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Yosef’s plea to the Sar HaMashkim 

 During the course of Yosef’s remarks to the butler whose dream he has just positively 

interpreted, he desperately asks that the man mention him and his plight to Pharoah in the hope that he 

will be released from prison. Yosef justifies this request by making two arguments:   

a) that he never should have been in Egypt in the first place,  

       and b) that once in Egypt he had not done anything to merit being imprisoned:  

 

Beraishit 40:14-5 

But have me in thy remembrance when it shall be well with thee, and show kindness, I 

pray thee, unto me, and make mention of me unto Pharaoh, and bring me out of this 

house. For indeed “Ganov Ganavti” (I was stolen away) out of the land of the Hebrews; 

and here also have I done nothing that they should put me into the dungeon.'   

 

Interpreting “Kefel Lashon” (the doubling of a word) 

The employment of double language in the Hebrew (lit. “I was ‘stolen stolen’”) attracts the 

attention of commentators. While some say that this is just another example of R. Yishmael’s well-

known dictum “Dibra Tora B’Lashon Bnai Adam”1 (the Tora is written in the manner that human beings 

                                                           
1
 See e.g., Berachot 31b : 

(I Shmuel 1:11) “If Thou wilt indeed look.”  R. Eleazar said: Channa  said before the Holy One, Blessed Be 

He: Sovereign of the Universe, if Thou wilt Look, it is well, and if Thou wilt not Look, I will go and shut 

myself up with someone else in the knowledge of my husband Elkana (i.e., qualify as a Sota—see 

BaMidbar 5:11-28),   and as I shall have been alone (Ibid. v. 13 “And a man [is suspected of] lying with her 

carnally, and it be hid from the eyes of her husband, she being defiled secretly, and there be no witness 

against her, neither she be taken in the act,)  they will make me drink the water of the suspected wife, 

and Thou canst not Falsify Thy Law, which says, (Ibid. v. 28) “She shall be cleared and shall conceive seed.” 

Now this would be effective on the view of him (R. Yishmael, who takes the statement literally) who says 

that if the woman was barren she is visited. But on the view of him (R. Akiva who attributes additional 

meaning to the phrase) who says that if she bore with pain she bears with ease, if she bore females she 

now bears males, if she bore swarthy children she now bears fair ones, if she bore short ones she now 

bears tall ones, (and therefore Chana would not necessarily conceive since she hadn’t conceived in the 

past) what can be said? As it has been taught: 'She shall be cleared ad shall conceive seed': this teaches 

that if she was barren she is visited. So R. Yishmael. Said R. Akiva to him, If that is so, all barren women 

will go and shut themselves in with someone and she who has not misconducted herself will be visited! 

No, it teaches that if she formerly bore with pain she now bears with ease, if she bore short children she 

now bears tall ones, if she bore swarthy ones she now bears fair ones, if she was destined to bear one she 

will now bear two. What then is the force of 'If Thou wilt indeed look'? — The Torah used an ordinary 

form of expression. 
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converse), suggesting that nothing in particular should be derived from the superfluity of this phrase, 

others, e.g., RaShBaM, suggest that the words connote that Yosef was actually “stolen” twice—once by 

the Midyanim and then by the Yishmaelim. Although Yehuda had originally proposed that instead of 

killing Yosef, the brothers would benefit more if he were sold as a slave: 

 

Ibid. 37:26-7 

And Yehuda said unto his brethren: 'What profit is it if we slay our brother and conceal 

his blood? Come, and let us sell him to the YIshmaelites, and let not our hand be upon 

him; for he is our brother, our flesh.' And his brethren hearkened unto him,     

 

a close reading of the biblical text suggests that in fact the brothers never got the opportunity to actually 

sell Yosef due to the intercession of the Midyanim: 

 

Ibid. 28 

And there passed by Midianites, merchantmen; and they drew and lifted up Yosef out of 

the pit, and sold Yosef to the Yishmaelites for twenty shekels of silver. And they brought 

Yosef into Egypt,  

  

resulting in the conclusion that Yosef was in fact “kidnapped” twice—at least he passed through two 

sets of hands prior to being sold as a slave in Egypt—first  by the Midyanim and then by the Yishmaelim. 

