


Vayigash opens with the speech
of Yehuda on behalf of Binyamin.
It takes Yehuda just a few verses
before the resolve of Yosef,
the great Egyptian leader is
broken, moved to reveal his true
identity.

What was it about Yehuda’s
speech which so effectively broke
Yosef?

To answer this question, let us
begin by recalling the events
which have occurred so far.

We must of course remember
that Yosef was to his brothers, not
their little brother, but rather the
secondincommandin Egypt, with
only Pharaoh himself wielding
greater power. Yosef charges
the brothers with the theft of his
goblet. The brothers state that,
‘With whomever of your servants
itis found, he shall die, and all the
rest of us will be servants to my
lord.” (Bereishit 44:9) Inresponse
to this extreme openness
to collective punishment, Yosef,
through one of his servants,
responds that rather, ‘The one
with whom it is found, he shall
be my servant, but you shall be
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innocent, free men.” (Bereishit
44:10)

The goblet is of course found
in the sack of Binyamin, Yosef’s
younger brother, the beloved son
of Rachel. The brothers now stand
before Yosef, in astonishment at
the unexpected shocking event
which has just unfolded. It is
at this point that Yehuda steps
forward and states that they all,
collectively, should be slaves to
Yosef. No doubt Yehuda, who
had agreed with Yakov to be
responsible for the safe return
of Binyamin, preferred that no
one returned to Yakov than for
Binyamin to be alone left as a
slave.

However, with one brief swift
poetic sentence, Yosef rejects
and dismisses Yehuda’s words,
implying that Binyamin alone
will remain, whilst the rest of
the brothers will return home,
‘Far be it from me to do such a
thing; the one in whose hands
the goblet was found shall be my
slave. The rest of you shall go up
in peace to your father.” (Bereishit
44:17) In this quick and dismissive
sentence Yosef uses at least two

significant motifs. The phrase,
‘Far be it’is the very same phrase
used by Avraham when pleading
with G-d to save Sodom, ‘Far be
it from you’ charged Avraham,
‘Will the Judge of the entire earth
not perform justice?’ (Bereishit
18:25) With this phrase, Yosef is,
perhaps with a touch of irony,
ensuring that the brothers are
back again in the exact same
place they found themselves
on that fateful day when they
sold him all those years ago. Far
be from him not to implement

rest are of course things which
the brothers will certainly not
enjoy as they travel to deliver to
Yakov the news that Binyamin
has been forced to remain behind
to pay for his crime of theft. No
one will gain shalom from what
Yosef is proposing to do. The
brothers will be tortured by
leaving Binyamin incarcerated
in Egypt and will be tortured by
the thought of how the terrible
news will affect their father, who
in turn would obviously suffer
anguish and pain at the loss of
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justice, thatis unless the brothers
have some argument against it.
Any argument they advance now
would show Yosef their regret
at his sale all those year before.
Yosef is baiting the brothers. He
calls their bluff by insisting that
the decision has been made andis
a fait accompli, the sentence has
been given and he now cannot
change it. As if to rub salt into
the wound, Yosef finishes his
sentence with, ‘The rest of you
shallgo upin peacetoyourfather’
Here the word ‘peace’ is spoken
with a clearly ironic, almost
mocking tone. The Hebrew word
‘shalom’ meaning ‘peace’ has also
the connotations of wholeness,
rest and tranquility. Peace and

Binyamin as he had done over the
loss of Yosef.

It is here that our sedra begins.
Yehuda bravely steps forward
again to confront Yosef and plead
for Binyamin’s life. Yehuda’s
words though are too powerful
for Yosef who reveals his identity
earlier than planned.

The Sfat Emet tells us that we can
understand the word ‘him’in the
phrase, ‘Then Judah approached
him’ with which our sedra
opens, to refer not to Yosef but
rather that Yehuda approached
himself. Yehuda went through
a process of realisation before
approaching Yosef. Yehuda
became closer to himself. This



