
Parshas
Mikeitz

Biting the Hand 
that Feeds You

In Parshas Mikeitz, the Shevatim beg the 
harsh Egyptian ruler to believe them regarding 
their innocent intentions. “No, Your honor,” they 
plead, “Your servants merely came to buy food.” 
Rashi adds, “Don’t accuse us of being spies, for 
we are here to buy food.” Reb Mendele Lisker in 
Likutei Maharam asks the obvious question. How 
does saying that they came to buy food prove 
that they don’t have evil intentions?

The Likutei Maharam explains this by show-
ing us a Torah principle. We learn that Moshe 
Rabbeinu was not able to facilitate the first three 
makkos. He couldn’t strike the water that had 
saved him as an infant. Even though the need is 
great, we may not hurt something or someone 
that has done us a kindness. Similarly, Elazar 
ben Aharon did not go to war against Midyan, 
because he grew up there. You don’t go to war 
against your own people.

Now we understand Rashi. There was a fam-
ine, people were dying. There was no doubt that 
the brothers were indeed in dire need of food. The 
brothers were saying that by receiving this kind-
ness from the Mitzriim, they are thus beholden to 
them and will never be able to do them any harm.

The lesson in this is so clear, yet so very dif-
ficult to implement. After all, where is the first 
place a person lets his guard down? Where does 

one allow his truest colors to show? In his own 
home. Whom does he direct his ugliest outbursts 
at? Sadly, those closest to him. 

Whether it’s a husband at his wife, or a wife 
at her husband, it is very common for us to hurt 
the very person responsible for making our lives 
easier and better. Of course, you might some-
times get angry or upset. It might even be justi-
fied! But you need to keep in mind that here is the 
person responsible for cooking your meals and 
washing your clothes or providing for you, doing 
your heavy lifting, and making you happy.

Later in our parsha the Shevatim wonder 
why misfortune is happening to them. They turn 
to each other and ask, “Might this be because we 
failed to heed our brother’s cries?” The Shevatim 
firmly believed that they did the right thing by 
selling the young upstart. But what they regret-
ted being harsh – even if it was the right thing 
– to their brother.

The wrongdoing might be terrible, and wor-
thy of the harshest punishment, but a brother is a 
brother, a wife is a wife, and a husband is a hus-
band.

Out of sheer gratitude to our nearest and 
dearest for doing what they do and being who 
they are, we must always make sure to remain 
thankful and respectful.

T O R A H  L E S S O N S  F O R  T H E  H O M E  :  M I K E I T Z  5 7 8 1

RABBI SHIMON GRUEN

ב�"ד



Dear Rabbi Gruen, 

As of late, my wife has been dividing the household responsibilities between our chil-
dren. For example, each child gets a room that they have to clean up. I don’t approve of 
it. I don’t understand why she has to throw so much responsibility onto the kids and put 
them under so much pressure. She is home all day and should have enough time to do the 
chores herself. She does the laundry and the cooking, but she leaves all the cleaning to 
the kids – but even when they do get around to doing it, they don’t necessarily do it right.

For example, today, before I left the house, I saw the kids’ bedroom in complete disarray. 
When I asked my wife about it, she said that it is waiting for the kids, and when they get 
back from school they will tackle it.

It’s important to note that this is something my wife saw her own mother do. However, 
since my wife is from the younger ones in her family, it could be my mother-in-law only 
started doing it later on. My wife now wants to implement it when she’s just 30 years 
old. I also want to add that my wife sometimes doesn’t feel well and has a young baby at 
home – so maybe this might be a contributing factor.

I want to know if this is normal, and if there’s anything I can or should do about it.
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I will sttart by poiintiting outt tthhatt

your question doesn’t come across as ti d ’t

overly critical or negative. You seem 

to genuinely want to understand your 

wife, and you realize that this might 

be a result of her feeling overwhelmed 

by all her duties. This is a very import-

ant trait for handling interpersonal 

relationships. Before you get into a 

u need to discussion with someone, you

try to see where they are coming from t t h th i

and make an effort to understand 

their position. There are always two 

ways to look at the same thing.

Keep in mind that my response is 

based solely on your own testimony,

and there’s a good chance that when 



I hear it from your wife, I would understaandn  
her positionon diffiffeerently.

•

I’ll mentioon that I don’t think k yyou should 
see this as ann aall-or-nooththiningg sisitutuation. While 
your wife may veveryry well be ooverburdening 
the children, and wrongfullyy sso, it’s possible 
that it’s not as bad as you thihinknk.

My point is that there mightht easa ily be a 
balance of your conflicting ideas and per-
spectives, somewhere you can meet att,,
without anyone winning or losing this “de-e-
bate”. Is it only the children’s own room thatt 
she leaves for them, or the rest of the clean-
ing too? Is it all the cleaning in their rooms,
or is it only the toys they can easily clean?
Sometimes it looks more extreme from up 
close, and you might not see it objective-
ly being that you’re emotionally involved, 
whether due to pitying your children, or 
having been brought up very differently.

