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Sisterhood Shabbat—Sheri Frisque—D’var Torah 

How will You Choose to Live Your Life? 

In our Torah reading cycle we are now in the section referred to as 
the “Joseph Cycle.”  Taking up 4 weeks, Joseph gets more parchment 
than any other character in Genesis.  In looking through the story, we 
can see that Joseph has several defining moments in his life.  Joseph, the 
favorite son, is sold into slavery by his jealous brothers and his father 
Jacob is told Joseph is dead.  Joseph could have let it end there and 
remain a slave.  Instead he rises to prominence until he again is knocked 
off his pedestal and thrown in jail.  While in jail he interprets dreams and 
is then forgotten so that he remains in prison until he comes to the 
attention of the Pharaoh. Those life defining moments… 

This story is like looking at the entertainment pages or watching a 
soap.  There is murder, family dysfunction, violence, sex, lies and 
intrigue – however that wasn’t what I was reading in this parsha– I read 
it as Joseph working and striving to rise to the top and then being 
knocked off his pedestal – of having life’s adversity and challenges 
tossed in front of him and how he responds, how did he choose to live?  

Rabbi Audrey S. Pollack of Temple Israel in West Lafayette, 
Indiana, the new center of rabbinic writings -  wrote in “10 minutes of 
Torah” How Do You Chose to Live?  “The story of Joseph and his 
brothers resonates because its themes are familiar. Certainly there are 
times when we have found ourselves mired in stuck family systems, 
when we are estranged from a sibling or realize that our silence has 
harmed another. There are also times when we cannot help but feel that 
a loved one has treated us less than favorably.  

When his father Jacob calls to him and asks that he visit his 
brothers herding the sheep in the north near Shechem, Joseph responds ” 
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‘Here I am [Hineini],‘ ” indicating that Jacob should send him (Genesis 
37:13). Joseph does not know that this journey will take him away from 
his father for twenty-two years. He cannot have imagined that his 
journey will take him away from everything he knows, to Egypt. He 
only knows that his father called, and he responds out of love and 
respect. 

When Joseph tells his brothers of his dreams, he can be described 
as either arrogant or oblivious. He does not seem to be aware of how his 
words stir up the emotions of his brothers. And his brothers do not seem 
to respond to what must have been feelings of vulnerability and loss 
after his mother Rachel’s death. When he is thrown into the pit and 
carried away, when he is thrown into Pharaoh’s prison, and when he is 
asked to interpret Pharaoh’s dreams, Joseph journeys forward with faith. 
Joseph’s story and its resolution also ask us to consider how we react 
and respond to difficulty and challenge. How do we choose to live? 

We go about many tasks in our daily lives oblivious to the impact 
that they have on others. Yet, as Jacob and his son Joseph learn in their 
struggles, so can we. Each one of us is a messenger from the Most High. 
How will you choose to live?” Her commentary really spoke to me. 

As a Teacher for the Blind and Visually Impaired, I have many 
conversations with my students on this theme.  How will you choose to 
live?  Will this moment define the rest of your life?  Who do you want to 
be and how do you want to be remembered?  This is usually a 
conversation that continues through the years as my students get older 
and are faced with challenges. 

How do we choose to live?  Like Joseph, my students and their 
families have to look at how they react and respond to difficulty and 
challenges.   Take the seven year old child with a medical condition that 
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will absolutely result in blindness.  Does the family take the initiative to 
have him learn braille and the travel skills necessary so that when that 
time comes he is prepared and can continue with his education? Or are 
they stuck in anger, fear, and self-pity and say that they will deal with it 
when the inevitable happens.  Fortunately, this particular family has 
chosen to arm themselves with knowledge and training so that their 
child’s education can continue seamlessly.  He is learning braille and 
cane skills, which have already helped him become an independent 
traveler when it’s dark out and he can’t see. Do they grieve for their lost 
dreams for their son?  Certainly but they also say that don’t feel they 
have the right to hold him back from his potential and opportunities in 
life. 

Or consider the college student I met who woke up one day with a 
double spontaneous retinal detachment.  The night before he could see 
just fine but when he woke in the morning he could see nothing.  He 
chose to hope for the best -because a well-wisher told him that if it 
spontaneously left it may spontaneously return one day – this was in 
1996.  He has never learned braille or how to use a cane for independent 
travel.  He had people walk him to classes, counted on his friends to get 
him through school and was hoping that he will be able to continue to 
live his dream of being a sports announcer someday.  The last I heard he 
was still waiting.  This is how he let a moment define his life. 

There was another who was a braille user.  For years I had been 
suggesting that his teachers had been going easy on him “because he 
was blind you know”.  Finally there was a teacher that held the bar to the 
standards of his peers and he received the mid-term grade of a well 
deserved D.  I was thrilled – him not so much.  He finally realized that it 
was due to his not using accents and spelling words correctly – because 
“what did we expect he was blind you know.”  He could have played the 
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“blind card” as I call it but no he finally learned the correct braille 
characters for his foreign language class and spent hours relearning as 
much as he could to finally exit the class with a much deserved B. 

And finally my favorite student – we all have them – who lost his 
vision suddenly in 5th grade as a result of a virus.  I met him in 8th grade.  
He had been a gifted athlete and smart student prior to that day in 5th 
grade.  His life goal was to play football for Michigan.  After a year of 
pulling out my hair and trying everything I could think of to get him to 
buy into what he needed to do to be successful, I finally asked him if he 
was going to let his blindness define his life.  This is pretty high level 
thinking for a 9th grade boy who was really mad at the world.  He still 
wanted to play football but had pin holes – like swiss cheese – for 
vision.  He talked to the coach and his parents and received permission 
to give it shot.  The first year he practiced every practice and suited up 
for every game – where he would sit on the bench.  He was academically 
ineligible – he wouldn’t do his homework and failed most tests because 
he wouldn’t use the tools he needed to be successful.  At the end of the 
season I asked him what he was planning on doing. He said he would 
never sit on the bench again.  Now I was worried that he would give up 
football, but instead he asked me to teach him everything he needed to 
know so that he would never be academically ineligible again.  He 
graduated high school a few years later, an all-conference offensive 
center for southwest Michigan and was recruited to play college football 
in a neighboring state.  Pretty amazing. 

We all have moments that challenge and define our lives and 
hopefully like Joseph and my students, we continue to move forward.  
Take a moment to reflect on what is happening in your life and maybe 
why is this happening the way it is.  Think – is this what I want to be 
remembered for? Is this what is my defining moment or will the next 
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one be? As Rabbi Pollack stated:  “We go about many tasks in our daily 
lives oblivious to the impact that they have on others. Yet, as Jacob and 
his son Joseph learn in their struggles, so can we. Each one of us is a 
messenger from the Most High. How will you choose to live?”   

Shabbat Shalom 

 

Sources: 

Davar Acher: How Do You Choose to Live? 

November 21, 2010 by Guest Blogger:  Audrey S. Pollack 

(Originally published in Ten Minutes of Torah and Reform Voices of 
Torah) 


