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After two-plus years of agony and hardship, what can Judaism teach about the role of faith and the presence of God
in times of suffering? In this episode of TEXTing IRL, Elana Stein Hain and Dani Segal of Mabua: Israeli Beit Midrash
mine the lessons of Parashat Vayeshev and Joseph’s descent to Egypt. Drawing on rabbinic interpretations, modern
experiences, and stories of soldiers and hostages, they explore how faith can operate as moral clarity and personal
motivation during the long and often painful arc of Jewish history.

This source sheet is part of the December 8, 2025 episode of the podcast TEXTing IRL - Ideas for Real Life. Host Elana Stein Hain
sits down with guests who are accomplished practitioners in their fields to explore how classic and modern Jewish texts can help
us wrestle with and act with integrity in the face of the big dilemmas of our time.



Elana Stein Hain is the Rosh Beit Midrash and a senior research fellow at the Shalom Hartman Institute of
North America, where she serves as lead faculty and consults on the content of lay and professional
programs.

A widely well-regarded thinker and teacher, Elana is passionate about bringing rabbinic thought into
conversation with contemporary life. To this end, she hosts TEXTing IRL, a bi-weekly podcast that
considers issues relevant to Jewish life through the lens of classical and modern Torah texts; she also
teaches Talmud from the Balcony, an occasional learning seminar exposing the big ideas, questions, and

issues motivating rabbinic discussions. Elana is the author of Circumventing the Law: Rabbinic Perspectives

on Legal Loopholes and Integrity (Penn Press, 2024) which uses loopholes as a lens for understanding

rabbinic views on law and ethics.

She earned her doctorate in Religion at Columbia University and is an alumna of the Yeshiva University
Graduate Program in Advanced Talmudic Studies (GPATS) as well as the Consortium in Jewish Studies and
Legal Theory Graduate Fellowship at Cardozo School of Law. She also served for eight years as a clergy
member on the Upper West Side of Manhattan, at both Lincoln Square Synagogue and the Jewish Center,
has taught at the Wagner School at NYU, and sits on the board of Sefaria: A Living Library of Jewish Texts.

Elana is currently living in Jerusalem with her family.

Daniel Segal is the Head of the Midrasha at Mabua: Israeli Beit Midrash, an educational secular-religious
program for pre- and post-army participants. He is a graduate, and was formerly the Co-Director, of the
Beit Midrash for Israeli Rabbis at the Shalom Hartman Institute and HaMidrasha at Oranim.

Dani attended the Har Etzion Hesder Yeshiva and served as a paratrooper in the IDF. He is the founder
and director of Desert Premarital Retreats, specializing in communication in marriage.

Dani holds a BA and an MA in Hebrew Literature from The Hebrew University of Jerusalem and rabbinic
ordination from the office of the Chief Rabbinate of Israel.

The Shalom Hartman Institute is a leading research and educational center serving Israel and world Jewry. We work to
enrich the moral and spiritual life of Israel and the Jewish people, deepen the commitment to pluralism and Israel’s
Jewish and democratic character, and rebuild the covenant between Israel and the Jewish world.

Through our community of outstanding scholars and educators, the Institute develops innovative responses to the
challenges of our time, cultivates a new generation of leaders and change agents, and builds transformational
educational projects that help inspire a better Judaism and a better Israel for the 21st century.

Shalom Hartman Institute of North America
475 Riverside Drive, Suite 1800
New York, NY 10115
212-268-0300
info@shalomhartman.org | www.shalomhartman.org
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1. Bereshit (Genesis) 39:9
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“He wields no more authority in this house than I, and he has withheld nothing from me
except yourself, since you are his wife. How then could | do this most wicked thing, and
sin against God?”

2. Or HaChayyim, commentary to Bereshit 39:9
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“How then could | do this most wicked thing . . .?” By doing so | would lose everything |
have achieved. Furthermore, | would be alienating myself from the Source of All Souls,
seeing that adultery is forbidden to Gentiles as well as to Jews. This is what Joseph
meant when he said, “l would sin against God.”

