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I am delighted that you can join in this Milestone celebration. This is a coming of
age ceremony that marks my commitment to ‘commandment’/mitzvah and

honored to read the Torah. Currently, Bayard, my 4 year old, is reading a “From
caterpillar to butterfly,” which feel like an appropriate analogy for

transformation. This year of study has been my chrysalis. I have found a spiritual
home in Judaism and am honored that you are here to witness my new wings.

Welcomes & Introductions

Order of Service

Torah Portion

Devar Torah

Note about Mitzvah Project

SPECIAL THANK YOU
A special and heartfelt THANK YOU to Nahalat Shalom for your commitment in

creating an expansive and diverse shul welcoming of my spiritual journey. 

Thank you to Rabbi Min and Maggidah Batya Podos who led me on this journey, never
saying no to going off on a random and constant tangential roads!

Thank you to all my Black Jews and Queer Jews who by living in their faith, showed me
that my Jewish life could honor all parts of me.

Lastly and most importantly, Thank you to my family- Naima for your love and
encouragement and support. To Zora and Bayard for being my guiding lights and

sources of so many smiles. To all of my family and my family-in-law, your love, gifts,
and guidance have led me to this moment. Thank you for your excitement as a walk

down this new and remembered path. 
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 This torah portion is called Vayigash, which has been translated to ‘And he approached’, and continues the story of Joseph and
his brothers. I am honored to be speaking on this timely, and personally important passage that deals with reconciliation, and, to
me, masculinity, embodiment and forgiveness. Before I dive into this parsha, I want to give some context on the story of Joseph
and his brothers for those who may not be familiar. Joseph, son of Jacob and Rachel is his father’s favorite. He’s gifted a coat of
many colors and has a special connection to dreams where he tells of a future of his brothers bowing to him which angers them
and leads them to sell him into slavery. He is imprisoned but is freed and becomes the right hand of the Pharaoh because of his
special prophetic dreaming capabilities. (fun fact- all of my experiences of deja vu I can trace back to the exact time I dreamt of the
moment.) (bonus fun fact- Bayard’s Hebrew name is Yosef/Joseph!) 
 Back at his home, his brothers lie to their father, telling him Joseph’s dead,  and later a famine (that Joseph foretold), drives the
brothers to Egypt to buy food. When in Egypt, Joseph recognizes his brother but they don’t recognize him. He puts them through a
series of tests including jailing them, planting a silver cup on his younger brother, Benjamin, who he will take as a slave, but his
brother, Judah, pleads for Joseph to take him as a slave in place of his father’s other favorite child Benjamin. This is where my
parsha begins, when Joseph is overcome with emotion and sees an act of selflessness on the part of his brothers. 
 How do we forgive those who have done us harm? How do we break through the shame of our wrongdoing? 
 To me, the answer lies in Joseph’s open hearted breaking down. As the line reads, “His sobs were so loud that the Egyptians
could hear, and so the news reached Pharaoh’s palace.” (45:2) This act of breaking open the heart allows for us to break through
the guises/hats/facades we wear everyday. Rabbi Shefa Gold shares “These are the tears of profound relief and of love unbound.”
I was drawn to this line when I first read through this parsha and frankly, taken aback and unmoored. That kind of depth of feeling
and emotion is not how I was taught to be man, in fact, when I was in 5th grade, I forced myself to stop crying and feeling so
deeply because I had learned through our society that that is not manly and what a man is supposed to do. It took me over a
decade to cry again and still is very difficult. Black feminist writer bell hooks’ shares insight into the making of contemporary
masculinity in her book, “All About Love”:

The first act of violence that patriarchy demands of males is not violence toward women. Instead patriarchy demands of all males
that they engage in acts of psychic self-mutilation, that they kill off the emotional parts of themselves. If an individual is not
successful in emotionally crippling himself, he can count on patriarchal men to enact rituals of power that will assault his self-
esteem. 

She goes on to share that this first violence of burying our feelings serves the purpose of being able to fight in wars and be
productive in capitalist society. I think back on Joseph’s sobs in stark contrast to our contemporary performance of masculinity. I
believe there is power and such vitality to being able to break the heart open to profoundly feel which can lead to authentic forms
of forgiveness, care and a masculinity that is less harmful to all. 13th century Jewish scholar Radak has commented/translated that
Joseph’s sobs were so loud that the news of his crying spread like wildfire which quickly reached the Pharaoh. I think of this image
in a contemporary sense- Joseph’s sobs, or generally speaking our feelings and actions that come from a full and open heart are
infectious in the best way. His (and all our) sobs are a lighthouse, a call, a clearing of the old forest and ways to allow for the new
growth and ways to emerge. For me, this reconnection to a full emotional landscape and full heart (or more simply put- allowing
myself to cry) is a part of my journey in modeling the open, feeling, forgiving and loving masculinity I hope to model for and impart
on my son, Bayard. What kinds of men can be nurtured when men are allowed to feel all their feels? I want to help plant those new
seeds of love unbound.  

