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Genesis is the story of the Abrahamsons, the Isaacsons, and the Jacobsons. Their 

names are integral to their identities, as they become changed individuals. Abram 

becomes Abraham, Sarai evolves into Sarah, Jacob turns into Israel, and in the Torah 

portion Miketz, now the fourth generation of the Jews, Joseph becomes Tzaph'nat-

Paneach in. Now there's a biblical name for your grandchildren to cherish! 

 

His new name is an indication of how far away Joseph had slipped from Judaism and 

the Jewish people. He had married the daughter of the priest of On as he became 

second only to Pharaoh in the land of Egypt. Rashi, our French commentator of the 

middle ages, considers the name and suggests that Tzaph'nat has a Hebrew root of 

tzfn, like the hidden matzah at the Pesach table, Tzafun. Joseph's Jewishness has 

become hidden, his history buried, his family relations a distant memory.  Joseph has 

become a court Jew, welcoming the change of name and of identity as he rises in 

Egyptian society. He wants no reminders of his past, of the ache caused him by his 

brothers, of home.  Assimilation had fully taken place.  

 

And isn't it remarkable that this tale of the assimilated Joseph is read during the 

Shabbat of Hanukkah! From the story of the Maccabees we have another tale of 

assimilation-and how to overcome it.  Jews had become so Hellenized that they were 

willing to welcome the great culture of the Greeks, to bow down to the idols of 

Antiochus, and even have surgery to reverse the circumcision (without valium and 

vicodin no less!).  But Mattathias and his sons staged a guerilla war against the 

Syrian-Greek oppressors, while simultaneously fighting a civil war against the Jews 

who wanted to be Greek-like.  Not based on a tale from the Torah, and therefore 

called a minor holiday, Hanukkah takes on huge significance as the first fight waged 

to preserve religious freedom.  

 

Observing Hanukkah wherever Jews have lived is the epitome of anti-assimilation. 

This is the holiday not about presents, but about maintaining a Jewish presence.  It is 

to stand up for who we are. It is to be proud of our uniqueness. It is to celebrate the 

virtue of living an ethical life in the image of God, of creating holiness in a profane 

world.  Hanukkah is no minor holiday.  It is a major holiday about modern Jewish 

values.  

 



And so we return to Joseph who, upon seeing his brothers, breaks out of his spiritual 

stupor. Joseph may be the most important modern Jewish role model, returning to his 

faith and reclaiming his family.  His plea is to be returned eventually to the land of 

Israel, as he reasserts his Jewish identity.  Though assimilated for a long span of his 

days on earth, Joseph learns through the process of growth and maturation that being 

himself-the bearer of Judaism for generations into the future- is his destiny.  

 

So as we celebrate this holiday by holding dinners, making latkes, lighting candles, 

and bringing happy faces and the importance of our traditions to our smiling children, 

let us remember the importance of our faith and of holding on to our history and our 

heritage. May the lights of Shabbat and Hanukkah brighten all our lives.  

 


