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Introduction 

Because of the urgings of many of my friends and my colleagues, I have 

published this second volume of Torah Concepts. As in the first book, I have tried to 

show that Judaism has a highly developed intellectual understanding of man and the 

world, and that its insights into human strengths, passions, foibles, frailties, and 

problems, in short, the human situation, are very relevant. Not everybody may agree with 

these insights, but they should be considered by modern man and not dismissed out of 

hand. 

I have also, in this volume in the holiday section, included several essays and 

sermons which tug at our emotions. Judaism believes in the unity of man as well as the 

unity of the universe. The intellect and the emotions must go hand in hand. I have tried to 

explain and demonstrate how the intellectual and emotional components of man should 

complement each other, and how, together, they can be twin supporters and protectors of 

the values of Judaism. 

I have been influenced in this book by, of course, the traditional Biblical 

commentators, the Midrashic and Talmudic literature, and, at times, by the insights of 

many modern scholars such as Rabbi Joseph Soleveitchik and Rabbi B.S. Jacobson, 

Rabbi Menachem Sachs, Rabbi Aron Greenberg, Rabbi M. Miller, Nechama Leibowitz, 

etc. 

In this book I have again endeavored to present the underlying values of Judaism 

and to explain how they relate to the modern world. I have tried to make explicit that 

which has always been implicit and to reveal Judaism’s underlying values by putting 

them in the modern idiom. It is my hope that these essays and thoughts will be helpful in 

allowing us to confront our human condition armed with Judaism’s insights into the 

nature and role of man. May we, by so doing, gain a greater insight into ourselves and 

into Judaism. 
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Bereishees 

Do Science & Religion Conflict? 

Much has been made about the conflict between science and religion. Many 

people have been made to feel that if they have a scientific view of the world, religion is 

impossible. On the other hand, religious people have been told that they should stay away 

from science because it will only corrupt their world view and make them lose their faith 

in G-d. This is, of course, from the Jewish point of view as explained in the sources, 

nonsense. 

There are, of course, those even in the Jewish camp who would like to look for 

conflicts between science and religion. Some try to seize on Darwinism and the theory of 

evolution as a source of great conflict. According to Rav Kook, the late great Chief Rabbi 

of Israel, the theory of evolution is closer than any other theory to the Kaballa’s, the 

Jewish mystical tradition’s, explanation of creation. According to the Kaballa, the world 

is billions of years old. G-d created and destroyed many worlds before He made this 

world. On Rosh Hashonna we celebrate the creation of man as we know him today. 

According to the Talmud, there were 974 generations of man even before Adam. The 

only caveat we would put on any theory which explains creation, is that we must say that 

G-d is the author of all creation, that all creation unfolds according to His plan. Creation 

is not a chance occurance. 

Science and religion deal with two different problems entirely and, therefore, 

there is no reason for them to conflict. Religion is synthetic which means that it takes all 

aspects and facets of life and blends them into a harmonious whole. It is an organic 

structure. It takes man and his emotions and all his drives and tries to make him whole 

and to bring him into harmony with his universe and G-d. Science, on the other hand, is 

analytic. It does not strive to integrate all the forces and drives of life. It strives to dissect 

and to divide every aspect of life into its smallest parts so it can see how each part works. 

It seeks, through separating things, to understand how things work. It is not 

necessary for scientists to understand everything for them to understand particular things. 

If one understands electrical engineering, one does not have to understand aerodynamics. 

Science’s major thrust is analyzing. Religion’s major thrust is integrating. That’s 

why it is so hard to change religion because it is an organic whole. If you try to change it 

you may destroy it. It is like the little finger on your hand. You cannot say, “I do not need 

my little finger so I will cut it off, and that will be that.” Everything in the body is 

interwoven and you could get an infection which could even threaten your life. Stubbing 

your toe can give you such great pain that it could give you a terrible headache. Both the 

religious and the scientific view are necessary in order to live a good life. They 

complement each other. They really are not in conflict with each other. 

In the Torah portion, Bereishis, we have described two creation stories. In the first 

one G-d is referred to as Elohim, which in Hebrew also means judge. Here we are talking 

about G-d the Creator, the Author of scientific rules and principles. We are talking about 
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that aspect of G-d which reveals itself in nature. This is the aspect of G-d which science 

seeks. G-d’s laws are immutable. If a person breaks the law of gravity, he will be hurt. If 

he jumps off a cliff, he will fall down. G-d is revealed in His creation. As Einstein said, 

‘G-d is not playing dice with the universe’. The very fact that we believe that there are 

scientific laws is a religious concept. There is a school of philosophy which claims that 

the universe is composed of spontaneous everchanging phenomena which have no rhyme 

or reason. Paganism is actually based on this type of philosophical concept in which man 

is caught in a world in which he cannot win. If he pleases some gods, he arouses the ire 

of other gods, and there is no sense in the rival forces in the universe. The best thing to 

do, according to paganism, is to try to flee into some sort of man-made fantasy whether it 

is a violent fantasy or a literary fantasy. 

We believe that the universe is a unity, that G-d ultimately controls everything 

and that He has certain rules and laws which we can apprehend with our senses and use 

to our benefit. In the second chapter of the Book of Bereishis, G-d is referred to as 

Adonai, or Yud Kay Vahv Kay. This is that aspect of G-d which relates to man, feels 

with man, is concerned with man and time. This aspect of G-d has to do with religion, 

with making man an organic whole, with seeing man together with other men in a certain 

place and a certain time. Scientific laws hold regardless of place or time. Scientific law 

does not know a Shabbos and does not know a holiday and does not know love, fear, 

courage, or dedication. It is one dimensional. We human beings need more than 

philosophical laws to live by. We need warmth, friends, relationships, and meaning in 

life. Science cannot give us these things. Science can show how things work but it cannot 

tell us for what purpose we should make them work, what we should do with this 

knowledge. Science gives us power. It allows us to control things and to use things, but it 

does not tell us how we are to use this power. It cannot give us meaning or purpose in 

life. 

We learn that G-d brought all the animals in front of Adam and he called them by 

name, but this did not satisfy him. When you can define something and name it, you, in 

effect, have power over it, but this did not satisfy Adam. He was lonely and lacked 

purpose and direction. The Rabbis ask, why should Adam have been lonely? After all, he 

had the angels. He could talk to them. They would wait on him. Why should he feel 

lonely? The Rabbis teach us that the angels are one dimensional creatures. They did not 

need anything from Adam. He could not give them anything. Adam was lonely because 

he could not give. G-d then split Adam in two and created Eve, and G-d instructed Adam 

to go forward together with Eve and perfect this world. Adam and Eve had much to give 

to each other and to the world. Man is only really happy when he can give. There is so 

much violence in the world today. So many people are so frustrated, so full of anger. 

Much of this anger and frustration stems from the fact that these people do not know how 

to give, how to relate to others. They treat everybody as objects. They turn others into 

creations of their own fantasies. These people fail to realize that each human being has a 

soul, a piece of G-d in him, and that we must relate to each human being like we relate to 

G-d. 

Each human being is totally unique and “other” than us, but we can relate to each 

of them well if we want to. It is not enough just to seek power. Power leaves us lonely 
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and empty. Science gives us power, but it does not fill our emptiness or allow us to 

establish relationships. It does not make us feel organically whole. We learn that when 

the earth was commanded to bring forth trees, it was commanded to bring forth fruit 

which would, the Rabbis explain, taste like the tree, itself. The earth failed to do this. It 

brought forth trees, but the tree, itself, did not taste like its fruit. The earth was 

commanded to produce a tree which not only produced good fruit, but which itself was 

sweet and good. Unfortunately, today we are producing many people who may be 

themselves good producers and who even may possess important skills, but who 

themselves are terrible people. Their achievements may be good, but they, themselves, 

are not. They may have many important skills and they may have mastered different 

sciences or occupations, but they, themselves, are not very good people. Their 

achievements are good but they, themselves, are not. 

We should all strive for achievements but, more important, we should also strive 

to transform ourselves into people who are good and kind. We should not only be 

admired for our achievements, but also for our own character. Religion and science do 

not conflict. Science teaches us how to achieve. Religion teaches us how to be a good 

person. Let us hope and pray that we will neglect neither. 

The Finest Gift 

One of the most perplexing stories in the Bible is the story of Cain and Abel. On 

the surface this story seems incomprehensible. Why did G-d punish Cain for killing 

Abel? After all, wasn’t G-d Himself the real cause of Cain’s killing Abel? 

The Bible tells us that at first Eve bore two sons — the eldest, Cain, who became 

a farmer and the youngest, Abel, who became a shepherd. After a period of time both 

brothers prospered and they decided to offer sacrifices to G-d. Cain brought his offering 

from the fruit of the ground and Abel brought his from the firstlings of his flock. Then a 

perplexing thing happened. G-d regarded Abel’s sacrifice — He accepted it; He did not 

regard Cain’s sacrifice — He did not accept it. Immediately the Bible goes on to tell us 

that Cain became angry, his countenance fell and pangs of jealousy began to eat him up. 

G-d immediately noticed this, intervened, and told Cain not to fear that if he will do well 

his countenance will be lifted up otherwise sin will lurk at his door. 

The next verses of the Bible relate how Cain killed Abel. From the story it is clear 

that Cain killed Abel because he was jealous of him. Abel had G-d’s favor, Cain did not. 

True, no matter what the provocation, murder is never justifiable, but why did G-d stir up 

this jealousy? Why did G-d accept only the sacrifice of Abel and not that of Cain? Wasn’t 

this capriciousness on G-d’s part the real reason for Abel’s death? Wasn’t G-d, in the 

final analysis really responsible for Abel’s death? 

Our Rabbis have long grappled with this question. Some of them have tried to 

absolve G-d of any responsibility by claiming that Cain offered inferior produce as his 

sacrifice while Abel offered the best of his flocks. This explanation, I feel, is untenable 

because nowhere in the text do we find mention of the fact that Cain brought inferior 

produce. True Scripture cites that Abel brought the firstling of his flock and their fat — 
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which implies that his sacrifice was of the highest quality — but nowhere does it say that 

Cain’s was not. All it says is that he brought from the fruit of the ground. 

Other Rabbis looking more carefully at the text find, in my opinion, a more 

significant difference between Cain’s and Abel’s sacrifices. In Cain’s case Scripture 

states that he brought his sacrifice and that’s all. But in Abel’s case it states that Abel 

brought also he from the firstlings of his flocks, etc. From this text it is clear that the 

words “also he” are wrong. Because Cain did not bring firstlings he brought from the 

fruit of the ground. The Rabbis explain that the words “also he” belong in parenthesis. 

That Abel brought not only from the firstlings of his flocks but that he also brought 

himself. That is why G-d accepted his sacrifice and not Cain’s. It is not enough for a 

person just to give his gifts to G-d or G-d’s causes (hospitals, charities, etc.) but a person 

must also give of himself. Gifts, of course, are always welcome, but the truest gift, the 

most favored gift is the gift which is also accompanied by the giver and his willing 

service. 
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Noah 

The Sins of the Mind A re Greater Than the Sins of the Emotion 

Many times we hear the expression, “If only he would use his head, if only he 

would think he would not have done those terrible things, if only he would have thought 

of others then he would not have fallen into the trap that he did. It is his emotionalism 

that has gotten him into all this trouble.” Many times we have extolled the virtues of the 

mind and how if so and so could only learn to suppress his emotions he would be such a 

better person. We in Judaism do not believe this. We do not believe that the mind is pure 

and the emotions are impure and the cause of all our problems. 

In fact, the rabbis claim that there are actually two parts to our soul. One is the 

emotional, intuitive part and the other is the intellectual part. Both of them are needed 

and are important in life. It is our emotions which allow us to make lasting attachments. It 

is our emotions which give us the ability to display love and self sacrifice and dedication 

while, many times, it is the intellect which shows us how to be indifferent to human 

suffering. We should not only help people when our cold self interested calculations 

show us that we, too, will benefit. We should always help others regardless if it will 

benefit us or not because we feel and empathize with them. It is true that the emotions, if 

they are not handled correctly, can get us into a lot of trouble, but so can the mind. 

