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INTRODUCTION

The account of Joseph and his family that is found in Genesis 37-50
is one of the best-known stories in the entire Bible. It is an extended narra-
tive that traces the fall and rise of a young man from Canaan who literally
bottoms out in a well only to attain a position of such power and promi-
nence that people from all over the world come to Egypt (o grovel at his
feet. Along the way Joseph finds himself in some tight spots and compro-
mising situations that rival anything Indiana Jones ever encountered.

It’s your classic rags-to-riches plot with enough twists and turns to
satisfy the cravings of the most well-read mystery novel fan. Like all good
stories, Joseph'’s explores themes that have troubled and titillated people
throughout history and into our own day. What distinguishes it from most
of them is the wide range of such topics it treats in a relatively brief text.
Murder, adultery, power, betrayal, sibling rivalry, greed, natural disaster,
and mistaken identity are all prominently featured in this story, which pre-
sents Joseph as the ultimate survivor. This is the stuff television miniseries
are made of, although at times it seems that a soap opera might be a more
appropriate vehicle to portray the events of Joseph’s life.

To put it simply, it is a great story because it addresses issues that con-
cern us all and it does so in a way that is engaging and memorable. In this
book we will consider how and why the story of Joseph and his family has
such a powerful effect on its readers. We will do this by employing some of
the methods commonly used by Bible scholars and others who analyze
texts. In particular, we will make use of approaches that have proved to be
helpful in the study of works, like the Joseph story, that are written in nar-
rative form. Comparative analysis is a method commonly employed by
Bible scholars that has been quite helpful in determining both what the
Bible shares in common with literature from other times and places and
what is distinctive or unique about it. Another approach we will utilize js
called narrative criticism, which attempts to study how stories are com-
posed and the various elements that comprise them. When we read the Joseph
story with the tools provided by comparative analysis and narrative criti-
cism we are in a position to answer some of the questions typically raised
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by rhetorical criticism, a third methodology that will inform the. approach
adopted throughout this book. One of the primary aims of rhetom}al analy-
sis is to discover how a text attempts to persuade its reader to think a cer-
tain way about the characters and events of the story. The following chapters
will show how an attentive reading of the text that makes use of tthe
methodologies—comparative analysis, narrative criticism, and rhetorical
criticism—can enhance the reader’s understanding and enjoyment of the
Joseph story.

A Tale of Two Josephs: Comparative Analysis

Since the nineteenth century many texts from ancient Near Eastern
cultures have been discovered, deciphered, and compared to sections of the
Bible. The majority of these texts have come from Mesopotamia, Egy‘pt,
and Canaan, and most of them predate the biblical material. An unde‘rlym'g
assumption of scholars” attempts to read these texts in ]igl-n c.)f the' Bible is
that they can somehow allow us to better understand the biblical literature.
The results of these efforts have varied, depending on the nature of the
extra-biblical evidence and the methods (and, sometimes, the personal agen-
das) of the scholars studying them.

On rare occasions texts have been unearthed that are almost v.vord—
for-word parallels to what is contained in the Bible. An example of this can
be seen in Prov 22:17-24:34, a collection of wisdom sayings closely mir-
rored in the Egyptian work “The Instruction of Amenemope” from around
1100 B.C.E. Most of the time the relationships between the Bible and othfﬁr
ancient Near Eastern writings are less obvious, but the latter often s_tlll
prove very useful to Bible scholars. They can provide valuable infonnan?n
regarding the contexts out of which the Bible emerged, the 'gcnres of writ-
ing found within it, the themes it treats, and even the meanings of obscure
Hebrew words. Biblical laws, prophetic texts, creation accounts, royal an-
nals, and wisdom literature are just a few of the many types of biblical lit-
erature that have benefited from such comparative analysis.

By way of illustration we can cite a few well-_kn.own exa.mples of the
impact this kind of study has had on the field of biblical studlgs. Both the
biblical story of creation that is found in Gen 1:1-2:4a and the account of
Noah and the Flood (Genesis 6-9) have often been compared to
Mesopotamian texts discovered in the nineteenth century that are m?lch
older than the biblical material. In the view of some scholars these apcnent
Near Eastern texts contain some provocative parallels to the Genesis ver-
sions of the events that raise important questions about the origin and back-
ground of the biblical accounts.
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In 1928 a trove of texts and other material dating back to the four-
teenth century B.C.E. was discovered in northern Canaan and immediately
had an impact on biblical scholarship. The texts were written in a previ-
ously unknown language that was given the name Ugaritic (from the city-
state of Ugarit where they were found) and proved to be from (he same
linguistic family as Hebrew. The close philological and grammatical links
between the two languages have made the corpus of Ugaritic writings a
valuable tool in understanding problematic Hebrew words and structures
that had been troubling Bible scholars for generations. In addition, the
Ugaritic texts provided remarkably detailed information on the nature of
Canaanite religion during the period when Israelite religion began to emerge
in the same general area. For the first time scholars had background infor-
mation on the worship of Canaanite deities mentioned in the Bible like
Baal and El, and they could better understand the context in which Israelite
religion began to take shape.

As noted, most of these texts from the ancient Near East were produced
before the various works that now comprise the Hebrew Bible were written
down and eventually, at a much later date, collected together. Scholars have
long debated when the different sections of the Hebrew Bible were written
and how they were given their final shape in the form we have today. But most
agree that even the oldest poitions of the text (the issue of exactly which por-
tions these are is not completely settled) were composed centuries alter some
of the ancient Near Eastern material to which the Bible has been compared.

There is also a sizeable body of material that is contemporaneous with
or later than the Hebrew Bible and that has been studied in light of it.and
compared to it. Most of these sources are of Jewish origin and can there-
fore be designated as “biblically affiliated” to distinguish them from other
ancient Near Eastern writings that come from contexts that are culturally,
chronologically, and theologically farther removed from the Hebrew Bible.
Many of these writings, like the midrashim and the Talmud, come from the
rabbis. The term “midrashim” refers to those rabbinic writings that treat
passages of the Hebrew Bible by commenting on them and often adding to
them by filling in gaps in the text or answering the questions and solving
the problems the texts raise. The Talmud (there are actually two versions,
one that originated in Palestine in the fifth century C.E. and the other from
Babylon about a century later) is a collection of rabbinic commentary on

Jewish law, including legal material found in the Hebrew Bible. Both the
midrashim and the Talmud are regularly consulted by Bible scholars as
they attempt to understand and interpret the biblical material.

Various translations and versions of the biblical text are also frequently
studied and compared to one another. One of the main texts of comparison is
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the Septuagint, a Greek translation of the Hebrew Bible that was done |.n
Alexandria, Egypt in the third century B.C.E. It is not an exact word-for-word
translation of the Hebrew text since significant differences exist betwet?n the
two versions. In places the Septuagint includes material not present in the
Hebrew text and elsewhere it leaves out entire sections of it. One of the most
interesting examples of this can be seen in the book of Jeremiah, whose length
is about one-eighth shorter in the Greek version than it is in the Hebrew.

A similar phenomenon can be observed in the Dead Sea Scrolls,.a
cache of biblical and non-biblical writings whose discovery in the 194Qs is
considered by many to be the greatest archaeological find of the twentieth
century. Among the fragments and manuscripts found at the Dead ‘Sea are
the oldest examples of biblical texts in existence. When t‘hese -versmns are
compared to what is written in the Bible as we have received it, many dif-
ferences, some of them quite significant, can be observed. Study 9f how
the biblical material compares to the evidence found in the Septu'agmt, the
Dead Sea Scrolls, and versions written in other languages often raises some
very important questions about the formation and transmi§sion of t|.1e Bnb}e.

As this brief survey suggests, the practice of comparing th_e Bible 'wn.h
other writings, both “foreign” and closer to home, has a !qng history 'wnhm
biblical scholarship. There is another body of biblically aﬁlhate(! material thzft
is less frequently studied. Th fact, most people are shocked .to discover lhi)lt it
has any association with the Bible whatsoever. I am referring t9 {he Quran,
(he sacred text of Islam, which is the faith of more than one billion 'pe'ople
throughout the world today. Non-Muslims, especially Jews and.Clmsnans,
are often quite surprised to discover that the Quran has much in common
with the Bible, but there is no denying that this is the case. of partfcular }nter-
est (o us is the fact that the Quran frequently refers to figures mentioned in the
Bible and contains many stories associated with these characters that are clear
parallels to biblical traditions. Adam, Noah, Abraham, Moses,-Mary the
mother of Jesus, and Jesus himself are among those who play prqmment roles
in Islam’s sacred text. Another biblical character who is featured in the Quran

is Joseph. whose story will be the focus of our attention. .

