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Leaning In—With Reckless Compassion

R. Aviva Richman - richman@hadar.org

Parashat VaYigash 5782

What is the tone of Yehudah’s approach to Yosef? Midrash (Bereishit Rabbah 93:6) offers three
different angles: an approach for war, an approach for appeasement, or an approach for
supplication. 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: “If for war—I

come; if for appeasement—I come; if for prayer—I come.”

The idea that Yehudah approached “for war” is the most surprising of these three, especially
since the Torah’s intended tone seems to be supplicatory rather than violent.” Yet, some of
our earliest biblical interpretations dramatically expand on this theme of Yehudah stepping
up to fight, taking vayigash (wa'1) as an indication of aggression. In one early Targum,

Yehudah becomes “mighty like a lion” and opens his mouth like a “lion roaring.”® In a midrash

! Bereishit Rabbah 93:6: “NNT nn 7'n ,nNNM7 NWan NIX ATIA' 20,2200 AN 20 AT 20 AT R WA

(1, T YwINT) MR DXT NN )0 ,01'97 NWAN INIX NN 21 ,NNN7NY7 1Ny YUK DYNEAXRE WA'T(ar T YNInY) R
1 1R Nk RN IR wan (17,0t X 0n) n79N07 NWan Mnx 120 11097 ywIn' 7R NTIN' 2 1wa

N2 "IN 27917 DX ,N2 X OI'97 DX ,N2 "IN ANN'7NY7 DX [IN7 VYD NN TY'INR.

% See Yehudah’s repeated uses of the words [ITX ;X1 and Tav (Genesis 44:18-34).

* The Comprehensive Aramaic Lexicon (http://cal.huc.edu/index.html) is an amazing resource for Aramaic
targum traditions. This tradition is found in Targum Neofiti (154" century Aramaic translation and
interpretation of Torah from the Land of Israel) to Genesis 44:18: “Din1 Xaw''722 )11 702 QuT NTIN' NN 2771
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that picks up on this early tradition, the phrase that encapsulates Yehudah’s respect and

submissiveness—“for you [Yosef] are like Pharaoh” (Genesis 44:18)—becomes a derogatory
insult.* What it means to be like Pharaoh is to issue a decree that won’t be fulfilled; Pharaoh
decreed that all Israelite boys would die, but they did not. Similarly, Yosef decrees that he will
keep Binyamin as a slave; but Yehudah asserts he will not be able to. Further, like Yosef is
second in command to Pharaoh, Yehudah presents himself as second in command to his
father, the “ruler” of the land of Canaan. He essentially presents his opening stance for war
between Canaan and Egypt, ready to draw his sword and kill everyone in Egypt—including
Yosef and Pharaoh—to get his brother back.” In response to Yehudah’s threat of violence,
Yosef calls to his son Menashe. One stomp of his foot makes the whole palace tremble.
Suddenly, supplication looks like a more appealing tactic, and Yehudabh shifts course.® In
these early traditions, Yehudah’s initial approach is definitively a fighting stance. Only

afterwards does he back down into a supplicatory mode.

It might seem that Yehudah’s violent stance is at odds with the two other approaches we see
in midrash—appeasement and prayer—but, counterintuitively, these tactics may actually
align. When Bereishit Rabbah relates Yehudah’s initial stance of aggression, it closes by
pointing out how Yehudah’s words were meant to appease Yosef, his brothers, and Binyamin

all at once.” Not only his supplication, but perhaps also Yehudah’s anger and passion—and his

R NINI.” Ina fragment of this targum from the Cairo Genizah, it reads instead: “X" x> 7aamni g'pn.” This
reference to a lion is likely based on Ya’akov’s blessing to Yehudah in Genesis 49:9: nTin' n"ax 1A,

* Continuation of Bereishit Rabbah 93:6: “Nn ,0"'j7n NX |'RI 1TIA IR X DN 11'K1 T2 NYID NN Y9 |Md D

17 7'y NI (V1D YIXRQ )M XX D 17 1'W IRE Y70 YYD NN L,0MI07 IR 0INY IR R D707 0K VINT nv1o.”