In the Torah portion Noah we have these ideas illustrated. In the beginning of the 

Torah portion we learn about the sin of the generation of the flood, how the earth was 

corrupt and filled with violence. Here the individuals sinned with their emotions. 

Everyone wanted to do what he or she wanted to do. The generation before the flood 

believed in letting it all hang out, in letting their emotions loose by practicing rampant 

individualism. Everyone thought he was entitled to take anything he could get. If a person 

felt he should have something and he was strong enough to take it he would do so. This 

led to the destruction of society. 

At the end of the Torah portion we learn about the generation of the Tower of 

Babel. The people of that generation were obsessed with an idea. They all had gotten 

together and decided to build a tower. They had learned from the errors of the generation 

of the flood and were now cooperating and helping each other. They seemed to be using 

their minds, to have learned from the past. What was their error? The rabbis say that they 

got so involved in the idea of making the tower that they lost sight of the individual 

human being. When a brick would fall they would all cry and mourn, but when a human 

being would fall and die they would not care and go on. After all, the ideal was more 

important than an individual human being. Great crimes and sins were committed in the 

name of ideals. We have seen in our own age the great crimes that can be created by the 

mind. The Communists have killed millions of people not out of passion but in cold 

blood because they believed that it was necessary for society for them to do so. Stalin 

could let six million peasants die because, in the long run, Russia would be better off 

being industrialized and collectivized. Naziism, too, is a sin of the mind. We Jews were 

killed, tortured, humiliated, and treated as sub-humans all in the name of ideals. 

Eichmann was a cold blooded killer. He even testified that he had some Jewish friends 
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whom he liked, but he had to suppress his own feelings for the good of Germany. He had 

to obey orders. We Jews were parasites and were destroying the world. The sins of the 

mind can be horrendous. 

G-d did not destroy the generation of the Tower of Babel. He merely scattered 

them and confused their language. He made it impossible for individuals in that 

generation to have their ideals coincide. They would no longer be able to band together 

on projects in which they would sacrifice the individual, in which they would sacrifice 

others for ideals. This is, of course, the underlying message of the Akedah, or the binding 

of Isaac. We are not to sacrifice others for our ideals. These people of the generation of 

the Tower of Babel were not personally corrupt, but they did great evil. Hitler and Stalin 

also were not personally corrupt, but they were very evil people. Hitler perhaps being the 

evilest person who ever lived. The evil that comes from the mind does the most damage. 

G-d prevented the generation of the Tower of Babel from completing all their plans 

before this great evil of the mind could completely overtake them. 

During the generation of the flood the people were personally corrupt. They had 

given in completely to their emotions. There was no common bond among them to start 

over again. Only Noah and his family remained. Noah the Torah describes as an “Eesh 

Tzadik Tomeem.” Eesh refers to a man of achievement. He, according to the rabbis, 

invented the plow. He had a mind, an intellect. He was also a Tzadik which meant that he 

could empathize with others. He could see their needs. He was a man of emotion, of 

disciplined emotion. In Judaism we do not believe in suppressing emotions. We believe 

in learning how to express them. Every emotion has a time to be expressed. We are 

supposed to cry at funerals and at Tisha B’Av. We are supposed to dance at weddings 

and on Simchas Torah. We are not supposed to suppress our emotions. We are supposed 

to learn how to use them in the right way at the right time. Noah was also called Tomeem 

which means he was whole. He did not need to express himself through violence and 

cruelty. He was a man who had learned how to integrate his mind and his emotions. 

That’s why, also, his name, Noah, means in Hebrew “rest”. He had learned how to bring 

his emotions and his mind into harmony. 

The sins of the mind are different than the sins of the emotions. When a person 

sins with his emotions he has to be very careful that he never returns to the same 

temptation or circumstances which caused him to lose control of his emotions in the first 

place. He, himself, has become personally corrupt. A person should recognize his 

limitations, and he should stay away from any situations which may cause him to repeat 

his offenses. Even Noah, after the flood, fell victim to a sin of the emotions. Apparently, 

he was filled with despair and mourned the loss of all his friends. He took to drink 

because of it, and this led to problems even in his family. He let his emotions of despair 

and loneliness get the best of him. We must never put ourselves in certain positions or 

situations. Many people tell me, “But, Rabbi, I can handle it” and I look at them and tell 

them, “Aren’t you human? Nobody can handle it.” The only way to avoid the sins of the 

emotions is to avoid the situations, not to let your emotions build up to such a level so 

that they cannot be controlled. They all must have outlets because we do not want them 

to be suppressed, but they have to be positive outlets which reflect our Jewish outlook. A 

man and woman should passionately love each other within marriage. A man should 
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work as hard as he can to get ahead as long as he does not slight any other relationships, 

etc. 

The sins of the mind, on the other hand, are of a different type. Many times you 

meet people who say, “Yes, I did that and that in the past. Of course, now I would not do 

it because I want to be respectable.” I remember hearing an interview of a Mafia figure. 

He said, “I had to choose between poverty or the Mafia and I chose not to be poor. Today 

I am straight but if I had to do it over again I would.” The sins of the mind wait for an 

opportunity to occur and then they are implemented. Without doubt, if the Mafia man 

who is now straight would lose all his wealth he would go back to the Mafia. The only 

reason many people do not implement many of their wrong ideas is because they do not 

have the opportunity. G-d confused the language of the people of the Tower of Babel and 

scattered them on the face of the earth so they would not have the opportunity to do evil. 

We just now are once again beginning to reunite as a world. Instant 

communication and modem transportation have made this possible. It is our 

responsibility to see to it that the sins of the mind will not destroy us. That, of course, is 

the importance of Jewish education. That is, of course, why at the end of the Torah 

portion Noah we learn about the birth of Abraham. It is only if we will accept the ideas of 

Abraham that the world will be able to escape the terrible sins of the mind. We in 

Judaism believe in cooperation and in working for common goals, but not at the expense 

of the individual. The sins of the mind and the sins of the emotion are equally to be 

rejected. We are to believe that G-d gave us a soul which contains the mind and the 

emotions in order to help Him create a wonderful world. It is up to us to integrate them 

properly and to learn to live with cooperation and without violence while always 

accepting the rights of others. 
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Lech Lecha 

What’s Necessary For a Family? 

To build lasting human relationships is a very difficult thing. It is very difficult to 

build a family. Judaism, we know, is based upon the family. When Abraham was told to 

leave Mesopotamia, he was promised by G-d that he would be a blessing to all the 

families of the earth. It does not mention here that he would be a blessing to all the 

individuals of the earth or to all the nations of the earth, but to all the families of the 

earth. One of the ways he was going to be a blessing was by demonstrating to everyone 

how to build a family based on the right values. 

In fact, it can be said that the early chapters of the story of Abraham’s life are 

about his failure, how, after he left his own family in Mesopotamia which was based on 

false values, he first tried to establish a family relationship with his nephew, Lot, but Lot 

was a man who constantly rationalized. He could make right wrong and wrong right. He 

could turn everything upside down like those people today who claim that adultery 

strengthens marriages and neglect of children builds independence, etc. 

The Rabbis teach us that Adam, after he sinned by eating of the fruit of the tree of 

the knowledge of good and evil, could no longer tell clearly what was good and evil. 

Before that, he knew what was good and what was evil. He might not have always 

followed what was good, but he could always see clearly what was good and bad. Since 

then, good and evil have become mixed up. It is not clear anymore what is good and what 

is bad, and man, if he wants to, can easily confuse them. That’s why we need to 

constantly study Torah. Man now can, by defending one value, so pervert all other values 

that good becomes evil and evil becomes good. This is what Lot did and what the Mafia 

does in our day. 

The Mafia believes in family but they have perverted the concept of family. They 

believe that by enshrining the family above everything else they are justified in engaging 

in all sorts of evil activities like drugs, prostitution, extortion, etc., because they are using 

the money to help their families. Their wives and daughters are kept pure and all the 

family is provided with all good things of life because of their activities but everyone 

outside the family suffers. We do not believe that the family supersedes morality. The 

family is important and it is necessary in order to build the moral life, but it, itself cannot 

be above morality. Lot was the same type of man as those who are found in the Mafia 

today. He felt justified in living in such a place as Sodom because he could earn so much 

more money to provide for his daughters and wife. He, though, ended up getting all his 

values mixed up and in the end, in order to protect the value of hospitality, was even 

willing to offer his daughters to a menacing crowd as long as the crowd would not 

homosexually harm the men who had come under the shadow of his roof. 

It was not possible for Abraham to build a family with Lot because Lot played 

fast and loose with right and wrong, and he was able to rationalize everything away. He 

could not say he was wrong or admit that he was being selfish or greedy. He should have 

but he had to be right even when he was wrong. This, of course, did not free Abraham 
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from his obligation to help Lot. He was, after all, still his nephew and Abraham fulfilled 

this obligation by even risking his life in battle rescuing him from some foreign kings 

who had captured him along with all the other people of Sodom, but Abraham could not 

build a family with him. There was no way that they could come to a meeting of the 

minds. Lot would twist everything upside down. 

Abraham then tried to build a family with Eliezer, ,his servant, but he could not 

do it with him either because Eliezer had no initiative, no spunk. He did not have 

opinions of his own. He was merely a mirror image of Abraham. A family cannot be built 

by one party dominating all the others. There must be freedom of expression. Everyone 

must be able to contribute. There may be heated discussions, but this does not mean that 

the members of the family should give up on each other. After all, everyone has his or her 

own perspective and everyone, from his or her own vantage point, may be right, but the 

trick is to learn how to deal with each other when everyone, from his or her own vantage 

point, knows that he or she is right. It is not an easy task but it is necessary if there is to 

be a family. Eliezer could not help Abraham build a family because he was a servant. He 

was subservient. 

Abraham then tried to build a family with Ishmael, his son by Hagar, but, again, 

he could not because he was, as the Torah says, a Pereh Odom, a wild man. He did not 

try to pretend, as Lot did, that wrong was right and right was wrong. He was just 

irresponsible. He did what he felt like doing. There was no sense of shared responsibility. 

In order to have a family there must be shared responsibility. In America today the 

principal reason, to my mind, that the family is disintegrating is because there is no 

shared responsibility. In fact, there is almost no legal basis at all for the family in 

America today except for maybe the laws of inheritance. Sisters and brothers are not 

obligated to help each other. Children are not obligated to care for parents. Parents are 

not obligated to educate their children, send them to college, etc. There is no agreed 

consensus that grandparents are responsible for certain things, parents for certain things, 

spouses for certain things, etc. As a result, all the responsibility falls on the nuclear 

family and it cannot take it and it explodes or disintegrates. 

Abraham then tried to build a family with Yitzchok. Yitzchok also has another 

meaning in Hebrew. It means “to laugh”. In order to have a family you must like to 

celebrate simchas together. You must like to share joys and come together to dilute 

sorrow. You must like to be with each other and be always willing to help each other. 

Abraham was a blessing to the families of the earth. In order to do this, he had to leave 

his own family in Mesopotamia in order to establish his own family based on right 

values. It was only after the binding of Yitzchok that we learn how he re-established 

contact with his own family in Mesopotamia because then he was sure that Yitzchok too, 

would try to base his own family on the right values. He knew that Yitzchok, too, 

realized that in order to have a family you must not spend all your time making excuses, 

trying to make right wrong. You must not create a situation where one party dominates 

everyone else and you must share responsibilities if the family is to grow. 