How this material ended up in the Quran is a questl'on whose answer
depends on who is doing the asking. According to Muslims tl'xe Quran 1s
the verbatim word of God (allah in Arabic) that was comml_mlgated to the
prophet Muhammad through the agency of tlTe ang.el Gabnejl in set:'cr;llr
century C.I. Arabia. 1t renders all prior revelations, like the Bxblfe, obsolete
and is meant to serve as a guide for all humanity. One of the recurring ﬂ_\emes
throughout the text is the need for people to submit (i'n Arabic, islam) to
Allalv’s will, and the one who does so is called a muslim. That same mes-
sage was sent (o prior prophets like the biblical ones mentioned above, but
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their followers distorted it and did not preserve it in its authentic form. This
necessitated the sending of a final prophet, Muhammad, with the definitive
and unaltered form of the message (the Quran) that serves as a corrective
to all previous versions.

For Muslims, then, the presence of “biblical” stories in their text is to
be expected since Allah has spoken to these prior prophets and figures of the
past. But they consider the Quran’s account to be the only accurate one. In
those places where the Bible conforms to the contents and message of their
text it is legitimate divine revelation. But where it differs we have an indica-
tion of those places where the Bible was tampered with and distorted.

This is, of course, not how Jews and Christians understand the rela-
tionship between the Quran and the Bible. In fact, many of them find the
Muslim view of the Bible to be an insult and affront to their faith. Some
Bible readers hurl the charge of distortion back at the Qurran and claim that
the Islamic text is derivative or a product of Muhammad’s fertile imagina-
tion. Others have gone to the extreme of maintaining that the Quran is the
work of the devil. Not all Jewish and Christian assessments of the relation-
ship between the two books have been negative. Some have preferred to
focus on the similarities between the Bible and the Quran and the oppor-
tunities they present for dialogue and mutual understanding among the
members of the monotheistic faiths. Others see the lack of agreement in
the two texts as evidence of the way God speaks in different ways to people
in different contexts.

However-one chooses to understand the shared stories in the Quran
and the Bible, their presence in the two books holds the potential for a posi-
tive outcome. It can allow believers from each side to learn something about
the beliefs and worldview of the other side while simultaneously learning
something about their own. Just as reading texts from the ancient Near East
can help improve our understanding of the Bible, so too can a considera-
tion of the way the Quran tells the stories increase our appreciation of the
forms they take in their biblical context. That is a basic premise of this
book, and it is the main reason why we will engage in a comparative analy-
sis of the Joseph story in the Quran and the Bible. We are not interested in
the question of who got the story right and who got it wrong. Rather, our
concern is with the different ways the two books tell the tale and the impact
this difference has on the reader.

The Joseph story in the Qurian is unusual for a couple of reasons. It
takes up virtually the entirety of chapter 12 in the Islamic text, the only one
of the book’s 114 chapters that comprises a single narrative. In addition, at
about one hundred verses it is the longest narrative the Quran contains. The
overall plot of the Islamic version mirrors that of the biblical one, but, as is
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the case with all the stories the two books share, there are some significant
differences between them. When we put the two of them side by side, as we
will be doing, the story clearly becomes a tale of two Josephs. He and the
other characters often speak and act in noticeably different ways in the two
accounts. This has an impact on how the reader experiences the story and the
Jessons he or she takes away from it. A comparative analysis that puts t‘he
Bible and the Quran in conversation with each other enables us to recognize
the differences between the accounts and also sheds light on aspects of each
that we might normally miss. An approach that employs the tools of narrative
criticism is the most cffective means of realizing that goal. Before we discuss
that methodology, a few final comments on the Qur’an are in order. .

This book does not pretend to be an introduction to the Quran. It is
my hope that you will learn some things about Islam’s sacred text aft.er
reading this book, but what you learn will be just the tip of the prqverblal
iceberg. A more complete introduction to the Quran can be attalqed by
consulting some of the books listed in the bibliography at the end. It is al§o
not my intent to give you a false sense of the contents of the Qur’an.‘Whlle
narrative is found throughout the book and biblical figures play an impor-
tant role in it, most of the text is quite different in tone and content from
what you will be exposed to here. The best way to complete the picture, of
course, is to read more of the Quran, and some English editions are rec-
ommended in the bibliography.

As stated above, the Quran's Joseph story can allow us to read ffmd
think about its more familiar Genesis counterpart from a fresh perspective.
Equally important is the opportunity it provides for non-Muslims to learn
something about Islam, the most misunderstood religion in the world. Con-
trary fo what many people think, Islam is a religion of peace that does not
teach its followers to hate the members of other faiths. It has a great deal in
common with the other monotheistic traditions, but adherents of all three
religions typically spend far too much time focusing on wt.la( c‘livides them
and [ail to appreciate all they have in common. At no time in history has an
acknowledgment of our shared heritage as children of Abraham been-more
necessary than it is now. It is my hope that the experie‘nce of Fo‘okmg.at
Joseph through Joseph’s eyes might serve as a model for interreligious dia-
logue among Muslims, Christians, and Jews.

Seeing the Big Picture: Narrative Criticism
In recent decades it has become increasingly common for scholars to
read and analyze biblical stories as just that: stories. When cr.mcal study of
the Bible bégan to take shape in the eighteenth century the primary empha-
i
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sis was placed on getting behind the text to understand its origin and for-
mation. Consequently, a great deal of attention was paid to matters like the
possible sources, likely authors, and originating contexts of the material
that comprises the Bible. This had the effect of causing scholars to think of
the Bible and the individual books within it primarily as collections of dis-
crete and separate works. The names of some of the methods that emerged
as a result of this approach—source criticism, form criticism, redaction
criticism (which studies the editorial process of combining sources)—
reflect this view of the biblical material.

Studying the text in this way, often referred to as the historical-critical
method, has proved to be a success because it has increased our understand-
ing of the complex nature of the Bible. But, like all approaches, it has its Jimi-
tations. One of the drawbacks is that it does not always pay sufficient
attention to the text as a whole since many of the questions the historical-
critical method seeks to address concern the prehistory of the text. In other
words, this method is often more interested in the process of how the Bible
came to be than in the final product. To use an analogy from the world of art,
Bible scholars can sometimes be like a person who stands before a painting
and is fixated by the individual colors but fails to appreciate how they all fit
together to create an object of beauty. The big picture is missed.

More recently other approaches have been developed that attempt to
take in the big picture and are less interested in how biblical texts reached
the form in which we now have them. These approaches do not ask ques-
tions about the possible sources behind a text or how those sources were
edited together. They are coricerned only with the end result of that edito-
rial process and ask questions about the text as we have it, as it is read and
experienced by people.

Narrative criticism is one of these newer approaches. Since the middle
of the twentieth century biblical scholars have begun to draw upon the
methods and insights of scholars who study other bodies of literature such
as novels, folk tales, and works of mythology. As they have applied to the
biblical material what they have learned from these literary critics, new
ways of studying and interpreting the Bible have emerged. Rhetorical criti-
cism, reader-response criticism, structuralism, and narrative criticism are
some of the major approaches that have emerged within biblical scholar-
ship as a result of this collaboration.

This way of studying the Bible makes sense the more one thinks about
it. It might seem strange to some to refer to parts of a sacred text like the
Bible as “stories,” but that is exactly what they are. In fact, story, or narra-
tive, is the form that dominates a significant portion of the Bible. Why not
study that material with the tools that have proved to be most effective for
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that task even if those tools were initially designed for ion-biblical litera-
ture? To refuse to do so would be like refusing to attach a key.board to a
computer because keyboards were originally created for typewnters. .

