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brain, returning in a dizzying rush that flung her to the ground. She lay on 
her back, looking up at the sky, feeling the frantic rise and fall of her chest” 
(36). 
Yet all is not lost for Josie. While she is in the pit, afraid and alone, she has 
a vision: the walls of the pit become hundreds of little drawers, each filled 
with a memory from her past. Ultimately, this vision evolves into the basis 
for a software program (called, in the novel, Genizah), which becomes 
extremely successful and propels Josie to greatness. Her success can be 
attributed to her experience in the pit: had Josie not undergone such a 
traumatic incident as a young girl, she might never have achieved the 
greatness she was destined for. 
Joseph’s life follows a similar trajectory. Prior to being cast into the pit, he 
was living comfortably as his father’s favorite child. Had he not undergone 
the terrible experience of being traumatized by his brothers, he would 
never have become a slave in Egypt, interpreted Pharaoh’s dreams, or risen 
to second-in-command in the Egyptian court. In other words, without the 
suffering that Joseph was forced to endure, he might never have achieved 
greatness. Perhaps Josie and Joseph both experience an arc described by 
Friedrich Nietzsche, who wrote that “every major growth is accompanied 
by a tremendous crumbling and passing away: suffering, the symptoms of 
decline, belong to the times of tremendous advance.” Or, as the legendary 
Jewish American singer-songwriter David Bromberg puts it, “you’ve got to 
suffer if you want to sing the blues.” 
The text of Vayeshev recounts that Joseph was cast into an empty pit, a 
 As we read, “The pit was empty; there was no water in it” (Gen .בור רק
37:24). In a comment on this verse, Rashi asks the inevitable question: why 
did the Torah choose to include the second clause in the verse? Since the 
text already told us that “the pit was empty,” do we not know that there was 
no water in it? The answer he gives, based on a classical midrash, is that 
although the pit might have been devoid of water, it was filled with נחשים 
 snakes and scorpions. This is far worse. Instead of giving Joseph ,ועקרבים
a chance to survive by throwing him into an empty pit, in a midrash 
reminiscent of a scene from Raiders of the Lost Ark, the brothers throw him 
into a pit of snakes, condemning him to almost certain death and ensuring 
that he suffered to the greatest degree possible.  
In a sense, 2016 has felt like a year in which we were collectively cast into a 
pit. It was the most politically turbulent year in modern memory, and it 

culminated in one of the most divisive elections in American history. 
Furthermore, we lost such luminaries as Leonard Cohen and Elie Wiesel, 
fires raged throughout Israel, and just this past week, we witnessed the 
destruction of Aleppo. It sometimes feels as if we are living in an empty pit, a 
 as the language of Genesis puts it. We are suffering. Perhaps we can ,בור רק
draw some consolation from the lyrics of another legendary Jewish American 
singer-songwriter, and hope that “the darkest hour” is, in fact, “right before 
the dawn.” 
Saturday night marks the first night of Hanukkah. Hanukkah is the 
quintessential Jewish expression of moving from darkness to light. The 
rabbis of the Talmud teach that Adam celebrated the first Hanukkah after 
experiencing his first winter solstice, when he realized that the days were no 
longer getting shorter and darker, but were now getting longer and brighter 
(BT Avodah Zarah 8a). And as Hillel teaches, we light one more candle each 
night of the holiday to reflect that we should only ascend in holiness, and 
never descend, ןמעלין בקדש ואין מורידי  (BT Shabbat 21a).  
Just as we light a new candle each night of Hanukkah, so too did Joseph’s 
reality gradually get brighter; eventually, he was raised from the darkness of 
suffering in the pit to the light of the Egyptian court. My hope and prayer for 
us, as we move into Hanukkah and 2017, is that we too are raised from the 
pit. Unlike Joseph’s brothers, may we remember to always treat each other 
with love, mercy, and compassion. May the coming year be one in which rise 
from the darkness, and not be cast further down. To echo Hillel, may 2017 
be a year in which we only ascend in holiness, and never descend. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

The publication and distribution of the JTS Parashah Commentary are made possible by a generous grant 
from Rita Dee (z”l) and Harold Hassenfeld (z”l). 
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e, who has sanctifi
ndle the light of H