Abraham, although he realized what was necessary in order to build a family, 

personally, did not succeed even with Yitzchok. We learn how after Sarah died, he 
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remarried and had six more children whom he sent away. It is clear, too, from the text 

that Yitzchok lived in the Negev, not next to his father in Hebron. Yitzchok, too, was not 

successful in establishing a complete family. His son, Esau, did as Lot did before him, 

always rationalizing, making right wrong and wrong right. Yaacov, or Israel, his younger 

son, was the only one who was able to build a family. That’s why we are called the 

people of Israel not the people of Yitzchok or Abraham. Yaacov was able to implement 

the teachings of Abraham and Yitzchok where they failed. He was able to build a family 

which shared responsibility, which was not dominated by one party, and which did not 

try to make wrong right and right wrong. Even he did not always succeed because his 

children sold one of the brothers, Joseph, into slavery. At the beginning they did pretend 

that wrong was right, and only afterwards did they regret selling their brother. Building a 

family is a very difficult thing. We do not all succeed all the time, but none of us should 

ever give up. Abraham perhaps did wrong in giving up on Lot and Eliezer and Ishmael. 

He should have worked harder. 

One of the underlying messages of the first chapters of the Book of Bereishis is 

the fact that G-d, too, is a failure, but He does not give up. He constantly strives to 

establish a relationship with us based on morality and we constantly disappoint Him, but 

he does not give up. Abraham probably should not have given up either. G-d created us 

with free will for His own reasons. He could have created us just like the angels and we 

would have always have had to do His will totally, but He didn’t. G-d is our teacher 

constantly teaching us how we are to live the right and the moral life. He, however, has 

proved to be a very poor teacher. We do not listen and, to a large extent, we still are not 

listening to His teachings. However, G-d has not given up on us. G-d did not break off 

contact with us even though He is absolutely right and we are absolutely wrong when we 

do not follow His ways. How much more so then should all of us act toward each other? 

The truth is not clear to us like it is to G-d. We are not in the Garden of Eden. None of us 

should break off contact with our family just because we disagree with them even if they 

defeat us just like we defeat G-d. Sometimes we should be defeated by the members of 

our family because we are wrong, but even if we are right and they are wrong we should 

never break off contact or give up on them just as G-d has never broken off contact with 

us even though He is always right.. 

The family based on the right values is a goal for which we all should strive. It is 

not a precondition, though, for having a family. Abraham did not realize this and, 

therefore, did not succeed. Unfortunately, today, too many people break off from their 

family or destroy their families because they are not perfect. This is wrong. What they 

should do is what Yaacov did; try to improve their family and make it better. Yaacov did 

and he succeeded. We should all emulate him. What we each need to do is to learn how 

to work toward making our families better, not give up on them and destroy them. The 

world still needs to be blessed by the Jewish family. 
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Vayera 

How Should We Judge People? 

One of the most difficult problems in life is how to size up people. A good 

salesman, a good coach, a good housewife, a good teacher, etc. must always size up 

people. He or she must always judge people to see whether or not a certain person can do 

the job, whether or not he or she can interact with people, whether or not he or she is fit 

for certain assignments, etc. We are constantly being called upon to judge people. What 

are the qualities that we should look for when we judge people? 

In a job situation, of course, the first thing we must look for is whether or not the 

person is able to do the job, but we all recognize that this is not enough. A person can 

have all the skills required to do a job, but he could still be unfit because he is a thief and 

will steal us blind while doing the job, or he could complete his part of the job while 

making it impossible for others to complete their parts of the job because of his foul 

personality. When it comes to choosing friends, whether or not a person can do a 

particular job is completely irrelevant. Judging people is a very difficult thing to do. We 

who live in a democracy are constantly called upon to choose people to lead us. We are 

constantly called upon to judge different people and determine who has the best qualities 

to fill different offices. It is not an easy job because a person is more than his views on 

certain issues. 

A candidate can be wrong on a particular issue but still have such talent, 

character, integrity, and compassion and be right on so many other issues that just 

because he is wrong on one issue doesn’t mean that he must necessarily forfeit our 

support. You do not have to agree with a person 100% on everything in order to feel that 

a person may be fit for a certain job. I would say that a boss who chooses an employee 

who will always agree with him on everything has probably chosen a poor employee, 

because the boss will never get any other opinion except his own. A person is more than a 

set of ideas. A person must also have character and dedication and devotion, an open and 

curious mind, the ability to analyze and synthesize, etc. We human beings have a 

tendency to judge people by externals, to judge people by one or two things they may or 

may not do. In Judaism we say all the Mitzvahs are important, and a person cannot stress 

one Mitzvah and forget all the rest. He must constantly be concerned with all the 

Mitzvahs. One issue Jews who concetrate on just one aspect of Judaism, be it just 

davening, just giving charity, just being socially conscious, just settling all parts of Israel, 

or even just learning Torah, end up by perverting Judaism. This is one of the main 

messages of the High Holidays, especially of Yom Kippur. 

This point is emphasized in one of the first stories told about the founder of 

Chassidism, the Baal Shem Tov. This story tells why his father, Eliezer, was found 

worthy to have such a son as the Baal Shem Tov. According to this legend, Eliyahu 

HaNovi, Elijah the Prophet, disguised himself as a poor Jew and he knocked on the door 

of the Baal Shem Tov’s father’s house and asked for help. His father invited him in. It 

was Erev Shabbos. After Shabbos began this poor Jew flagrantly violated some of the 

rules of the Shabbos. The Baal Shem Tov’s father did not throw him out but continued to 
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help and aid him. Because of this, the Chassidic tale goes on, Eliezer was found worthy 

to have as his son the Baal Shem Tov. 

This is a remarkable story in many ways, but it shows how traditionally Jews have 

looked at the needs of the whole man irrespective of a person’s observance or non-

observance. A man needed help and even though he was not pious he was entitled to 

help. The Pirkei Avos, the Ethics of the Fathers, continually stresses this point. It tells us 

not to judge another person until we stand in his place. Unless we are sitting as a judge on 

the bench, it is not our business to judge another person. It is our business to always deal 

with all people charitably. We do not know what their circumstances are or from what 

type of family they originated or to what pressure they have been subjected. We must 

always look at the whole person, not one act here or one act there. Yom Kippur teaches 

us that each of us can do better, that each of us can improve, that none of us has reached 

our full potential. 

Yom Kippur is unique, not because it is a Fast Day, because there is another 25 

hour Fast Day in Jewish life, Tisha B’Av. Yom Kippur is not unique because on it we say 

special Selichos prayers, because we begin saying these prayers before Rosh Hashonna. 

We even say the “Al Chait”, the confession of sins, the day before Yom Kippur. Yom 

Kippur is unique because only on Yom Kippur do we say aloud “Boruch Sheim Kovod 

Malchuso L’Olom Vo’ed”, “Blessed be the name of His glorious Kingdom forever and 

ever”. On all the other days of the year after we say the “Shma Yisroel” and before we 

say the “V’Ahafta” we say the “Boruch Sheim Kovod Malchuso” silently. The rabbis tell 

us that the reason for this is because when Jacob, our Patriarch, was on his deathbed he 

called together all his children and he asked them what they believed. They all said the 

“Shma” together. Upon hearing this Jacob bowed his head and said the “Boruch Sheim 

Kovod Malchuso”. Jacob, at that time, knew that all his children and the potentiality to 

live good, kind, compassionate lives. On Yom Kippur when all Jews are congregated 

together in the synagogue, when we abstain from the things of this world, when we all 

fast, we all recognize that all our fellow Jews have the potentiality to lead good, kind, and 

compassionate lives. 

In the real world, though, we stumble. Not every day is a Yom Kippur. Normally 

we cannot say aloud “Boruch Sheim” because we judge others harshly. It is true that no 

one has reached his potential. This, of course, is what “Teshuva” means. After all, what 

do some of our great, learned, pious scholars have to confess on Yom Kippur? They have 

not murdered or stolen or wantonly hurt anybody, but yet they know they have to do 

“Teshuva”, too, because they, too, have not lived up to all their full potential. They have 

not done everything they could do. They nave not answered all the challenges they could 

have. “Teshuva” in Hebrew does not mean “repentance”. It comes from the Hebrew word 

“to answer”. It means to answer the challenges of life. Yom Kippur teaches us that all 

Jews can reach a high level of spirituality, that all have potentiality. During the year, 

though, we fall short. We fail to see this. 

In the list of sins that we all confess on Yom Kippur, no mention is made of the 

sins between man and G-d, only the sins between man and man. “The sins of idle talk, the 

sins we have committed by oppressing our fellow man, the sins we have committed by 
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haughty airs, by defiance, by slander, and the sins we have committed by judging others.” 

We must be very careful how we judge others. 

This is also the message of the Book of Jonah, which we read on Yom Kippur. 

Jonah passed judgement on the people of Nineveh and did not want to give them a chance 

to repent. He judged them harshly and wanted to have no part in seeing their good points. 

When we come to judge people, we must look at them as a whole. We must not write 

people off because they do not agree with us on this idea of that idea. One issue politics 

and one issue religion can only lead to disaster. One of the strengths of the traditional 

Jewish view has always been that it embraces everyone and it stresses all Mitzvahs 

equally. Even concentrating solely on learning Torah is condemned in the Pirkei Avos. 

Just stressing one Mitzvah over others, even a great Mitzvah like settling all the land of 

Israel, will lead inevitably to extremism and disaster for the Jewish people. The extreme 

left and the extreme right are equally wrong. 

This is emphasized, too, in the Torah portion, Vayera, when we learn how 

Abraham asked G-d to wait a minute after G-d had come to visit him so that he could 

help some people he never saw before, some wandering Arabs. Abraham even pleaded 

for the people of Sodom and Gomorrah even though their faults were well known. This 

Torah portion demonstrates, too, the difference between Lot and Abraham. Abraham 

stressed all the Mitzvahs equally. He had a balanced view of life. Lot, on the other hand, 

singled out one or two Mitzvahs and subordinated all the other Mitzvahs to them. Lot, in 

his zeal for the keeping of the Mitzvah of welcoming guests, was even willing to sacrifice 

the virtue of his daughters and turn them over to an angry crowd. Abraham would never 

have done such a thing. The lesson of the Akedah is meant to teach us that our children 

must never be sacrificed for some theory or belief we have. One Mitzvah must not be 

singled out and all other Mitzvahs subordinated to it. 

Many people today judge people wrongly. They look at only one aspect of a 

person or one issue. They do not look at the whole picture. Yom Kippur teaches us and 

the life of Abraham teaches us that when we judge people we should look at the whole 

picture, that we should be very careful how we judge others, because on Yom Kippur we 

are going to be called to account primarily for how we judged others. Let us hope and 

pray that we will all always realize that none of us has reached our full potential, that 

each of us has faults, that none of us, except on Yom Kippur, can say the “Boruch Sheim 

Kovod Malchuso” aloud because all of us have failed to answer all the challenges of life 

which have come our way. Let us all hope and pray that the day will come when we will 

be able to say the “Boruch Sheim Kovod Malchuso” aloud every day, but until that day 

comes let us learn how to judge each other “L’Kaf Zechus”, charitably, by looking at the 

whole person and not at just one or two of his or her actions or views. 
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Chaye Sarah 

Will We Be Able to Keep Our Urge to Self-Destruct in Check? 

Many times we human beings feel an urge to fail, to self-destruct. We, many 

times, do not use the proper means in order to achieve our goals. We do not always do 

things that are in our best self-interest. Each of us has within us a certain pride, a certain 

amount of irrationality which allows us, even forces us, sometimes, to act wholly against 

our best interests. Sometimes this can lead to heroic idealism, but most of the time it 

leads to stupidity and perpetuates senseless conflict. 