Narrative criticism is primarily interested in how stories are structul'ed
and arranged. Tt pays attention to the elements of a narrative that serve as its
building blocks and give it shape. Like all forms of literature, stories make
use of certain conventions and literary devices that are employed by the au-
thor in order to communicate with the reader. Narrative criticism. studies
how these various aspects function in a given story. This bgok discusses
some of the major elements of narratives as they are f.ond in the Jos.eph
story in the Quran and the Bible. The story will be lelded‘ into SeCllOl.lS
and each chapter will focus on certain elements of the narrative. They wx}l
be treated in the following order: (1) how a story begins; (2) the narrz.lt'or S
role and characterization; (3) events and the use of time; (4) repetition;
(5) gaps: and (6) how a story ends. '

A detailed treatment of each of these elements for each ses:gon (?f the
story is not possible here. A particular aspect of narrative critl'msm is dtl}e
focus of each chapter, hut other aspects that are more fully discusse mf
other chapters are regularly mentioned and considered. Anofher way 0
saying this is that there is an adaptable and interchangeabl.e dlme:nsxon‘ to
the relationships among the chapters. For example, the eplsoqe in which
the master’s wile attempts to seduce Joseph (Chapter Two? is ana'lyzed
from the point of view of the narrator’s role and characterization, while thte
description of Joseph’s time in prison (Chapter Three) foqllses on evenls
and the use of time. The reader is encouraged to reverse the‘two and 'app y
1o one section of the story the methodological princip?es dlSCU-SSCd in thg
reatment of the other. How does the narrator funct10f1 in the prison scene’
How is time presented in the seduction scene? This kind of ap'proach to the
material will allow the reader to gain some practical exp(’:rlence of how
narrative criticism works and should lead to some interesting results and

ascinating classroom discussion. o
h%";])lr siigling out narrative criticism and using it excllllsively in (hl.S s‘:ucI:y
of the Joseph story, 1 do not want to give the impression that I thm‘ t e
historical-critical method is unnecessary or irrelevant. Just the opposite 18
the case. In my view that approach has proved to bf: an extrerr}ely valuable
tool in the task of analyzing biblical material and it will continue to make
important contributions to the field. But it is only one (?f scvefal tools, e?cl}
of which approaches the text in a unique way by gskmg a dlffcre'nt set 0
questions. In this book we will be asking the questlons.that narrative (':.rm—
cism brings to a text, but they are not the only qugstlons worth'askmg.
Sometimes they are not even the first or most important questions we
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should ask. For the study of a body of literature that is as diverse and com-
plex as the Bible multiple approaches are needed. The reader who is able to
study the text from different perspectives is in a better position to appreci-
ate that richness and complexity.

The relationship between Genesis 38 and the rest of the Joseph story
is a notoriously difficult issue to resolve. After the description ol Joseph
being sold into Egypt by his brothers in chapter 37 there is an abrupt shift
to a story about Judah (one of Joseph’s brothers) and.an improper relation-
ship he has with his daughter-in-law Tamar. Chapter 39 then resumes the
Joseph story and opens by repeating the statement found at the end of chap-
ter 37 that he was sold to an Egyptian official named Potiphar. Scholars
have disagreed about the connection between the Joseph story and the in-
terlude involving Judah and Tamar. Some see it as an insertion that intrudes
and has very little to do with the Joseph story as a whole. Others have main-
tained that there are a number of thematic and vocabulary links between
the two that suggest the Judah/Tamar episode is, in fact, an integral part of
the story of Joseph.

In this book the former view will be followed lor a couple of reasons.

In the first place, the Judah/Tamar material disrupts the flow of the Joseph
story despite the presence of elements that are echoed elsewhere in Genesis
37-50. Our analysis will employ the tools of narrative criticism to analyze
the Joseph story and there is no reason to treat material that does not ad-
vance or contribute to that story in any substantive way. The chapter deal-
ing with Judah and Tamar is a fascinating narrative that deserves carelul
study, but its relevance for our purposes is minimal. A second reason why
we will not be considering Genesis 38 is that it has no counterpart in the
Quran and therefore cannot be the subject of a comparative analysis. The
lack of a parallel story in the other text does not automatically exclude a
consideration of it. In fact, we will see that the Qur’an, too, contains a
scene that is unique to it, and it will be discussed in some detail in Chap-
ter Two. But when we compare it to the Judah/Tamar material we can see
an important difference. The story of the dinner party that the wife of
Joseph’s master has for the women of the city is well integrated into the
Quran’s version of the story and it has a significant bearing on how the
plot develops. It therefore deserves scrutiny in a wity that the Judah/Tamar
story doés not.

The translation of the biblical text used throughout the book is that of
the New Revised Standard Version (NRSV). The translation of the Quran’s
Joseph story is my own, and a few brief comments about it are in order.
Arabic, like Hebrew, is a highly gendered language in which the grammati-
cal distinction between masculine and feminine is apparent in words other
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than nouns and pronouns. This is different from a language like Engl@h
where, for example, the verb “speaks” remains gender free until a subject
is attached 10 it. In Arabic there are two separate forms of the verb depend-
ing on whether the one doing the speaking is male or female. In the Qur’an
z\lfwords that refer to or describe Allah are masculine in gender, and I have
translated them into English accordingly in order to give the reader as ac-
curate and literal a sense of the text as possible. But this should not lead to
the mistaken assumption that Muslims envision the deity as a male. As an
aniconic religion, Islam forbids any attempt to depict or visually reprcspnt
Allah. To do so would be to engage in shirk, or association, the worst sina
person can commit and the only offense that cannot be forgich. To ascrlb.e
a human trait like maleness to Allah would be an example of this becax.JSfa it
would associate a quality from the created world with the un(frcateq divine
nature and therefore limit it. According to traditional Muslim }whef, th_e
deity is completely transcendent and unknowabl.e t9 human bel'ngs. As is
commonly the case with other fanguages, the Iimntanor‘ls of cx?rtam features
of Arabic, in this case its use of gender, often make it ill-equipped to com-
municate the subtleties and nuances of theological belief. ‘

When comparing the accounts of the Joseph story i.n the Plble Zlnd the
Quran I have followed the practice of referring to the.delty as :.Mlah wl?en
discussing the Islamic text and as “God” when treating Gene'51§. By d_o.mg
so | am not implying that the two terms refer to separate ansi distinct demf;s.
The Quran and Muslim faith insist that the God of Islam is t.he God of the
Bible, and I do not mean to challenge or undermine that belief. Tfle terms
are used in order to help avoid confusion on the reader’s part: thl‘S terrr)ll-
nology distinguishes between the two texts so that they can be more easily
and accurately compared. )
" ‘I(ieadingyz\ tcx{)in translation is always frz}ught wit.h pr'o}?lcms. Itis
very much an experience of “being on the outside, looking in because a
translation, no matter how good, is never able to capture the total eSTSenc'e
of the original. There is a definite truth in the old adage that somefhm%] |st
always lost in a translation. When it comes t.o th.e Quran, the. first thing ’; hi"
is usually lost is one of the text’s most (llstlnf:tlve features, its poegry% clz
typically takes the form of a rhyming pattern in which the last wor o (;?
verse ends with the same or a similar sound. In the Joseph story this etfect
is realized by ending almost every verse with the letter m or n preceded by
a long vowel. The result is a string of some one h%mdred .verse_s‘ the}t con(-1
clude in a similar way with the most common enfhngs being —un: -in, anh

-im, a pattern that cannot be duplicated in tran'slatlon.. The (?ur"ar; s eJ‘(l)isdeg]t
story therefore has a poesic and sonorous qual'lty that is parhc:l arly evid
when the text is chanted by someone trained in the art of Qur’an recitation.

Introduction | xix

The poetic dimension of the text does not mean we should set aside the
tools of narrative criticism to study it. This is clearly a story, albeit one that
rhymes in its original language, and it is perfectly appropriate to analyze it
as such by making use of the best methods at our disposal. This is also an
approach that has won favor within the Islamic community. In recent times
a number of Muslim scholars have studied the Qurian’s Joseph story as nar-
rative; some examples of these efforts are listed in the bibliography.

The same disclaimer I put forth earlier when discussing the Quran
applies here. This book is not meant to offer a comprehensive treatment of
narrative criticism. It is an attempt to introduce the reader to the method
and the potential it has to facilitate our understanding of stories like that of
Joseph. The essentials of narrative criticism are covered, but much more
could be said about them as well as about other aspects of the approach.
Several very fine works that give a more detailed presentation of the method
are available and they, too, are listed in the bibliography.

Joseph Meets Joseph: Rhetorical Criticism

A comparative analysis of the Joseph story in the Qurran and the Bible
that is informed by narrative criticism allows us to come to a fuller under-
standing of the rhetorical dimension of the two texts. Many authors write
with a desire to do more than simply entertain or communicate information
to their audience. They often attempt to influence their readers by convinc-
ing them to think a particular way after having read their work. For ex-
ample, it could be that the author wishes to alter the reader’s view of some
important individual or event. Or it might be that the author wants the reader
to change his or her opinion about some topic.

Rhetorical criticism studies how authors attempt to persuade their read-
ers. The different ways authors go about this task can be easily illustrated
by picking up a newspaper and comparing the front page to the editorial
page. At first glance the front page appears to be nothing but a set of ar-
ticles that simply communicate the nuts and bolts of stories without any
explicit attempt to influence the reader’s perception of what happened. But
that is not the case at all. Each article is the result of conscious decisions by
the author regarding what gets reported, how it gets reported, and what gets
left out of the story. Each of these decisions has an impact on the reader’s

perception of and reaction to the article, but it is easy for this aspect of the
story to escape our notice since it is presented as “objective reporting.”

