
Parshas
Vayeishev

Know Your
Competition

In this week’s Parsha we learn that “Yo-
sef brought up their negative behaviors to 
their father”. Reb Mendele Vurke’r notes that 
it doesn’t say “Yosef spoke ill of his broth-
ers”. Reb Mendele explains that Yosef was a 
tzaddik; he would never speak ill of others.

What did he do? He behaved in a way 
that was starkly different, on a greater lev-
el than his brothers. He was so unique in his 
avodas Hashem that his father couldn’t help 
but notice the contrast.

So why was Yosef punished? Because 
he should have concealed some of his be-
haviors. He shouldn’t have behaved in a way 
that would. He shouldn’t have behaved in a 
way that would attract attention from his 
father and jealousy from his brothers. In oth-
er words, he should have been aware of his 
‘competition’ and acted accordingly. 

There’s a lesson for us here: when we re-
late to our spouses and children, we need to 
be aware of the  competition.

Our children are exposed to so many 
flashy, exciting, and alluring sights and 
sounds every day. We must make sure to 
make our homes and our classrooms as 

compelling and rewarding as possible. We 
want them to feel attracted to the safe con-
fines of their homes and batei chinuch. Ob-
viously, we must try to shield them from any 
of the outside influences, but we can never 
protect them enough. The only antidote we 
have is to counter anything that they can 
possibly be attracted to outside our homes 
by radiating warmth and positivity and being 
an inspiring role model. 

Similarly, in our relationship with our 
spouses, we need to be aware of others in 
our spouse’s circle who give them more than 
we do. If your spouse feels more respected 
or validated by a coworker, sibling, or friend, 
they might not be inclined to invest as much 
in their relationship with you.

Of course that’s not how it should be, and 
the fact that someone else is giving more or 
better attention doesn’t justify their prefer-
ring that relationship over yours, yet it pays 
to be mindful of your spouse’s needs and de-
sires and, within a healthy framework, try 
to fill that need for them. The result will be 
a mutually satisfying relationship B’ezras 
Hashem. 
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Dear Rabbi Gruen, 

As far as I know, Hashem created Man and Woman with physical, emotional and spiritual 
differences. I have learned that men have a strong need for respect, while women have 
a strong desire for love and acceptance. The goal is to live in harmony by each spouse 
providing the other according to their emotional needs. 

Can you please explain what “respect” means to a man? Is it the same for all men? I real-
ly want to fulfill my tafkid as an aishes chayil. 

I married a man with a difficult, emotionally abusive background, which has caused him 
to bury his feelings. Despite his claims that he is content with the state of our marriage, I 
feel like we relate to each other in a very superficial way, almost like familiar strangers. 
We don’t have any meaningful discussions past the weather, the food, or his work. My 
husband also has no clue what a woman’s needs are. Even if I were to explain it to him, I 
don’t think he will understand.

Maybe the Rav can talk about validation and how it is oxygen for most women? My hus-
band has two chavrusos, but he doesn’t listen to shiurim. Would it be pushy of me to ask 
him to listen to the Rav’s shiur on this very important topic?

I thank you in advance.
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Your questiion has two parts. Theh re’’s 
the question of how you can give your the question of how you can give your
husband what he needs, as well as how 
you can get him to give you the things 
you need. Both are very good – albeit 
separate – questions, and they’re also 
related to each other. However, it’s im-
portant to differentiate between the 
two.

Giving and taking are both very 
important parts of a relationship. Be-

healthy ing a giver exclusively, isn’t a

approach, everyone must give approach everyone must g and 

take. An acquaintance once shared 

a fanciful illustration of this concept 

with me. There are some people who 

live in “Nemevitch” and some who 

live in “Gebevitch”. Those who live in 

Nemevitch are here to take, take, take. 

Give me, bring me, make me. They nev-

er visit Gebevitch, because they are so 

busy thinking about their own needs 



that they don’t have time to think about whahat 
others migghtht neeeedd. Characteristically, they y are 
also never satatisisfified with what they havve.e  The 
residents ofof Geebevich give and give anand give. 
HoHowew vever,r, they must remember to ssomo etimes 
payy a visit to NNemevich, lest theyy bburu n out and 
have nothing llefeft to give.e. 

•
While giving and taking bobothth nneed to hap-

pen in a marital relationship, theey y dodon’n t nececes-s-
sarily always take place at the sasamme ttimime. You 
need to give unconditionally. When you give 
solely for the purpose of receiving somethingg
in return, it can quickly lead to resentmentt -- 
especially when the desired results don’t hap-
pen as soon as you would have liked. When 
you give wholeheartedly, expecting nothing in 
return, your recipient will most often eventu-
ally give back – at least to some degree.

•
Now that we’ve separated the two parts of 

your letter, we can discuss each one. 

You start off by saying that men and wom-
en are innately different, but I’m not convinced 
that the specific differences you mention are 
true across the board. A lot of what a person 
needs depends on their inborn personality, 
rather than their gender. Everyone wants to 
feel respected and accepted. You need to find 
out what the individual person that you mar-
ried needs – regardless of what you already 
know to be true about men or women and their 
different desires. What does your husband 
like? What makes your wife’s eyes light up?

