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Bullying has been in the news of late.  Sports fans have been confronted by the 
problems plaguing the Miami Dolphins football team. It seems that Richie Incognito, a 6' 3", 319 
lb. offensive lineman has been accused of mercilessly bullying his teammate, Jonathan Martin, a 
6’ 5” 312 lb. offensive lineman.1 Recently, Martin decided that he wasn’t going to take the 
harassment anymore, and his abruptly leaving the team has triggered an investigation and a lot 
of soul searching among players, owners, officials and fans of this most popular American sport.  
Valerie Strauss, in a Washington Post column,2 wrote,  
 

Jonathan Martin… who left the NFL team because he was being bullied by at 
least one other player, has done a favor for school kids everywhere. How can 
such a big guy get bullied? Because bullying isn’t about physical initimidation. 
It’s about mind control and creating fear—and no one, not even very large 
professional athletes—are immune… 
 

The news this past week also included a story from Florida, describing how charges that 
had been brought against a number of Middle School students accused of bullying Rebecca 
Anne Sedwick to the point where she eventually committed suicide, were dismissed because of 
a lack of evidence.3 According to one story, one of the accused had been one of the victim’s best 
friends, and the campaign of verbal, physical and on-line personal attacks were caused by a 
dispute over a boy friend.  
 

The reason why I mention these reprehensible incidents this Shabbat morning is 
because the Parashat HaShavua, Parashat VaYeishev, describes, both according to the Peshat 
and the Derash, serious bullying that took place among Yaakov’s children.  
 

Naturally, to be ready to literally murder a family member4 demonstrates how the 
dislike and even hatred between Yosef and his brothers had escalated to astounding 
proportions.5  However, Yosef was not the only brother who suffered discrimination according 

                                                           
1
 See for example http://www.newsday.com/sports/football/richie-incognito-jonathan-martin-hazing-

story-puts-nfl-locker-room-behavior-in-spotlight-1.6411732  
2
 “If a 6’ 5” 312-pound Miami Dolphin can be bullied…” at 

http://www.washingtonpost.com/blogs/answer-sheet/wp/2013/11/06/if-a-65-312-pound-miami-
dolphin-can-be-bullied/  
3 http://usnews.nbcnews.com/_news/2013/11/20/21551488-charges-dropped-against-girls-in-
florida-cyber-bullying-suicide-case  
4
 Beraishit 37:18 “And they saw him afar off, and before he came near unto them, they conspired against 

him to slay him.”  
5
 Ibid. 4 “And when his brethren saw that their father loved him more than all his brethren, they hated 

him, and could not speak peaceably unto him.”  
Ibid. 5 “And Yoseph dreamed a dream, and he told it to his brethren; and they hated him yet the more.  
Ibid. 8 “And his brethren said to him: 'Shalt thou indeed reign over us? or shalt thou indeed have 
dominion over us?' And they hated him yet the more for his dreams, and for his words.”  

http://www.newsday.com/sports/football/richie-incognito-jonathan-martin-hazing-story-puts-nfl-locker-room-behavior-in-spotlight-1.6411732
http://www.newsday.com/sports/football/richie-incognito-jonathan-martin-hazing-story-puts-nfl-locker-room-behavior-in-spotlight-1.6411732
http://www.washingtonpost.com/blogs/answer-sheet/wp/2013/11/06/if-a-65-312-pound-miami-dolphin-can-be-bullied/
http://www.washingtonpost.com/blogs/answer-sheet/wp/2013/11/06/if-a-65-312-pound-miami-dolphin-can-be-bullied/
http://usnews.nbcnews.com/_news/2013/11/20/21551488-charges-dropped-against-girls-in-florida-cyber-bullying-suicide-case
http://usnews.nbcnews.com/_news/2013/11/20/21551488-charges-dropped-against-girls-in-florida-cyber-bullying-suicide-case
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to the Midrash. With regard to the verse, (Beraishit 37:2) “These are the generations of Yaakov. 
Yosef, being seventeen years old, was feeding the flock with his brethren, being still a lad, even 
with the sons of Bilha, and with the sons of Zilpa, his father's wives; and Yosef brought evil 
report of them (the other brothers) unto their father, RaShI, citing a Midrash, explains why Yosef 
gravitated to specifically the children of Bilha (Dan and Naftali) and Zilpa (Gad and Asher): 

 
RaShI d.h. Et Bnai Bilha 
That is to say, he would regularly associate with the children of Bilha, because 
his brothers (the children of Leah—Reuven, Levi, Shimon, Yehuda, Yisachar and 
Zevulun) would disparage them, while he (Yosef) would encourage them.  
 

