Genesis 48:8-9

Yisroel saw the children of Yosef.  He said: “Who are these? (mi eileh)”

Yosef said to his father: “They are my sons, which Elokim has given me bozeh (lit: in this)”.  

So he said: “Please take them to me and I will bless them”.


Yaakov’s failure to recognize his grandchildren is startling, particularly as he has just finished declaring his intention to bless and symbolically adopt them.  Furthermore, the Torah doesn’t tell us until the next verse that Yaakov’s vision had deteriorated with age, seemingly implying that his comment here is not just a reflection of a physical impediment.  Finally, the literal emphasis of the text is that Yaakov saw them, not that he failed to recognize them.

Traditional commentary accordingly assumed that Yaakov saw something that caused him to reevaluate his opinion of them, in particular that he saw that the Divine presene removed itself from him when he tried to bless them, which he assumed implied either a flaw in ancestry or else in their descendants.  Joseph’s reply is most tellingly parsed by Keli Yakar as “Nonetheless, they are my children, and it’s not their fault they were born in this spiritually deprived culture”.  (A midrash suggests that Yosef showed Yaakov his legitimate marriage-contract and his wife’s Jewish pedigree from Dinah).  Ohr HaChayyim, however, suggests more optimistically that Yaakov simply sought to inspire Yosef to praise his children and add to his love for them.  

The parallel to 33:5, in which Esav asks Yaakov who those women and children are (mi eilehl;akh), and Yaakov replies “The children with which Elokim has graced your servant”, may be instructive.  Esav can see perfectly well, we assume.  In particular, the invocation of Elokim in both cases makes me suspect that the question and answer are ritualistic.  Indeed, the whole scene sems to me very formal and scripted, to a point.  Yaakov’s illness is announced to Yosef (hinei), and Yosef’s arrival is announced to Yaakov (hinei). 

See also 27:18, in which Yitzchak asks Yaakov “Who are you , my son? 

