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Issue 28: Vayeishev

By Rabbi Simon Jacobson • Exclusive for members

SUmmARY

Do you have a true friend in this world?
Someone you can speak with as you
speak with yourself, with no defenses
and no fears? Someone you can totally
trust? 

In this fascinating insight, the Baal
Shem Tov teaches us – through 
interpreting the story of Joseph – the
meaning of a true friend.

“What is a Rebbe?” someone once asked
the Rebbe. The Rebbe replied: “A Rebbe

is a friend, a true friend.” Surprised, the
man said, “is that all?! I have many
friends. What makes a Rebbe special?”
Without hesitation, the Rebbe replied:
“Allow me please to define the meaning
of a friend, and then tell me how many
friends you have.”

Discover the Rebbe’s surprising defini-
tion of a friend. 

DO YOU HAVE A TRUE FRIEND?
Finding Love in a Hostile World

Joseph’s Love

In the opening of this week’s Torah por-
tion we read: These are the generations
of Jacob: when Joseph was seventeen
years old, being a shepherd, he was with
his brothers with the flocks, and he was
a lad, [and was] with the sons of Bilhah
and with the sons of Zilpah, his father's
wives; and Joseph brought evil tales
about them to their father.

(Vayeishev 37:2). 

What relevance does this verse have for
us today?

Here is a beautiful insight from the Baal
Shem Tov: 

The name Joseph – Yosef – comes from
the word “hosafah,” which means addi-
tion or growth. Joseph was continuously
growing in his righteousness. This verse
is telling us that Joseph had now grown
to the age of seventeen, which is the
gematria (the numerical equivalent) of



“tov” (goodness) – indicating that
Joseph had grown and reached a state of
“goodness.”

What was unique about Joseph’s new
spiritual state? Says the verse: “ha’yah
ro'eh et echav ba’tzon,” literally, “he
tended his brothers with sheep.” The
simple meaning of these words appar-
ently is that Joseph tended the sheep 
together with his brothers. But the
verse should have then reordered the
words to read: “ha’yah ro'eh ba’tzon et
echav,” he tended the
sheep with (or: of) his
brothers. Why is it writ-
ten in a way that implies
that Joseph tended to his
brothers (and he did so
through the sheep)?

On Friendship

Explains the Baal Shem Tov, that the
verse is not simply telling us that Joseph
was a shepherd (like all shepherds), but
it is revealing to us Joseph’s tremendous
achievement: The word “ro’eh” – tend
or shepherd – also means friend (as in
v’ohavto l’rei’echo komocho, love your
friend as yourself), one who unites and
bonds with another, a state of “achva
v’rayus,” fellowship and friendship. The
reason a shepherd is called “ro’eh tzon”
is because he gathers, unites and bonds
the sheep together in one area, and
makes sure that they do not scatter all
over.

At this point (age seventeen, “tov”)
Joseph attained a level of goodness that
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“he tended his brothers with sheep” – he
united and connected “his brothers,” all
the souls and all the Divine sparks (like
a shepherd who gathers the flocks to-
gether), and elevated and refined them
through the spiritual unifications
(yechudim) he generated with the
sheep.

“Tzon” – sheep – represents a state of
unity (so said the Baal Shem Tov). In-
deed, “tzon” (tzaddik, alef, nun) is an
acronym of the words “tziruf aosiyos

nekudos,” the joining
of letters and vowels. A
(Hebrew) letter with-
out its vowel has no
clear sound and pro-
nunciation. For 
example, without a
defining vowel we do
not know how to pro-
nounce the letter alef.
When you add the

vowel, say a kametz alef, then you know
to pronounce the word as “uh.” Patach
alef makes for “ah.” Segel alef is “eh.”1

Then the verse continues: Ve’hu na'ar et
bnei Vilhah ve'et bnei Zilpah neshei aviv
va'yave Yosef et dibatam ra'ah el avi-
hem. Literally: And he was a lad with the
sons of Bilhah and with the sons of Zil-
pah, his father's wives; and Joseph
brought evil tales about them to their
father.

This section too seems very confusing.
What does it mean that “he was a lad
with the sons of Bilhah and with the
sons of Zilpah”? And why the addition
of “the wives of Jacob” – a fact that that

The name Joseph –
Yosef – comes from the
word “hosafah,” which

means addition or
growth. Joseph was 

continuously growing 
in his righteousness. 
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we are already aware of? And why would
Joseph stoop to inform on his brothers
and bring bad tales about them to their
father?! 

The word “na’ar” (lad) also means to
stir up and swamp, as in “Vayena'er
Hashem,” “G-d stirred the Egyptians
into the sea” (Beshalach 14:27. See
Rashi there). Ve’hu na'ar et beney 
Vilhah ve'et bnei Zilpah neshei aviv:
Joseph, explains the Baal Shem Tov,
na’ar, stirred up and de-
stroyed the negative in-
fluence of the children of
Vilhah and Zilpah, neshei
aviv, who wanted to
make him forget (neshei
from the word forget,
nashani2 ) his Father
(aviv) in Heaven.

Furthermore, va'yave Yosef et dibatam
ra'ah el avihem: “Dibatam ra’ah” refers
to all people’s thoughtless acts of evil.3

Joseph brought all this to “their father,”
meaning that he elevated these negative
forces and connected them to their
source above.