 

Alternatively, the Midrash HaBi’ur2 interprets the double language as follows: 

 

My brothers kidnapped me and sold me,3 and also the wife of my master “Ganva Da’ati4 

VeDa’at HaBriyot” (lit. stole my mind and the minds of others; idiomatically, misled me 

and others.)5   

  

Invoking Mrs. Potiphar as a “kidnapper” of Yosef calls to mind the subterfuges that she employed to try 

to seduce Yosef,6 followed by her about-face accusing him of making advances against her.7 While from 

                                                           
2
 Tora Shleima, Vol. 6, ed. R. Menachem Kasher, Beit Tora Shleima, Yerushalayim 5752, p. 1518, #36. 

3
 Such an approach obviously rejects RaShBaM’s inference mentioned above. 

4
 See e.g., Beraishit 31: 20, 26-7. 

And Yaakov “stole the heart of” Lavan the Aramean, in that he told him not that he fled…  

And Lavan said to Yaakov: 'What hast thou done, that thou hast “stolen my heart”, and carried away my 

daughters as though captives of the sword? Wherefore didst thou flee secretly, and “steal my heart”; and 

didst not tell me, that I might have sent thee away with mirth and with songs, with tabret and with harp;   
5
 Thus one can steal a physical entity as well as a cognitive impression. 

6
 Beraishit 39:7-12. 

And it came to pass after these things, that his master's wife cast her eyes upon Yosef; and she said: 'Lie 

with me.' But he refused, and said unto his master's wife: 'Behold, my master, having me, knoweth not 

what is in the house, and he hath put all that he hath into my hand; he is not greater in this house than I; 
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the biblical text it would appear that Yosef’s struggles against his mistress remained private until she 

publicly accused him of attempting to rape her, James Kugel devotes an entire chapter8 in his book In 

Potiphar’s House: The Interpretive Life of Biblical Texts,9 to a Rabbinic theme that posits that Mrs. 

Potiphar made known her difficulties with Yosef to her many acquaintances well before the accusation 

that results in his being imprisoned by his master. One version of the incident to which Kugel refers 

appears in Midrash Yelamdeinu:10   

 

Once, the Egyptian women gathered to see the beauty of Yosef. What did Mrs. Potiphar 

do? She took Etrogs, gave one to each of the women as well as a knife (in order to peel 

the fruit). She then called Yosef and had him stand before all of them. When they gazed 

at the beauty of Yosef, they cut their hands. She said to them, “You are brought to such 

a state (cutting yourselves without being aware of what you are doing) after looking at 

him for such a short time, I who see him constantly, am so much more (in a state of 

emotional disruption). Each day she would make overtures towards him and he 

controlled his temptations, as it is said, (Beraishit 39:7) “…and the wife of his master 

lifted her eyes towards Yosef…”11 

 

The act of Genaivat Da’at to which Yosef might then be referring in his discussion with the butler is the 

fact that Mrs. Potiphar led many people to believe that her servant was lascivious and impossible to 

resist, when in fact Yosef had been entirely honorable in all of his dealings with the Egyptian women 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
neither hath he kept back anything from me but thee, because thou art his wife. How then can I do this 

great wickedness, and sin against God?' And it came to pass, as she spoke to Yosef day by day, that he 

hearkened not unto her, to lie by her, or to be with her. And it came to pass on a certain day, when he 

went into the house to do his work, and there was none of the men of the house there within, that she 

caught him by his garment, saying: 'Lie with me.' And he left his garment in her hand, and fled, and got 

him out.   
7
 Ibid. 13-19. 

And it came to pass, when she saw that he had left his garment in her hand, and was fled forth, that she 

called unto the men of her house, and spoke unto them, saying: 'See, he hath brought in a Hebrew unto 

us to mock us; he came in unto me to lie with me, and I cried with a loud voice. And it came to pass, when 

he heard that I lifted up my voice and cried, that he left his garment by me, and fled, and got him out.' 

And she laid up his garment by her, until his master came home. And she spoke unto him according to 

these words, saying: 'The Hebrew servant, whom thou hast brought unto us, came in unto me to mock 

me. And it came to pass, as I lifted up my voice and cried, that he left his garment by me, and fled out.' 