While the Midrash quoted by RaShi mentions three negative things6 about his brothers that 
Yosef reported back to his father, R. Menachem Kasher7 notes that there is a textual basis for 
only one of them: 
 

…And behold the Derash that they disparaged the children of the 
handmaidens… it would appear that they (the Rabbis) interpreted the phrase 
“And Yosef brought evil report of them unto their father” as a continuation of 
what was stated immediately before (in the same verse), “Even with the sons of 
Bilha, and with the sons of Zilpa, his father's wives”, i.e., that Yosef would act 
towards them as a true brother.8  

                                                                                                                                                                             
Ibid. 11 “And his brethren envied him; but his father kept the saying in mind.”  
6
 RaShI d.h. Et Dibatam Ra’ah (a paraphrase):   

a) The brothers were eating Eiver Min HaChai (consuming the flesh of an animal before it had 
died), 

b) The brothers disparaged the sons of the handmaidens by calling them slaves (since their 
mothers were servants, and the child of a Shifcha Cana’anit is also by definition a slave, they 
thought themselves justified in their deprecation of Bilha’s and Zilpa’s children; the fact that 
the verse in question includes the phrase “his father’s wives” suggests that the brothers were 
legally mistaken), 

c) The brothers violated the laws of prohibited sexual relations. 
7
 Tora Shleima, Parashat VaYeishev, Chapter 37, #36, p. 1394. 

8
 The assumption that a “true brother” would try to protect the interests of their sibling in contrast to 

other members of the family who were not prepared to go to the same lengths to defend someone who 
has been attacked is born out in the following two biblical examples: 

a)  Beraishit 34:25 “And it came to pass on the third day, when they were in pain, that two of the 
sons of Yaakov, Shimon and Levi, Dina's brethren, took each man his sword, and came upon 
the city unawares, and slew all the males.  

  RaShI d.h. Et Achei Dina 
  Since they extended themselves on her behalf, they are called “brothers of Dina”. 
b)  Shemot 15:20 “And Miriam the prophetess, the sister of Aharon, took a timbrel in her hand; 

and all the women went out after her with timbrels and with dances.”  
  RaShi d.h. VaTikach Miriam HaNevia 

      …Another interpretation: “the sister of Aharon”—because he extended himself on her 
behalf when she was afflicted with Tzora’at, she is referred to in connection with his 
name.  

(BaMidbar 12:10-3 “And when the cloud was removed from over the Tent,   
behold, Miriam was leprous, as white as snow; and Aharon looked upon 
Miriam; and, behold, she was leprous. And Aharon said unto Moses: 'Oh my 
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If Yosef was the only object of the brothers’ hostility, then we could conclude that ultimately 
Yaakov’s insensitivity to the feelings of his other sons with regard to giving only Yosef a special 
coat, as well as Yosef’s own behavior in terms of bringing unflattering reports to his father and 
presenting his two dreams in an inflammatory fashion, were essentially to blame.9 But if the 
biological sons of Leah10  also looked down upon others among their own siblings, one detects a 
pattern of looking to aggrandize themselves at the expense of other members of the family via 
verbal and even physical abuse. 