The Lesson for Us

Though the Baal Shem Tov’s grandson
writes that “he saw and heard this [be-
havior] from his grandfather and who
truly can reach this level” – yet, since we
are privy to this teaching, it clearly
means that it is relevant to each one of
us. As the same Baal Shem Tov teaches,
that everything that we see and hear
contains a lesson for us.

A touching story with the Rebbe can
perhaps help us apply Joseph’s story to
our own lives.

Encouraged by a colleague, a skeptic
once came to visit the Rebbe in what is
known as yechidus, a private audience.
Sensing the discomfort of the visitor,
the Rebbe asked him if he there is any-
thing he, the Rebbe, can do to put him
at ease. The man replied that it would

be helpful if the Rebbe
can tell him why people
respect the Rebbe so
much and come from
far and wide to see
him. “I am here,” said
the gentleman, “due to
the suggestion of one
of my colleagues. But
frankly, I don’t under-
stand what a Rebbe is.”

What is a Rebbe?

The Rebbe looked at him with a warm
smile, and in a low voice and very gentle
tone (that’s how the visitor described it
later), the Rebbe said to him: “A Rebbe
is a friend, a very close friend.”

Surprised, the man said, “is that all?! I
have many friends. What makes a Rebbe
special?” Without hesitation, the Rebbe
replied: “Allow me please to define the
meaning of a friend, and then tell me
how many friends you have.

“A friend,” the Rebbe explained, “is
someone you can speak with as if you
are speaking with yourself – with no de-
fenses and no fears. Someone you can
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Who of us has not felt
lost at times, wandering

about, looking for 
something – for 

answers, for direction,
for anything. 
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totally trust and be transparent with.
Someone you can bare your soul to and
never feel judged.”

The Rebbe paused. “How many friends
like that do you have?”

“Not one,” admitted the man, “not one
single person in my life fits that descrip-
tion.” 

A Lonely Life

We live a lonely life in a
lonely world.

Just read the words
later in this week’s
Torah portion, describ-
ing Joseph seeking out
his brothers (37:16-17):

Then a man found him, and behold, he
was wandering in the field, and the man
asked him, "What are you looking for?"
And he said, "I am looking for my broth-
ers. Please tell me, where are they pas-
turing?"

Think about your own life. Who of us
has not been in this position during the
course of our journeys? Who of us has
not felt lost at times, wandering about,
looking for something – for answers, for
direction, for anything. Very often we
are looking for our families – for our
brothers… They may be our flesh and
blood, but often they are not there for
us, leaving us feeling abandoned…

And then we meet a “man” – a stranger
– and he asks us: “what are you looking
for?” 

“I am looking for my brothers.”

Despite his loneliness, despite his
brother’s animosity toward him, Joseph
attained a level of deep love toward
them. And he continued to search – to
find his brothers. Even though it meant
putting himself at great risk (as we see
from the unfolding story how his broth-
ers nearly killed him and then sold him
into slavery).

Become a Friend

We learn from Joseph
that we ought not wait
until people are nice to
us to extend love and
friendship to others.

Joseph inspires and em-
powers each of us to –

“ha’yah ro'eh et echav ba’tzon,” to tend
to, to love and unite with our brothers.
Broadly this means all our brothers and
sisters of the world, but it doesn’t pre-
clude our biological brothers.

A Rebbe may be the ultimate friend, the
ultimate shepherd (ro’eh Yisroel), but
each one of us has the ability to be a
friend to others, and deserves to have a
true friend as well.

However, like everything precious, being
and friend and seeking out a friend,
takes effort and courage. The good news
is that Joseph pioneered and paved the
way for us. His efforts to reach his
brothers with love and friendship
opened the door for all of us; Even when
faced with hostility and apathy, we can
reach, we can and must be proactive,
and we can break through.
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Joseph inspires and 
empowers each of us to
– “ha’yah ro'eh et echav

ba’tzon,” to tend to, 
to love and unite with

our brothers. 
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Break through and not only bring
friendship into this lonely world, but
also eliminate the dark and hostile
forces of resistance.

Friends Not Just Brothers

At the time Joseph was not successful.
But at the end of the story Joseph’s per-
severance prevails – and the brothers do
reconcile and live out their lives in deep
friendship and love. Not just as broth-
ers, but as friends.

Joseph wanted to not just be their
brother, but also their friend. 

Joseph offered friendship to his broth-
ers. At the time they were not ready.

Today, when someone offers you their
hand in friendship – are you ready?

And even when you may feel alone in
the world, are you extending you hand
in friendship to others?

In our complicated world perhaps what
is needed most, what will tip the scales,
is simply one thing: taking the initiative
and being a friend to others.

In our self-interest driven world, per-
haps this is the call of our times – a call
that should ring from one end of the
world to the next:

Be a friend.

Let us create a friendship revolution. 

Be a friend.

Just be a friend.

Sources: Degel machne Efriam Parshas
Vayeishev. Keser Shem Tov section 352. 
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FOOTNOTES

1 This explains why say kametz alef and not alef

kametz – with the vowel preceding the letter – 

because the letter has no expression without the

vowel.

2 miketz 41:51.

3 The Degel cites here mishlei 19:2: U’beloh daas 

nefesh lo tov.
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