 After Joseph removes his emotional mask, he announces to his brothers that it is actually him, their brother who is still alive and
facing them. While his brothers are too stunned to speak, he asks them to come closer and continues to share, “I am your brother
Joseph, he whom you sold into Egypt. Now, do not be distressed or reproach yourselves because you sold me hither; it was to
save life that God sent me ahead of you.” There are two elements to this incredible moment that I’d like to highlight - the act of
coming closer (this line is where the name of this entire Parsha comes from) and divine understanding. While there is historic
Midrash that asserts Joseph drew his brothers near to share with them the physical marking of his connection to them in the form
of a circumcision, I prefer the more contemporary commentary by Rabbi Elliot Kukla who states, “The Torah is teaching us that to
move in the direction of repairing relationships is literally to move toward one another. Even if we are unable to fully meet, to fully
fix what’s broken, we can begin to make a difference by stepping forward.” This, too, is a lesson in embodiment and returning to
the body. Have you ever noticed the body language of two people in an argument? This is one of my wife Naima’s and my favorite
parts of watching reality tv shows- studying the body language of people who for tv ratings are often put in situations where they
enact harm on each other. Like those on screen, I, too, have physical expressions that I instinctively do when arguing with
someone I care about- I move away from them. It often takes the form of one or a 
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combination of these: sitting further away, leaning away, crossing arms, or disengaging eye contact.
For me, during these emotionally charged times, the simple act (after some reconnecting with
breath/body) of closing any of these distances helps the process towards repair. This parsha reminds
us of the great power of bodily wisdom as a tool for repair. Drawing from teachings of black feminists,
we know that the personal is political. Rabbi Kukla, too, continues to expand their commentary from
the interpersonal to the political,

Vayigash offers a Jewish approach to global justice work–let us draw near. The divide of inequality
between the Global North and the Global South may not be bridged in our lifetimes, but we can draw
nearer to the people and the issues most impacted by global poverty and racism. We can draw near by
educating ourselves, by being involved in advocacy efforts, and by supporting grassroots community
development projects.

One of my favorite pillars of Judaism is Tikkun Olam, repairing the world. Through the story of Joseph,
we are called to repair in our personal lives and in the politics of the world. Drawing near to repair the
harm of colonization, imperialism, racism, sexism, capitalism, transphobia, ableism, homophobia,
xenophobia, and the list goes on. We must lean in, draw closer, feel deeply and take the steps toward
repair. 
 The second part of this moment that I want to highlight is when Joseph says the circumstances of his
enslavement was a divine intervention. This act does two things, removes blame from his brothers with
whom he wants to reconcile and forgive as well as shifts the perspective of hardship to a lifesaving
blessing. Can you recall a time when a hardship upon review was a blessing? For Rabbi Shefa Gold,
she reminds us of how human this experience is,

On some days we acknowledge the deep woundings that we have suffered; we mourn the loss of
innocence; we confront the face of evil. And on some days we absolutely know that those very same
wounds are the source of our compassion and our power; we celebrate the essential rightness of the
path of Life in all its turnings, understanding that what feels like evil is an aspect of the goading force
that unfolds the soul to its true breadth.

This cuts to my heart as an adoptee. For those who don’t know, I was adopted at birth. Adoption is
traumatic and this is often overlooked in the name of the blessing. Child adoptees can often be lumped
into two categories- those who acknowledge the deep wounds and those who don’t. I grew up as the
latter, purely focused on the blessing of my adoption (but always listening to heart wrenching emo
music.) For me the journey to face the wounds of adoption has led to the passion I have for my career.
I am a community organizer and use the pain of my personal and historic (especially for Black folks)
family separation to fight for policies that dismantle this practice. These policies include housing
justice, livable wages, access to paid leave, healthcare for all, demilitarization, and just immigration
practices that all help people decide to relinquish children out of economic necessity. This paradox is
the divine. In turn, I work with community members to remove the blame of their circumstances (from
the individual to the economic/political systems) which keeps people separated and inert. After
transforming our hurt into opportunity by seeing the bigger picture, we are able to take action.  
 Later in the parsha, Joseph “kissed all his brothers and wept upon them; only then were his brothers
able to talk to him,” when the reconciliation was completed. We are taught that reconciliation can
happen when these three things occur- full embodiment of feelings and vulnerability (cracking open the
heart), drawing near/closing the distance and shifting perspective with fate. Our world is full of harm,
from the ways we are taught to enact gender to the ways families are separated/torn apart. Right now,
I am called to work towards Tikkun Olam, by continuing my journey to fully embody the spectrum of
emotions, leaning into the difficult, and accessing the power to continue knowing my journey is divine.
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