a l l times and cl imate , culturejand 

v i c i s s i t udes , exi les a» -c iv i l i za t ions , the same chosen people of-^lmightYG-d, 
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I know t h a t there are Jews in our community who have opted for complete e x i l e r a t i i n , 

who ha Me decided t o throw in t h e i r s p i r i t u a l l o t with the world a t l a rge , and have 

traded in not only the Jewish semalot but t h e i r very ident i ty and selffhood. I 

would ask them if , considering the events of t h i s past month and even th i s very 

week, they were r ea l ly aware of what they have been doing, and whether they 

seriously expect and want a l l of us t o do the same t h i n g . For they ask of us to 

exchange our heri tage for a world which was th i s week accused, a lbe i t i nd i r ec t l y , 

-K a criminal s i l ence^ Re-read the short but dramatic sentences which Judge Landau 

em)U«ooitod-in the preface t o h i s h i s t o r i c sentencing of aichmann. The en t i re 

world has been accused, although only one man was sentenced. Our en t i re world 

was s i l e n t when the Nazi beast wrecked the Jewish people with i t s demonic fury* 

Shall we submit and y ie ld t o a world divided by an iron cur ta in , where on one 

side of i t Judaian i s the only re l ig ion that i s so brutdCLly persecuted, and where 

on the other s ide - thj^ conditions are far superior - paeplfr*are ready to jeopardize 

world peace and even survival for the sake of the c i t i z e ns of Berlin and West 

Germany? - Where we are even ser iously considering the p o s s i b i l i t y of giving 

Germany control of the H-bomb? - Where the United States Government r eac t s angftrly 

to the charge pf t ha t the Ghief of mtoe ought not t o be a former Nazi general! * 

Where the United States Army in Europe gives i t s highest c i v i l i a n decoration t o 

tammf Ouluuul Qenrr-nl Fran is Hairier? the man who was H i t l e r ' s Army Chief of Staff? 

These, m^ f r i ends , are a re f lec t ion of the ro t and the corruption tha t has eaten 

i t s way into the very fabric of our socie ty . We must learn from Mordecai who, 

aware of h i s contemporary Hamans, rea l ized that even high royal pos i t ion i s only 

a matter of semalot. So in a world and culture and c iv i l i za t i on of the kind we 

l i ve i n , i t i s more than enough to adopt i t s ex te rna l s . To imitate i t i n t e rna l ly -

never I G i^n t h i s kind of world, Jews ought t o agree t o be in i t , never of i t . 
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I grant tha t i t i s ineffective and fiatile t o argue with ass imi la^ t ionis ts 

on the basis of the b i b l i c a l t e x t or rabbinical in te rprea t ion . Assimila^t ionists 

generally do not a t tend the synagogue and hear a Rabbi's sermon* I would recommend, 

therefore , tha t those of us nho have friends who bear such tendencies , bring to 

the a t ten t ion of these f r iends the words not of some Rabbi or r e l ig ious leader , 

but the words of a pr ince of the Catholic church I For i n an address t h i s week, 

Richard Cardinal Pushing, Archbishop of Boston, t o l d a Jewish group thatfche 

complete Americanization of the Jew in t h i s country posed the threat that "the vast 

accumulation of Jewish learning and cul ture w i l l now be diss ipated in to the wider 

community and in the process lofse much of i t s strength in the generations tha t 

l i e before u s . " Whatever might be said against the European ghettos of the p a s t , 

a t l eas t one need not have been anxious in those centuries about the survival of 

Jewish t r ad i t i on and cu l tu re . Today, unfortunately Jews are going too far in the 

d i rec t ion of assimilat ion - and a l l the world w i l l he the poorer • *Had the Cardinal 

studied the Talmud, he possibly would have used ae si-roily, of chal ifbt semalotj 

For indeed we Jews have been 

o 

we have appeared dif ferent ly in different epochs. We have changed our clothing 

from age to a@e| from the Nomad cape to the Arab turban, from the Russian kaftai 

to the Polish sht le imel , from the German jaek^to the American business|suit . In 

t h i s respect we have indeed changed - the cha l i fo t semalot - but never have we 

arruiaad the corruption of the outside world t o touch the Jewish heart and soul and 
evoeds 

mind, Jewish idea ls and aims, gqfti and l o y a l t i e s , *• have never changed our 
t a l l ^ t and t e f i l l i n , our .Sabbath and fr>ly3ays, our study of T0rah and cha r i ty , our 

family puri ty and Kashrut. 
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No wonder t h a t before put t ing on the t a l l i t every morning we rec i t e a 

special prayer in which we ask of Q r ^ ^ \%IS fi '3''J /> I] hi ']' ffa 

"By v i r tue of the Mtzvaft of the Tzibz i t , may my soul and s p i r i t from the 

chitzonim" - meaning, the ex t e rna l , t h a t wh. ch i s without. May we never allow 

our inner self to change ^ac i le ly as we change our outer clothing* May we never 

mistake the outward $ for the inward, the external for the i n t e rna l , Americanization 

for de-Judaization, modernity for her^fcy, s tyl ishness for betrayal* If the 

chitzonim become peimiiraj i f adopting outer forms we assimilate and exchange and 

abandon our Mjt zvot and hence our inner selves K then we have abdicted our greatness 

and purpose, and betray* our very destiny* 

If, however, we confine the ever changing ways of ths world and the flux of cul ture 

and c i v i l i z a t i o n only to the ex te rna l , if the mitzvft t z i t z i t saves us from the 

encroachment of T^i$i chitzonim upon our inner Jewish i den t i t y - then we can yet 

r i s e t o undreamed of heights as Jews, in Jewish ways, not merely as individuals 

who happen to be of Jewish descent* 

I t i s t o l d of the sainted Rav Kook, t h a t when he was 6n h i s death bed he was 

attended by the very famous physician E>r* Sondek, who, fame in mediciae was equalled 

by h i s distance from the Jewish rel igion* Just before Rav Kook expired with the 

words of the She ma on h is l i p s , Dr. Sondek bent over him and Rav Kook whispered to 

him the following t *"Bm*t I s t i l l hope to see the day when Jews who are great w i l l 

a lso be great JewsJ" 

If we shange our very being, then at most we can have some Jews who w i l l be great* 

JJut i f , as Joseph taught his brothers with his g i f t s , and as Mordecai profved in 

r e a l l i f e , we change only external aspects of l i f e , and remain fu l l and complete 

Torah Jews despi te the flux of tin© and changing conditions - why, then, we shal l 

be - great Jew s i 