When you open up the editorial page it is impossible to miss the hand
and the agenda of the writer. Here is where the author shares his or her
opinion and attempts to convince the readers that they should be of the
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same mind. The writer says, “here’s what I think, and if you have any brains
at all you'll think the same way.” It is a much more overt and blatant form
of persuasion than what is found on page one.

Stories of a religious nature like those found in the Bible and the Quran
usually attempt to persuade their readers, but the form this takes is often
closer to that of the front page than it is to the editorial page. There is no
denying the fact that parts of the Bible and the Quran read like the most
aggressively opinionated editorials, but the narratives in the books tend to
exhibit a subtler rhetoric that is less pronounced. The Joseph story is a case
in point. Although its attempts to influence the reader are sometimes ap-
parent, more often than not they are less obvious and can easily escape de-
tection. Only careful analysis that pays attention to the clues can allow us
to get a sense of the author’s rhetorical intent.

A comparative approach that adopts the method of narrative criticism
is an excellent way to achieve this goal. When the differences between the
two versions arc noted and studied, the agenda and focus of each becomes
clear. In effect, we can more easily see what it is that the author wants us to
think about the events and characters of the story. In the same way, the
tools of narrative criticism enable us to understand how each story makes
use of the conventions of storytelling in its effort to persuade the reader.

Many others have written on the Joseph story in both the Bible and the
Qurran, and some of the most relevant works can be found in the list of sug-
gested readings. 1 have learned a great deal from consulting these writings,
but T have avoided direct reference to them throughout the course of this
book. The primary reason for this decision is that T want to keep the focus
squarely on a comparative study of the two texts, an approach that has rarely
been attempted. The works cited in the bibliography provide excellent back-
ground to the material we will study and the methads we will employ, bnt
none of them puts the Bible and the Quran in conversation with each other
in a prolonged and detailed way. We will listen in on that conversation in
order to see what happens in the encounter between Joseph and Joseph.

To put the matter another way, this book takes quite literally the title
of the series to which it belongs: here Joseph “interfaces” with Joseph. His
biblical self is put in dialogue with his Quranic self and we attempt to
monitor the exchange. The same might be said of all the other characters in
the story. His father, his brothers, his master’s wife, the other prisoners,
and Pharaoh all have Islamic counterparts who are similar to, but different
from, those found in Genesis. They, too, will interface and the results will
often be surprising. But perhaps the most surprising outcome will be the
reader’s realization that, just as with skinning cats, there’s more than one
way to tell a story and both are worth reading.



CHAPTER TWO

The Narrator and Characters:
Joseph and Potiphar’s Wife
(Genesis 39:1-19; Quir’an 12.‘21—34)

The Bible and the Qurian both report that Joseph is rescued from the
well by a group of travelers and ends up in Egypt where he becomes part of
the household of a mun whose wife unsuccessfully attempts to seduce him.
This is one of the most famous scenes of the entire Joseph story, and it has
been the subject of countless works of art in Judaism, Christianity, and
Istam. It is a well-written narrative of sexual intrigue that addresses issues
like unfulfilled desire, revenge, and moral responsibility, themes that have
spoken to people for ages.

Our analysis of this section is mainly interested in how the informa-
tion contained in the story is communicated to the reader. What role does
the narrator bluy'.’ Does the reader learn about the characters through their
own words and actions, or through some other means? How is time pre-
sented and manipulated in the text? Attention to these and related issues
can teach us a great deal about how a text is constructed and how it at-
tempts to persuade its readers to accept its version of the events.

The attempted seduction is the focal point of the narrative for both the
Quran and the Bible. But before describing that encounter each text presents
~ome background information that exerts influence on how the reader will
cvaluate the characters. We will examine these two sections separately, but
first some comments on how stories are organized and structured are in order.

The Greek philosopher Aristotle was the first person to engage in criti-
<ul study of literary works, and he determined that plots are composed of
.ree parts: a beginning, a middle, and an end. The beginning, or exposi-
Lo, presents the background information of the story that helps to estab-
.i<h the context of the narrative for the reader. The end is the conclusion of
the story describing the situation after the events of the narrative have taken

23
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place. The middle section is where most of the action of the plot usually
occurs. This section is typically divided into three subsections. The first is
the complication that introduces some element into the story that will lead
to a crisis for one or more of the characters. The second is the change that
is brought about as a result of this complication. This can be an external
change of situation in which the circumstances of the character(s) have
been altered in some way, or it can be an internal change of knowledge
whereby the character(s) now know(s) something previously unknown.
The third subsection is the resolution or unraveling, in which the results of
the change are made apparent to the reader.

It is common to speak of a book or a story as having a single plot, but
if we apply this framework to most narratives it is apparent that, in fact,
they usually contain a number of sequential or interrelated plots. This will
become clear when we think of the first section of the Joseph story that was
treated in the previous cHapter. Within the context of the Joseph story as a
whole it functions as the exposition, since it introduces some of the major
characters and explains how Joseph ends up in Egypt, where most of the
remainder of the narrative will take place. But if we think of it as an inde-
pendent unit it is an entire plot unto itself, since it has its own complica-
tion, change, and resolution.

In addition, we can often identify more than one of each of these ele-
ments in a given story. For example, where do we locate the change in Genesis
377 Joseph goes through a significant change of situation when his broth-
ers throw him into the well. But Jacob also experiences a change of knowl-
edge when he receives the false word that Joseph has been killed. While
the change Joseph undergoes might be more significant in terms of the
overall story of Genesis 37-50, that of Jacob also plays an important role
as the narrative unfolds. We should therefore keep in mind that narratives
like the Joseph story are often composed of discrete subunits that contribute
to the overall organization of the larger plot but can also be studied as sepa-
rate literary entities in their own right. The structure of the section we now
turn to is a case in point.

Prelude to a Kiss (Genesis 39:1-6; Qur’an 12:21-22)

As noted above, before describing the attempted seduction the Bible
and the Quran provide the reader with some background information. In
the biblical text this material is found in Genesis 39:1-6.

‘Now Joseph was taken down to Egypt, and Potiphar, an ofticer of
Pharaoh, the captain of the guard, an Egyptian, bought him from the
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Ishmaelites who had brought him down there. *The Lord was with,_
Joseph, and he became a successful man; he was in the house of his
Egyptian master. *His master saw that the Lord was with him, and that
the Lord caused all that he did to prosper in his hands. ‘So Joseph found
favor in his sight and attended him; he made him overseer of his house
and put him in charge of all that he had. *From the time that he made
him overseer in his house and over all that he had, the Lord blessed
the Egyptian’s house for Joseph’s sake; the blessing of the Lord was
on all that he had, in house and field. °So he lefi all that he had in Joseph’s
charge; and, with him there. he had no concern for anything but the
food that he ate. Now Joseph was handsome and good-looking.

Taken on their own, these six verses are an independent narrative unit
since they tell a story and contain the basic elements of a plot. They de-
scribe Joseph’s arrival in Egypt, his entry into his master’s house, and the
subsequent success he and his master both enjoy as a result of his presence
there. Viewed in a broader context these verses also function as the exposi-
tion or first part of the story that follows, recounting the attempted seduc-
tion by Potiphar’s wife. They explain how Joseph found himself in a position
of authority and trust that would enable him to be alone with the woman.

The reference to Joseph’s good looks in the last sentence of the sec-
tion makes the connection with the following story particularly clear. Bib-
lical narrative rarely comments on the physical features of characters, but
when it does so those physical qualities usually play an important role in
the story. In this case the mention that Joseph is handsome helps to explain
why his master’s wife is attracted to him. An interesting feature of this sec-
tivn is that it comes entirely from the narrator. With rare exceptions, in bib-
lical literature the narrator is always an omniscient, third-person voice who
is not a character in the story. To say that the narrator is omniscient is not to
iy that the narrator reports everything. Certain things are reported, but
uthers are left unexpressed, and it is the author who determines what the
narrator divulges and what is lett out. As we will see, the choice is a criti-
ul one because it has a significant effect on the reader’s experience of the
wxt. In the Bible the narrator’s voice is always a reliable one that can be
:rusted and accepted as true. If the narrator does not provide information,
- if the reader gains knowledge trom another less reliable source, this
‘cuds to gaps and ambiguities in the text that can raise questions in the
tzader’s mind. These issues will be treated in later chapters.