® See the Targum Neofiti’s formulation: “"nX "IN 171 VAW ITAVT NN 77 VANWK X7 XN'7'T IX 17 "MOKNXK K7 N0'7'T
["IA0 XINT [AINK 122 7722 2T 70 ...N1T N DA 12'ROT 7722 N X1IDT 7D N2 170171 N2 1797 DDWT NddA

X7 Rj?'"N |0 '9"0 qI7WUR DX KNYIAWA 171 [IYAYT [IN?'N N 9PN *2'N KR RYIX A17'92 KIONKT 7710 N7 DRI RM0AY
D''ON NIX |21 YIS YN NIX J2'N 'XIXN 7D DIR 7'0PT AT TY DY X2

® Continuation of Bereishit Rabbah 93:6: “'>121 'y 'wnwn w3 X7 XNNT [I'D ,KAX DT [0 W9 |'T ' N
" Bereishit Rabbah 93:9: “72' K71 y'an DKW TV I'NN 192 9OI'7 NTIN' NATY X7 INY DTN 7D X212 KN "M NN
N2 7V YD1 [N IR IR L,901'7 01'9 (11127 OI'Dl I'NKY OI'SI §oI'7 OI'S DN NN (X NN N'YKRI]) 79X8NN7 oI
[N "IX 2 Y'AR 7Y 'W91 '"MNIY DWD 17 'AN L, N7 01'9 ,I'NKR 7V 1W9]1 [N XIN XD IXY XL I'NRYT 01'D 77y
77y 'wol.”
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willingness to defend Binyamin even by force—may be exactly what Yosef needs to hear to be

reassured of a change of heart. In this entirely irrational fantasy of Yehudah going to war with
all of Egypt to save his brother, Yosef might hear echoes of a different unarticulated fantasy:

Yehudah wishing he could do whatever it would take to get his other brother, Yosef, back.

We find the same word vayigash—and the same three-fold midrashic interpretation—when
Avraham approaches God to argue on behalf of Sedom.® On the one hand, this makes sense
linguistically: both Yehudah and Avraham are speaking up to power with a specific request.
But it is not totally coherent to compare Yehudah “approaching” another person with
Avraham “approaching” God. In particular, what would it mean for Avraham to approach God
“for war”? Was Avraham really ready to fight God? What form would that battle take, with

what weapons, and towards what ends?’

Taking the lessons from the reading of Yehudah’s approach, perhaps it means that Avraham,
too, was articulating that he was ready to do whatever it would take to defend Sedom, even if
that meant taking up arms against God. And, perhaps, this is exactly what God wanted to
hear—the depth of Avraham’s compassion, even to the point of irrational recklessness.
Yehudah musters this reckless compassion for his brother, qua brother, as someone who is

“one of the tribes and has a share in the inheritance.”*® The extent to which he is ready to fight

¥ Bereishit Rabbah 49:8: “(wa' MK NXT ' ANNYMY AWan AR ATIE " 1201 R AT M an [panax wan] (a
YYIN' 7R DTIN' 122 1WA IR DRT 7' 0I'97 nwan 1nX NN ML (a A 7Nimw) I nnn'7n'? my YWKR nyni axe

"3 nx (17 Nt 'R D7) IALINYR WA ANIMN N7V NN INR DRT )N 07917 nwan 'nx 120 ,10097 (1 TP ywinY)
N2 IX N'7'9N7 DX X2 "IX 0I'97 DX X2 'IX NNN7N7 DX N7 VYO TV

° The early Targum traditions on Yehudah’s readiness to fight suggests that the concept of nnn'7n? nwan is more
original to the Yehudah story. | am assuming this interpretive tradition originates with Yehudah and is then
transposed and applied to Avraham in midrash. For more exploration of these themes between Avraham and
Yehudah and the meaning of hagashah in prayer, see Rabbi Elie Kaunfer’s essay for Parashat VaYigash 5781, “The
Meanings of Approach,” available here: https://www.hadar.org/torah-resource/meanings-approach.

