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Stories with a Twist
[331]

And Joseph Heard and Was Silent.
Insights into Pirkei DeRabbi Eliezer 39

Bacchiacca (1494–1557): Joseph receives his brothers on their Second Visit to Egypt. The National 
Gallery, London

Background to Our Story (What you need to know to better understand the story)

Genesis 6:3
נָֽה׃  ים שָׁ רִ֖ שְׂ עֶ ה וְ אָ֥  יו מֵ וּ יָמָ֔ י֣ הָ ר וְ שָׂ֑  וּא בָ ם ה֣ גַּ֖  שַׁ ם בְּ עֹלָ֔  ם֙ לְ בָֽאָדָ י  חִ֤ וֹן רוּ א־יָד֨ ה לֹֽ הֹוָ֗ ר יְ אמֶ יֹּ֣   וַ

And the Lord Said: My spirit shall not abide in man forever, for he is flesh; his days 
shall be one hundred and twenty years.”—

Genesis 50:24:26

יִם׃ רָֽ  צְ מִ וֹן בְּ אָר֖ ם בָּ יִּ֥ישֶׂ  וֹ וַ אֹת֔ וּ  נְט֣ יַּחַ ים וַ נִ֑  ר שָׁ שֶׂ עֶ֖  ה וָ אָ֥  ן־מֵ ף בֶּ ת יוֹסֵ֔ יָּ֣מׇ   וַ
Joseph died at the age of one hundred and ten years; and he was embalmed and placed 
in a coffin in Egypt.

Genesis 43:28
וּ[׃ וֽ חֲ תַּ יִּֽשְׁ  וּ )וישתחו( ]וַ ד֖ וַֽיִּקְּ י  חָ֑ נּוּ  דֶ֣ ינוּ עוֹ אָבִ֖ ךָ֥ לְ דְּ בְ עַ וֹם לְ ל֛ וּ שָׁ ר֗ יֹּאמְ   וַ

They replied, “It is well with your servant our father; he is still in good health.” And 
they bowed down, prostrating themselves before him.

Genesis 44:24
נִֽי׃ דֹ  י אֲ רֵ֥  בְ ת דִּ אֵ֖ וֹ  גֶּד־ל֔ נַּ֨ י וַ בִ֑ ךָ֖ אָ דְּ בְ אֶֽל־עַ ינוּ  לִ֔ י עָ כִּ֣ י֙  יְהִ  וַ

When we came back to your servant my father, we reported my lord’s words to him.

Genesis 44:27
תִּֽי׃  שְׁ י אִ לִּ֥ ה־ דָ יָֽלְ יִם  נַ֖  י שְׁ כִּ֥ ם  תֶּ֔ עְ ם יְדַ תֶּ֣  ינוּ אַ לֵ֑  י אֵ ךָ֥ אָבִ֖ דְּ בְ ר עַ אמֶ יֹּ֛   וַ

Your servant my father said to us, ‘As you know, my wife bore me two sons.

Genesis 44:30
וֹ׃ שֽׁ נַפְ ה בְ רָ֥ שׁוּ וֹ קְ שׁ֖ נַפְ נוּ וְ תָּ֑  נּוּ אִ נֶ֣ י ר אֵ עַ נַּ֖  הַ י וְ ךָ֣ אָבִ֔ דְּ בְ ל־עַ י֙ אֶ בֹאִ  ה כְּ תָּ֗ עַ  וְ

“Now, if I come to your servant my father and the boy is not with us—since his own life 
is so bound up with his—

Genesis 44:31
ה׃ לָ אֹֽ  וֹן שְׁ יָג֖ ינוּ בְּ בִ֛ ךָ֥ אָ דְּ בְ ת עַ יבַ֨ ת־שֵׂ יךָ אֶ דֶ֜ בָ ידוּ עֲ ת וְהוֹרִ֨ מֵ֑  ר וָ עַ נַּ֖  ין הַ אֵ֥ י־ וֹ כִּ אוֹת֛ רְ ה כִּ יָ֗ הָ  וְ

…when he sees that the boy is not with us, he will die, and your servants will send the 
white head of your servant our father down to Sheol in grief.

about:blank
https://artuk.org/discover/artists/bacchiacca-14941557
https://artuk.org/visit/venues/the-national-gallery-london-2030
https://artuk.org/visit/venues/the-national-gallery-london-2030
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The Text: Pirkei DeRabbi Eliezer 39

ק, תַ וְשָׁ ף  ע יוֹסֵ מַ וְשָׁ ינוּ״,  ךָ אָבִ דְּ בְ ף ״עַ יוֹסֵ קֹב לְ  יַעֲ נֵי  רוּ בְּ ים אָמְ מִ עָ ה פְּ רָ שָׂ ר: עֲ אל אוֹמֵ עֵ מָ י יִשְׁ בִּ  רַ
נִים. ה שָׁ רָ שָׂ יָּיו עֲ חַ רוּ מֵ צְּ קַ יכָךְ נִתְ פִ יָיא. לְ מְ אָה דָּ ה כְּהוֹדָ יקָ תִ וּשְׁ

Rabbi Ishmael said: Ten times did the sons of Jacob say to Joseph, "your 

servant, our father." And Joseph heard and was silent; and silence gives 

consent; therefore, were ten years deducted from his life. 

Explaining the Story  -  What  is  going  on  in  our  story?  (Explain  the 
sequence of events)

Comprehension and Analysis Questions

 From where does Rabbi Ishmael learn that Joseph’s life was cut short by 10 

years?

 After reading the background to our short story, and the story itself, what is 

the problem with Rabbi  Ishmael’s  statement? Can you think of  a  possible 

solution to the problem?

Answer 1 ____________________________________________________

Answer 2 ____________________________________________________

Answer 3 ____________________________________________________

וצ"ב שלא אמרו כ"א ה' פעמים.
 א, ור"ר יהונן["]ואולי שמע פעמים ע"י מתורכמן, ]שו"ת זכרון יוסף בשם אשתו, ויש בשם הגר

And this needs an explanation, since the brothers did mention your servant, our father 

only 5 times (and not 10); and perhaps (a possible answer is that) he (Joseph) heard 

10 times through the interpreter (Responsa Zichron Yosef in the name of his wife, and 

they are those who bring this in the name of the Vilna Gaon).

 Why do you think Joseph heard and was silent?

Answer 1 ____________________________________________________

Answer 2 ____________________________________________________

Answer 3 ____________________________________________________

“The Twist” – Or the Lessons We Can Learn from This Text.

 Silence always gives consent, even if you have a way to justify it.

about:blank
about:blank
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We are not sure why Joseph remained silent after hearing his brothers refer to 

his father as  "your servant, our father." Maybe he felt he was not actively 

demeaning his father, or perhaps he believed the time was not ready yet to 

reveal himself to his brothers. Regardless of Joseph’s motives, our Sages are 

critical of him, reminding us that silence is never neutral and always gives 

consent. 


