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Rabbi   David   Wolkenfeld  
ASBI   Congregation  
VaYigash   5780  
 

From   the   Maccabeats   to   Monsey:   Standing   Tall   and   Drawing   Close  
 
Shannah   Tovah.   
 
Just   kidding.   But   a   new   decade   does   provide   a   chance   to   look   back   over   the   past   ten   years.  
 
In   the   days   leading   up   to   Hanukkah   ten   years   ago   a   group   of   Yeshiva   University   students,   calling   themselves  
the   “Maccabeats”   became   instant   celebrities   when   a   whimsical   video   of   an   acapella   performance   of   a  
Hanukkah   parody   song   called   “Candlelight’   caught   fire   and   was   shared   and   viewed   and   shared   and   viewed  
millions   of   times.   They   performed   at   the   White   House.   They   performed   on   live   television.   I   remember   sitting  
in   a   waiting   room   of   a   Catholic   hospital,   surrounded   by   nuns   and   Christian   iconography,...seeing   the  
Maccabeats   on   television   singing   their   song   and   being   interviewed   by   a   local   reporter.   
 
Different   people   liked   the   Maccabeats   for   different   reasons.   They   sing   well   and   their   music   video   was   edited  
with   skill   and   a   very   fun   spirit.   But   for   many   Jews   their   appeal   was   not   only   their   music.   It   was   so   exhilarating  
to   see   America   embrace   an   Orthodox   Jewish   acapella   group.   A   group   of   earnest,   frum,   young   Jewish   men  
captivated   the   country   and   they   could   do   so,   not   despite   their   Judaism   and   their   Orthodoxy   but   because   of   it.  
 
Ten   years   later   it   has   been   a   rather   different   Hanukkah.   On   the   first   day   of   Hanukkah   a   65   year   old   Jewish  
man   in   New   York   was   kicked   and   punched   while   vulgar   antisemitic   slurs   were   yelled   at   him.   Later   that   day,   a  
six   year   old   Jewish   boy   and   his   seven   year   old   friend   were   assaulted   on   a   city   street.   
 
On   the   second   day   of   Hanukkah   a   25   year   old   man   was   chased   down   the   street   by   people   shouting   antisemitic  
comments   who   also   threw   garbage   at   him.   That   same   day   a   56   year   old   man   was   approached   by   a   small   group  
of   people,   one   of   whom   punched   him.   
 
On   the   third   day   of   Hanukkah,   a   forty   year   old   Orthodox   man   found   his   path   blocked   as   he   tried   to   walk  
home,   he   was   assaulted   before   he   could   make   his   way   down   the   street.   
 
On   the   fourth   day   of   Hanukkah   a   34   year   old   Jewish   woman,   on   the   street   with   her   child,   was   assaulted   by   a  
woman   who   swung   her   purse   at   her.   
 
On   the   fifth   day   of   Hanukkah   three   Jewish   women   were   slapped   in   the   face   by   an   assailant   and   someone  
threatened   to   kill   worshippers   gathered   at   the   Lubavitch   World   Headquarters   in   Crown   Heights.   
 
The   sixth   day   of   Hanukkah   was   Shabbat;   whatever   happened   that   day   was   not   reported.   
 
But   after   candle   lighting   for   the   seventh   day   of   Hanukkah,   an   assailant   injured   five   people   who   had   gathered  
at   the   Monsey   home   of   Rabbi   Rottenberg.   One   victim,   Yehosef   Neuman,   according   to   his   doctors,   is   not  
expected   to   ever   regain   consciousness.   
 