The method of characterization used in a text is a significant compo-
. cnt that is easy to overlook. If the reader is told something about a char-
s-ter, this is called direct characterization. When it comes from the biblical
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because the Lord is with Joseph. This point is made through the use of
repetition, a standard literary device often found in the Bible that-will be
discussed in detail in a later chapter. In order to call attention to some as-
pect of a story or to stress its importance, biblical writers often repeat it
throughout the course of a text. In these six verses “the Lord” is mentioned
five times, which is a high concentration of a term in a relatively brief sec-
tion. The reader discovers that God is with Joseph (v. 2), his master knows
God is with him (v. 3), God is the cause of Joseph’s success (v. 3), and God
has blessed the Egyptian’s house and possessions (v. 5). Because the narra-
tor is the source of this information it is accepted as accurate and true.

The theological focus of this section is in marked contrast to what was
*seen in ch. 37, where God is never mentioned. When Joseph is abandoned

in the well by his brothers, the reader wonders where God is. But upon his
arrival in Egypt the matter is not in doubt since the reader learns immedi-
ately that the Lord is actively present in his life. This information would
not be as readily accepted if it had come from some other source, such as
another character in the narrative.

As mentioned above, the narrator is omniscient but does not reveal
everything. In these verses the reader learns that the Lord is with Joseph
and that Potiphar recognizes it, but is left in the dark about another matter
of some importance. Does Joseph know the Lord is with him? The narrator
never says this explicitly, so the reader is left to wonder about Joseph’s
character and the extent of his knowledge. The question of Joseph’s
knowledge of God is an issue that we will be tracking regularly, particularly
when we engage in comparative study of the Genesis and Quran texts.

A final aspect of the biblical text to consider before turning to its pai-
allel in the Quran is its use of time. In literary study a distinction is often
made between narrated time and narration time. Put simply, narrated time is
the amount of time that passes in the world of a story, while narration time
is the amount of time it takes to read the story. This can be illustrated by
considering the episode in Gen 37:15-17 in which Joseph encounters the
man who tells him his brothers left Shechem and went to Dothan. The end

of that text says: “So Joseph went after his brothers and found them at
Dothan.” Dothan is about ten miles from Shechem and. under the best of
circumstances. it would take some three to four hours to cover that distance.
This is the narrated time of the text. But the duration of Joseph's journey is
wreated in a mere eleven words, only six in the original Hebrew text. The
narration time, the time it takes to read those words, is only a few seconds.
Narrative time and narrated time often ditfer considerably, due to the
use of expressions such as “after a while” and “the next week” that compress
extended periods of time. Similarly, a lengthy physical description of a scene
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In its own way the Qurran text also anticipates the attempted seduc-
tion, only_in & more subtle fashion. The master’s request that his wife treat
Joseph well during his stay with them raises a question in the reader’s mind
about her character (why would she need to be told this?), and it prefigures
future events when she will not follow this advice, but will mistreat Joseph.

Another interesting piece of information that is disclosed by the mas-
ter’s words concerns Joseph’s age at this point in the narrative. He enter-
tains the possibility that he and his wife might take Josephas a son, thereby
indicating that Joseph is probably a bit younger than his seventeen-year-
old biblical counterpart (Gen 37:2). This might also suggest that the wife is
significantly older than Joseph, an element that adds a twist to the upcom-
ing seduction scene.

Except for this one line of dialogue from the master, it is the narrator
who speaks throughout these two verses in the Quian. But the source of
that narratorial voice differs signiticantly in the two texts. Whereas the bib-
lical narrator is anonymous and unknown, the identity of the narrator of
Islam’s scripture is never in doubt. This is the voice of Allah, who, accord-
ing to Muslim belief, communicated the contents of the book directly 10
the prophet Muhammad through the agency of the angel Gabriel. This means
that the narrator of the Quiran enjoys a position of privilege that is unavail-
able to the biblical one. The distinction between deity and narrator typical
of the Bible is not found in the Islamic text, where the two are identical.
There is therefore u theological reason why the reader ot the Qurran should
accept the narrator’s voice as omniscient and reliable.

As was the case with the Genesis account, it is difficult to get an accu-
rate sense of the narrated time of this passage. Verse 22 makes reference to
Allah’s gift of wisdom and knowledge to Joseph “*when he reached matu-
rity,” but when exactly was this in relation to the point at which the Egyptian
brought him into his house? Similarly, it is unclear whether the expressions
of divine favor directed toward Joseph should be understood as occurring se-
yuentially over a period of time or if he received them all at once. In other
words, did Allah establish Joseph, teach him, control his affairs, and give
him wisdom and knowledge all at once, or did these things occur over time?
Once again this lack of concern for precise chronology can be explained by
recognizing the function these verses serve in the larger narrative. Like the
biblical version, the Quran is primarily interested in providing the reader
with the information necessary to properly interpret and understand the up-
coming seduction scene. Anything not serving that purpose is unnecessary.

Here, as in Genesis, that background information is mostly theologi-
cul in nature. The text goes to significant lengths to explain all Allah has
Jdone for Joseph: his position in the land, his ability to interpret events, his
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well-controlled affairs, and his wisdom and knowledge are all the result of
divine largesse. The reference to interpretation of events is noteworthy be-
cause this same phrase is found on Jacob’s lips in v. 6 of the Quran pas-
sage. After he advises Joseph not to tell his brothers of his vision Jacob
predicts what Allah will do for Joseph in the future; this includes teaching
him how to interpret events. The words in the Arabic text are identical in
the two verses, and so the reader heurs from the divine narrator that the
very thing Jacob envisioned has come to pass. This validates the close rela-
tionship with the deity that Jacob appeared to have in the previous section
of the Quran story and establishes him as a credible character in the reader’s
mind. This is another example of how repetition can function as a literary
device that influences the reading experience.

A key difference between the Genesis and Quran versions is found in
the last sentence of v. 21: “Allah controlled his affairs although most people
do not know.” This statement asserts that the majority of people are un-
aware of the role that Allah plays in Joseph’s life, a situation unlike that
found in Gen 39:1-6. We noted that in the biblical narrative his master, in
particular, is conscious of what God has done for Joseph, and that this is
the main reason why the Egyptian is able to prosper. Whereas the Quran
text calls attention to people’s ignorance about Joseph’s relationship with
God, the Genesis story highlights the fact that it is known and recognized
by others. This is an important aspect of the narratives that will be dis-
cussed in several places in the coming chapters.

Our comparison of how the two texts present the introductory ma-
terial before the attempted seduction sheds light on their agendas. We learn
a great deal about Joseph in both books and much ot that knowledge is
theological in nature since each version calls attention to what God has
done for him. In fact, the Quran focuses almost entirely on Joseph’s relation-
ship with the deity. The only reference to Joseph in relation to other human
characters is found in the first half of v. 21 when the master instructs his
wife to treat Joseph well and suggests that they might take him as a son.
But there is no description of Joseph interacting with or speaking with
them or any other person. The rest of the section deals exclusively with
Joseph’s relationship with Allah.

The Genesis uccoffn(, on the other hand, puts more emphasis on the
relationship between Joseph and Potiphar. It adopts the opposite order of
the Qurian and presents first the fact that the Lord is with Joseph (39:2a). It
then offers a fairly lengthy description of the effect this has on Joseph’s re-
lationship with his master (39:2a-6a). Joseph’s presence in his master’s
house, the favor he finds in his sight, his position as overseer, and the trust
he inspires in his master are all elements of the Bible’s telling of the story
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that are not present in the Quran. They give the reader a fairly detailed pic-
ture of the relationship that exists between Joseph and Potiphar thaf is un-
available to the reader of the Quran.

At this point in the narrative the Joseph of the Quran has a more de-
veloped relationship with God than his biblical counterpart does. This is
something that will be apparent in the seduction scene and elsewhere
throughout the story. The foundation of that relationship is presented here
in clear and exact language: Allah establishes him in the land, teaches him
the interpretation of events, controls his affairs, and rewards him with wis-
dom and knowledge. The only thing the Genesis reader knows is that the
Lord is “with Joseph,” a phrase that indicates divine presence but lacks any
specificity. In fact, the same might be said about Potiphar: The Lord is also -
“with him” since his house and possessions have been blessed. The Islamic
text, on the other hand, sets Joseph apart from others by calling attention to
what is distinct in his relationship with Allah.

The Quran’s emphasis on Allah’s role as guide and protector for Joseph
is perhaps best seen in the divine gifts of wisdom and knowledge he re-
ceives. In the previous chapter we noted that true wisdom and knowledge
reside only with Allah. In v. 6 Jacob refers to Allah as “the one who knows,
the wise one.” The deity is now equipping Joseph with the tools necessary
to live a good and proper life. Interestingly, the Bible also calls attention to
two traits Joseph possesses, but this time they are physical qualities: he is
handsome and good-looking. These, too, may have their source in God, but
they do not prepare Joseph as well for the challenges he will tace. In fact,
they appear to be an obstacle to his living a good and proper life. His wis-
dom and knowledge will allow him to overcome the advances of his mas-
ter’s wife in the Quran, but his physical attributes are the reason why she
attempts to seduce him in Genesis.