  
 While the interactions between Yosef and his brothers very much call to mind bullying 
that takes place all too often among younger people, unfortunately these are not the only 
instances in the Tora in general, and Beraishit in particular, which could be categorized as 
physical and verbal abuse. The first fratricide is prefaced by a reference to some sort of verbal 
interaction: 
 

Beraishit 4:8 
And Kayin spoke unto Hevel his brother. And it came to pass, when they were in 
the field, that Kayin rose up against Hevel his brother, and slew him.11  
 

Although Sara encourages Avraham to try to have a child with Hagar, her handmaiden,12 once 
Hagar conceives, she takes on an air of superiority towards her mistress: 
 

Ibid. 16:4 
And he went in unto Hagar, and she conceived; and when she saw that she had 
conceived, her mistress was despised in her eyes.  
 

This in turn leads Sara to abuse Hagar to the point of driving her from the encampment: 

                                                                                                                                                                             
lord, lay not, I pray thee, sin upon us, for that we have done foolishly, and for 
that we have sinned. Let her not, I pray, be as one dead, of whom the flesh is 
half consumed when he cometh out of his mother's womb.' And Moses cried 
unto the LORD, saying: 'Heal her now, O God, I beseech Thee.' )  

9
 Of course, even if Yaakov and Yosef did not act properly towards the other members of the family, that 

shouldn’t mean that responding with insensitive, negative behavior of their own was in order.  
10

 Reuven, Shimon, Levi, Yehuda, Yissachar and Zevulun. The sons of Zilpa, Gad and Asher, since their 
mother was Leah’s handmaiden, should have technically also been considered Leah’s children, much as 
Hagar’s son Yishmael was technically Sara’s child since Hagar was Sara’s handmaiden. 
11

 R. Yosef Yehuda Leiv Bloch, Rosh Yeshiva of Telz, in his work on Jewish thought, Shiurei Da’at, suggests 
that Yosef’s dreams constituted prophecy by which the brothers were challenged to improve their 
behavior in order that they would be considered as worthy as Yosef. However, as happened with other 
prophets in the future, instead of taking the message to heart, they determined to “kill the messenger”. 
The same could be said with regard to the previous history of Kayin and Hevel. Upon the Divine 
Acceptance of Hevel’s sacrifice and the Rejection of Kayin’s, HaShem Tells Kayin, (Beraishit 4:7) “If thou 
doest well, shall it not be lifted up? and if thou doest not well, sin coucheth at the door; and unto thee is 
its desire, but thou mayest rule over it.” But instead of taking up this challenge to engage in self-
improvement, Kayin’s upset over Hevel’s success led to his wanting to eliminate the competition of his 
brother.  
12

 Beraishit 16:2-3 “And Sarai said unto Avram: 'Behold now, the LORD hath Restrained me from bearing; 
go in, I pray thee, unto my handmaid; it may be that I shall be builded up through her.' And Avram 
hearkened to the voice of Sarai. And Sarai Avram's wife took Hagar the Egyptian, her handmaid, after 
Avram had dwelt ten years in the land of Canaan, and gave her to Avram her husband to be his wife.   
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Ibid. 6 
But Avram said unto Sarai: 'Behold, thy maid is in thy hand; do to her that which 
is good in thine eyes.' And Sarai dealt harshly with her, and she fled from her 
face.13  
 

   : 
A similar scenario develops leading to a second and final expulsion once Sara gives birth to 
Yitzchak, when she perceives Yishmael, Hagar’s son, harassing Yitzchak: 
 

Ibid. 21:9-10 
And Sara saw the son of Hagar the Egyptian, whom she had borne unto 
Avraham, making sport. Wherefore she said unto Avraham: 'Cast out this 
bondwoman and her son; for the son of this bondwoman shall not be heir with 
my son, even with Yitzchak.'14   

   
If anything, today, with electronic communication and social media, it has become so 

much easier to bully. In the recent RCA resolution entitled “Opportunities and Challenges of the 
Internet”,15 the following appears:  

 
…contemporary psychologists have labeled the “Online Disinhibition Effect”, or 
the lack of empathy that is often present when one speaks through a computer 
screen rather than face to face (as a factor in cyberbullying). When anonymity, 
or even pseudonymity, is added to the mix, further distance is created between 
action and consequence.  
 