And it came to pass, when his master heard the words of his wife, which she spoke unto him, saying: 

'After this manner did thy servant to me'; that his wrath was kindled.   
8
 Chapter 2: “The Assembly of Ladies”. 

9
 Harvard U. Press, Cambridge, MA, 1990, 1994. 

10
 Kugel cites Midrash Tanchuma as the earliest Rabbinic reference (p. 29), but R. Kasher in Tora Shleima, Vol. 6, p. 

1489-90, #52 quotes an earlier Midrash known as Midrash Yelamdeinu. 
11

 Thomas Mann, in Joseph and His Brothers, (trans. H.T. Lowe-Porter, Alfred Knopf, New York, 1978) similarly 

develops an entire chapter based upon this incident, “The Ladies Party”, pp. 797-809. 
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that he encountered. Not only was Yosef victimized by having scandalous accusations made against him, 

but he had been reduced to an object of sexual stimulation, with his humanity and individuality 

completely obliterated. 

 

 “Being Stolen” as understood by the literary imagination. 

LeHavdil, Thomas Mann, in his masterpiece Joseph and His Brothers (p. 895) , includes Yosef’s 

prison conversation with the butler, and in his rendering, not only does Yosef repeat the word “stolen” 

three times, but also characterizes himself in an interesting manner:     

 

Speak of me before Pharoah and call to his attention that I am sitting here out of the sheerest 

misunderstanding, and beg on my behalf that he graciously remove me out of this prison where 

I am, so sorely against my will. For indeed I was stolen away, simply stolen as a boy from my 

home and brought down here to Egypt, stolen down into the pit—and am like the moon, when 

an opposing spirit stopped it in its course, so that it could not move shining onwards before the 

gods, its brothers. Will you do this for me…and speak of me at court? 

 

Mann portrays Yosef’s sense of self as involving guiding and remonstrating others; if he has been 

prevented from doing so vis-à-vis his brothers, in the short term he seeks a venue at the Egyptian court, 

which in the end will come back to his being able to once again challenge his brothers! 

 

A Halachic dimension for the concept of “children sold into slavery” 

Mann’s12 having Yosef refer to himself at the time of his abduction as a “boy”, suggesting that 

he was little more than a child when he was sold into slavery, is certainly meant to evoke  sympathy and 

outrage over his plight, and even summons up in our minds an important Halachic category, namely 

Tinok SheNishba Bein HaNochrim. In two places, Shabbat 68b13 and Shavuot 5a,14 the Talmud  speaks of 

a Jewish non-observant person who because he was captured by non-Jews15 and raised among them, 

                                                           
12

 Naturally this is a translation from the German, but there is no particular reason to assume that Mann did not 

himself use this word in the original. 
13

 Shabbat 68b 

Rav and Samuel both maintain: Even a child who was taken captive among Gentiles or a proselyte who 

became converted in the midst of Gentiles is as one who knew but subsequently forgot, and so he is liable 

(to bring a single sin offering once he wishes to repent). But R. Yochanan and Resh Lakish maintain: Only 

one who knew but subsequently forgot [is liable], but a child who was taken captive among Gentiles, or a 

proselyte who became converted in the midst of Gentiles, is not culpable. 
14

 Shavuot 5a 

But if so, said R.Papa to Abaye, the statement in the Mishna WHERE THERE IS NO KNOWLEDGE AT THE 
BEGINNING, BUT THERE IS KNOWLEDGE AT THE END [is incomprehensible, for] is there anyone who has 
not even the knowledge gained from a teacher? He replied: Yes! it is possible in a child taken into captivity 
among heathen. 

15
 The Gemora also includes Ger SheNitgayer bein HaNachrim (a convert who converted in a community of non-

Jews, therefore never having the opportunity to observe Jews normally and regularly practicing Judaism) in a 

similar category. 



5 

 

and therefore never had the opportunity to learn about his religion until much later in life, is not 

deemed responsible for  his earlier transgressions  even on a  Shogeg  (accidental transgression) level. 