A young man who fearlessly jumps in the way of a gang of molesters so that an 

innocent girl can escape is a hero. He most certainly did not act in his best self-interest, 

but he acted in a decent and proper way. He saw that someone needed help and he 

responded. I remember a friend of mine, an economics professor, who used to lecture on 

the theories of Adam Smith, how everyone always acts in their best economic 

self-interest. He, though, also loved to tell the story of how he, a 5’2” soldier, attacked his 

6’6” sergeant because he continually made anti-Semitic remarks. He got a beating and 

landed in the stockade, but he always said it was worth it. He did not act in his own best 

interests, as normally conceived, but he most certainly upheld his dignity and self-

respect. 

Many times, though, this urge to self-destruct within us all causes us to vent our 

anger on the only person who can really help us. For example, once I remember being 

with a person who was standing in line to get on an airplane and who, when he reached 

the ticket counter, was told that all the seats were taken and that the airline had no record 

of his reservation. This person literally exploded. He vented all his anger at this ticket 

taker. If he really wanted to get on the airplane, he did exactly the worst possible thing he 

could have done, because the only person who could have manipulated here and there to 

get him on the airplane was the ticket taker. He could have called a steward aside and 

arranged something. After all, there are always people who do not show up or people 

who would be willing to take a later flight to help someone else out, but, because of his 

outburst, this ticket taker, too, got angry and refused to help him in any way. 

How often do we see this, that the only person who can really help in a given 

situation is the butt of so much anger by the supposedly wronged person that this person, 

who might have helped, refuses to do anything. We see how one spouse, because he is so 

angry at being sick, will vent all his anger at the other spouse, the only person who really 

adequately takes care of him. The other spouse may grudgingly still help but it will not be 

the same. How often do we see children alienate parents or parents alienate children 

because they are angry at the world or have failed or have had bad experiences. This 

quirk of human nature, this desire to self-destruct, to fail, causes so much needless grief. 

In the Torah portion, Chaye Sarah, we learn how, after Sarah died, Abraham goes 

through an elaborate ritual in order to purchase a burial ground from the Hittites. 

Everything is done in a very indirect way. When Ephron offers to give the field to 

Abraham, Abraham refuses as he is supposed to do and offers to pay for it. Ephron then 



TORAH CONCEPTS -- THE SOURCE OF JEWISH VALUES VOLUME II 

PAGE 15 OF 236 

 

 
HO1  16502v1 

demands an exorbitant price, but in a very offhand manner he says, “Hear me, My Lord. 

A piece of land worth 400 shekels of silver, what is that between me and you? Bury your 

dead.” Abraham knows that he is now stuck with this price since it was stated before the 

local Hittite council, but he also knows he can get out of the deal if he wants to without 

his or Ephron’s pride being hurt. Anger has been completely deflected. 

Later on in this same Torah portion, we learn, too, how Abraham sends Eliezer, 

his servant, to fetch a wife from Abraham’s family in Mesopotamia for his son, Isaac. 

The Torah goes into great detail on the conversations that Eliezer had with Rebecca at the 

well and that he had with Rebecca’s family and the conversations that he had with them 

before they would let Rebecca go with him to Israel. The rabbis ask the question, why 

does the Torah use so many sentences to record Eliezer’s conversations? The chapter that 

describes these conversations is the longest in the whole Torah and is very repetitious. 

The answer the rabbis say is because the conversation of Eliezer, Abraham’s servant, was 

more precious to G-d than even many of the basic laws of Judaism, which are derived 

from only one or two words in the Torah. 

Why should this be so? The answer, of course, is that it is very important how we 

say things. We all make fun of etiquette and good manners, especially when they are 

carried to an extreme, but etiquette and good manners have a place in life. They are 

created so that we will be able to deflect our feelings and not, because of imagined 

slights, destroy normal human relationships. It is true that we human beings are 

composed of not only a drive for life but also a drive for death. Psychologists call our 

drive for life “eros” and our drive for death “thantos”. Many people really want to fail. 

Many people actually do things in order to fail, to die physically or spiritually. We see 

this especially in people who have suffered a terrible disappointment in life, a death, a 

separation, a divorce. Excessive stress can cause the death wish to predominate. Perhaps 

that is the reason why we have so many teenage suicides now. Sometimes the impetus for 

bravery in war is not always to save others but to fulfill a death wish. 

Many people purposely set themselves up to fail. They seek confrontation. This 

gives them an alibi for their failure. Other people drink and take drugs in order to have an 

alibi for their failure. This urge to self-destruct is very powerful. We recognize it many 

times when it is obvious, but many of us do not recognize it when it is clothed in piety or 

self-righteousness. Just because, it is clothed in piety and self-righteousness does not 

mean that it is correct. Some people like to get on their high ‘ horse and scream and yell 

at others because these other people have made mistakes. They get such great satisfaction 

out of building themselves up by tearing others down. This accomplishes nothing and 

really masks a desire to fail. 

Last month we celebrated the holiday of Succos. On this holiday we take an Esrog 

in the left hand and a Lulav in the right hand, and we make the blessing on the Lulav. 

Why should this be so? After all, the Esrog is the beautiful fruit, and the rabbis say that it 

stands for the complete Jew, the Jew who observes all the Mitzvahs fully, both between 

man and man and man and G-d. It stands for that very rare individual who is a Tzadik. 

On the other hand, the Lulav is just a bunch of sticks, and the rabbis say that it stands for 

ordinary Jews, Jews who are partially defective. Some do, some talk, some keep this 
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Mitzvah, others another Mitzvah, some are charitable, etc., Jews who have good points 

but who are not whole. We, though, say the blessing over the Lulav, and we put it in the 

right hand because we are always to remember that none of us is perfect. There are very 

few Tzadikeem in this world. Most of us are like the Lulav, with good and bad points. 

When we work together, though, one person’s strong points can compensate for 

the other’s deficiencies. We make the blessing over the Lulav in order to indicate that we 

recognize that each of us is not perfect, and that it does no good to vent our anger at 

people who make mistakes or expect everybody to be perfect, especially since we should 

know that we are not perfect. We should not be uptight all the time about people making 

mistakes. Most people are not malicious or totally incompetent, but everybody 

occasionally makes mistakes or has views that have not been totally thought out. We 

have to recognize this. Unless we do, we will just end up with senseless confrontations 

that destroy us all. 

The Jewish toast is “L’Chaim,” “to life.” We are the only people who have this as 

a toast. We are life affirming. Our religion is more concerned with eros than thantos. 

Other religions are not. In other religions people can hardly wait to die so that they can be 

with G-d. Of course, they will not commit suicide to get to heaven because then they will 

not get there, but they wonder when G-d will finally take them. We, on the other hand, 

are in no hurry. We say one moment in this life is worth all the world to come. We do not 

want to self-destruct. That’s why in the Torah portion, Chaye Sarah, so many verses are 

devoted to how to conduct conversations. 

In order to have life, we must have cooperation, and in order to have cooperation, 

we must have an agreed way of talking, manners, so that our conversations will not be 

turned into confrontations which will only result in hatred, rancor, and bitterness. We 

should always remember the lessons of the Lulav. That’s why Succos is known as “Yom 

Simchaseinu,” “the day of our joy.” Joy comes from learning how to live with each other. 

If we will learn the lessons of the Lulav, if we will learn how to deal with each other 

correctly, recognizing that all of us make mistakes and that it does no good to blow up at 

each other, then we will live in a happy and life-affirming world, and then we will have a 

chance on a personal and a global level to keep our urge to self-destruct in check. 
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Toldos 

What’s Needed in Order to Make a Marriage Work 

In our modern day, the institution of marriage is in a lot of trouble. Many young 

people especially, do not know how to make a marriage work, and even those whose 

marriages hold together have an extremely difficult time. Many times their own inability 

to make their marriages work cause them to pit one child against another or to pit the 

children against themselves or their spouse. One of the reasons for the difficulty of 

modern marriages is that people expect too much from marriage. They expect it to solve 

all their problems. They expect their partner to fulfill and supply all their needs. This is 

patently impossible. It is not even healthy. We are not supposed to just devote all our 

attention to one person to the total exclusion of all other people and institutions. We 

should still be able to have friends and be able to participate in the affairs of the 

community. 

However, there are certain basic things that men and women look for in marriage, 

and in order to have a successful marriage, these basic things must be there. From many 

years of marriage counseling, I can say that men and women look for different things in a 

marriage. Women look for security, and I do not mean by this just financial security, but 

emotional, mental, and even physical security. Men, on the other hand, want to be made 

to feel important. This does not mean that men always have to be kowtowed to or spoken 

to reverently. Sometimes, in order to feel important, the man feels he must do all the 

kowtowing. The man is always hovering over the woman doing things for her. It makes 

him feel wanted and needed and very important. The caricature of the helpless woman, 

the empty-handed, stunning blonde like Judy Holliday who always gets her man is, in 

many instances, not far from the truth. 

Women want to feel secure. They want to feel that they have a man whom they 

can count on, and men want to be made to feel important. If these two elements are 

present in the marriage, then almost always this marriage will succeed no matter what the 

other problems. If these two elements are not present in a marriage, then it will be very 

difficult for the marriage to succeed, and if it does continue there may be serious 

problems either between the man and wife or between the children and one or both of the 

spouses. We have much of this explained in the Torah portion, Toldos, in which the 

rivalry between Yaacov and Esau is discussed, a rivalry which the Rabbis say had its 

roots in the relationship between Rivka and Yitzchak. 

Rivka urges Yaacov, her younger son, to disguise himself as his brother, Esau, the 

first born, and to receive what she thinks is the Blessing of Abraham from Yitzchak, her 

husband. She does not want her son, Esau, to get this blessing because she knows that he 

is superficial, violent, and, therefore, unworthy. She wants this blessing to go to Yaacov 

whom she knows to be a studious, sincere individual. Actually, as the episode in the 

Torah unfolds we see that Yitzchak did not want to give the Blessing of Abraham to 

Esau. The blessing that he gave to Yaacov when he was disguised as Esau was a blessing 

for success and dominance, but there was not the slightest allusion to the Blessing of 

Abraham which would have also contained G-d’s name and a promise that the Land of 
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Israel would be his. There are three blessings that are mentioned in this Torah portion. 

The first one that Yaacov received disguised as Esau, the second one that Esau received, 

and the third one that Yaacov received when he was forced to flee to Mesopotamia 

because of his brother’s anger. The third blessing, the blessing Yaacov received before he 

went to Mesopotamia, was the Blessing of Abraham. 

The question the Rabbis ask is, why didn’t Rivka just talk with Yitzchak and 

explain to him that Esau was not worthy and that the blessing should go to Yaacov? Why 

did she have to resort to deception? Why did she have Yaacov dress up as his brother? 

Her failure to talk with Yitzchak had several tragic consequences. One, she 

misunderstood her husband’s motives and thought he was going to give the Blessing of 

Abraham to Esau when he was not, pushing her farther away from Yitzchak. Secondly, 

she ended up by causing her son, Yaacov, to act as Esau would. She made him into a 

trickster, a hypocrite. Thirdly, she made Esau hate Yaacov which forced Yaacov to leave 

home. We do not even know if Rivka ever saw Yaacov again. Why didn’t Rivka just talk 

with Yitzchak about her feelings? 

Rabbi Naftali Berlin says that the whole root of this tragedy lies in the fact that 

Rivka never felt secure with Yitzchak. Even when Rivka saw Yitzchak for the first time 

upon her arrival from Mesopotamia, she took her veil and covered herself. This act of 

enveloping herself was not merely a gesture of modesty, but it was also symbolic of her 

relationship with her future husband. He invoked in her feelings of frustration and 

unworthiness. Unlike Sarah and Rachel who talked frankly to their husbands, Rivka 

could never overcome her feelings of insecurity in Yitzchak’s presence. She never felt 

secure. In fact, it seems from the text that she never even told Yitzchak about the 

prophetic message she received while she was pregnant which predicted that her younger 

son would be the recipient of the blessing and not her older son. Maybe if she would have 

she and Yitzchak would have seen their children differently and had a much better 

relationship. 

As Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch states, Rivka knew that Yitzchak eventually 

would discover that he had blessed Yaacov instead of Esau but she wanted to show him 

that he was blind to worldly affairs, that he could be taken in. Even her simple son, 

Yaacov, could if he wanted fool him. Yitzchak failed to make Rivka feel secure and 

Rivka made Yitzchak feel unimportant and inadequate. Yitzchak was an inner directed 

man. We learn earlier in this Torah portion how ht always tried to avoid confrontations. 

He was not the fighter his father was. He did not stand up for his rights. When the 

Philistines challenged him about the wells he dug he withdrew. He did not make Rivka 

feel secure. The Rabbis say that because of the tears which the angels shed and which fell 

on his eyes during the Akedah when his father, Abraham, bound him on the altar he 

became blind and totally unworldly. Rivka had no confidence in him. He did not make 

her feel secure. Even though in this instance he was not going to give the Blessing of 

Abraham to Esau, she thought he might. Rivka, on the other hand, failed to make 

Yitzchak feel important. In fact, she did the exact opposite. She proved to him how 

inadequate he was. She should have helped him become more adequate to meet life’s 

challenges, not belittle him. This made him withdraw even more. 
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Perhaps the tragic confrontation between Yaacov and Easu would never have 

occurred if their parents would have learned how to fulfill each other’s basic needs. They 

would have been able to communicate and their marriage would have been on a better 

footing. There is no doubt that Rivka and Yitzchak loved each other and were concerned 

about each other. The Torah teaches us how they prayed for each other. Their marriage 

continued but it could have been a much better marriage, especially for their children, if 

they had learned how to communicate. Yitzchak should have made his wife feel secure 

and Rivka should have made her husband feel important. If they would have, then the 

whole conflict between Esau and Yaacov might have been avoided. Let us hope that our 

young people will put their marriages on a firm footing and that their marriages will not 

only last but produce happy and loving families. 



HO1  16502v1 

Vayaetzae 

We Jews and the World 

The problem of being a minority is never an easy one. It is not just that we have to 

put up with the barbs, the dislike, and sometimes even the hatred of the majority, but that 

many times we, ourselves, are forced to wonder if it is all really worth it. After all, by 

sticking to our own customs, traditions, and religion, are we stopping mankind from 

uniting and becoming one? Are we, by perpetuating our particular view of life, 

supporting a world-wide system of senseless divisions which can only lead to perpetual 

war, strife, and hatred? Our very existence as Jews, even though we have done nothing 

wrong, seems to stir up so much senseless hatred that perhaps we should not exist 

anymore. Maybe we could spare the world hating us if we did not exist anymore. These 

are hard questions and cannot easily be brushed aside. 

In the Torah portion Vayetze, we have depicted the relationship that the world has 

to Jews. This relationship is exemplified by the relationship Laban had with Jacob. He 

both hated him and needed him. He resented the fact that it was because of Jacob that he, 

Laban, was blessed, and even though he needed him he tried to swindle him all the time. 

This reminds me of a famous anti-Semite who insisted that only a Jew be appointed to 

defend him in court. They asked him why and he said he was fighting fire with fire. In 

Russia today, they still have the saying “Smite the Jew and save Russia”, but they still 

will not let our people go. Even in this country, the many contributions that we Jews have 

made to America have many times not been acknowledged. Some of the early pioneers in 

the West who actually pioneered and developed it are known in American history as the 

eggeaters because all they would eat were eggs. The reason for this was that they were 

Jews who kept kosher and that is the only kosher food they could obtain. However, in the 

history books they are just known as the eggeaters. 

In this Torah portion Vayetze we learn how Jacob worked for Laban for 7 years 

for Rachael, and how he was swindled by Laban into marrying Leah instead who he 

thought was Rachel. He then had to work another 7 years for Rachel. Only after that was 

he paid. Laban, even after all that, was still trying to manipulate Jacob so he would get 

nothing, but Jacob was able, through G-d’s help, to amass his own flocks and to cause 

Laban, himself, to be blessed. Laban and his sons, though, became very jealous of Jacob 

and Jacob determined to leave. He also determined to leave because when he left his 

father’s house in Israel he had dreams of angels ascending and descending from heaven. 

Now all he had were dreams about one goat mounting another goat. He realized that he 

was becoming only interested in money and material things, and he knew he had to leave. 

While Laban was away shearing his sheep Jacob took his wives and children and flocks 

and fled toward Israel. When Laban found out what he had done, he pursued him and 

overtook him. Rachel also, unbeknown to Jacob, stole Laban’s gods. 

When Laban overtook Jacob, he bawled him out for not allowing him to say 

goodbye to his daughters and grandchildren. G-d had warned Laban the night before not 

to harm Jacob. He, though, then cried out, “Why have you stolen my gods?”. Jacob 

denied that he had stolen Laban’s gods because he did not know that Rachel had taken 
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them. Rachel did not want her father to worship idols. This has always been the claim 

against the Jews. Why have you stolen our gods? Why can’t you recognize the truth of 

our assertions? Why must you be so stubborn and stiff-necked? You must be in league 

with the devil. Our ideas are 100% right. Why can’t you see that they are true? You Jews 

have always caused doubts to rise among our people. You are stealing our gods. 

Even today, in our country many times I have met with very well meaning people 

who just cannot understand why we Jews cannot accept their religion. When I try to 

explain to them that we Jews do not believe in original sin, that we do not believe in the 

concept that we have been damned since the sin of Adam to do evil, that we do not 

believe that we must six times out of ten choose to do the wrong thing rather than the 

right thing because we are under the power of sin, they look flustered. They do not realize 

that we do not need anybody to save us from sin because we are not under the power of 

sin now. We are born neutral. If we want to do good, G-d has already given us the power 

to do good. We believe that we have as much power to do good as anybody who has been 

born again in their faith. We never believed that we were under the power of sin so we 

did not need a saviour to save us from sin. These people do not understand that we cannot 

believe the Messiah has already come because, according to our belief, when the Messiah 

comes there will be no more evil in the world and there certainly is a lot of evil now. One 

man is still clobbering another and nature, itself, is based on violence. Many, though, still 

look at us and say, “Why have you stolen our gods? Your failure to believe casts doubts 

upon our belief.” We Jews must exist if only to proclaim that all the truth is not yet 

known. Our very presence challenges others to look at themselves and to determine 

whether or not they are really just, really compassionate, really living as human beings. 

They may hate us for this but we are performing a very necessary and valuable service. 

As Chaim Potok’s father told him, “We Jews are the moral reconnaissance forces of the 

world.” The reconnaissance forces of any army takes the highest casualties but they are 

absolutely necessary. 

This, too, is the meaning of the story of Chanukah. Chanukah proclaims that no 

group should be forced to surrender their ideals and their way of life for the sake of 

universalism alone. Universalists many times feel they are acting morally because they 

are not acting on behalf of their interests but in behalf of the interests of greater 

humanity. They feel that since they are acting in humanity’s behalf they are justified in 

doing all sorts of terrible things. Thus, the Hellenizers in the Maccabbees time could kill 

a mother, Hannah, and her seven sons in good conscience. They were furthering 

Hellenization, a good cause. We see this same thing in many of the so-called liberation 

and universal philosophies today. The Communists could kill millions of people, pervert 

the truth, destroy individuals’ integrity all for the sake of humanity. They feel justified in 

doing anything no matter how terrible as long as they feel they are doing it for humanity. 

We Jews reject that notion. We cannot accept a universalism that denies any particular 

group the right to exist. Every group has a rich level of experience which can add to 

man’s knowledge of himself. 

What makes America great is not that it is a democracy. Democracy can be the 

most tyrannical form of government. If the majority of the people should decide that all 

the Jews should be killed, it would be a democratic decision, but it would be a very 
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wrong, wrong decision. What makes America great is the Bill of Rights. There are certain 

things that even the majority cannot do. We must allow individuals and groups to do 

certain things even though we know they are wrong. Khomeini hates America and the 

West because they have stolen his gods. His young people came back from America 

imitating everything American. He could not accept the fact that there could be any good 

in an infidel. America was undermining his way of life. 

We in Judaism recognize that there can be good in all people. The truth is the 

truth no matter what its source. This is a basic Talmudic teaching. The word Jew, itself, 

comes from the word which means to be grateful. The word Jew comes from the name 

Judah which means in Hebrew `to thank’. We Jews should be grateful to any nation or 

group we have learned from even if we have only learned one thing from them. King 

David was grateful to Achitofel, his advisor, even though he only learned one thing from 

him and even though Achitofel later tried to unseat him as King. There are good parts to 

all culture. Those teachings from other cultures which contradict Judaism, we should 

reject, but those teachings which are good and which do not contradict our religion, we 

should learn from. 

Minorities are good because they force the dominant group to look at itself and to 

learn how to even be better. They challenge it to be better. Only those who do not want to 

be better wish to destroy Jews or any minority and find them a threat. No society, yet, has 

all the truth. We Jews have been instrumental in assuring that the world continues on its 

quest for truth, justice, and morality. We have many times suffered because of this 

challenge, but we can never give up because we know that we are absolutely necessary if 

the world is to make any progress at all toward the goals of truth, justice, and morality. 

Let us all always be proud that because of our challenge the world knows more and is a 

better place than if we had not existed. Our continued existence will assure that it will 

become even a better place. 
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Vayislach 

Friends, Acquaintances, and Loneliness 

We all want friends. None of us wants to be alone. We all want to have people 

like us and admire us. We all want to show off our skills to others. We all want to be 

applauded and liked. Unfortunately, not everybody can make friends, and not everybody 

can have a lot of friends. Some people just do not know how to make friends, and some 

people confuse respect for friendship. 

In America today it is very hard to have friends. It is hard to have friends because 

our culture is biased against them. It teaches us to be self-sufficient, to stand on our own 

feet. We stress individuality and individualism. Friends can get in the way of perceived 

self-growth. Friends can tie us down and not let us achieve our ambitions. Also, America 

relates everything to performance. We are taught that friendship is something that can be 

bought or which is earned by doing favors or by being able to facilitate other people’s 

ambitions. If you no longer can do favors then you no longer deserve to be a friend. 

Friendship is conditional, conditional upon being able to produce. If you can no longer 

produce then you can no longer be my friend. This same attitude is even carried over into 

marriage. If a mate can produce certain feelings or a certain wealth or a certain 

appearance, then everything is all right. When the spouse can no longer do these things 

then get rid of him or her. Friendship is looked at as a utilitarian thing. 

We human beings have two contradictory drives when it comes to friendship. We 

want to control our friends and, at the same time, be the recipient of their spontaneous 

expressions of friendship. We fail to realize that friendship is something you cannot 

force, that a friend you totally control is no friend. He is only a reflection of yourself, a 

mirror image who quickly becomes boring. Friendship also cannot be earned. Of course, 

a true friend is one who is willing to do all sorts of things for you and you for him, but the 

essence of true friendship is that you both feel comfortable in each other’s company, that 

you can both relate on a personal level, that you both can communicate. 

Respect is something different. You can respect many people but not be able to be 

their friend because you do not feel comfortable with them. For example, there are many 

very brilliant and successful people with whom most ordinary people cannot be friends 

mainly because these ordinary people respect them too much. They are in awe of their 

accomplishments. They do not feel comfortable in their presence. They respect them too 

much to be friendly with them. Many brilliant people cannot understand this, how after 

they have done so many good things for certain individuals these people are not their 

friends. They are their admirers but not their friends. This is the same reason why so 

many beautiful girls never have a date. Most boys are afraid to ask them out, because 

they do not believe they are worthy of such a girl. They feel such a girl would spurn 

them, and, also, they do not feel that they could satisfy such a beautiful girl’s needs and 

wants. 