   , מֶלֶ הָעוֹלָם
בַּיָּמִים הָהֵם בַּזְמַוּ 

am, 
bazeman hazeh. 
e, who performed

t night only: 
שֶׁהֶ,  מֶלֶ הָעוֹלָם

am, 
an hazeh. 
e, who has kept us

תִּכּוֹן/ אֶה לְשַׁבֵּחַ 
אָז אֶגְמ/  הַמְנַבֵּחַ 

s a delight / Restor
When you will prepa
edication of the altar

עַל הַנִּסִּים וְעַלים 
עַל  הָהֵם בַּזְּמַן הַזֶּה

ין לָנוּ רְשׁוּת לְהִשְׁתַּ
סֶּי וְעַל נִפְלְאוֹתֶי 
es and the wonders
ancestors in those d
of Hanukkah these c
to look at them in o

Your wonders, and Y

CIAL 
andle Lighti

הֵינוּ -אֱ ‘ אַתָּה ה
וְקִדְּשָׁנוּ בְּמִצְוֹתָיו 

ukkah. 
ed us with Your 

Hanukkah. 

הֵינוּ -אֱ ‘ אַתָּה ה
ה נִסִּים לַאֲבוֹתֵינוּ

d miracles for our 

הֵינוּ -אֱ ‘ אַתָּה ה

s in life and sustain

יְשׁוּעָתִי לְ נָא צוּר
תָּכִין מַטְבֵּחַ מִצָּר 
e my house of pray
are the destruction 
r with songs and hym

אָנוּ מַדְלִיקִי  הַלָּלוּ
תָ לַאֲבוֹתֵינוּ בַּיָּמִים 

וְאֵ הַלָּלוּ קֹדֶשׁ הֵם 
עַל נִסֶּ לְשִׁמְ הַגָּדוֹל 

, because of the sal
days at this season t
candles are sacred 

order to thank and to
Your salvation. 

 

ing 
בָּרוּ אַ
אֲשֶׁר קִ

 

בָּרוּ אַ
שֶׁעָשָׂה

בָּרוּ אַ

ned us 

מָעוֹז צ
לְעֵת תָּ
yer and 
for the 

mns. 

הַנֵּרוֹת
שֶׁעָשִׂיתָ
הַנֵּרוֹת 
וּלְהַלֵּל 
vations 
hrough 
and we 
o praise 

 



 

 

In

 

First Night: 
Officer 
Our rabbis t
daylight hou
shorter, he s
have sinned,
me and is ret
sentence dec
for eight day
winter solstic
longer and lo
way of the w
day festival (

 
 

Second Nig
To whom m
king's friend
in dark alleys
him through
up and saw h
the way for m
and light the
So too did G
Rabbah 30:10

 
 
 
 

nspiration f
Rabbi David Ho

aught: when the fi
urs were becoming
aid, "Woe is me! P
, the world is beco
turning to chaos. T
clared upon me by
ys in fasting and pr
ce when he saw th
onger, he said, "T

world!" He went an
(BT Avodah Zarah

Hanukkah ha
It is a holiday
and not bein
and security 
return. The
remembering
like the story

What can each 

ht: Rabbi Matthe
ay Abraham be lik
, who saw the king
s and began lightin

h a window. When 
him, he said: instea
me from a distanc
e way for me in my
God say to Abraha
0). 

Abraham, a 
before God 
truest light o
way for God

What c

for Each Nig
ffman, Vice Chan

irst man saw the 
g shorter and 
Perhaps because I 

oming dark around
This is the death 
y Heaven!" He sat
rayer. After the 
e days becoming 
his is simply the 

nd made an eight-
h 8a). 

as, in its distant pa
y about experienci
g consumed. It is 
will return again,

ese are the cyc
g that the darknes

y of the oil, is a stor
of us do so that w

ew Berkowitz, Dir
kened? To a 
g walking about 
ng the way for 
the king looked 

ad of lighting 
e, come out 
y very presence. 
am (Genesis 

human being, le
and creates his o

of redemption—wh
. 

can we do to “light

ght of Hanu
ncellor and Chief

d 

t 

 אדם 
תמעט 

שמא  ,לי
 עולם חשוך 

וזו  ,הו ובוהו
סה עלי מן 

ימים  'שב ח
כיון , ]ה

טבת וראה 
 :אמר ,לך

הלך  , הוא
  .טוביםים 

st, the most unive
ng fear, vulnerabi
a holiday that rem
 as sure as we kn
cles of life. Th
ss will, in fact, ret
ry of profound fait

we are not consum

rector of Israel Pr
מה לאוהבו של 

 המלך מהלך 
הציץ אוהבו  ,ים

 ,ליודרך החלון
אמר לו  ,ה אותו

 ,ן לי דרך חלו
ה "כך אמר הקב

eads the way for 
own light before G
hen we as human

t the way” towards

ukkah 

f Advancement 

לפי שראה  :ר"ת
הראשון יום שמת

אויל :אמר ,והולך
בשביל שסרחתי
בעדי וחוזר לתוה
היא מיתה שנקנס

עמד ויש ,השמים
ובתפלה[בתענית 

שראה תקופת ט
יום שמאריךוהול
מנהגו של עולם 
ועשה שמונה ימ

ersal of messages. 
lity, and darkness 

minds us that light 
now darkness will 
he challenge is 
reat. So this too, 
th. 