She Said, He Said (Genesis 39:7-19; Qur’an 12:23-29)

The scene of the attempted seduction offers an excellent opportunity
to explore the area of characterization. The Bible and the Qur’an both pres-
ent it as an episode tull of dramatic tension in which the characters are
richly drawn, and the reader is inevitably drawn into their world as the
story unfolds. The Quran’s version is found in 12:23-29.

“*But the woman in whose house he was living tried to entice him. She
locked the doors and said, “Come here.” He responded, “Allah forbid!
My master has made well my lodging. Evildoers do not prosper.” *She
desired him and he would have desired her it not for the clear proof ot
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his Lord. Thus, We turned back evil and immorality from him. Truly,
he is one of Our sincere servants. *They ran to the door and she ripped
his shirt from behind. They met her husband at the door. She said,
“There is no penalty for a man who desires to do evil to your family
other than imprisonment or painful punishment.” *He responded, *“She
tried to entice me!” A witness from her family testified, “If his shirt is
torn in the front, she is telling the truth and he is a liar. *But if his shirt
is torn from behind, then she is lying and he is truthful.” *When he
saw that his shirt was torn from behind he said, “This is one of your
plots. Truly, your plots are great. *[gnore this, Joseph. You, woman,
ask forgiveness for your offense. Truly, you are a sinner.”
?

Obviously the wife does not follow the advice her husband gave her
in v. 21 when he urged her to treat Joseph well during his stay with them.
She does just the opposite by first trying to lure him into an inappropriate
sexual relationship and then placing the blame on Joseph when hel.' hus-
band unexpectedly arrives on the scene. The intensity of her attraction to
Joseph is reflected in her actions. She locks the doors to the room they are
in and runs after him when he tries to escape, ripping the shirt off his back
in the process. The narrator affirms this impression of the wife by directly
characterizing her as “desiring him” (v. 24). ‘

When she locks the doors the wife expresses a degree of premedita-
tion that indicates the attempted seduction is not a spur-of-the-moment
show of passion. But the motivation behind the act is ambiguous. Does she
lock the doors because she does not want someone to barge into the room
and find them in a compromising situation? Does she lock them because
she wants to prevent Joseph from fleeing her presence? Or does Shf: lock
them because both of these scenarios are possible in her mind? If these
questions could be answered with certainty it would result in an indn‘ecl‘
characterization of Joseph on her part that would give the reader a sense of
what she thinks of his character. If she locked the doors to prevent some-
one on the outside from intruding, it would suggest she thinks that Joseph
will be a willing partner in the affair. On the other hand, it she locked the
doors to keep him in, she probably believes he is not going to cooperate
and will need to be coerced. The ambiguity cannot be resolved, but, as is
usually the case, it adds an intriguing dimension to the wife’s character that
complicates the reader’s evaluation of her.

If the doors had not been locked Joseph would have been long gone.
The Quran paints him as a character who is above reproach and able to
withstand the temptation of his master’s wife. His words tell us as much.
“Alah forbid! My master has made well my lodging. Evildoers do not
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prosper.” His act of running to the door is in keeping with the message of
his words. In addition to the testimony of Joseph himself, the harrator
weighs in with some direct characterization that continues the theme begun
in vv. 21b and 22 when the narratorial voice was first heard. “She desired
him and he would have desired her if not for the clear proof of his Lord.
Thus, We turned back evil and immorality from him. Truly, he is one of
Our sincere servants.”

These words call attention both to Joseph’s special relationship with
Allah and to his humanity. Ultimately it is Allah who makes Joseph a good
and moral person. This may be an oblique reference to the wisdom and
knowledge the deity has given him (v. 22), enabling him to fend oft the ad-
vances of his master’s wite. The comment that Joseph would have other-
wise desired her is an explicit recognition of his human nature. According
to Islamic beliet all human beings, including prophets like Joseph, are sus-
ceptible to temptation and have the capacity to sin. The mercy and grace of
Allah, along with a desire to follow the divine will, are what enable one to
stay on the straight path. Those who do so are worthy of the title bestowed
on Joseph: “one of Our sincere servants.”

This is an interesting title in light of the content of the narrative. The
story recounts Joseph’s experiences as a servant in the Egyptian’s house,
but the narrator reminds the reader that this is not the true nature of Joseph’s
servanthood. He is first and foremost a servant of Allah, the only true mas-
ter. This, in turn, introduces a degree of ambiguity into Joseph’s words.
When he deflects the woman’s come-on with the comment that his master
has made well his lodging, which master does Joseph have in mind?

Several clues in the text suggest that Joseph is speaking of Allah when
he refers to his master in v. 23. First of all, the comment s preceded by the
exclamation “Allah forbid!” The reference to “my master” immediately
after this could be an example of apposition, a grammatical term that refers
to the use of two difterent words or titles to refer to the same individual. In
the present case Joseph may be making use of apposition by identitying the
deity as both “Allah™ and “my master.” Another clue can be seen in Allah’s
designation of Joseph as “one of Our servants™ in v. 24. This may be a way
of picking up on the theme that Joseph has introduced and stating that Allah
is, in fact, the master of whom he speaks in v. 23.

Yet another argument for seeing Allah as Joseph’s master in v. 23 is
one that is based on linguistic and contextual grounds. When Joseph says
that his master has “made well my lodging” his words recall the Egyptian’s
request to his wife that she “treat him (Joseph) well during his lodging” in
v. 21. In fact, the Arabic term “lodging” (matwa) is identical in both. In the
intervening v. 22 the narrator tells the reader that Allah, not his human



34 | Inquiring of Joseph

master, is the one who has established Joseph in the land and controlled his
affairs. Joseph, too, is aware of this since he possesses wisdom and knowl-
edge given to him by Allah. It is therefore logical to conclude that the mas-
ter he mentions in v. 23 can only be Allah, who has truly made well his
lodging.

This conclusion is further supported by the fact that when Allah is re-
ferred to as Joseph’s Lord earlier in v. 24 the Arabic term that is used (rabb)
is the same one that is translated as “master” in v. 23. In fact, in the entire
Quran story the Egyptian in whose house he is living is never called Joseph’s
rabb. Only Allah is given this title in relation to Joseph, and this argues in
favor of understanding it this way in v. 23 as well.

Even if Joseph is speaking of Allah as his master, this may not be what
the wife is hearing. The text does not indicate that she is aware of the in-
formation the narrator has just imparted to the reader, so she may be totally
ignorant of the relationship Joseph has with Allah. She may be assuming
that he is referring to her husband, and so it would be a mistake to interpret
her persistence in going after Joseph as somehow a rejection of his faith in
Allah. Once again, the ambiguity that pervades the scene complicates how
the reader should interpret it.

A final aspect of Joseph’s character that deserves brief comment is the
fact that he attempts to defend himself after he is falsely accused. His de-
nial of any wrongdoing in v. 26 reflects his sense of justice and relates back
to his remark to the woman in v. 23 that evildoers do not prosper. If he does
not speak up now she will be off the hook, and that principle will have been
violated. His claim of innocence is also a key element in the narrative, be-
cause without it the witness might not have stepped forward and suggested
the test that absolved Joseph of guilt.

The husband does not play a very prominent role in the seduction scene,
but his character is used to great effect. His arrival just at the moment they
race to the door is a dramatic high point that leaves the reader guessing
what his response will be. But the man does not speak. He will not utter a
word until every other character in the story says something. His wife goes
first and, displaying an ifnpressive ability to think on her feet, shifts the
blame to Joseph. This leads to Joseph’s profession of innocence, setting up
a classic case of “she said, he said.” The reader continues to wonder what
the husband will do.

Before that question can be answered, the witness comes forward and
proposes a way of getting at the truth. Only at this point does the husband
speak and reveal his reaction to the circumstances. Delaying the husband’s
response by having the other characters speak first is a very eftective tech-
nique that prolongs the narrative and pulls the reader into the world of the
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story. It resolves the complication of the plot in a more memorable and sat-
istying way than if the man had observed the torn shirt on his own and im-
mediately rendered his verdict. )

A couple of things about the husband’s response are noteworthy. First
of all, the double reference to plots in v. 28 makes use of the same Arabic
root (kadu) tound twice in v. 5 when Jacob warned Joseph about the poten-
tial plotting of his brothers. The resumption ot that theme here contributes
to the image of Joseph as an innocent victim who needs to be cautious not
only in his relationship with his brothers but with others who might wish to
harm him.