1% See Targum Neofiti. This phrasing also appears in other targumim.
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for Binyamin is exactly what indicates to Yosef he is treating Binyamin like a brother.

Strikingly, Avraham holds this same reckless compassion for total strangers.™

The richness of these moments are not merely meant as dramatic scenes in the extended
narrative of Sefer Bereishit. We are supposed to learn from Yehudah and Avraham’s three-fold
posture of “approaching” every time we step forward in prayer.’> When we take three steps
forward, approaching God before the Amidah, we can tap into the same urgency and sense of
high stakes as Yehudah preparing to wield his sword.” Or, as the Talmud describes Hannah,
we have to be ready to sling our words at God like “arrows” coming out of the “bow” that is
our lips.** In this fighting stance, we step into a role of caring passionately about the world
around us, and being on the alert for unfairness and injustice as inheritors of Avraham’s

covenant of “tzedakah umishpat” (Genesis 18:19).

We might ask: who am | to go to battle for all of this every single day? According to the
Hassidic master, the Sefat Emet, Avraham was plagued by the same question. He points out
that we rarely see Avraham praying to God, because mostly he was too “humble” to pray.”
The Sefat Emet teaches that, when Avraham heard of the impending destruction of Sedom, he
had to “approach for war” against himself, not sure if it was worth opening his mouth in

prayer because of a sense of his own inadequacy and smallness.'® He triumphed over his

" To be sure, Avraham is likely motivated in part by wanting to rescue Lot, for whom he literally has already gone
to war (in Genesis 14). The relationship between courage to act on compassion towards others versus family is
also complex for Avraham, as he does not put up a fight at all about sacrificing his own son (in Genesis 22).

12 Bereishit Rabbah 49:23 evokes Avraham’s “approach for war” as a mode for all prayer leaders: “Dnnax wa'l
NWYI NI2 2121 K12 XX DWYI R 7 'R 'R 2NN 97 N2y 0T X227 0N 'wn ane e Mirona's MLl
q12'Y7W 277 NYYI R Tnn'm.”

B The three steps before the Amidah are connected by the Sefer ha-Rokeia’h (Hilkhot Tefillah #322) to the three
places the Tanakh uses the word wa'i: Avraham (Genesis 18:23), Yehudah (44:18), and when Eliyahu confronts the
prophets of Ba’al (1 Kings 18:36).

! See Berakhot 31b on Hannah’s prayer as “slinging words at God.”

1> See my comments on Sarai—not Avram—being the first to pray in Parashat Lekh Lekha, “Unlikely Origins of
Prayer,” available here: https://www.hadar.org/torah-resource/unlikely-origins-praver.

16 parashat VaYera (1878): “779nn7 OX INXY OV DNYA... K22 ON71 ' oyl... / Who did he fight here?... he fought
with himself whether to pray...”
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inner instinct to keep quiet because he was overcome by his sense of compassion. Yehudah,

as well, may have been racked by guilt and a sense of inadequacy when defending Binyamin,
because he knew that he failed as a brother before. But this does not stop him when he has to
act out of necessity. Avraham and Yehudah both represent stepping 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 we personally don’t feel up to the task.

We learn from the use of the word vayigash that our posture towards others and towards God
inform each other. Perhaps daily prayer is about cultivating the stance of “leaning in”
(hagashah) to the claims our lives and our world make on us. We might feel too small or too
flawed, or that the problem is too large. We might feel like daring to express love and
investment is a reckless risk doomed for failure and disappointment. Even so, we take three
steps forward. May our readiness to put up our best fight yield unexpected receptivity and
graciousness. And even if it doesn’t, encoding the stance of vayigash into our daily lives

teaches us that the only thing to do each day is to step up yet again.
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