The theory behind the exemption of the Tinok SheNishba, is that Ones Rachmana Patrai, and one who 

sins under duress—in this case, lack of education—is  viewed as creating a situation whereby it is 

impossible for the individual to be observant, and consequently  Exempted by God for any transgression.  

R. Zeira explains in Avoda Zara 54a that this general concept is derived from the case of the engaged 

woman who is raped in the field where no one could come to her assistance: 

 

Devarim 22:25-6       

 But if the man find the damsel that is betrothed in the field, and the man take hold of her, and 

lie with her; then the man only that lay with her shall die. But unto the damsel thou shalt do 

nothing; there is in the damsel no sin worthy of death; for as when a man riseth against his 

neighbour, and slayeth him, even so is this matter.   

In Yosef’s specific case, “Tinok SheNishba” would appear not to apply 

But is it appropriate for Yosef to be considered a type of “Tinok SheNishba”, even figuratively, if 

not literally? Despite the connotations of the word “boy” used by Thomas Mann, we are told in the bible 

that Yosef was hardly a child at the time of his brother’s disposing of him: 

 

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 unto their father.  

 

By the time he was seventeen, Rabbinic tradition posits that Yaakov had taught Rachel’s son, Yosef 

(apparently to the exclusion of his other children) the bulk of his wisdom and traditions:  

 

Ibid. 3 

Now Yisrael loved Yosef more than all his children, because “Ben Zekunim Huh Lo” (he was the 

son of his old age); and he made him a coat of many colors.  

 

 RaShI, d.h.  “because he was the son of his old age” 

 … And Onkelos translates “he was his wisest son”. All that he (Yaakov) learned from 

Shem and Ever,16 he transmitted to him (Yosef)…17 

                                                           
16

 See Beraishit Rabba 63:27, 68:11. 
17

 Onkelos’ insight quoted by RaShI addresses the textual problem that there was a son even younger than Yosef— 

Berashit 35:16-8 

And they journeyed from Beth-el; and there was still some way to come to Efrat; and Rachel travailed, 

and she had hard labor. And it came to pass, when she was in hard labor, that the mid-wife said unto her: 

'Fear not; for this also is a son for thee.' And it came to pass, as her soul was in departing--for she died--

that she called his name Ben-oni; but his father called him Binyamin.   
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But it seems that Yosef might have tried to deliberately  make himself into a “Tinok SheNishba”, at 

least for a time 

And yet, it is notable to consider the implications of the name that Yosef gives his first son born 

in Egypt: 

 

 Ibid. 41:51 

And Yosef called the name of the first-born Manashe: 'for God hath Made me forget all 

my toil, and all my father's house.'  

 

What is meant by Yosef forgetting “his father’s house”, albeit even with, as he puts it, God’s Assistance? 

Does that refer only to the painful sibling rivalry leading to his brothers almost murdering him, or was 

Yosef prepared to go even further, and put his entire background completely behind him? Were all of 

his associations with his upbringing painful, including the religious life and tradition begun by Avraham, 

or only those that were associated with his brothers? Can severe psychological trauma, as Yosef 

obviously experienced while in his familial home, serve as a justification for attributing to someone the 

Halachic category “Tinok SheNishba”? And even if one would argue that this is too subtle a distinction to 

expect the Beit Din Shel Mata (this-worldly Halachic authorities) to make, what would be said in Beit Din 

Shel Ma’ala? 

 

Extrapolating from the story of Yosef’s temptation by Mrs. Potiphar 

 As an indication of Yosef’s being negatively influenced by his new surroundings leading to his   

moving away from his formative upbringing, some Rabbis think that Yosef almost gave in to Mrs. 

Potiphar’s imploring, resisting only at the last minute.  

 

 Sota 36b 

How was it with Yosef [that he sanctified the Name]? — As it is written: (Beraishit 39:11) 

“And it came to pass about this time, that he went into the house to do his work.”  R. 