When the husband speaks of “your plots” in this verse he is not only
referring to his wife’s plots, because the word “your” is in the feminine
plural form. In effect he is saying that the plots of “you women” are great.
This is an odd construction that, as we will see, is best understood in light
of the Quran scene that follows and will be treated below.

The other striking aspect of the husband’s comments in v. 29 is that
they are loaded with theological language. The Arabic words translated
here as “ask forgiveness” (istugfara), “otfense” (dunb), and “sinner” (hati’)
are all terms primarily used to describe violations of the divine will and the
means by which one can overcome them in order to regain a proper rela-
tionship with God. This is an interesting element of the Egyptian’s charac-
ter because it indicates that he interprets his wife’s actions as not only harmftul
to Joseph but somehow directed against Allah. In other words, he appears
to be a man of faith who is concerned with the theological consequences of
what she has done and is not simply thinking of the social ramifications.

The setting of a story is an important element that often helps to cre-
ate a mood and shape the reading experience. In the seduction scene in the
Quran the setting conveys a feeling of confinement that highlights Joseph’s
precarious situation and enables the reader to identity with him. The pre-
cise location of the scene is not given, but a sense of the enclosed space in
which it occurs is conveyed through the triple mention of the door(s). Sym-
bolically, the door represents a border that Joseph is not allowed to cross.
When the woman locks it and makes his passage impossible, Joseph be-
comes a prisoner in her world, unable to escape. This sense of entrapment
is heightened when he rushes to the door only to meet her husband, who is
yet another potential barrier to his freedom.

No other details are provided for the setting. Where are they in the
house? What is in the room? Which door do they run to? What time of day

is it? Only the doors are mentioned, but they have a tremendous impact on
the story. In fact, the lack of reference to other aspects of the setting makes

the doors all the more prominent. They are the focus of attention and are
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the dominant architectural and physical feature of the scene as the reader
envisions it. Joseph is trapped in an enclosed space behind locked doors
and cannot escape.

The Bible’s description of the encounter between Joseph and Potiphar’s
wife is found in Gen 39:7-19:

And after a time his master’s wife cast her eyes on Joseph and said,
“Lie with me.” *But he refused and said to his master’s wite, “Look,
with me here, my master has no concern about anything in the house,
and he has put everything that he has in my hand. "He is not greater in
this house than I am. nor has he kept back anything from me except
yourself, because you are his wife. How then could I do this great
wickedness, and sin against God?” “And although she spoke to Joseph
day after day, he would not consent to lie beside her or to be with her.
"One day, however, when he went into the house to do his work, and
while no one else was in the house, "“she caught hold of his garment,
saying, “Lie with me!” But he left his garment in her hand, and fled
and ran outside. "When she saw that he had left his garment in her
hand and had fled outside, “she called out to the members of her house-
hold and said to them, *“See, my husband has brought among us a He-
brew to insult us! He came in to me to lie with me, and I cried out with
a loud voice; “and when he heard me raise my voice and cry out, he
left his garment beside me, and fled outside.” "“Then she kept his gar-
ment by her until his master came home, "and she told him the same
story, saying, “The Hebrew servant, whom you have brought among
us, came in to me to insult me; “but as soon as | raised my voice and
cried out, he left his garment beside me, and fled outside.” "When his
master heard the words that his wife spoke to him, saying, “This is the
way your servant treated me,” he became enraged.

We have seen that when the wife locks the doors in the Qurran it is an
action that reflects a certain level of premeditation on her part. This aspect
of her character is expanded in Genesis, where she is presented as a calcu-
lating woman who knows what she wants and will go to any lengths to get
it. As far as the reader knows, the attempted seduction in the Islamic text is
an isolated incident that could be the result of a moment of weuakness when
she finds herself in the rare situation of being alone with Joseph. This is not
the case in the Bible since she continues to work on Joseph “day after day”
(v. 10) despite the rebuft she receives after the first attempt. The events of
the climactic scene that finds them together are the culmination of a pro-
longed and sustained effort on the woman’s part to win over Joseph and not
simply due to coincidence or the heat of the moment.
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Her premeditation in Genesis extends beyond the attempted seduc-
tion. After Joseph flees and leaves her holding his clothing she has some
time to think about what her next move will be. They have not been caught
red-handed by her husband as in the Quran, and so she has the option to
keep silent and let the matter drop. But she chooses not to follow this course.
She keeps the garment and recruits members of her household as unwitting
accomplices in the scheme she devises. Therefore her premeditation in
Genesis is a factor not just in her attempts to entice Joseph but also in her
response when he rebukes her ettorts. A quality that is presented in a subtle
and ambiguous way in the Qur’an is her defining trait in the Bible.

The time element is interesting in relation to the woman'’s premedita-
tion. According to v. 26 she kept Joseph’s garment by her “until his master
came home.” The reader has no way ot knowing the narrated time involved
in this statement. Did her husband come back later that day, or was he on
an extended trip and did not return until much later? {f the latter is the case,
her inability to drop the matter would reflect the depth ot her anger at Joseph
and her desire for revenge. The question must remain unresolved since it is
impossible to know how long she waited. But here is an example of how
attention to the use of time in a narrative can have an impact on how the
reader perceives a character.

The negative assessment of her character that the reader has begun to
formulate is aftirmed as the narrative unfolds. Feigning indignation, she
implicates her husband and claims he is partially responsible for the hu-
miliation she has had to endure. First she attempts to garner sympathy from
the members of her household: “See, my husband has brought among us a
Hebrew to insult us!” Then, when he returns home, she points an accusatory
tinger directly at her husband. "The Hebrew servant, whom you have brought
among us, came in to me to insult me.” In both places she calls attention to
Joseph’s Hebrew ancestry, thereby adding insult to injury by underscoring
the fact that the man who has offended her is a foreigner. She also points to
her husband’s culpability in both lines by stating that he is the one respon-
sible for bringing Joseph into the house in the first place.

A comparative analysis of how the wife is presented in the Bible and
the Quran leads to interesting results. In both cases she attempts to seduce
Joseph and deceive her husband, but the wife of the Quran fares better in
the mind of the reader. In a sense she can be viewed as a victim of circum-
stances in the Islamic text. She gives in to her desire when she finds herself
in the presence of a man she is attracted to, and is forced to lie to her hus-
band when he arrives on the scene unexpectedly. She is a tragic and pa-
thetic figure, literally chasing after the object of her affection and making
up a story on the spot to avoid further embarrassment.
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Potiphar, not God. Joseph reminds her of the terms of the agreement be-
tween himself and her husband: his master has no concerns because he has
placed everything in Joseph’s hands. He then goes so tar as to claim equal-
ity with Potiphar—"he is not greater in this house than 1 am”—except where
his wife is concerned. Only after describing these ground rules does Joseph
introduce a theological element and speak of a possible sin.

The difference between the two texts on this point is striking. The
Quran’s Joseph begins his refusal with the exclamation “Allah forbid!”
and then he and the narrator focus on all that the deity has done for him.
The theological consequences of the potential act are clearly to the fore: if
Joseph sleeps with the woman his relationship with Allah will be damaged.
The relationship he has with the woman’s husband is not mentioned and
never enters the picture. But in Ais response the Joseph of Genesis chooses
to begin with and concentrate on his ties to Potiphar. He eventually gets
around to mentioning that this would also be an offense to God, but when
compared to his words in the Quran this comment almost sounds like an
atterthought. It appears that his relationship with Potiphar is primary in the
eyes of the biblical Joseph, and this lends his character an air of ambition,
even selfishness, that his Islamic counterpart lacks. If the Joseph of the
Quran gives in to her wishes he might lose his soul. It the Joseph in Genesis
does, he might lose his job.

This impression is reinforced by a consideration ot the vocabulary
employed by the Genesis version. We have noted that the Qur’an leaves no
doubt that Allah is Joseph’s true master. In the Bible it is Potiphar who
holds that title, as evidenced by the fact that the term “*master” occurs five
times (vv. 7, 8 [twice], 16, 19), all referring to the Egyptian. In each of
those cases Potiphar is called either “*his master” or “my master,” under-
scoring the relational dimension of the term and defining Joseph’s true
identity. Although the husband is identified as Potiphar twice elsewhere in
the biblical text (37:36; 39:1), his personal name is avoided here in favor of
the title that asserts his authority over Joseph. A similar technique that makes
the same point is employed with regard to Joseph when he is referred to in
rapid succession as a “Hebrew” (v. 14), “the Hebrew servant” (v. 17), and
“your servant” (v. 19).