Sometimes, a wife can argue that of course 
she respects her husband! She sets out his 
clothes and serves him his food and greets him 
graciously when he walks through the ddoor.r. 
But when I ask them, “If I ask him if hee ffeeeelsls 
respected, what would he answer?”, mmanany y 
women don’t know the answer! Respect and 
love depend on your receiver. What will make 

them feel those sentiments? It is often not the 
same thing that makes you feel that way. 

•
The notion that respect is crucial for a man

is not a new concept. It is rooted in many To-
rah sources. Respect can be accomplished in 
maanyny ways, and as mentioned, it all dedepependndss 
onon yyour husband and his particularar ppersonanal-l-
itityy type. For some men it might be ttele liing him
how much you admire his attribbututess,, for otheersrs
it might be celebrating hihiss accoommplishhmments.
The main thing is to aapppreciciatate him fofor whhoo hehe
is, not whom youou wwouldd llike him m toto be. Takkee anan
interest inn ththe things thahatt exexcicitete hhimim, anandd make
themem iimpm ortant to you as wweell. 

If you were to ask yyoour r huhusbsband, “Who re-
spects you the most??””, wwhahatt wowoululdd hihiss aanswer
be? As previously stated, your husband might
find that people outside your home respect t
him more than you do. If that is the case, don’tt
panic. Find out what those people do, , anandd whwhy y 
your husband thinks that, andd thenen iimimittate
them! You can apply this formula to chinuch
as well. If you find your child relates better to
your spouse, or a grandparent, or uncle, find
out why and follow suit. Now that you know
that in order to give your husband what he
needs, you need to find out what his needs are,
we can segue into your needs and how to get 
your husband to give them to you. 

•
A woman’s needs are no less important 

than her husband’s, and it is clearly delineat-
ed in the Torah, as well. A man is commanded
to make sure his wife has everything that she 
needs and momorere..

You mementntioi nn that you don’tt tthihinkk tthhat t yoyourur
huusbsbaandd will understand what you need, and
therefore you would like him to hear it from
me. BuButt aa ququese tion begs to be asked. What will
hehe hear from me e tht at he can’t hear from you?
Why don’n’t t yoyouu tetellll hhim what your needs are? 



You know your own needs bebetttterer tthahan any-
one else, and yoyouu ara e ththe e oone whhoo caann best 
exxplplaiainn ththemem ttoo yourur husbab nd. Beingg openn aandn  
honest aboouut yyouourr dedesires is a sign off strength. 
By beingg vvululnerablble anndd sharing with hhimim how 
hehe can make youu happppy, there is a grreater 
cchance thahatt hehe will. Don’t make the misstake 
many make, assuming that once you have to 
say it, anand even ask for it, it won’t be meaning-
ful. It’’ss veryry possible that your husband really 
meanns itit ssincerely, and helping him express it 
the righht way is doing both of you a favor. 

•

ClClarariifyingg yyouour needs, takes not only vul-
nerabbilility thohougu h.h IIt t also takes healthy and 
plpleaeasantt commuuninicacation. Many people ex-
press their needss byby ccomo plaining and kvetch-
ing about what they aren’t getting. Others talk 
about it while making their spouse feel stupid 
for not getting it on their own.

Yet others make the mistake of comparing 
their spouse to others who get these things 
and treat their spouse better. And then there 
are those who generalize, about how not only 
is this area not good, but nothing is, or was, 
or will be. These methods of communication 
are not only hurtful and not appreciated, they 
don’t produce the results you’re looking for. 
Not only that, they often backfire. That’s why 
some people can complain that they already 

said what ththey neeedd aa ththouo sand times and sstill
aren’t ggetettingng iit.t. 

You can commununicate alalmomost anythinng 
you’d like inn aa nicce wwaay and it’t’llll bbring aboutut
mumuchch bbetter reessults. Staart with a cocompm liment. 
Go oon n toto ccllarifying that yyouo ’re surere tthere are
no iill intentions. Maybe eevven be vvuulnerable 
enenoughgh to take blame for nnott beingg clearer in 
the passt. ThT en go on to say -- noot t whwhat you de-
mand,, or exppece t, or is expecteted, raather - what
it is thhaat you’d aappp reciate. I belliei ve with a mes-
sage wworo ded like tthih s you’ll gett qquite a bit fur-
ther. 

•

So often I hear people say “If only my hus-
band listened to your shiurim”, or “I wish my
wife would read this”, but that is not how it 
works. When you want to get along with oth-
ers, the only person you can change is your-
self. You can change how you treat someone
else, as well how you communicate your needs
and feelings to others. It’s not always easy or 
instantly rewarding, but it is the only way to
ultimately get what you want. 

Be the change that you want to see in oth-
ers. And then watch that take effect in others 
too. 

All the best, Rabbi Shimon Gruen
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