
 

 
 

 

Parshat Vayigash – December 11, 2021 – 7 Tevet 5782 
 

Dear TBE Family and Friends, 

Throughout the successive chapters at the conclusion of Bereshit that narrate the 
history of Jacob’s children, it is the voice of Jacob’s son Joseph, his first son born 
to his beloved Rachel, that speaks to us most clearly.  We identify with Joseph as 
he is lying fearful and vulnerable at the bottom of the well, and when Potiphar’s 
wife first attempts to seduce him and then turns on him and accuses him for 
refusing her advances.  We endure with him the protracted agony as the 
cupbearer having been sprung from the Pharaoh’s prison forgets the “reader of 
dreams” who forecast that this would be his fate, and then celebrate when 
Joseph is lifted from ignominy to the second-highest station in the land. But in this 
week’s Torah portion (Vayigash) I would argue that Joseph is displaced from 
center stage, at least temporarily, by the “show-stopping” performance of his 
elder brother, Judah.  

At the opening of this week’s reading Judah, pressured by the vizier of Egypt 
(whom he doesn’t recognize to be Joseph), to abandon his youngest brother 
Benjamin to an uncertain fate in Egypt – a situation akin to that which resulted in 
Joseph’s own captivity – instead stands up to the chancellor and insists that his 
brother be freed.  Indeed, he offers himself as a hostage in Benjamin’s 
stead.  From whence comes this sudden change of heart in a man who, when we 
last encountered him, could not bring himself to directly confront his brothers to 
plead for clemency on Joseph’s behalf? 

Rabbi Aviva Richman, a former teacher of mine and ordinee of Yeshivat Maharat 
(an Orthodox yeshivah for women), may well be reflecting on her own 
experiences as she writes with respect to Judah’s (Yehudah’s) actions in this 
instance: 



Yehudah … step[s] up with whatever it takes, not out of self-
confidence, but from a sense of responsibility to do what the 
moment 
calls for, even when [he] personally [does]nʼt feel up to the task … 
[In doing so, he encourages us to] cultivate the stance of “leaning in” 
(hagashah) to the claims our lives and our world make on us. 

I find in Rabbi Richman’s reading of Judah’s actions a deeply moving 
expression of support and encouragement as we continue to navigate a 
chapter of persistent uncertainty and significant (immeasurable) 
peril.  Asked to make “good” (i.e., prudent and yet decisive, values-driven, 
potentially transformative) decisions in our lives on a daily basis, many of us 
might be tempted to simply throw up our hands and say “What should I 
do?  What can I do (or what can I do safely)?” 

But the Torah encourages us – not only in Parshat Vayiggash, but also in the 
broader ideas that it has inspired, among them the adage, Lo alekha 
ham’lakha ligmor … (“It is not incumbent upon you to complete the work 
…”) – not to give in to our sense of our own “smallness” or incompetence – 
but rather to take seriously our potential for transformative change, 
effected in no small part by challenging ourselves to simple step forward, to 
take changes and to speak on behalf of that which we believe. 

I look forward to seeing many of you this week as we gather to celebrate a 
very special set of Shabbat services led by members of the Ritual 
Committee, who will be revisiting some of the best-loved tunes and 
traditions of TBE Shabbatot of old.  Join us in person on Friday at 6 p.m. and 
Saturday at 10 a.m. or, at these same times, via Zoom using 
this link (Meeting ID: 826 6059 3980, PW: Shabbat).  There will be warm 
stew and cornbread for those joining us in person on Saturday. 

  

Shabbat shalom, 

Rabbi Rachel Safman 

 

 

https://us02web.zoom.us/j/82660593980?pwd=MGhwamhvOTQwNFJSNjNFN3B5dC9adz09


 

 
 
 

 


