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Joseph & Esther
Assimilation, Identity, and Being ‘Other’

ֹביָּוַ ויתHָ֔מְשִׂ ףלֵּ֣חַיְוַ ח֙לַּגַיְוַ רוֹבּ֑הַ־ןמִ וּהצֻ֖ירִיְוַ ףסֵ֔וֹי־תאֶ ארָ֣קְיִּוַ הֹ֙ערְפַּ חלַ֤שְׁיִּוַ ֹערְפַּ־לאֶ א֖ ׃הֽ
Then Pharaoh sent and called for Joseph, and they hurriedly brought him out of the dungeon; and he shaved himself 
and exchanged his clothes, and came to Pharaoh.

:תוכלמה דובכ ינפמ .חלגיו
He Shaved: Out of respect for Pharaoh.

Bob Deffinbaugh, Esther: A Study of Divine Providence
A Jew would wear a beard while an Egyptian would be clean-shaven. It is easy to understand how Joseph, a prisoner, 
would have a beard, but it was also a part of his Jewish identity. Joseph shaved his beard, however, before he appeared 
before the Pharaoh. He was not worshipping the Pharaoh; he was simply showing him proper respect.

 אלו ,םמש תא וניש אלש ,םירצממ לארשי ולאגנ םירבד העברא תוכזב ,רמא ארפק רב םשב אנוה יבר
 ןבואר ,םמש תא וניש אל .הורעב ץורפ דחא ןהב אצמנ אלו ,ערה ןושל ורמא אלו ,םנושל תא וניש
 ףסוילו ,ינילול ןירוק ויה אל ןועמשלו ,סופור ןבוארל ןירוק ויה אלו , ןיקלס ןועמשו ןבואר ,ןיתחנ ןועמשו
.ארדנסכלא ןמינבלו ,םיטסל

Rabbi Huna in the name of Bar Kapra said: By the merit of four things were Israel redeemed out of Egypt: They did not 
change their name... Reuven and Shimon went down, and Reuven and Shimon went up. And they did not call Reuven 
Rufus, and Shimon was not called Loulianni, and Yosef [was not called] Lestim, and Binyamin [was not called] 
Alexander. 

ֹערְפַ ארָ֨קְיִּוַ  ץרֶאֶ֥־לעַ ףסֵ֖וֹי אצֵ֥יֵּוַ השָּׁ֑אִלְ ןאֹ֖ ןהֵֹ֥כּ ערַפֶ֛ יטִוֹפּ֥־תבַּ תנַ֗סְאָֽ־תאֶ וֹל֣־ןתֶּיִּוַ חַ֒נֵעְפַּ תנַ֣פְצָֽ ף֮סֵוֹי־םשֵׁ ה֣
׃םיִרָֽצְמִ

Pharaoh then gave Joseph the name Tzafnat Pa-neach; and he gave him for a wife Asenath daughter of Poti-phera, 
priest of On. Thus Joseph emerged in charge of the land of Egypt.

:ארקמב ןוימד חנעפל ןיאו ,תונופצה שרפמ :חנעפ תנפצ
Tzafnat Pa-neach: [It means] “explainer of hidden things, and [the word] “Pa-neach” has no parallel in Scripture.

Georg Steindorff and Willhelm Spiegelberg, Zeitschrift für Aegyptische Sprache
In Egyptian, ṣe(d)-p-nute(r)-ef-onḫ. According to the Egyptian of the 20th dynasty, which is the first we have that 
records names and their meanings, the name means “God says he lives,” or (more literally), “The god speaks, [and] he 
lives.”

(“Zeitschrift für Aegyptische Sprache,” xxvii. 42, modifying Krall’s etymology in “Trans. 7th Orientalist. Congr.” p. 110.)

Genesis 41:14 ד״י ,א״מ תישארב

Rashi on Genesis 41:14 ד״י ,א״מ תישארב לע י״שר

Shir HaShirim Rabbah 4:12 ןג ]בי[ א ה״ד ד השרפ )אנליו( הבר םירישה ריש

Genesis 41:45 ה״מ ,א״מ תישארב

Rashi on Genesis 41:45 ה״מ ,א״מ תישארב לע י״שר
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Prof. Aaron Wildavsky (1930-1993)
In ancient times it was believed that a person who could name a thing could control it. That is one reason why God 
resists being named, so the divide between the holy and the human, between self-worship and worship of the Absolute, 
is maintained. But patrons can change the names of mere mortals, often signifying a promotion, as when Moses alters 
Hoshea to Joshua. God changed Jacob’s name to Israel and Abram’s name to Abraham, indicating a new destiny if not 
necessarily a whole new character; Pharaoh does the same thing to indicate a break toward the better in Joseph’s life. 
Presumably, the renamed accepts the right of the renamer to alter his status.