•

Having said that, it is possible howev-
er that you are not exaggerating at all, and
that it might even be worse than you think. 
There are some people who witness a situ-
ation that they don’t think is right, yet they
resign themselves to it. They figure that it’s 
not their problem, so why bother getting
involved? This is not always right. Children
depend on both of their parents for protec-
tion and security, and if you feel like there
is something of concern going on in relation
to them, you have a responsibility to spspeaeakk
up. This should not be done aggressivevelyly oor 
in a controlling manner, but in a smart and 
respectful way.

Keeping the house clean is your wife’s
domain, and she gets to do it her way. It’s 
important however to remember that when 
you have an opinion on how things should
be, you can’t just dispense advice and bark
orders. If you don’t like her way, your best
course of action might be to roll up your 
slsleeeevves and do it yourself. There’s aa ffamouss
vovorrt from Reb Yankele of Pshhevevororsksk. He
said, “Not only is folding the tallliliss oon Motzeeii 
Shabbos a segula for shallomom bayayisis; wawashshiing 
the sink full of disheess iis a bbigig segulala, too.o.”

•

The next thing youu wwououldld want to do is
discuss this with yoourur wwife direectctlyy.  AsAs aal-l-
ways, the time to do that is never iin the heatt
of the moment or during a crisis. Find a timee
when the house is clean and calm and that t
is when you should broach the topic.c.

When you do open the conversation,
never make it about “you vs. her”. All you
will accomplish with that is make her feel
like she is under attack and put her on the
defensive. Never, ever undermine or criticize
her performance as a housewife. Show her
that you understand how difficult it must be
for her to do everything. Validate her strug-
gles just like you did in  this letter. You can 
even add that it would be so nice if the kids 
were able to pitch in a little bit, and that you
agree that it makes sense to ask them for 
help. You can then add that at the moment 
it doesn’t llooo k like it’s working very well.
Do not makake e itit seem lilikeke yyouou tthihinknk tthahatt tht e
faillururee isis iin any way her fault. If you thinnkk
something about the system is impractical,
mentioionn itit aass impractical on the part of the
chchilildren – not aa miscalculation on her part.
Keep thehe ccononveversrsata ion technical. What is



working and what isn’t, and whwhatat ttheh  rea-
sons for it mighght t bee.

You can n ththenen aasksk her how she tthinks yoouu
can coorrrrecectt tthe sisittuation. Listen wellll when 
shshe e gives suggesstionnss, so that it dooesn’t 
llook likike allll yyou have is critique on her iddeae s. 
You can then suggest an idea of your own as 
well. MaMaybe suggesting a system of incen-
tives s and mmotivation, or the like, would be
helpfuful.l. WWhatever you do want to suggest,
don’t turn it into an arargugument; you are both 
discusussisingng aa mmutuall prp oblem.m AAfter all, yoyouu
both want t toto rraiaises rresesponsible andnd ccara ingg
peopplele, aas welell l have a clean house.

•

Throughout thee ccouo rse of the conver-
sation, repeatedly offer to help her shoul-
der the responsibilities. That will make her 
much more receptive to hearing your sug-
gestions.

As long as you stay respectful and kind, 
there is no reason to backtrack on your opin-
ion or to agree with any specific approach. 
Just stay gentle but firm when you say that 
you still feel this is not an effective strate-
gy. If she doesn’t feel like you’re criticizing 
her or blaming her, she will eventually come 
around.

•

It’s vereryy importrtanantt ththat you should kekeep
her mooththerr ooutut of ththe discusussisionon, and refrraia n 
from pointing outt that her mmother migght 
have been wrronong.g.

AdAddditionallyly, this cconversatatioionn shouldd
neveverr hahapppen in front ofof the kidds.s. In fact,
maakke sure to tell her thhaat you wwili l never 
brb ing ththis up in front of thhee chc ildrreen so that
she woontt ffeee l like you’re abboutt toto challenge
her auauthority y in the home.

•

Onee ofo  the best wawaysys tto o demonstrate
to your children that you’re unhappy with 
the status quo is not necessarily by telling
them what to do, rather to start doing what 
you think should be done. You might con-
sider entering the kids’ bedroom and start
straightening up.

Then you can more easily ask them to
help, or at least talk about how much it
would be appreciated if they were more
careful about keeping things neat. The chil-
dren might follow your cue and take over,
and if not, they may at least be inspired to
do it themselves next time.

Wishing you Bracha V’hatzlacha, a 
clean home and good clean communication 
with your wife and children, 

All the best, 

Rabbi Shimon Gruen
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