Having friends is different than having acquaintances. We all can have many, 

many acquaintances and be on good terms with many, many people, but not really have 
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them as friends because we do not feel comfortable when we are with them. Having 

acquaintances, though, is very important. Acquaintances help each of us dispel our 

existential loneliness. This is not the case when relationships are based on control. These 

relationships always cause us to remain lonely. Spontaneous feelings of affection and 

control are mutually exclusive. Many children of the very, very rich or of the nobility in 

Europe chose only to have servants as friends because they wanted friends they could 

control. These children were fooling themselves, though, because their servants were not 

their friends and behind their backs these servants would mock them while pretending to 

their faces that they were their friends. The Torah does not demand that we be friends 

with everyone because that would be patently impossible. It just demands that we treat 

everyone as friends. That means that we help everyone whose needs come to our 

attention, that we listen to everyone’s problems who come to speak to us, and that we try 

to fulfill all their needs, but inner friendship is not something that can be forced or 

earned. 

In the Torah portion Vayislach we learn many of these things. We learn how 

Yaacov, before his encounter with his brother, Esau, encountered a man with whom he 

wrestled until the break of day. The rabbis tell us that the person with whom he wrestled 

was the “Sar of Esau,” the guardian angel of Esau. The rabbis explain that this angel 

appeared to Jacob in three guises: as a shepherd, as a thief, and as a Torah scholar. This 

was to teach Jacob the different possible ways he could relate to his brother. He could 

relate to his brother as a shepherd. A shepherd does his work alone. He usually grazes his 

sheep with only a flute and a dog as his companions. A shepherd endures a very lonely 

fate and, because he fails to have human companionship, many times his mind and spirit 

become stultified. Jacob was to be reminded of this. He had to establish relationships 

with everyone, even with those he did not approve if his mind and spirit were not to 

become stultified. 

The second guise of the guardian angel was that of a thief. He could relate to his 

brother as a thief. He could try to outsmart his brother, outthink his brother and beat him 

at his own game. This he tried to do before and, even though he did wrest the birthright 

and blessing from his brother, it led to no good. He was forced to abandon his father and 

mother and live alone without their friendship and companionship for 22 years. This was 

not the way to relate to his brother. 

The Sar of Esau then appeared to Jacob as a Torah scholar. A Torah scholar is 

different and unique from the people around him. He has certain knowledge, certain ways 

of thinking that are, many times, foreign to others, but this does not mean that he should 

abandon other people. He should still relate to people even though he cannot establish a 

true friendship with most of them. He does not feel comfortable with them or their ideas, 

and they do not feel comfortable with him or his ideas. He does not try to control people 

like a thief might do or shun them like a shepherd. He does interact with them, but he 

realizes that he can never be comfortable with them. He always treats them as if they 

were his friends even though there cannot be true friendship between them, because they 

each possess different goals and aspirations. Having many acquaintances and treating 

them always as friends is a very important virtue. Unfortunately, many people, when they 
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encounter people who they do not particularly like, either shun them or try to manipulate 

and control them. They do not relate to them as a Talmeed Chochom would. 

The Sar of Esau, the guardian angel of Esau, wanted to see how Jacob would 

react. How was he going to relate to his brother? Was he going to shun him or again try 

to control him, or relate to him as a friend even though he was not comfortable in his 

presence? This explains why the guardian angel was not able to overcome Jacob. 

Couldn’t the guardian angel, who was a messenger of G-d, overcome Jacob? Of course 

he could, but he wanted to see what Jacob’s response would be to a seeming victory over 

a foe he did not know was an angel. Would Jacob want to control his defeated foe, or 

would he shun him? Jacob showed that he wanted neither. He only wanted good relations 

with his foe, he wanted his blessing. That’s why afterwards the angel named him Israel. 

“You wrestled with man and you wrestled with G-d and you were victorious.” How was 

he victorious? What battle did he win? He was victorious because he was able to realize 

that he could have relationships with man and G-d even though he did not feel 

comfortable with either all the time. 

Friendship cannot be forced, but loneliness is not the only alternative to 

friendship. There is a satisfying middle ground; there is acquaintanceship. There is so 

much satisfaction to be gained from helping people and being with people even though 

the ability to communicate fully is not present. Jacob made up with his brother. He never, 

though, was able to feel completely comfortable with him. From then on they maintained 

good relations. They treated each other as friends even though they were really only 

acquaintances. 

In this Torah portion we learn, too, about the death of Rachel, a blow which 

marked Jacob for the rest of his life. He had been able to communicate with Rachel. 

Jacob named the boy, born as Rachel was dying, “the son of my right hand.” He 

recognized his wife, Rachel, had been his true friend and his right hand. Friendship is 

precious and is actually a gift. It cannot be forced. Those who try to control their friends 

destroy their friendship, and those who try to shun everyone else because they cannot 

have a true friendship with them destroy themselves, also. 

Life has many moments of satisfaction, but life is also hard and difficult. We all 

know how problems can overwhelm us, how when we are with friends our problems 

ease. Perhaps we today fail to realize the comfort that can come from acquaintances also. 

We fail to make acquaintances because we feel that since they cannot be true friends we 

do not wane to have anything to do with them at all. This is wrong and self-defeating. 

Acts of friendship we can share with every one, and acquaintanceship we can have with 

everyone. This Torah portion ends by telling us all the history of Esau for eight 

generations. Acts of friendship were possible with Esau because acts of friendship are 

possible with everyone, eves with those with whom there is not an identity of views and 

the ability to fully communicate. Friendship is important but acts of friendship with 

everyone are even more important because they not only end existential loneliness, they 

also< bring peace. 



HO1  16502v1 

Vayeshev 

The Importance of Accepting Responsibility 

In the Torah portion Vayeshev we have a chapter of the Torah which is generally 

omitted when teaching children. However, it is a mistake to omit it. Evil and passion exist 

in the world, and if we pretend they do not exist we will never learn how to handle them. 

If we teach our children a fairybook tale about the world they will never be able to cope 

when they are confronted with life’s real problems. We must teach our children also how 

to fail. We must teach our children that not everything will always go smoothly, that they 

are subject to all sorts of pressure, both inside and outside. Evil and persecution and 

pogroms are not something that just happened hundreds or thousands of years ago. In our 

lifetime, in the lifetime of many who are sitting here today, possibly the worst evil, most 

certainly the worst pogrom, happened: the Holocaust. It was perpetuated by a supposedly 

cultured and enlightened people. Evil exists. 

Unfortunately, people do not want to admit this, and they also do not want to 

admit that they, too, can do evil, that they, too, can make mistakes. In this Torah portion 

we learn about Judah. Judah, we learn, became worthy of leadership in Israel because of 

what happened in this Torah portion. Judah married a Canaanite lady and had three 

children. His oldest son married but soon died. In those days if a widow died childless her 

brother-in-law was obligated to marry her. Judah’s second son also married her and he 

soon died. Judah’s third son was then supposed to marry Tamar; however, he was still too 

young. Judah told Tamar to go home and when he was old enough he would marry her. 

He, however, delayed having his third son marry her. 

After a while Judah’s own wife died. One day Judah went out of town to shear his 

sheep. He spied out a prostitute on the road and decided to come to her. In reality, this 

was his daughter-in-law, Tamar, who decided she was going to get pregnant by his family 

one way or another. The next day when Judah sent a sheep in payment for services 

rendered, he could not find the prostitute. He had left his signet ring and staff as proof 

that he would return. 

A few months later it was reported that his daughter-in-law was pregnant. As was 

the custom in those days, she was to be taken out to be burned, probably to have a scarlet 

letter burned on her as in Hawthorne’s famous story. She did not protest but instead she 

sent to Judah his staff and signet ring and said, “The man who owns these things is 

responsible for my pregnancy.” Judah could have ignored the staff and signet ring. He 

could have covered up. He did not have to shame himself in public, but he did not. He 

proved he was a real leader because he could admit a mistake. He would not have 

anybody else suffer for his mistake. After he saw the staff and signet ring he said, “She is 

more righteous than I” and he took full responsibility. 

In our world today there is so much evil because people are not willing to take 

responsibility for their actions. The Germans lost the first World War and needed a 

scapegoat. It was not their fault, they claimed, that they lost the first World War. It was 

the Jews’ fault. People do not want to accept the fact that they can act immorally so they 
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blame us Jews as Hitler did for all the world’s troubles. They fail to take responsibility 

for themselves or their actions. The devil must have made them do bad things, and the 

Jews are in league with the devil. In order for evil to be overcome we each must take 

responsibility for our actions and not blame others. The refusal to accept responsibility is 

a crucial element in the spread of evil in the world. Leadership can only be conferred on 

those who will limit evil, those who are willing to accept responsibility. 

Why Was Joseph a Tzadik? 

Throughout the Jewish tradition Joseph is known as Yosef HaTzadik, Joseph the 

righteous. Why should this be so? When we read about Joseph’s early life all we see is a 

narcistic, self-loving, talented young man who revels in his gifts and who flaunts them in 

front of his brothers. He seems to be a spoiled brat. How could this be Yosef HaTzadik? 

Joseph did not mature until he was sold as a slave to Potifar. In Potifar’s house he 

was tempted by his master’s wife but he, at the last minute, did not listen to her pleas to 

lie with her and he left her. She grabbed a hold of his garment and pulled it off him as he 

ran away. The Rambam asks the question, why didn’t he go back and take his garment 

from her? Then she would have had no proof against him. He did not because he knew it 

was partly his fault. He should not have got himself in that compromising position with 

her, so he could not use force with her even to destroy the evidence against him. There 

were just some things he could not do. This same lesson is emphasized later when Joseph 

learns how to listen to the dreams of others. He interprets the dreams of the butler and the 

baker, and when the butler is freed, the butler forgets Joseph. Joseph could have made 

trouble for him but he did not. There are just certain things we cannot do even when we 

are right. Joseph knew that he had to treat everybody with dignity and respect. 

Why, though, did Joseph tell his brothers dreams that he knew would infuriate 

them? Rabbi Soloveitchik explains that the dreams Joseph told his brothers were special 

dreams about the need to change in the future. Joseph did not mean to infuriate them. He 

was just insensitive. This is proved by the dream about the sheaves. Why did he tell them 

in the dream that they were binding sheaves? The brothers were shepherds, not farmers. 

Rabbi Solovietchik explains that the brothers hated Joseph because he was telling them 

that they would have to change, that a new day was coming, that G-d’s promise that they 

would have to go to a strange land was about to come to pass. They would have to 

prepare for it. They did not want to. They wanted to stay the way they were. They did not 

want to prepare for a new day. 

Joseph did prepare and, because he did, he was able to maintain his moral 

character in the face of new temptations. He did not give in to Potifar’s wife. He adapted 

to Egyptian ways but maintained his own unique morality. The brothers, on the other 

hand, did not want to change, and what did they end up doing? Judah cavorted with a 

prostitute who later turned out to be his daughter-in-law. She acted with pious motives 

but he did not. They sold their brother. They perverted all their values because they could 

not change. This is similar today to the Netura Karta who tell Arafat they would like to 

live under his rule because they hate Zionism so much, or certain Satmar Chasideem who 

hate other Jews because they adapt, even halachically, to the modern world. 
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We Jews must maintain our moral values like Joseph did. The world will not treat 

us kindly. We are the scapegoat of the world. Nonetheless, we Jews must still always 

maintain our moral values and act like Yosef HaTzadik even when we suffer because of 

it. There are certain things we can never do. We must always maintain our moral 

standards. This we can only do if we recognize and prepare for change. 
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Miketz 

Is Everything New Always Better? 

One of the most destructive forces in modern society is the idea that what is new 

is always better. There is this feeling that if something is old, it is bad. We always have to 

have new things. The latest gadget is always to be preferred. The newest cause is the best 

cause. The newest relationship, no matter how illicit, is the best one. Newness 

invigorates, refreshes and keeps us alive. 