And,   for   good   measure,   on   the   eigth   day   of   Hanukkah,   antisemitic   grafiti   was   found   on   a   public   school  
building   here   in   Lake   Zurich   Illinois.  
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Attacks   have   continued   at   this   basic   pace,   about   one   Orthodox   Jew   has   been   assaulted   in   the   streets   in   and  
around   New   York   City   each   day   for   the   past   few   weeks   as   part   of   a   trend   that   has   seen   a   double-digit  
percentage   increase   in   the   number   of   violent   antisemitic   assaults   in   New   York   City   over   the   course   of   the   past  
year.   As   a   native   New   Yorker   and   someone   who   has   worn   a   kippah   in   public   for   my   entire   adult   life,   I   cannot  
fathom   what   it   now   means   that   so   many   of   our   brothers   and   sisters   fear   for   their   basic   safety   and   dignity   as  
Jews   in   the   largest   Jewish   city   in   the   world.  
 
The   weekly   Torah   portions   are   named   for   the   first   word   of   the   parashah.   Sometimes   a   word   other   than   the  
first   word   is   used   so   that   we   don’t   end   up   with   half-a-dozen   Parshiot   named   “VaYedaber.”   This   week   our  
Parashah,   VaYigash,   takes   its   name,   not   only   from   the   first   word   of   the   parasha,   but   from   one   of   the   most  
distinctive   words   in   the   Torah.  
 
ה׃  י   ָכ֖מֹו�   ְּכַפְרֹעֽ �   ִּכ֥ ַחר   ַאְּפ�֖   ְּבַעְבֶּד֑ י   ְוַאל־ִי֥ א   ַעְבְּד�֤   ָדָבר֙   ְּבָאְזֵנ֣י   ֲאֹדִנ֔ י   ֲאֹדִני֒   ְיַדֶּבר־ָנ֨ ה   ַוּיֹאֶמר֮   ִּב֣ יו   ְיהּוָד֗ ׁש   ֵאָל֜  ַוִּיַּג֨
Then   Judah   went   up   to   him   and   said,   “Please,   my   lord,   let   your   servant   appeal   to   my   lord,   and   do   not   be  
impatient   with   your   servant,   you   who   are   the   equal   of   Pharaoh.  
 
This   moment   is   a   turning   point   in   Sefer   Bereishit.   Yehudah   goes   up   to   Yoseph,    ה יו   ְיהּוָד֗ ׁש   ֵאָל֜   and   pleads   for   ,ַוִּיַּג֨
mercy   with   such   pathos   and   with   such   conviction   and   with   such   force   that   Yoseph   is   no   longer   able   to  
maintain   his   facade   of   indifference.   Yoseph   relents,   shares   his   identity   with   his   brothers,   and   tearfully  
reconciles   with   them   as   they   embrace.   
 
What   is   contained   in    ה יו   ְיהּוָד֗ ׁש   ֵאָל֜ ׁש    Yehudah   went   up   to   him?   The   word   -  ַוִּיַּג֨   is   not   very   common.   It  ַוִּיַּג֨
appears,   in   all   of   its   permutations,   only   fifteen   times   in   the   entire   Torah.   If   we   set   aside   its   occasional   use   to  
describe   aspects   of   the   sacrificial   rites   and   focus   only   on   when   the   word   describes   human   behavior,   the   word  
appears,   with   only   one   exception   in   the   Torah,   exclusively   in   Sefer   Bereishit.   And   within   Sefer   Bereishit   the  
word   appears   three   times   in   the   opening   lines   of   our   Parashah.   Indeed   this   is   Parashat   Vayigash,   this   is   the  
parashah   of   approaching,   this   is   the   parashah   of   confronting.  
 
Yehudah’s   message   to   Yoseph   is   dignified   and   polite   and   humble.   But   it   is   also   audacious.   When   Yehudah   says  
ה  י   ָכ֖מֹו�   ְּכַפְרֹעֽ   for   you   are   like   Pharaoh,   the   rabbis   understood   those   words   as   an   attempt   to   flatter   the   -  ִּכ֥
Egyptian   overseer,   but   also   as   an   attempt   to   criticize   the   Egyptian   overseer   for   being   just   as   untrustworthy  
and   dishonest   as   Pharaoh,   and   also   as   an   attempt   to   threaten.   Yehudah,   according   to   the   Midrash   quoted   by  
Rashi,   was   warning   Yoseph   of   God’s   wrath   if   he   imprisoned   Binyanim   without   cause   or   he   was   even   warning  
Yoseph   that   he,   Yehudah,   would   kill   both   Yoseph   and   Pharaoh   if   Binyanim   was   not   released.  
 