med by our fears? 

rograms 
ולמה אברהם דו

שראה את  ,מלך
במבואות האפלי
והתחיל מאיר על
הציץ המלך וראה
עד שאתה מאיר
 ,בא והאיר לפני

  .לאברהם

God. He walks 
God. That is the 
n beings light the 

ds a better world?  

Third
The H
Hanu
fewer 
the fir
more 

 
 

Fourt
Rabb
Our R
Hanu
upper
public

 
 

Fifth 
Rashi 
In ord

d Night: Rabbi My
House of Shamma
kkah] one lights ei
each day. And th

rst day one lights o
each day (BT Sha

For m
ignore
aband
need 
ascent
make 

What can

th Night: Rabbi J
inic Culture 

Rabbis teach: it is a
kkah lamp outside
r storey, one place
c thoroughfare. (B

The so
on the
among
religio
very li
display
not dr
the Ha

How can we ensu

Night: Rabbi Sar
on “outside” (from

der to publicize the
The u
ability 
expres
self-co
public
everyo
share w

What Jewish trad

www.jtsa.ed

ychal Springer, D
ai say: on the first d
ight, from then on
e House of Hillel s
one, from then on
abbat 21a) 

many of us who 
ed … In being with
doned in darkness, 

both the descent
t into light of Bei
a whole that is Ha

n you do to suppor

udith Hauptman

appropriate to pla
e one’s door. If one
es it at the window
BT Shabbat 21b) 

ocial and religious
e development of
gst Zoroastrians 

on is holy fire, espe
kely that the Rab
y of Hanukkah la
rawn to the Zoro
anukkah lamps. 
ure that Hanukkah

rit Horwitz, The R
m yesterday’s text)
e miracle. 
underlying messag

to practice an 
ssion that’s unhind
onsciousness. … 
cize your individua
one might have. A
with our neighbor
ditions or values d

du/hanukkah 

Director, Center f
day [of 
n, one 
say: on 
, one 

 
כאן 

ת 
ן 
ך 

suffer… the reali
h one another in c

new possibilities d
t into darkness of
t Hillel to come t

anukkah. 
rt people close to

, E. Billi Ivry Prof

ce the 
e lives in an 

w facing a 

 ה

ייה 

 context in which 
f Jewish ritual. …
and a central fea
ecially visible at th

bbis who develope
mps wanted to m
astrian fire celebr

h measures up to 

Rabbinical Schoo
: 

ge of that mirac
uninhibited Juda

dered by both out
It’s good to be 
ality and be prou
And that’s a mess
s. 
do you want to sh

for Pastoral Educa
יום : מאי אומרים
מכ, מדליק שמנה
ובית; פוחת והולך

יום ראשון: מרים
מכאן ואילך ,אחת
  .והולך

ity of darkness c
community and no
do emerge. In a se
f Beit Shammai a
together in our he

o you who are stru

fessor of Talmud 

נר חנוכה מצוה: נן
ה על פתח ביתו 

אם היה דר בעלי 
בחלון הסמוכה 

 . הרבים
Jews lived had an
 Jews lived in Ba
ature of the Zoro
his dark time of ye
ed the rules of the

make sure that Jew
rations and were 

other seasonal ho

l (Class of 2015) 
:  

  פרסומי ניסא
cle is actually abo
ism, a type of r
tside powers and 

different. It’s g
ud of traditions t
sage we should de

are with your neig

 
ation 
בית שמ
ראשון מ
ואילך פ
הלל או
ק אמדלי

מוסיף ו
can’t be 
ot being 
ense, we 
and the 
earts to 

uggling? 

and 

תנו רבנ
להניחה
.מבחוץ

מניחה ב
לרשות 

n impact 
abylonia 
oastrian 
ear. It is 
e public 
ws were 
lighting 

olidays? 

:מבחוץ
משום פ
out the 
religious 
internal 
ood to 
hat not 
efinitely 

ghbors? 


