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It is difficult to comprehend the utter level of shame and humiliation that Yehuda must have
experienced in proclaiming the two words that would echo heroically for eternity: “ ממניצדקה ” -- she is
more righteous than I (Bereishit 38:26).  After deliberately misleading his widowed daughter-in-law
Tamar to believe that he would grant his son to her in marriage, and after unknowingly commissioning
Tamar as his own personal harlot, only to then mistakenly accuse her of infidelity, Yehuda faced the
harrowing reality that everything he had done was completely wrong.  Only a few verses earlier, Yehuda
himself acknowledged the embarrassing nature of his exchange with the harlot, telling his friend to settle
the matter quietly, “ לבוזנהיהפן ” -- lest [I] become an object of mockery (38:23). And yet, despite all this,
Yehuda somehow found the inner courage to publicly and voluntarily admit that all of the mistakes came
”ממני“ -- from me. It was I who disingenuously did not follow my commitment to Tamar. It was I who
succumbed to my passions in commissioning a harlot.  And it was I who jumped to conclusions about
Tamar, when, in actuality, the mistake was mine.

It is not coincidental that despite these humiliating mistakes, it was Yehuda, and only Yehuda,
who merited to bear the Divine name within his own name.  As the Talmud teaches:

יהודה שקדש שם שמים בפרהסיא זכה ונקרא כולו על שמו של הקב"ה
Yehuda, who sanctified the name of Heaven publicly (through his admission), merited to have his entire

name reflect the name of Hashem (Sotah 10b)

That is, the fact that Yehuda’s five letter name contains within it the four letter sacrosanct name of G-d is
directly attributable to his public sanctification of G-d's name, through his admission of guilt.  This
Talmudic teaching is tantalizing.  One might have thought that publicly disclosing his infractions would
constitute the ultimate השםחילול -- desecration of G-d’s name, in revealing that a believer in G-d could
possibly make such mistakes.  And yet, the opposite is true -- it was precisely his admission of guilt and
willingness to grow that made him greater than his brothers, who had never committed such sins in the
first place.

And indeed, the greatness of Yehuda did not stop there.  Beyond bearing G-d’s holy name,
Yehuda’s tribal assembly would always travel first and lead the way in the desert encampment around the
Mishkan.  It was specifically Yehuda’s tribal portion in the Land of Israel that would house the Beit
HaMikdash.  And it was Yehuda from whom eternal royalty, and eventually the Mashiach, would emerge.
One could very well imagine Yehuda having never been able to get out of bed or face the world again
after being subject to such shame and disgrace.  But Yehuda never let that happen.  Not only did he not
retreat from society, it was actually this moment that enabled him to emerge as the true leader of his
brothers.

Living in the Western world, we have unfortunately been indoctrinated by the somewhat juvenile
notion of perfection as an ideal, which has insidiously seeped into and contaminated our own religious
beliefs as well.  But infallibility and perfection are not at all Jewish concepts.  In fact, they are antithetical
to the very premise of Judaism, and G-d has no interest in people who are perfect.  If we think we are



going to make it through this world without sometimes disappointing others and ourselves, without saying
the wrong thing at times, without making life-altering, humiliating, and irreversible mistakes that we have
to try to accept and learn from, then we’ve forgotten why we came to this world in the first place.  We are
simply not supposed to get it all right.

Human life is all about, in Talmudic parlance, “ עליהצורךשהיאירידה ” -- descent that is for the sake
of elevation (Makkot 7b).  We are supposed to make mistakes, to descend, but to use these experiences as
springboards for future elevation.  Fascinatingly, when Yehuda begins his encounters with Tamar, the
Torah describes (38:1) “ אחיומאתיהודהוירד ” -- and Yehuda descended from among his brothers. At the
end of Bereishit, however, Yehuda concludes with his father’s blessing (49:9), “ עליתבנימטרף ” -- “from the
prey, my son, you elevated yourself.”  As opposed to being paralyzed with indecision that stems from the
fear of shame that we might experience upon making a mistake, our sacred mission is to use our failures
and mistakes as nothing more than inevitable opportunities to elevate ourselves in humility, honesty, and
resolve, like Yehuda.

Intensifying the pain of failure and shame in our mind is one of the most dangerous tactics of the
Yetzer HaRa, or evil inclination.  Like the key to the vault in a person’s home which can grant a thief
unfettered access to wipe out every last penny that the person has, unhealthy shame provides an opening
for the Yetzer Hara to completely derail and ruin a person, at any stage of life.  People may hold on to
mistakes that they've made -- whether in regards to the selection or rejection of a marriage partner, choice
of a career, momentary lapses in moral judgment, or how they related to a loved one who is no longer
alive  -- and agonize unproductively for decades.  But this behavior does not come from a holy place.  In
Judaism, guilt and regret are appropriate within measure, but shame is generally wholly inappropriate.
Our level of regret must be one that motivates elevation and growth, but never one iota more.

Somehow, people who live feeling conflicted, paralyzed by their imperfections and mistakes,
think that something is uniquely wrong with themselves -- as if they're the only ones who are struggling
with issues they are ashamed of.  In true fact, however, through their struggles, they are doing exactly
what their soul was sent to this world to do.  The most holy act we can do for G-d is to fail, to
acknowledge our failure, and to try sincerely to get it a little better next time.  And in doing so, we merit
to bear G-d’s name in true honor, in this world and the next.

אביךבנילךישתחוואחיך...יודוךאתהיהודה
Yehuda, your brothers shall acknowledge you...your father’s sons will bow to you