And   yet,   just   a   few   verses   later,   this   same   obscure   word   appears   in   a   very   different   context.   Just   verses   later,  
Yoseph   reveals   his   identity   to   his   brothers   in   a   dramatic   cry:  
 
יו׃  י   ִנְבֲה֖לּו   ִמָּפָנֽ א־ָיְכ֤לּו   ֶאָחיו֙   ַלֲע֣נֹות   ֹא֔תֹו   ִּכ֥ ֹֽ י   ְול י   ָח֑ ף   ַה֥עֹוד   ָאִב֖ י   יֹוֵס֔ ף   ֶאל־ֶאָחיו֙   ֲאִנ֣ אֶמר   יֹוֵס֤ ֹ֨  ַוּי
 
Joseph   said   to   his   brothers,   “I   am   Joseph.   Does   my   father   still   live?”   But   his   brothers   could   not   answer   him,  
so   dumfounded   were   they   on   account   of   him.  
 
ְיָמה׃  י   ִמְצָרֽ ם   ֹאִת֖ ם   ֲאֶׁשר־ְמַכְרֶּת֥ ף   ֲאִחיֶכ֔ אֶמר   ֲאִני֙   יֹוֵס֣ ֹ֗ י   ַוִּיָּגׁ֑שּו   ַוּי יו   ְּגׁשּו־ָנ֥א   ֵאַל֖ ף   ֶאל־ֶאָח֛ אֶמר   יֹוֵס֧ ֹ֨  ַוּי
 
Then   Joseph   said   to   his   brothers,   “Come   forward   to   me.”   And   when   they   came   forward,   he   said,   “I   am   your  
brother   Joseph,   he   whom   you   sold   into   Egypt.  
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Rashi,   again   quoting   the   Midrash,   says   that   Yoseph   invited   his   brothers   to   come   close   in   a   gentle   voice   and  
even   showed   them   his   circumcision   so   they   would   know   who   he   was.   Here   the   words     י   ַוִּיָּגׁ֑שּו  ְּגׁשּו־ָנ֥א   ֵאַל֖
connote,   not   confrontation,   but   intimacy.   
 
What   a   range   of   meanings   and   connotations   this   word   can   have!    ה יו   ְיהּוָד֗ ׁש   ֵאָל֜   is   the   pinacle   of   audacious   and  ַוִּיַּג֨
fearless   confrontation,   and     י   ַוִּיָּגׁ֑שּו    .represents   the   height   of   intimacy  ְּגׁשּו־ָנ֥א   ֵאַל֖
 
And   that   full   range   of   meanings   was   necessary   to   get   our   ancestors   out   of   that   moment   of   impasse.   Yehudah’s  
confrontation   and   Yoseph’s   gentle   outreach   to   his   brothers   were   both   deployed   to   bring   about   Binyamin’s  
freedom   and   reconciliation   within   the   family.  
 
More   broadly,   we   see   the   Torah   deploy   the   word    ַוִּיַּגׁ֥ש  to   signify   moments   of   uncertainty   and   moments   of  
challenge.   As   Yitzhak   prepares   to   bless   Esav   and   Yaakov,   we   find   the   word:  
ל    י   ַוַּיֶּגׁש־�ו֙   ַוּיֹאַכ֔ ֶרְכ�֖   ַנְפִׁש֑ ַען   ְּתָבֽ י   ְלַמ֥ יד   ְּבִנ֔ ְכָלה֙   ִמֵּצ֣ ָׁשה   ִּלי֙   ְוֹאֽ אֶמר   ַהִּג֤ ֹ֗  ַוּי
 