(Wildavsky, Aaron. Assimilation versus Separation: Joseph the Administrator and the Politics of Religion in Biblical Israel, 1993. p. 121.)

 ףסֵ֛וֹי ארָ֥קְיִּוַ א״נ  ׃ןוֹאֽ ןהֵֹ֥כּ ערַפֶ֖ יטִוֹפּ֥־תבַּ תנַ֔סְאָֽ וֹ֙לּ־הדָלְיָֽ רשֶׁ֤אֲ בעָ֑רָהָ תנַ֣שְׁ אוֹב֖תָּ םרֶטֶ֥בְּ םינִ֔בָ ינֵ֣שְׁ ד֙לַּיֻ ףסֵ֤וֹילְוּ ׳נ
 םיִרָ֑פְאֶ ארָ֣קָ ינִ֖שֵּׁהַ םשֵׁ֥ תאֵ֛וְ ב״נ  ׃יבִֽאָ תיבֵּ֥־לכָּ תאֵ֖וְ ילִ֔מָעֲ־לכָּ־תאֶ ם֙יהHִאֱ ינִשַּׁ֤נַ־יכִּֽ השֶּׁ֑נַמְ רוֹכ֖בְּהַ םשֵׁ֥־תאֶ
׃ייִֽנְעָ ץרֶאֶ֥בְּ םיהHִ֖אֱ ינִרַ֥פְהִ־יכִּֽ

50 Before the years of famine came, Joseph became the father of two sons, whom Asenath daughter of Poti-phera, priest 
of On, bore to him. 51 Joseph named the first-born Manasseh, meaning, “God has made me forget completely my 
hardship and my parental home.” 52 And the second he named Ephraim, meaning, “God has made me fertile in the land 
of my affliction.”

Samson Raphael Hirsch, Commentary on the Torah
The Hebrew word translated above as “forget” is derived from a root, השׁנ , connoting “movement from its proper place”: 
One forgets when something “slips one’s mind”, as if to say that whatever has been forgotten has moved from its proper 
place in the brain’s retrieval system. The sciatic nerve is called ִּ֣השֶׁ֗נָּהַ דיג  (gid hanosheh) meaning “the sinew that was 
displaced” (Gen. 32:33) when Jacob wrestled with the angel, and consequently (though victorious) limped away. By the 
same principle a creditor in Hebrew is called a nosheh since what is rightfully his he has moved out of his domain and 
placed in charge of another and may demand an accounting of his own. Thus here: God has made “creditors” of my 
misfortune and my father’s house, in other words, what heretofore appeared to me to be the worst misfortune, has 
now, through Divine guidance, found a happy solution. In other words: Joseph feels deeply indebted to his previous sad 
experience and the injustice inflicted upon him in his father’s house.

 וניבא ךדבע )דכ ,דמ תישארב( היל ירמאקד ויבא דובכב החימ אלש ינפמ וייחב תומצע ףסוי ארקנ המ ינפמ
 םדוק ףסוי תמ המ ינפמ אנינח יברב אמח יבר אמיתיאו בר רמא הדוהי בר רמאו ידימ אלו והל רמא אלו
.)א ,טל תישארב( תונברב ומצע גיהנהש ינפמ ויחאל

R. Judah said in the name of Rav: Why was Joseph referred to as ‘bones’ while he yet lived (Gen. 50:25)? Because he did 
not intervene to protect his father’s honor. When his brothers said to him, ‘Your servant, our father,’ (Gen. 44:31) he 
made no reply to them. R. Judah also said in the name of Rav, although others say it was R. Hama ben R. Hanina: Why 
did Joseph die before his brothers? Because he conducted himself with rulership.