Yochanan said: This teaches that both [Yosef and Potiphar's wife] had the intention of 

acting immorally. “He went into the house to do his work”— Rav and Shmuel [differ in 

their interpretation]. One said that it really means to do his work; but the other said that 

he went to satisfy his desires. (Ibid. 12)  “And there was none of the men of the house 

etc.” — is it possible that there was no man in a huge house like that of this wicked 

[Potiphar]! — It was taught in the School of R. Yishmael: That day was their feast-day, 

and they had all gone to their idolatrous temple; but she had pretended to be ill 

because she thought, I shall not have an opportunity like today for Yosef to (intimately) 

be with me. (Ibid.) “And she caught him by his garment, saying etc.” At that moment his 

father's image came and appeared to him through the window and said: “Yosef, thy 

brothers will have their names inscribed upon the stones of the Ephod (the article of 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
Consequently, taking “son of old-age” literally would appear not to be in order.  
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clothing worn by the Kohen Gadol from which the Urim VeTumim was suspended) and 

thine amongst theirs; is it thy wish to have thy name expunged from amongst theirs and 

be called an associate of harlots?”…   

 

The Talmud does not suggest that it was Yosef’s religious education and knowledge  that helped him to 

resist sinning, but rather it was his superego, in the form of a vision of and subliminal message from his 

father, that caught him up short. One wonders whether if other similar opportunities had presented 

themselves, would Yosef’s resistance have eroded over time? Will a powerful emotional reaction to a 

taboo continue undiluted as the years passed? Perhaps being thrown into prison18 saved Yosef from 

future moral challenges that would have profoundly tested his resistance and commitment.19  

 

What did Yaakov think of Yosef and his observances when father and son see one another 

after so many years of separation 

 Yaakov certainly seems not to know what to make of his son, once he is reunited with him in 

Egypt. R. Shlomo Riskin once speculated that the strange Rabbinic view that upon Yaakov’s seeing Yosef 

for the first time after more than two decades, he recited the Shema,20 reflects his deep dismay and 

despair that this man, who looked in every way like an Egyptian ruler,21 was actually his “Ben Zekunim”. 

                                                           
18

 Along the same lines, Pharoah marrying off Yosef to Potiphar’s child as part of a make-over intended to create 

an Egyptian persona that would be more palatable to the Egyptian populace,  

 Beraishit 41:45 

And Pharaoh called Joseph's name Tzaphenat-Paneach; and he gave him to wife Asnat the daughter of 

Potiphar priest of On. And Joseph went out over the land of Egypt,   

also served to lessen to a degree sexual temptations that might have otherwise presented themselves. Particularly 

according to the Midrash that Asnat was only the adopted daughter of Potiphar, and in fact was the daughter of 

Dina and Shechem who had been left upon an Egyptian doorstep to remove her and the negative memories 

associated with her conception from Yaakov’s family, Yosef ends up marrying someone who is part of the 

descendants of Avraham, rather than an Egyptian! (See e.g., Targum Yonatan, Masechet Sofrim 21:9, Pirkei 

D’Rabbi Eliezer 35 and 37, Da’at Zekeinim MiBa’alei HaTosafot, Chizkuni, HaKetav VeHaKabbala.) 
19

 A similar sentiment seems to inform why Chanoch “disappears” from the world: 

Beraishit 5:21-4 

And Chanoch lived sixty and five years, and begot Metushelach. And Chanoch walked with God after he 

begot Metushelach three hundred years, and begot sons and daughters. And all the days of Chanoch were 

three hundred sixty and five years. And Chanoch walked with God, and he was not; for God Took him.   

RaShI d.h. And Chanoch walked 

He was a righteous individual, but easily swayed to change and engage in evil. Therefore God 

Hurried and Removed him and Caused him to die before his time. This is why the pattern in the 

text digresses in his case to add the word “VeEinenu” (and he was not), i.e., in the world to fill 

out his allotted years. 
20

 See RaShI on Beraishit 46:29. 
21

 Yosef was able to fool his brothers, who did not recognize him,  

Ibid. 42:7 
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R. Riskin posits that Yaakov felt himself figuratively dying and therefore recited Shema in the manner of 

one who has breathed his last!  