When   Yaakov   prepares   to   bless   Efraim   and   Menashe   we   find   the   word:  
ם׃  ק   ָלֶהֽ ם   ַוְיַחֵּב֥ ק   ָלֶה֖ יו   ַוִּיַּׁש֥ ות   ַוַּיֵּגׁ֤ש   ֹאָתם֙   ֵאָל֔ א   יּוַכ֖ל   ִלְרֹא֑ ֹ֥ ֶקן   ל  ֵעיֵנ֤י   ִיְׂשָרֵאל֙   ָּכְב֣דּו   ִמֹּז֔
 
In   these   contexts   one   character   draws   another   close   without   ever   knowing   their   precise   identity.   The   only  
thing   known   for   sure   is   love   and   the   desire   to   bless.  
 
When   Avraham   challenges   God’s   own   justice   in   defense   of   the   people   of   Sedom,   one   of   the   most   significant  
moments   in   the   history   of   humanity’s   relationship   with   God,    he   does   so   with   this   word:  
 
ע׃  יק   ִעם־ָרָׁשֽ ה   ַצִּד֖ ף   ִּתְסֶּפ֔ ר   ַהַא֣ ם   ַוּיֹאַמ֑  ַוִּיַּגׁ֥ש   ַאְבָרָה֖
 
And   Avrham   stepped   forward   and   said,   “will   you   destroy   the   righteous   together   with   the   wicked?”  
 
The   past   weeks   have   seen   the   righteous   struck   down   with   no   discernable   justice.   Just   as   Avraham   stood   up  
and   denounced   that   undeserved   fate,   we   need   to   declare   in   our   prayers   that   Yehosef   Neuman   is   a   tzadik,   a  
generous   man   and   a   loving   father   to   a   large   and   diverse   family.   He   deserves   a   better   fate   than   the   one   doctors  
now   predict.  
 
And   we   American   Jews   find   ourselves   facing   a   coalition   of   knaves   and   fools   who   need   to   be   confronted   with  
the   lionine   courage   of   Yehudah.   We   must   not   shrink   away   from   that   necessary   confrontation.   This   is   the   week  
of   VaYigash.   
 
So   too   we   find   ourselves   surrounded   by   allies,   and   potential   allies,   who   need   to   be   drawn   closer.   They   need   to  
be   invited   to   stand   with   us   and   we   need   to   be   ready   to   stand   with   them.   This   is   the   week   of   VaYigash.    
 
There   is   always   a   lot   of   mystery   and   uncertainty   when   a   variation   of   VaYigash   appears   in   the   Torah.   And  
there   is   a   lot   of   uncertainty   facing   our   community   as   well.   Who   are   our   adversaries   and   who   are   our   allies?  
Who   are   our   enemies   and   who   are   our   brothers?   We   need   Parashat   Vayigash   this   week.   We   need   to   confront  
and   we   need   to   draw   near.   And   we   need   the   blessing   and   the   power   to   choose   how   to   do   so   with   wisdom   and  
discernment.   This   is   God’s   ultimate   blessing,   as   this   morning’s   haftarah   promises:  
 
ם׃  י   ְּבתֹוָכ֖ם   ְלעֹוָלֽ י   ֶאת־ִמְקָּדִׁש֛ ם   ְוָנַתִּת֧ י   אֹוָת֔ ם   ּוְנַתִּתים֙   ְוִהְרֵּביִת֣ ית   עֹוָל֖ם   ִיְהֶי֣ה   אֹוָת֑ ית   ָׁש֔לֹום   ְּבִר֥ י   ָלֶהם֙   ְּבִר֣  ְוָכַרִּת֤
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I   will   make   a   covenant   of   peace   with   them—it   shall   be   an   everlasting   covenant   with   them—I   will   establish  
them   and   multiply   them,   and   I   will   place   My   Sanctuary   among   them   forever.  