Genesis 41:50-52 ב״נ – ׳נ ,א״מ תישארב

Sotah 13b ב ג״י הטוס
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ֹזעֲיַּוַ  הפֵ֥יוִ ראַתֹ֖־הפֵיְ ףסֵ֔וֹי יהִ֣יְוַ לכֵ֑וֹא אוּה֣־רשֶׁאֲ םחֶלֶּ֖הַ־םאִ יכִּ֥ המָוּא֔מְ וֹ֙תּאִ עדַ֤יָ־אֹלוְ ף֒סֵוֹי־דיַבְּ וֹ֮ל־רשֶׁאֲ־לכָּ ב֣
׃האֶֽרְמַ

So he left everything that was his in Joseph’s hands, not concerning himself about anything with him there, except for 
the bread that he ate. Now Joseph was fair of form and fair to look at. 

ֹתּ־תפַיְ הרָ֤עֲנַּהַוְ םאֵ֑וָ ב֣אָ הּלָ֖ ןיאֵ֥ יכִּ֛ וֹדֹ֔דּ־תבַּ ר֙תֵּסְאֶ איהִ֤ הסָּ֗דַהֲ־תאֶ ןמֵ֜אֹ יהִ֨יְוַ  הָ֙יבִ֙אָ תוֹמ֤בְוּ האֶ֔רְמַ תבַ֣וֹטוְ ר֙אַ֙
׃תבַֽלְ וֹל֖ יכַ֛דֳּרְמָ הּחָ֧קָלְ הּמָּ֔אִוְ

He was foster father to Hadassah — that is, Esther — his uncle’s daughter, for she had neither father nor mother. The 
maiden was fair of form and fair to look at (JPS: “shapely and beautiful”); and when her father and mother died, 
Mordecai adopted her as his own daughter. 

 הסדה המש ארקנ המלו המש רתסא רמוא מ״ר אינת רתסא הל ירקו הסדה הל ירק הסדה תא ןמוא יהיו
 הסדה רמוא הדוהי יבר םיסדהה ןיב דמוע אוהו )ח ,א הירכז( רמוא אוה ןכו םיסדה וארקנש םיקידצה םש לע
 ׳ר ׳וגו המע תא תדגמ רתסא ןיא רמאנש הירבד תרתסמ התיהש םש לע רתסא המש תארקנ המלו המש
 יאזע ןב רהתסא םוש לע התוא ןירוק םלועה תומוא ויהש רתסא תארקנ המלו המש הסדה רמוא הימחנ
 תקורקרי רתסא רמא החרק ןב עשוהי ׳ר הסדהכ תינוניב אלא התיה הרצק אלו הכורא אל רתסא רמוא
הילע ךושמ דסח לש טוחו התיה

She was called Hadassah, and she was called Esther. It is taught: R. Meir says: Esther is her name. And why is she called 
Hadassah? Because of the righteous who are called myrtles (hadassim), as it says, “...and he stands among the 
myrtles” (Zec. 1:8). R. Judah says: Her name is Hadassah, and why was she called Esther? Because she conceals (masteret) 
her words, as is said, “Esther would not reveal her people [or her birthplace]” (Est. 2:20). R. Nehemiah says: Hadassah is 
her name, and why is she called Esther? Because the nations of the world called her by the name of Istahar/Ishtar. Ben 
Azzai says: Esther was neither tall nor short, but of medium height, like a myrtle. R. Joshua ben Korha said: Esther was 
of greenish complexion, and a thread of grace [hesed; a play on hadas?] was spread over her.

Rabbi Irving/Yitz Greenberg, The Jewish Way: Living the Holidays
Esther’s name probably is derived from Ishtar, a Babylonian goddess, and Mordecai’s name from Marduk, a Babylonian 
god. Equivalent names today might well be Mary and Christopher. Of course, committed Jews in open societies also 
adopted Gentile names. My parents, Orthodox Jews, wanted an Anglo-Saxon name for their little son, Yitzchak—so they 
named me Irving… Esther possibly lived in two worlds, with the name Esther on her diploma and the family calling her 
Hadassah at home… Never write off assimilated Jews. They come out of the historical closet in the greatest crises and 
when they are least expected.

Genesis 39:6 ו ,ט״ל תישארב

Esther 2:7 ז ,׳ב רתסא

Megillah 13a א ג״י הליגמ