 

Yaakov ostensibly continued to suspect that Yosef had not lived according to Avraham’s tradition to 

the very end 

Seventeen years later,22 when Yosef brings Ephraim and Menashe to be blessed by their 

grandfather before Yaakov actually dies, the Rabbis attribute to the patriarch a demand to see Yosef’s 

wife’s marriage contract to make sure that she, and therefore her children,  were “Jewish”.23  

 

And regarding Yosef’s kissing his father after he had died,  

 

Ibid. 50:1 

And Yosef fell upon his father's face, and wept upon him, and kissed him, 

 

one of the minor tractates of the Talmud stated that from the first time that they met in Egypt, Yaakov 

had established a certain distance between himself and his beloved son: 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
And Yosef saw his brethren, and he knew them, but made himself strange unto them, and spoke roughly 

with them; and he said unto them: 'Whence come ye?' And they said: 'From the land of Canaan to buy 

food.'  

 until he revealed himself to them at least one year later in Ibid. 45:3. 
22

 In Ibid 47:9, when Yaakov first comes to Egypt, he tells Pharoah that he is 130. In 47:28, at his death he is 147. 

Consequently he spent 17 years in Egypt, in contact with Yosef. 
23

   Ibid.  48:9 

And Yosef said unto his father: 'They are my sons, whom God hath Given me “BaZeh” (with this).' And he 

said: 'Bring them, I pray thee, unto me, and I will bless them.'  

RaShI d.h.  BaZeh (RaShI consistently interprets the pronoun “Zeh” as referring to some object to 

which attention is being drawn, in this case documents associated with a Jewish marriage.) 

He showed him the documents of engagement and marriage, and Yosef pleaded for mercy 

regarding the matter (that his sons should be blessed by Yaakov), and the Divine Spirit Rested 

upon him (Yaakov). 

(in Ibid. 48:8 “And Yisrael beheld Yosef's sons, and said: 'Who are these?'”, RaShI had 

interpreted Yaakov’s questioning the identity of Yosef’s sons as due to a sudden 

withdrawal of the Divine Spririt from him:  

RaShI d.h. And Yisrael beheld Yosef’s sons 

He wished to bless them and the Divine Presence was withdrawn from him, 

(see Ibid. 49:1 RaShI; Pesachim 56a where the Divine Presence is again 

withdrawn prior to Yaakov blessing his own sons) because in the future 

Yeravam and Achav would descend from Efraim, and Yehu and his sons from 

Menashe.) 

 :  
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Beraishit 46:29 

And Yosef made ready his chariot, and went up to meet Yisrael his father, to Goshen; 

and he presented himself unto him, and fell on his neck, and wept on his neck a good 

while.   

 Kala Rabati 3:6 

Why didn’t he (Yaakov) kiss him (Yosef)? Yaakov thought that perhaps due to his 

having been exiled, he engaged in illicit relationships with women because of his 

attractiveness. He (Yosef) wished to kiss him (Yaakov), but Yaakov didn’t allow 

him to. And when he (Yaakov) died, he (Yosef) kissed him (Yaakov) (but not 

before!) He (Yosef) said: It has been thirty-nine years24 (since I last kissed him) 

and I should not kiss him? 

 

Conclusion 

The figurative Tinok SheNishba  concept  also speaks to the importance of giving a child a solid 

Jewish education and positive religious upbringing.  A Tinok SheNishba doesn’t have to be captured or 

kidnapped; he is someone who simply never finds out about his heritage and responsibilities in a deep 

and engaging way, or an individual who was treated in a manner that led to his profound alienation.  On 

the other hand, there are people who despite their receiving a formative Jewish education and growing 

up in observant homes, who come to reject the traditional lifestyle, and I would argue that in certain 

cases, they too could be considered Tinokot SheNishbu, if their education was insensitive, inadequate, 

and they lacked proper family and communal role models. Obviously, both qualitative and quantitative 

experiences and study are necessary to combat the trends discussed in the recently released Pew 

Report.25 

  

  

 

  

 
  

 

                                                           
24

 Earlier, based upon Beraishit 47:9 and 28, we posited that Yaakov and Yosef were together in Egypt for 17 years 

(see fn. 22). When we add this number to the 22 years between the time that Yaakov was separated from his 

family and when he is finally reunited with his father, the total is 39 years.   
25

 http://www.pewforum.org/2013/10/01/jewish-american-beliefs-attitudes-culture-survey/  

http://www.pewforum.org/2013/10/01/jewish-american-beliefs-attitudes-culture-survey/