In the Miami Dolphin situation, it has come to light that in addition to whatever verbal abuse 
took place,   Incognito’s phone showed 1,142 (!)  text messages between the two players over 

                                                           
13

 RaMBaN is critical of not only Sara, but even Avraham, for allowing Hagar to be subjected to such 
hostile treatment: 

RaMBaN on Beraishit 16:6 d.h. VaTa’aneh Sarai VaTivrach MiPaneha 
Our Mother sinned with regard to this affliction. And also Avraham, by allowing her to do so. And 
HaShem Heard her affliction and gave her a son who would be a wild donkey of a man to afflict 
the descendants of Avraham and Sara in all manner of affliction. 

14
 Although HaShem ultimately instructs Avraham to accede to Sara’s demand regarding expelling Hagar 

and Yishmael from the encampment (Beraishit 21:12 “And God Said unto Avraham: 'Let it not be grievous 
in thy sight because of the lad, and because of thy bondwoman; in all that Sara saith unto thee, hearken 
unto her voice; for in Yitzchak shall seed be called to thee”), Shemot Rabba feels that Avraham could have 
given the handmaiden and her son sufficient supplies in order that they wouldn’t come close to dying in 
the  desert and need  to be saved by HaShem’s Intervention: 

Shemot Rabba 1:1 
…and he (Avraham) sent him and his mother Hagar empty-handed and drove him from his 
household due to that (Yishmael was corrupted by the outside society and therefore rejected by 
Avraham [granted that this approach ignores the text’s assertion that Avraham expelled Yishmael 
and his mother due to Yishmael’s teasing Yitzchak]. Do you think that a man like Avraham, about 
whom is written (Beraishit 13:2 “And Avram was very rich in cattle, in silver, and in gold.”), would 
send away his wife and child from his home empty-handed without clothing and sustenance? But 
this is to teach you  that since he went out to evil society, he rejected him. 

15
 http://www.rabbis.org/news/article.cfm?id=105764  

http://www.rabbis.org/news/article.cfm?id=105764
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the past year, Fox Sports reported.16 Similarly in the Florida case, months bullying by means of 
the internet was listed as a cause for what allegedly drove Ms. Sedwick to kill herself. 

Thinking about these current events, combined with the Parashat HaShavua, drew my 
attention to an article this past week in the Israeli newspaper, Yediot Acharonot by Dina 
Abramson. The article is entitled, “’Like’ is a Mitzva: A Complete Collection of the Halachic 
Parameters Concerning Facebook”.17 The author states that it is unfortunate that no Rabbinic 
author has as yet attempted to address how an observant individual should think about aspects 
of how he conducts himself on-line with respect to social media in general. (While Ms. 
Abramson focuses upon Facebook, it seems to me that most of her insights apply equally to 
other forms of electronic interchanges.) She notes that she counts thirty-four (!) separate 
Mitzvot directly applicable to Facebook. Here are a few examples: 

Positive Mitzvot: 

a)  Indicating that you “Like”another’s posting is a means by which one extends “Ahavat 
Chinam” (baseless love) to another individual. It constitutes a form of Tzedaka to an 
individual who may be in need of support and friendship.18 

b)  Responding positively and empathically to another’s Facebook post, particular when 
that individual may have indicated that he is depressed and/or needs help in some 
way, can become a fulfillment of (Mishna Sanhedrin 4:5) “…Whomever assists a 
single soul, the text considers him as if he has preserved an entire universe…” 

 c) Sharing news of a Mitzva, publicizing times when a Minyan will be holding services, 
or disseminating a Dvar Tora are all instances of being “Mezakeh Et HaRabbim” 
(giving benefit to the greater community). 

Negative Mitzvot: 

a)  Wide dissemination of Lashon HaRa (reports about another that shed a disparaging 
light upon him even when the contents of the reports are true), Ona’at Devarim 
(saying spiteful, hurtful, embarrassing things about another) and Rechilut (gossip) can 
easily be achieved by a few taps on a keyboard. 