Joseph is a servant in both texts, but he owes his allegiance to a dit-
ferent master in each. This has a profound impact on how the reader under-
stands and evaluates his character in the two versions. The Islamic Joseph is
a man of faith whose master is Allah and who considers a tryst with the
woman to constitute a breach of that relationship. The biblical Joseph has
his sights set on more mundane matters. He, too, is aware of the theologi-
cal repercussions should he give in, but he is first and foremost the servant
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of his human master and he frames the question with that relationship in
mind. At this point the Bible reader is still not sure if Joseph even knows
that the Lord, his other master, is with him. .
Potiphar’s character is totally unlike that of his counterpart in the
Quran. He is present for all but the first two verses in the Islamic text a}nd
he plays a vital role in the plot. Each of the other characters_speaks to him,
and he pronounces the judgment that results in Joseph being exone.rated
and the woman chastised.?As the story unfolds it is as if the reader is ex-
periencing the action from the husband’s perspective as he ﬁr.st discovers
his wife with Joseph, then weighs the information he receives trom the two
of them and the witness, and finally renders a verdict. Throughout the nar-
rative the focus of attention is on the husband and what his reaction will be.
In Genesis, Potiphar plays a different role in the narrative. He is men-
tioned by both Joseph (39:8-9) and his wife (39:14), but he does not actu-
ally appear until the last few verses after all the action h.as taken place: No
one but his wite speaks to him in Genesis and, in a striking (lepqrture from
his character in the Quran, he never utters a single word in this scene or
anywhere else in the Bible. This is primarily due to the fact that he fioes. nc,)t
return home until after the attempted seduction and he only hears his \fvnfe.s
version of the events. In the biblical text the reader’s primary question Is
what the woman’s reaction to the situation will be. As she sits at homg,
Joseph’s garment nearby, she has a number of options. Will she hold her si-
lence and let the episode die, or will she falsely accuse Joseph to her hus-
band? Whereas the Potiphar of the Quran is presented as round fu?d tull-y
developed character who must exercise his reason qnd make a decision, hlb
biblical alter ego is flatter and more passive: he is the one to whom his
wife’s decision is communicated. . , ‘
Although he does not speak, Genesis describes Potiphar’s respon'se(to
his wife’s report through the narrator, who says I?e t?eczu‘ng e':nruged (39:19).
She plays the role of an innocent victim in convincing ta5111911 and he.r hu.s—
band falls for it hook, line, and sinker. But his anger 1S a curious reaction in
light of what the reader already knows about Pol.iphur and his rcl'fltloqlshllp
with Joseph. This is the same man who, according to the always reliable
narrator, saw that the Lord was with Joseph and entrusted all thaf he had to
him (39:2-6). Why does he now rush to judgment and not even give JoseplT
the opportunity to defend himself? This is a gap in the narrative that leaves
the reader wondering, and it becomes particularly apparent \fvl?en we com-
pare the two versions and note that the Islamic Potiphar exhlblt§ an ﬂbll‘l.ly
to judge the situation and evaluate it theologically that he lacks in 9611135;5.
Although they are relatively minor characters, thle members of the
household in the Bible also deserve mention. Like Potiphar, they are not
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physically present to witness what transpires between Joseph and the woman.
Also like him, they get the wife’s version of the events, thereby implicating
Joseph and absolving her. Her reason for doing this is transparently obvi-
ous. When Joseph flees her presence she immediately summons them so
that they will hear of it from her before Joseph can tell them what really
happened. In this way the household members will be able to validate her
story in the event that Potiphar should begin to ask them questions and in-
quire as to what they know.

She is not able to coach the household in the Quran. There one of them
steps forward and proposes a way to get at the truth: if the shirt is torn from
the back, the woman is guilty. The very group that is her ace up the sleeve in
Genesis turns out to be the cause of her downtall in the Quran. This differ-
ence in how they are presented serves to put the woman in an even more
negative light for the Bible reader. By getting to them before either Joseph or
her husband can, she has succeeded in manipulating every other character in
the narrative so that Joseph’s guilt is a foregone conclusion.

The Guest of Honor (Qur’an 12:30-34)

The Quran’s account of the attempted seduction has a brief sequel
that recounts an unusual dinner party thrown by the wife.

“The women in the city said, “The master’s wife is trying to entice her
young man. He has made her passionate. We think she is clearly in the
wrong.” "When she heard their comments, she sent to them and pre-
pared a feast for them. She gave each one a knife and then said (to
Joseph), “*Come out to them!” When they saw him they exalted him
and cut their hands saying, “Allah preserve us! This is no man—this is
a noble angel!” “She said, “This is the one you blamed me for. I did
try to entice him but he restrained himself. If he does not do what I
order him to do he will be imprisoned and made worthless.” *He said,
“Oh Lord. | prefer prison to what they are asking me to do. Unless
You turn back their plots from me, I will give in to them and become
an unbeliever.”” “His Lord answered him and turned back their plots.
Truly, He is the one who hears, the one who knows.

There is no parallel to this episode in Genesis, so it has no relevance
for a comparative study of the Bible and the Qur’an. Nonetheless, there are
a few things about this section of the Islamic text that warrant attention and
consideration. First of all, while the story is not found in the Bible it is
present in later Jewish literature. A number of different versions of the
women’s meal are found in rabbinic sources, and those texts share common
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elements with the Qur’an’s description of the gathering. For some scholars
this phenomenon raises questions about sources and the possible' influence
of Jewish traditions on the Quran. This is an interesting and important
issue, but it lies outside the scope of our study. Because we are employing
the method and tools of narrative criticism we are concerned only with the
text as we have it and not its prehistory or possible sources.

This briet addendum to the Qurian seduction scene makes the wife
both more sympathetic and more problematic for the reader. On the one
hand, after being castigated as a sinner by her husband in the previous verse
she is now further embarrassed by her friends, who mock her for having a
crush on Joseph. She has become the laughingstock of her neighbors be-
tfore she has had a chance to follow her husband’s advice and admit her
wrongdoing. This causes the reader to emotionally identify with her as a
tragic figure who deserves some level of sympathy.

In the same way, the fact that all of these women are immediately at-
tracted to Joseph serves to explain, if not excuse, why the wife attempted to
entice him. He has the capacity to make women swoon, and the reader is
left with the sense that many women would be tempted to do the sanie thing
she did if given the opportunity.

Still, there are things about the woman that make her hard to like. Her
demand that Joseph obey her and give in to her wishes (v. 32) indicates that
she still has not learned her lesson after being caught and publicly exposed.
In addition, she remains clueless about why Joseph was able to withstand
her advances, and attributes it to his powers of self-control (v. 32). The
reader knows that, in fact, Joseph’s determination has a divine source since
he would have given in if Allah had not come to his aid (v. 24). Ironically,
the woman continues to remain unaware of that truth even as the deity an-
swers Joseph’s prayer for help in overcoming the group of women who
now seek to seduce him (v, 34).

The dinner scene continues the theme of plotting that we have already
identified elsewhere in the Quran’s Joseph story. In v. 33 Joseph prays that
Allah might turn back their plots, and this is precisely what happens in the
next verse. The plural form “their plots” is found in both of these verses
and recalls her husband’s words to the woman in v. 28. In that earlier scene
he used the second-person plural form “your plots” twice, and we noted
that this is a curious mode of address since he is speaking only to his wife.
In light of what takes place at the dinner party and the double refgrence to
“their plots” there, it is best to see the husband’s words as amicipatmg what
will happen in the next scene when a group of women plot against Joseph.‘

The section ends by calling attention to Allah’s ability to be aware of
all that occurs: “Truly He is the one who hears, the one who knows.” The
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reference to Allah’s knowledge continues a major motif of the Islamic story
of Joseph. Just as the section treated in the previous chapter ended with a
reference to the deity knowing what they did to Joseph (v. 19), this one con-
cludes with another allusion to divine knowledge. In between, Allah grants
Joseph wisdom and knowledge (v. 22), and intervenes in Joseph’s aftairs in
a way that indicates the deity’s awareness of what is happening to him.

The consistent presence of this theme in the Islamic text makes its
relative absence in Genesis more obvious. God is mentioned for the first
time in this part of the biblical Joseph story, but the divine character re-
mains fairly flat and undeveloped. Apart from Joseph’s comment about sin-
ning against God in v. 9, the only other places where the deity is mentioned
occur early in the chapter when it is said that God is with Joseph and is the
reason for the success that both he and Potiphar experience. But what does
God know? How exactly is God with Joseph? Does God intervene when
Joseph is tempted? These are questions that are addressed in the Quran but
left unanswered in Genesis.



