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What is it that makes a speech effective? 

 

Our parashah began with one of the longest speeches in the Bible:  the 

impassioned address of Judah to his brother Joseph – pleading for the life and 

freedom of their brother Benjamin.  What is is that makes this speech so 

successful? 

 

We can, of course, point to several different rhetorical features.  First, in describing 

Benjamin, Judah brings to consciousness Joseph’s beloved mother.  “He 

[Benjamin] alone is left of his mother.”  This is the first reference to Rachel in the 

conversations between Joseph and his brothers – even though earlier (Genesis 43: 

29) the text had made clear that that is precisely how Joseph thinks of Benjamin – 

as his only full brother (“ahiv ben imo”), his only link to his mother.   

 

Second, there are repeated references to Jacob, their father.  Fourteen times (!) the 

word father (“av”) appears in Judah’s speech.  [vv. 19, 20 (twice), 22(twice), 24, 

25, 27, 30, 31, 32 (twice), 34 (twice)] 

 

Third, Judah “butters Joseph up,” referring to Joseph as “The equal of Pharoah” 

(“kamocha K’pharoah”) (v.18).  Perhaps that is decisive. 

 

Fourth, Judah is incredibly humble, incredibly self-demeaning.  He repeatedly 

refers to himself and his brothers as Joseph’s servants.  Perhaps that contributes to 

Joseph’s sense that the time has come to reveal himself to his brothers. 

 

Fifth, Judah makes clear that he has truly repented his previous behavior.  Even 

though the words “et hata’ai ani mazkir ha-yom,” “my sin I recall on this day,” 

were initially stated by Pharoah’s cupbearer (“sar ha-tabachim”) at the beginning 

of last week’s parashah (41: 9) when he remembered that he had forgotten the 

promise he had made to Joseph to remember him to Pharoah (see 40:14, 40:23); in 

this week’s parashah, Judah really does recall his and his brothers’ sins.  He shows 
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Joseph in the most powerful way possible that he is not the brother he once was.  

Many years before, it was he who had urged his brothers to sell Joseph to the 

Ishmaelites (37: 27).  It was he who was willing to risk killing their father with 

grief.  This time, it is he who is willing to become a slave – in order to allow 

Benjamin to go free, in order to save Jacob, their father, from a twice-broken heart. 

 

These are all good answers; the answers you’ll generally hear to the question:  

How is it that Judah was successful in breaking through Joseph’s resistance? 

 

How can I disagree?  I cannot.  And yet there is one more feature of Judah’s 

speech that deserves to be highlighted, and that is its choreography. 

 

It’s all there in the first word of the parashah:  “Vayiggash” = “And he (Judah) 

approached.” (44:18).  Up until now, the brothers, of necessity, had remained 

distant from Joseph.  After all, he was the Grand Vizier; they were mere foreigners.  

The more they were accused, the weaker they became, the more distant they must 

have felt. 

 

And yet, in pleading for Benjamin’s life, Judah physically approaches.  I believe 

that the text reinforces the significance of this gesture when it has Joseph say, at 

the end of Judah’s speech:  “I am Joseph … Approach me,” (vv. 3,4) – at which 

point, they all do.  (v. 4) 

 

This text, I believe, is trying to teach us something about communication.  There’s 

a value to closeness; there’s a value to intimacy in achieving communication. 

 

We all know this.  We all know that too often, we’re too distant from one another, 

physically as well as emotionally, to communicate.  It’s only when we reach out 

toward one another that we can hope to understand one another and, in turn, be 

understood. 

 

What does it mean to be a brother?  It isn’t enough just to refrain from harming our 

brother; we have to reach out, be willing to love and to be there for and with him.  

That’s what it means to be a brother.  How do we achieve that?  How do we get to 

that level of closeness with another? 

 

The great Hasidic and mystical Gerrer rebbe, the author of the Sefat Emet 

commentary on the Torah tells us how.  First, he reads the first verse of our 

parashah hyper-literally.  It reads, “Vayiggash elav Yehudah,” which literally 

means, “And Judah approached him.”  The “him” is nowhere identified.  From the 
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context, we understand “him” to refer to Joseph, but the Sefat Emet understands the 

verse to say that Judah approached himself.  Judah first had to get close to his true 

self before he could be effective at convincing Joseph to free Benjamin.  Judah had 

to first realize what he was capable of – and what he no longer was capable of.  He 

had to “distance himself” from the Judah he once was, the Judah who could sell his 

brother into slavery, and approach the selfless, menschlich Judah he was seeking to 

become.   

 

This little vignette (as interpreted by the Sefat Emet) powerfully reinforces the 

rabbinic notion that all of us have the capacity to do evil as well as good.  All of us 

have a yetzer tov as well as a yetzer rah.  Our job is to approach the good side of 

our consciousness, abandoning the evil side.  All of us can do it.  We can take our 

cue from Judah.  Hopefully, we don’t have to experience what he did:  acting out 

of his worst fantasies toward his brother and then going through the motions of 

offering himself up as a sacrifice to atone for that.  Hopefully, we can, by reading 

this story, come to appreciate the murderous fantasies within us, distance ourselves 

from them long before we ever should have the ability to carry them out, and come 

to embrace the better side of our natures.   

 

All of us know the power of  approach.  The power of approaching another to 

apologize, or to express caring and compassion.  All of us know that we can only 

say so much with words; that sometimes our actions are necessary to demonstrate 

how we really feel. 

 

May we all learn a lesson from Judah.  May we have the courage to approach those 

whom we have wronged.  May we have the courage to approach them and pour out 

our hearts and souls and, fully in touch with our more noble sides, pledge ourselves 

to be there for them.  Hopefully, if and when we do this, we will gain the ability to 

approach the other men and women with whom we interact in our lives, and in 

doing so, turn them into our brothers and sisters. 

 

Shabbat Shalom.  