                                                           
16 http://www.washingtonpost.com/sports/redskins/as-game-draws-near-dolphins-fend-off-
questions-about-martin-incognito-harassment-case/2013/11/10/edef00cc-49c7-11e3-b87a-
e66bd9ff3537_story.html  
17

"םהשללייק זה מצוה: קובץ הלכות פייסבוק "    at http://www.ynet.co.il/articles/0,7340,L-4455455,00.html  
18

 The author cites RaMBaM, Hilchot De’ot 6:3 as a basis for her analysis of this particular issue: 
Each man is commanded to love each and every one of Israel as himself as [Leviticus 19:18] 
states: "Love your neighbor as yourself." Therefore, one should speak the praises of [others] and 
show concern for their money just as he is concerned with his own money and seeks his own 
honor. Whoever gains honor through the degradation of a colleague does not have a share in the 
world to come. 
 

http://www.washingtonpost.com/sports/redskins/as-game-draws-near-dolphins-fend-off-questions-about-martin-incognito-harassment-case/2013/11/10/edef00cc-49c7-11e3-b87a-e66bd9ff3537_story.html
http://www.washingtonpost.com/sports/redskins/as-game-draws-near-dolphins-fend-off-questions-about-martin-incognito-harassment-case/2013/11/10/edef00cc-49c7-11e3-b87a-e66bd9ff3537_story.html
http://www.washingtonpost.com/sports/redskins/as-game-draws-near-dolphins-fend-off-questions-about-martin-incognito-harassment-case/2013/11/10/edef00cc-49c7-11e3-b87a-e66bd9ff3537_story.html
http://www.ynet.co.il/articles/0,7340,L-4455455,00.html
http://www.chabad.org/9920#v18
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b)  Judging others based upon rumors and suspicions, rather than relying on a genuine 
investigation involving cross examining proper witnesses, often results in unfair 
character assassination and the undeserved destruction of reputations. 

c)  While surfing on Facebook may at worst constitute virtual rather than actual 
transgressions, nevertheless prohibitions intended to guarantee the maintenance of 
respectful and modest relationships between individuals (Lo Tinaf), directives against 
coveting what another may have (Lo Tachmod), and being careful not to cause 
another to err or act foolishly (Lifnai Iver Lo Titen Michshol) seem to be more easily 
violated within a “Disinhibition” context.  

The ideal that an observant individual should be striving for is to live fully and 
consistently in accordance with the laws and values of Jewish tradition. An ever-present danger 
is the temptation to compartmentalize and to somehow think that such considerations apply 
only to specific contexts and situations, e.g., when I am in the synagogue and/or overtly 
engaged in an obvious Mitzva performance. However, how we act when our “guard is down” is 
deeply reflectively of the extent to which we have or have not internalized these values and 
have made them part of our ongoing conscious existences. A Rabbinic articulation of this idea is 
the following: 

Eiruvin 65b 
R. Ila'i said: By three things may a person's character be determined: By 1) his 
“cup”, by 2) his “purse”, and by 3) his “anger”;19 and some say: By 4) his 
“laughter” also. 
 

According to R. Ilai, how a person acts and what he says when “disinhibited”, i.e.,  when he has 
had too much to drink, the things that he actually spends his money on, and what he does when 
he “loses it”, i.e., becomes frustrated and angered, as well as what he finds funny or does for 
recreation, can all be more indicative of the essence of the individual, than how he conducts 
himself in his everyday professional, social and personal interactions when he can be calculated 
and “under control”. Our use of the internet now provides yet another measuring rod for the 
extent to which we are or aren’t as yet permeated by Tora and Mitzvot. Perhaps today, R.Ilai 
would have added: Adam Nikar Gam B”Posts” Shelo (a person makes a statement about his 
essential self via his “posts”). It is up to us, by means of exercising our Bechira Chofshit, to use 
electronic media as a force for good, rather than a means by which, Chas VeShalom, we act 
insensitively and humiliate or even harm others.  

 

. 

  

  

 

                                                           
19

 The first three in this series are linked by alliteration, i.e., “BeKoso, BeKiso U’BeKa’aso”. 
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