This idea has brought in its wake the disparagement of the past and all the lessons 

learned from the past. It, also, downgrades the old. The old are not to be revered and 

listened to but instead, they are to be confined to old folks’ homes. Only the young and 

those who are capable of ostentatiously displaying the new are to be applauded and 

admired. This view is terribly destructive. It not only causes literally billions of dollars to 

be wasted by people buying senseless things and trying to look like they are always in 

their twenties but it, also, causes us, as individuals to suffer needlessly. Everyone has to 

rediscover the wheel. The lessons of the past are largely ignored by most of us until we 

are caught up in terrible problems and are overwhelmed by them. 

Many things in this world have changed in the course of the last 5000 years of 

recorded history. We speak different languages. We have different cultures. We dress 

differently. We have made many technological advances, but in one area, we have 

remained exactly the same. Man’s passions have not changed one iota since the 

beginning of recorded history. We are all beset by the same problems of death, pain, love, 

greed, altruism, selfishness, hatred, yearnings for completeness, the need to demonstrate 

loyalty, etc. Our passions are identical. You can pick up ancient Egyptian papyrus and 

Samarian cuneiform tablets, the Books of the Bible, Latin texts, Greek texts, and find the 

same problems of passion stated and restated. Our modern soap operas and novels are 

just a rehash of these same problems. We may have learned a lot about physics, 

chemistry, engineering, etc. but about the passions of man our knowledge remains the 

same. 

Not everything that is new is satisfying. Our skyrocketing divorce rate, our 

mounting suicide rate, our growing drug problem and alcohol problem all attest to the 

fact that we are not very successful in handling our passions. This is an age of great 

confusion. I once met a person who had brutally attacked an old woman for no good 

reason. I asked him, “Why?”. He told me with a straight face, “But Rabbi, you didn’t 

want me to become a neurotic by suppressing my emotions?”. He was obviously an 

intelligent person, but he had been taught the wrong lesson about passions. It is not 

always right to release our passions. Our tradition deals almost exclusively with man. 

G-d’s name is hardly ever mentioned in the Talmud. We are interested in what G-d has 

told us, how we should react one with each other. We believe that in our tradition we 

have the key for living the full and rich life in which our passions are neither always 

expressed or suppressed but are utilized in the proper way at the proper time. 
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The holiday of Chanukah speaks about these matters. Chanukah is a holiday of 

rededication. There is no holiday in Judaism for the dedicating of the Temple. This is 

indeed strange. We have no holiday which celebrates the building of the Temple. We 

only have a holiday for rebuilding it. In Jewish eyes there is no trick to building. 

Everybody can build. The key is whether you can rebuild, whether you can constantly 

pour new meaning and new energy in renewing your relationships. Everybody can move 

on from one thing to another. The trick is to build and rebuild on the past. In life there are 

only a few basic experiences. There are endless variations of them but by the time we are 

in our early twenties or have been married we have had all the basic experiences. For the 

rest of our lives, we just repeat them. We must constantly deepen them and find new 

meaning in them. If we do, then we will grow. If we do not, then we will stagnate. It does 

no good to run from one experience to another because there really are no new 

experiences. If we could not handle the old experiences, we will not be able to handle the 

new ones either. 

The symbol of Chanukah is the menorah. We recall the miracle of the little cruse 

of oil which should have lasted only one day but lasted eight days. Why did it last eight 

days? Because of the dedication of the people. They were determined not to give up. The 

Jewish people looked finished. How could they, a small band, stand up against the 

mighty Selucid empire? Because they dared, because they had hope, because they wanted 

to keep their relationship with G-d and with each other pure, that is the reason they were 

able to find enough strength and courage to persevere until the Temple was rebuilt. 

People who want to can always find new meaning, new joy, new happiness in their 

relationships. Most of the time the divorces that take place today need not take place. If 

the couple would only work at it they could find the supposed newness they are seeking 

in their new relationships. Their oil would last and last and last and the flame of their love 

and devotion would never be extinguished. It takes, though, hard work, courage, and 

devotion. 

The Rabbis knew that rededication is much harder than dedication because 

rededication relies on inner things. The outer relationships look the same, but it is the 

inner things, the deepening of our experiences which makes our experiences come alive. 

In the Torah portion, Miketz, we learn how Joseph was made the Viceroy of Egypt by 

Pharaoh and was given the name Tzofnas Paneach by Pharaoh. This is a strange name 

and Rashi explains that it means the one who reveals hidden things. The only problem 

with this explanation is that the words in Hebrew are backward. It literally means hidden 

things, the one who reveals. The Rabbis also explain that the word Shnotayeem at the 

beginning of this Torah portion, Miketz, contains the phrase “Smol Ner Tadlik, Yamin 

Mezuzah”, which means that “every Jew was to light the Chanukah menorah on the left 

side of his door and put a mezuzah on the right side,” the right side being the most 

important side. 

I would have thought that this order should have been reversed. The mezuzah 

should be on the left and the Chanukah menorah should be on the right since we are 

commanded to publicize the miracle of Chanukah. Therefore, the menorah should be in 

the most prominent place. After all, the important part of the mezuzah, the parchment, is 
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hidden and cannot be seen. The Chanukah lights are bright and shiny and are supposed to 

be seen by everyone. 

But that is just the point. It is the hidden things that are the most important. 

Without them, the outward shiny things do not count. If you do not have the hidden 

unseen experiences, then you will not have anything. You will not be able to reveal, to 

experience anything. The Rabbis here are telling us that if you want the shiny lights, the 

real new experiences then concentrate on the hidden things. You can only have shiny, 

bright, new things if you learn how to rebuild and rededicate and rediscover the new in 

the relationships you already have. You should appreciate those with whom you have 

accumulated so many experiences because with them, you can discover and learn so 

many things that will add to your life. It is not the initial experience which counts, it is 

the building and rebuilding on it. It is depth and not breadth which gives so much 

meaning to life. 

The Chanukah lights were able to burn bright because the Maccabees had taken 

care of the hidden things. It is not the occasional encounters or the slick packaging which 

brings satisfaction. It is the solid, deep, repetitive experiences in relationships which 

touch so many chords of our being which brings us ultimate happiness, meaning and 

satisfaction. It is not the new experiences, the new relationships which make us grow. It 

is the constant rediscovery and renewal of the old ones. Yes, in Judaism we have no 

holiday for the building of the Temple only for its rebuilding. May we, everyday, rebuild, 

rededicate and see the new and the beautiful and the shiny and the bright in the wisdom 

of the past and in our relationships of long standing. 
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Vayigash 

People Need People 

Loneliness is one of the major problems we have today. So many people are 

alone. Being alone is a terrible curse. Everyone knows this. What is the worst punishment 

that can be meted out to a person? It is to be put in solitary confinement. Aborigines in 

Australia will actually lie down and die if they are ostracized from their tribe. People 

need to be with people. 

Many times people will come to see me and they will say, “Rabbi, I don’t 

understand what all this fuss is about. I am not afraid to be alone. I intend to break this 

relationship or that relationship and stand on my own two feet. I know that I have the 

inner resources to solve all my problems. I know that crises have come up in the past 

when my wife or my husband was not present and I was able to solve them easily. I do 

not really need anybody to help me solve my problems.” 

They are absolutely right. They do not need anybody to help them solve their 

problems, but that is not why loneliness is a curse. Loneliness is a curse because it means 

that nobody needs you, nobody cares for you, and nobody wants you. It is a feeling of 

uselessness. It is the knowledge that it does not make any difference to anyone whether or 

not you live or die. That is why it so often happens that after one spouse in a long 

marriage dies, the other spouse quickly dies, too, because they do not feel needed or 

wanted by anyone any more. Their children and grandchildren have their own interests 

and there is nobody they can do things for. Most of the time the person, who cares almost 

totally for another person, has a greater need to give this care than the person does who 

receives it. We find this true, too, about people who retire. People who have nothing but 

their work after they retire usually live a very short time. They have nothing to live for. 

They are not needed. The worst thing is to feel that nobody needs you, that nobody wants 

you, that nobody cares for you. 

George Bernard Shaw once said that the prescription for the happiest and best life 

is to find a good cause and to wear yourself out in it. What he meant was that when you 

feel you are needed, overwhelmingly needed, you will have a good life irrespective of 

your material possessions, but if you only have material possessions and feel no one 

needs you or cares for you, you will end up miserable or, as happens in many cases, in a 

mental institution. The secret of the Jewish family has always been that every one of its 

members has been made to feel needed and wanted. A Jewish boy and girl had no 

troubles with identity. They knew who they were and where they belonged. They had 

inner security because they knew their father and mother loved them and needed them. 

This allowed them to then go out into the world and do great things because they were 

secure in knowing that their parents loved them no matter what. 

This point is emphasized over and over again in the Torah portion, Vayigash. In it 

we learn how Judah steps forward to help save his brother, Benjamin. Benjamin had been 

accused of stealing the Viceroy of Egypt’s (in reality, Joseph’s) divining cup. He was to 

be a slave of the Viceroy and the other brothers were to go up to the Land of Canaan to 
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return to Jacob, their father. Judah knew how much Benjamin meant to his father. 

Benjamin was needed and wanted. He knew how much his father loved all his children, 

and especially how he loved the children of his beloved wife, Rachel. The brothers had 

no doubt that they were needed and cared for. They knew how much they needed each 

other. Earlier they had not known this. Ten of the brothers had been willing to sell their 

brother, Joseph, into slavery because they thought that they did not need him and that 

their father did not need him and that it would be better if he were a slave or even dead. 

They found, much to their chagrin, that this was not so. Joseph, too, even though he was 

the ruler of Egypt, did not feel whole or complete. He knew he was missing something. 

He had to reveal himself to his brothers. He needed to have his father and his brothers 

near him, and after he reveals himself to them he even assigns them a portion of the Land 

of Egypt, the Land of Goshen, because he wants them to be near him even after the 

famine. 

The brothers need each other. That’s why the Rabbis tell us this Torah portion 

begins with the word, “Vayigash”, “and he drew near”. The brothers had to grow near to 

each other. They had to realize they needed each other before there could be a 

reconciliation. Before the brothers sold Joseph into slavery, it says in the Torah “Vayiru 

Oso Merochok” “they saw him from a distance”. They wanted to keep Joseph at a 

distance. They did not want their lives entangled in his life. They did not want to need 

him and they did not want him to need them. This made it possible for them to sell their 

brother. However, when they did come near to each other, they then realized their need 

for each other and how much they meant to each other. Their own lives were enriched 

and they did not want to do anything to hurt each other. 

Many times a spouse will come to me and complain bitterly about the other 

spouse. But after questioning him or her carefully and talking with him or her at length, 

he or she usually comes to the realization that compared to everyone else, their spouse is 

pretty good and, “Besides, he (or she) needs me.” The brothers needed Joseph and Joseph 

needed them. When Joseph revealed himself to his brothers he said, “Geshuno Elai”, 

“approach me, come near to me”, and when the brothers did come down to Egypt, Jacob 

sent Judah before him to “Goshno” or “to Goshen”. This was to emphasize the point that 

they needed each other. 

The Rabbis say that this, too, is one of the messages of the story of Chanukah as 

well. The letters for Goshno, Gimmel, Shin, Nun, Hay, are the same letters which appear 

on the dreidle. Every Jew is to feel he is needed. In fact, the Rabbis go so far as to say 

that the dreidle stands for the Mashiach. The numerical equivalent of the letters of the 

dreidle in Hebrew is 358 which is the same numerical equivalent as the word for the 

Mashiach, or Messiah. Why should this be so? Because the Rabbis say, in order to play 

dreidle, we must all sit together and cooperate. You can’t play dreidle alone. 

