
This week’s portion, Vayigash, is critical to the final outcome in the Joseph saga and in 
the culmination of the first book in the Torah, the Book of Genesis, Beresheet. 
 
His brothers are now in Egypt looking for food. Joseph knows who they are. They don’t 
know who Joseph is. Joseph uses this uneven scenario to play games with his brothers. 
Joseph is using this opportunity to test them. An optimistic and positive approach will 
push us to suggest that what ultimately Joseph is trying to do, is to find out if there has 
been any change in his brothers’ ways of doing things. 
 
In the midst of this very tense moment, where the younger brother, Benjamin, is now 
being accused of stealing a silver goblet, Judah comes forward (vayigash Yehudah) and 
makes a very passionate plea on behalf of both his brother Benjamin and his father 
Jacob. 
 
Before we go into the outcome of Judah’s plea, I would like to bring to your attention 
two different sources which, hopefully, will shed some light into this text and help us 
understand what really is happening at this very tense moment. 
 
The Hassidic Master, Yehudah Aryeh Leib Alter, known as the Gerer Rebbe, claims that 
Judah approached, not Joseph, but himself. In coming to make his plea in front of 
Joseph, what Judah really does is to self-examine his own conduct. In doing this he 
comes to the realization that, more than the one who suggested to sell Joseph to the 
caravan, he has matured and has become the advocate for compassion and family 
harmony.  He understands that he cannot change his father but he can only change his 
reaction to his father’s deeds. Judah, in fact, emerges as the family leader. (Etz Hayim 
Hummash, page 274) 
 
The other source that I would like to bring to your attention at this time is the Midrash. 
Genesis Rabbah, a collection of midrashim on the Book of Genesis, suggests that 
Judah’s approach has three different options: an approach for war, an approach for 
appeasement, or an approach for supplication. (Bereshit Rabbah 93:6) 
 
While these may seem very different from each other—and indeed, they are first 
presented by the midrash as a three-way disagreement—we then see a harmonistic 
opinion that Yehudah was ready for all of them—for whatever the moment demanded. 
Quoting the Midrash: “If for war—I come; if for appeasement—I come; if for prayer—I 
come.” 
 
These two interpretations, the Midrash and the Gerer Rabbi’s interpretation, are an eye 
opener for when confronting difficult scenarios. Who has never had to confront 
conflictive or difficult circumstances? 
 
Rabbi Yehudah Aryeh Leib Alter is offering us a very valid teaching by suggesting that, 
in the same way as Judah changed, we can change. We should not be stuck in behaviors 
of the past. Maybe, if we have missed something in the past or did not show the right 
approach, should not become an excuse to miss it again now. Let’s open our eyes and 



see where we can improve and show a better understanding of the circumstances, which 
will surely trigger a more positive behavior. 
 
The Midrash is coming to tell us about options. We always have options. As we approach 
a challenge, we always have more than one option; and as much as the options might, a 
priori, appear as mutually exclusive, when we take a second look, we will realize that 
they add to each other. Being open to selecting the most effective approach at each time, 
and more than that, being able to shift and to adjust as things happen, will become a 
very valuable skill in our interactions with our partners. This is the way we successfully 
accomplish our goals. 
 
Whatever Judah did, it worked! Just a few verses later, Joseph cannot restrain himself 
and play the game any longer; Joseph reveals his true identity: “I am Joseph. Is my 
father still well?” (Genesis 45:3) 
 
Resentment and old grudges could have kept the brothers apart from each other for the 
rest of their lives. Flexibility, openness and the ability to use a different lens to 
understand reality allowed these brothers to come together and become one unit: B’nai 
Yisrael – the Children of Israel. 
 
We are their children! 
 
Shabbat Shalom! 
 
Rabbi Eliseo D. Rozenwasser 


