
December 8, 2012 – Vayeishev (Genesis 37:1 – 40:23) 
 
Vayeishev is the first of the four remaining sidrahs of Genesis, and all four tell the story of 
Joseph. This morning we looked most closely at Chapter 37, which is the story of Joseph and his 
brothers from the time he was 17 and a spoiled brat until he was sold to Potiphar. In many ways, 
it looks like a straightforward story, with a linear plot and action. However, looked at closely, it's 
really kind of chaotic, indicating that this is actually a narrative woven together from several 
sources, and leaving holes in the plot, and lots of unanswered questions. 
 
We discussed some of those questions. Jacob sent Joseph to find his brothers in Shechem, but 
somehow he gets lost along the way. In a field, he meets a “man” (described by some sources as 
the most mysterious character in the Torah and by at least one other as the most important) who 
sends him in the right direction to meet his brothers, who throw him in a pit. The pit probably isn't 
in the city of Dothan, which is the ostensible destination to which the “man” directed him. It also 
probably isn't in Shechem, which is where Jacob sent Joseph in the first place. In short, we don't 
have the slightest idea where it was, other than "in the wilderness," where the brothers actually 
were when they pulled the pit caper, because if they'd been in Dothan, they would have been 
likely to be seen. But the text says clearly that the brothers were in Dothan when Joseph found 
them, and that (v. 23), Joseph comes to them, not vice versa. This is one of the moments when 
the geography and timing of the narrative go awry. One of the unanswered questions. 
 
The identity of the pivotal “man” is another of the questions. There are more. Our discussion 
scratched the surface, but of course, not deeply, and we reached no resolutions. Like Joseph on 
his journey, we are on ours. 


