
This week’s parsha recounts the story of 
how Yosef’s brothers came to sell him and 
the disastrous effect it had on their father 
Yaakov. The brothers blamed Yehuda for 
taking a leadership role in the sale of Yosef 
and demoted him from his leadership 
position within the brotherhood (see Rashi 
ad loc). 

Thereafter, the Torah goes into 
extraordinary detail following the personal 
life of Yehuda; he married and his wife bore 
him three sons. “Yehuda took a wife for his 
son Er, his firstborn; her name was Tamar. 
But Er was evil in the eyes if Hashem and He 

put him to death” (38:6-7). Yehuda then 
approached his second son, Onan, and 
asked him to “enter into a levirate 
marriage” with Tamar, the widow of Er, in 
order to establish children for his deceased 
brother. 

Onan initially agreed and married her, but 
then reneged and refused to impregnate 
Tamar because the children would not be 
credited to him. Thus, Hashem put Onan to 
death as well. After which, Yehuda told his 
now twice widowed daughter in law, 
“Remain a widow in your father’s house 
until my son Shelah grows up…” (38:11). 
Once Tamar saw that much time had 
elapsed and Shelah was not being offered to 
her as a husband, she orchestrated – 
through subterfuge – for Yehuda himself to 
impregnate her. Tamar eventually gave 
birth to twins, and Yehuda fulfilled the 
levirate marriage responsibility himself. 

There are many difficulties with the Torah’s 
narrative. To begin with, why does the 
Torah recount in such detail the formation 
of Yehuda’s family? None of the other 
brothers received such attention. There are 
many interesting stories involving the 
formation of their individual families, yet 

the Torah only hints at the details (e.g. 
Shimon and Dinah). 

Even more perplexing: When the Torah later 
recounts the lineage of Yehuda’s family 
(Bereishis 46:12 and Bamidbor 26:19) the 
Torah mentions each time that Yehuda had 
two sons who passed away, even though 
both died childless and seemingly had no 
part in the continuing lineage of Yehuda’s 
family. The Torah, as we know, is very 
meticulous with every letter of every word. 
Why is this seemingly meaningless history of 
Yehuda’s family repeated? 

The key to understanding the story of what 
transpired in this parsha in its entirety 
begins with Ramban’s cryptic allusion to the 
deeper meaning and significance of the 
levirate marriage. Ramban (38:8 – see R. 
Chavel’s Hebrew Ramban Al Hatorah) refers 
to this as “a great secret of the secrets of 
the Torah, one that had been known to the 
wisest of men even before the Torah.” 
Ramban seems to allude to the levirate 
marriage as being a way for allowing a 
transmigration of the soul of the deceased 
into the child of a levirate marriage. In other 
words, the twins born to Tamar and Yehuda 
essentially replaced his first two children, 
the deceased husbands of Tamar (i.e. Er and 
Onan). Therefore, throughout the Torah 
when mentioning the children of Yehuda, Er 
and Onan are still relevant because they are 
actually considered alive through Peretz and 
Zerach. 

More importantly is the understanding of 
the selflessness required by the person who 
undertakes to perform a levirate marriage. 
There is an enormous amount of energy, 
responsibility, and sacrifice involved in 
raising one’s own children. However, in the 
end, a parent feels that a piece of him lives 
on. In a levirate marriage, all the effort, 

sacrifice, and responsibility expended is for 
someone else. This is truly difficult and it is 
why we find several times in the Torah 
where this opportunity is turned down. Only 
the truly selfless individual would take on 
such a thankless burden.  

This explains why the Torah goes into such 
detail in this particular case. Yehuda is 
establishing the royal line of the monarchy 
of the Jewish people. The Torah is teaching 
us that the greatest attribute of a king is 
that he understands that the enormous 
responsibility of ruling the Jewish people is 
not about one’s own honor; rather it is 
about empowering others. It isn’t about 
getting credit, it’s about getting things done. 
The two main stories on the establishment 
of the Jewish monarchy are found here and 
in the story of Rus (great-grandmother to 
King David) – both of which are products of 
a levirate marriage.  
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It was at that time that Yehuda went down from his brothers… (38:1) 
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 בס״ד

Dreams play a central role in this week’s 
parsha. From Yosef’s interpretations we 
readily see how dreams are not merely 
meaningless fantasies, but in fact a form 
of prophecy. Yet it’s necessary to 
distinguish between the two. The Rosh 
HaYeshiva explains that prophecies are 
(however vague) glimpses at future 
events that will happen, regardless of 
how they are interpreted or acted upon 
(although negative prophecies may not 
come true if repentance occurs).  
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After Yosef is sold by his brothers 
to traveling merchants, he 
eventually ends up being bought 
from the Ishmalites by Potiphar, a 
courtier of Pharaoh, to be a slave in 
his household. The Torah goes on 
to relate that Hashem blessed 
anything that Yosef was involved 
in, eventually leading Potiphar to 
appoint Yosef over his entire 
household and manager of his 
financial interests. 