3. Pirkei D’Rabbi Eliezer 39
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... and when he wished to accustom himself to sin, he saw the image of his father, and
repented concerning it.

4. Bereshit (Genesis) 40:8
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And they said to him, “We had a dream, and there is no one to interpret them.” So Joseph
said to them, “Surely God can interpret! Tell me [your dream].”

5. Seforno, commentary to Bereshit 40:8
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Surely God can interpret! The wisdom to interpret a dream is something divinely inspired,
seeing that humanity has been created in God’s image. It is therefore possible that even
I may have been endowed with such wisdom, even though | am a lowly servant and on
top of my misfortune, | am in jail. It may therefore be possible that you erred when you
said that there is no one who can interpret your dreams.

6. Amir Gilboa, “Gedolim Ma’asei Elohai” (Great are the Deeds of My God)

Translated by Levi Morrow
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Great are the deeds of my God. God comes with me

In all the terrifying sights and all the crying corners.

God sees me in the sadnesses and trusts in my happiness

One day, which will come to exist

Forever. Great are the deeds of my God,

From the day on which | knew God. | give thanks to you, my God,
Behold my happiness comes. Behold it comes and descends upon me.

7. 2vi Kolitz, Yos! Rakover Talks to God, 1999

| believe in the God of Israel, even when He has done everything to make me cease to
believe in Him. | believe in His laws even when | cannot justify His deeds. My relationship
to Him is no longer that of a servant to his master, but of a student to his rabbi. | bow my
head before His greatness, but | will not kiss the rod with which He chastises me. | love
Him. But | love His Torah more. Even if | were disappointed in Him, | would still cherish His
Torah. God commands religion, but His Torah commands a way of life—and the more we
die for the way of life, the more immortal it is! (pp. 17-18)



| am saying all this to You in plain words because | believe in You, because | believe in You
more than ever before, because | know now that You are my God. For You are not, You
cannot be the God of those whose deeds are the most horrific proof of their militant
godlessness.

For if You are not my God—whose God are You? The God of the murderers?

If those who hate me, who murder me, are so dark, so evil, who, then, am | if not one who
embodies some spark of Your light and Your goodness? (p. 20)

My rabbi used to tell me, again and again, the story of a Jew who escaped the Spanish
Inquisition with his wife and child and made his way in a small boat across the stormy sea
to a stony island. A flash of lightning exploded and killed his wife. A whirlwind arose and
hurled his child into the sea. Alone, wretched, discarded like a stone, naked and barefoot,
lashed by the storm, terrified by thunder and lightning, his hair disheveled and his hands
raised to God, the Jew made his way up onto the rocky desert island and turned thus to
God:

“God of Israel,” he said, “I have fled to this place so that | may serve You in peace, to follow
your commandments and glorify Your name. You, however, are doing everything to make
me cease believing in You. But if You think that You will succeed with these trials in
deflecting me from the true path, then | cry to You, my God and the God of my parents,
that none of it will help You. You may insult me, You may chastise me, You may take from
me the dearest and the best that | have in the world, You may torture me to death—I will
always believe in You. | will love You always and forever—even despite You.”

Here, then, are my last words to You, my angry God: None of this will avail You in the least!
You have done everything to make me lose my faith in You, to make me cease to believe
in You. But | die exactly as | have lived, an unshakeable believer in You.

Praised be forever the God of the dead, the God of vengeance, of truth and judgment,
who will soon unveil His face to the world again and shake its foundations with His
almighty voice.

“Sh’ma Yisroel! Hear, Israel! The Lord is our God, the Lord is one. Into Your hands, O Lord,
| commend my soul.” (p. 24)



8. Bereshit (Genesis) 50:20
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Besides, although you intended me harm, God intended it for good, so as to bring about
the present result—the survival of many people.

9. Seforno, commentary to Bereshit 50:20
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God helped exploit the terrible situation for the benefit (of Egypt).
10. Tehillim (Psalms) 126
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“The LORD has done great things for them!”
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he shall come back with songs of joy,

carrying his sheaves.
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