The Torah describes Yosef as being 
very handsome – both in form and 
in appearance. This detail doesn’t 
escape Potiphar’s wife who 
becomes enamored with him and 
convinced that she is destined to 
bear his child. Potiphar’s wife 
expends great effort trying to 
seduce Yosef. Yosef, in trying to 
explain to her why he cannot do as 
she wished, makes a very odd 
statement: “There is no one greater 
in this house than I, and he has 
denied me nothing but you, since 
you are his wife. How then can I 
perpetrate this great evil? I will 
have sinned against God!” (39:9). 

Essentially, Yosef puts forth the 
following two arguments: 1) My 
master has trusted me with 
everything in his house. I have 
control over everything except for 
you, his wife. If I were to be with 
you, it would be a terrible violation 
of his trust! 2) This is also wrong 
because I will be sinning against 
God as well. 

Yosef’s priorities seem to be 
somewhat out of order. How could 
he possibly place malfeasance 
against his master ahead of sinning 
against Hashem? To make matters 

even worse, Rashi (39:11) records 
the opinion that if his father’s 
image hadn’t appeared to him, 
Yosef would have capitulated. How 
does that dovetail with the reasons 
that Yosef gave Potiphar’s wife? 

Both Rambam and Ramban 
indicate that the purpose of 
keeping the 613 mitzvos is for the 
moral development of the 
individual (see Vilna Gaon in Even 
Shleima for a clear articulation of 
this concept). However, this is not 
the purpose of the Noachide laws – 
which are primarily social justice 
laws for the world. 

Yosef was primarily concerned that 
committing adultery would be a 
betrayal of the trust vested in him 
by his master. This ultimate 
violation of trust would indicate a 
complete lack of integrity – a 
failure of morality. While it’s true 
that adultery is one of the 
Noachide laws, it is only a 
secondary concern, since 
observance of the Noachide laws 
does not require a person to be a 
Godly being.  

However, being a descendant of 
Avraham, Yitzchak, and Yaakov 
does demand Godliness. Seeing the 
vision of his father reminded Yosef 
of his roots and his obligation to 
act in a manner that reflected their 
mission in life: to imitate one’s 
Creator. The actions of a Jew 
should not be governed merely by 
what is permitted and prohibited, 
but rather by Hashem’s 
requirement to be a moral and 
ethical human being. 

His master perceived that Hashem was with him, and that 
Hashem made whatever in his hand succeed (39:3). 

In clear contrast, dreams are just a possible future, and 
interpretations and actions can drastically mold the 
result into almost any possible outcome. According to 
the Gemara (Brachos 55b), the outcome of a dream can 
depend solely on the interpreter – so much so that a 
dream that isn’t interpreted is akin to a letter that is 
never read (ibid 55a), i.e. one that has no effect. 

In order to help you interpret dreams we have listed 
some of the meanings behind symbols that we may see 
in our dreams, as listed in the Gemara (Berachos 55a-
57b). 

1. A donkey: salvation will come for you. 

2. White grapes: it’s a favorable sign, but black grapes, if 
they’re growing out of their season, is a bad sign. 

3. A white horse: a favorable sign, but a red horse 
galloping is a harsh sign. 

4. Seeing Yishmael ben Avraham: a sign that your prayer 
has been answered. 

5. A camel: you were decreed to die but have been 
saved from it. 

6. Seeing Pinchas or an unsaddled elephant: a miracle 
will be done for you; many unsaddled elephants, 
miracles upon miracles will be done for you. 

7. All animals seen mean good news except a saddled 
elephant, a monkey, or a marten (type of weasel). 

8. Seeing oneself put on tefillin: should anticipate 
becoming great. 

9. A branch of a vine: expect the coming of Mashiach. 

10. Olives: business will flourish 

11. An olive tree: will have many children. 

12. A myrtle branch: assets will perform well; if no assets, 
then will receive an inheritance. 

13. An esrog: sign that Hashem finds you beautiful. 

14. A male chicken: anticipate a son; but a hen, anticipate 
a beautiful garden (we do not know the correlation). 

15. Broken eggs, nuts, cucumbers, glass, etc: wish will be 
fulfilled 

16. A snake biting someone: a sign that your livelihood 
will double, but if you kill the snake your livelihood 
will be ruined. 

It’s also important to mention the actual halachic 
applications of dreams nowadays. Little emphasis is now 
placed on worrying about dreams as it’s extremely likely 
they are inconsequential, especially if the person had a 
difficult day. However, if one is especially agitated about 
a troubling dream, he can go in front of three friends and 
repeat the assigned passage in the siddur to interpret it 
for the better and assuage his mind. If one is particularly 
worried, he can also fast the following day, although 
there’s not much emphasis on this (Shulchan Aruch 
220:1-220:2). 