One of the reasons for evil in the world, is because people do not feel they are 

needed. Because they do not feel that they are needed, they lash out in violence. One of 

the main reasons for so much crime in our own day is that people feel that nobody cares 

what they do or what they don’t do. In the old days, a person would not commit a crime 

because it would shame his family. Today he does not care. All our propaganda today is 
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directed against the family. Big companies want to loosen the bonds of the family so it is 

easier to transfer people and get them to work odd hours. The government is opposed to 

the family because it makes it harder to indoctrinate people. Many social scientists are 

opposed to the family because it impedes the progress of new ideas. The knowledge that 

you are needed is the basis of any sound family or society. The Maccabees were able to 

triumph because every man who fought with them knew that he was needed. They knew 

that they were part of a people who had to survive for the sake of the world. They could 

not succumb to pagan Hellenism. 

It is true that many times things can be accomplished much simpler and easier 

when people do not have such strong ties. But severing ties in order to accomplish even 

worthy goals only leads to great hatred. This was one of the underlying themes of the 

story of Jacob and Esau and the story of Joseph and his brothers. Jacob may have been 

right in securing the blessing because Esau was not worthy, but the way he went about it 

caused only grief and suffering and pain. He became estranged from his family and his 

brother, and the Rabbis teach us that we Jews paid for every tear that Esau shed. The 

same thing can be said about the story of Joseph and his brothers. The hatred that was 

spawned because the brothers and Joseph did not think that they needed each other 

caused much anguish and suffering. They had to come to the realization that they needed 

each other before they could be reconciled. 

Estrangement leads only to hatred. We should all learn how to come near to each 

other. Vayigash should be our theme, not Vayiru Oso Merochok, “and they saw him from 

a distance.” We each need each other. None of us can go it alone. All of us need each 

other. Let us hope that all of us will always realize that we need each other and, thus, be 

prepared to come closer to each other. 
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Vayechi 

Love, Family and Relationships 

Today, for many people, the family no longer exists. By law in most states except 

for inheritance the family does not exist either. There are no special responsibilities or 

obligations or rights which devolve upon a person because he belongs to a paticular 

family. There are no responsibilities to grandparents or even children after a certain age. 

It is no wonder that families cannot seem to stay together. Many people do not have any 

sense of responsibility toward other family members. The extended family has just about 

disappeared in America, and the nuclear family is quickly disintegrating. People say, 

“Just because we are related does not mean I have to like him or I have to help him.” 

Perhaps that very phrase “I do not have to like him or I do not have to help him” sums up 

what is wrong with the family in America today. 

The basis of the family today, we are told, is voluntary association based upon 

whether or not we like its members. The family, we are told, is like any other 

relationships we may form in life. We are told that love, or at least friendly attraction, 

should be the basis of the family. It is true that love or attraction must be one of the basis 

of a marriage relationship but this does not apply to the rest of the family relationships. 

What is love in any marriage relationship, anyway? Love between a man and a woman is 

actually composed of sexual attraction and emotional need. People have a tendency to fall 

in love with their emotional opposite. An extrovert will marry an introvert. A giving 

person will marry a taking person. A dependent person will marry a very independent 

person, etc. 

The trouble when only love is present in a marriage is that when a couple, for 

example, composed of a very diplomatic person and a very crotchety person mingles with 

friends they have a built-in conflict. The very diplomatic person would like to project a 

diplomatic image while the crotchety person does not care. There are also built-in 

problems when emotional opposites marry. The introvert may emotionally drain the 

extrovert or vice versa. The dependent spouse may put too much pressure on the 

independent spouse and the relationship will crack. Because each spouse emotionally 

deals with the world differently, problems of how to raise children, problems of how to 

deal with in-laws, relatives, and friends are all inevitable. Many times marrying to fulfill 

only an emotional need is a trap. The French write about this very much. Also, when one 

of the parties’ emotional needs are met he or she may demand that the other spouse 

change. This puts terrible pressure on the other spouse which may cause the marriage to 

break. Many times, too, the emotional need has nothing to do with the person an 

individual chose to marry. A person may choose to marry someone in order to impress 

his friends or improve his social position, etc., to fulfill a need which has nothing to do 

with the individual he or she is marrying. This, many times, causes the person he or she 

chose to marry to become very confused because in public a spouse may be very loving 

and caring but in private he or she may be very mean and cruel because he or she only 

wanted a spouse to impress others with, not to be alone with. 
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The basis of family in Judaism is not voluntary association. It is true that there 

must be voluntary association based on love, compatability, shared values, etc., when it 

comes to choosing a mate, but this does not apply to other family relationships. We do 

not choose our parents, our brothers and sisters, or any of our relatives. In Judaism the 

family is not based on love or friendly attraction, but the family is based on the same 

mystery which gave us life. We do not know why, precisely, we were born and why we 

were born in a certain time and to certain people and into a certain family. G-d brought us 

into being in a certain time and to a certain family in order to help Him make this a better 

world. Our family is to help us, and we are to help our family in order that we all can lead 

decent lives and make this a better world. In the developing world it is self-evident that 

members of a family need each other. They all know that they are responsible for each 

other. It is not a voluntary relationship. In fact, among many peoples if they are expelled 

or ostracized from their families, they literally die. Family relationships are not similar to 

the marriage relationship. 

Marriage is concerned about bringing people into a family. It is a special subset of 

the family relationship. You should marry a person who has similar values and outlooks 

as you, a person with whom you are comfortable and to whom you are sexually attracted, 

and who also fulfills an emotional need. This does not apply to a family. You do not 

choose a family. You are born into one. Instinctively we all know that we all need our 

family and when push comes to shove, we all know that we can rely on them more than 

anyone else. A person needs his family in order to find himself. That is a basic Jewish 

view. A family allows a person to not only feel needed and wanted but also gives a 

person a purpose in life. A family helps us solve one of the mysteries of life; who and 

what we are. 

In the Torah portion, Vayechi, we have many of these ideas enunciated. It says 

“and Jacob lived in Egypt 17 years.” The rabbis ask, why do we have to know that he 

lived in Egypt 17 years? They tell us that it was only in these last 17 years that he really 

lived because he was able to live with his family. Before that he had been separated from 

his family, either when he was in Mesopotamia or when Joseph was in Egypt. He had not 

been with his whole family until now. 

We learn, too, about how when Jacob was on his deathbed Joseph brings his two 

sons, Ephraim and Menasha, to be blessed by Jacob. Menasha is the oldest and Ephraim 

is the youngest. Jacob, instead of placing his right hand on Menasha, places his left hand 

on Menasha, and his right hand he places on Ephraim, the youngest. Joseph does not like 

this and wants to remove his father’s hands and place his right hand on the head of the 

older, Menasha, and his left hand on the head of the younger, Ephraim, but his father 

refuses and says, “I know that he will also be great, but his younger brother will be 

greater.” The rabbis explain that the word “Menasha” means “to forget.” Joseph had 

named Menasha because he said, “G-d has made me forget all my toil in all the house of 

my father,” while Ephraim, the name of his second son, means “G-d has made me 

fruitful.” 

Forgetting is a negative concept, not a positive concept. Joseph wanted to forget 

all the bad times he had because of his family, how he was sold by his brothers, how he 
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became a slave, how he was imprisoned, etc. because of them. There are many people, 

too, who choose relationships with people because these people make them forget their 

families as well as their inadquacies. Joseph, after all, brought a lot of the jealousy of his 

brothers on himself because of his actions. Many times an individual will choose a 

certain person who makes him or her forget his or her inadequacies. Relationships based 

on choice are deceptive because they, many times, make a person forget about his or her 

own inadequacies. They are based only upon fulfilling emotional needs. 

A family accepts you with your inadequacies but never al-allows you to forget 

them. Because of this, it challenges everyone in the family to bring out the best within 

each of themselves. It makes a person discover more things about himself or herself and 

others. This is what Ephraim means: to be fruitful. A family opens more of life to each of 

us. It makes each person more fulfilled. It makes a person do more and accomplish more. 

It tells a person that he or she can be a better person, more loving and more caring. This 

is a necessary type of relationship. 

We need both types of relationships, the predetermined one and the relationship 

of choice. The relationship of choice can be abrogated. The relationship of family is 

permanent and can never be broken because it is based on one of life’s mysteries, itself. 

A person can try to break with his family, but the family always reasserts itself, if not 

immediately, certainly at life-turning events, if not at weddings then at funerals. A family 

confirms and enhances and gives added meaning to our existence. Jacob knew this. 

That’s why he put his right hand on Ephraim. Menasha was always needed but Ephraim 

was needed even more. Unfortunately, in our day many young people look on all 

relationships as based only on the paradigm of the marriage relationship. They give their 

family relationship no importance at all. They want to base their relationships solely on 

being able to forget their own faults and the needs and demands of the world. They want 

to forget the extended family and the community. This will not work. 

The rabbis also explain that Jacob foresaw that Joshua would come from the Tribe 

of Ephraim while Gideon would come from the Tribe of Menasha. Gideon was a great 

man, but he was a flash in the pan. He came to save the Jewish people from oppression 

and he succeeded. He attacked a much larger force at night scaring them by lighting 

torches and by breaking pitchers and he routed them. He saved the Jewish people and 

then he was gone. Joshua, on the other hand, was the leader of the Jewish people who led 

them into Israel, led them into battle, and divided the land of Israel among them. It took 

him over 14 years. Gideon was just a flash in the pan. He did a flashy, dazzling thing. He 

came and he went. What made Joshua a greater leader than Gideon was not the few 

flashy, dazzling things he did, like stopping the sun its course, but his steady, day-in and 

day-out efforts. His presence was permanent like the family. 

Passionate love relationships of choice do not always last. They are flashy and 

razzle dazzle. The emotional need once filled sufficiently many times dissipates. The 

trick is to change the relationship of choice into family relationships, into permanent 

relationships. This can only be done if there is steady effort, steady feelings of attachment 

which have been forged because of innumerable joint projects, understandings, and 

shared feelings. Maybe so many marriages collapse today because no relationships are 
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thought of as permanent, even family relationships. There is no model to make 

relationships of choice into permanent relationships. A relationship is changed into a 

permanent relationship not just by feelings but by daily contact which allows a person to 

see the other one as he really is, with all his good points and all his bad points. It is 

possible to establish a permanent relationship with a person if you see them day-in and 

day-out, if you are with them, if you are helping them, and if you realize that this 

relationship does not have to be razzle dazzle. 

In this Torah portion we have Jacob’s blessing to all his family. The rabbis say 

that he wanted to give them the secrets of the end of time but what he said was, 

“HeKoptzu V’Sheemu Bnai Yaacov — Gather together and listen, sons of Jacob.” 

Perhaps, after all, he was telling them the secrets of the end of time. He was telling them 

to be a family. You want to be blessed? Then be a family. Make sure you gather together 

and listen to each other. Then you will be able to “Vishemmu El Yisroel Avichem — 

Listen to Israel, your father.” Only after you have gathered together and listened to each 

other, only after you learn the importance of permanent relationships will you be able to 

receive the blessing of Israel. You must learn how to change your relationships of choice 

into permanent relationships. Your family is the paradigm of permanent relationships. 

Make sure you understand this. If there is only love without the paradigm of family, the 

relationship will soon disintegrate. It is the existence of the family which allows choosing 

relationships based on love to flourish and become permanent. Love alone will not 

produce this permanence. We need the family if we are to have love, relationships of 

choice. When we neglect the family we also make permanent love impossible. 

Do You Have a Resting Place? 

In this week’s Torah portion, Vayechi, we learn how Jacob, on his deathbed, 

blesses his children. The blessing that he gives to his son Issachar is especially puzzling. 

In this blessing Jacob says, “For he saw a resting place that it was good, And the land that 

it was pleasant; And he bowed his shoulder to bear, And became a servant under 

taskwork.” 

If he found a resting place what is he working so hard for? It doesn’t sound like 

he found a resting place at all. It sounds like he found a job which is taxing all his 

energies. Perhaps, though, there is no contradiction here at all. Perhaps Jacob in his 

blessing is telling us something very important, something which is especially important 

for our age which is known for its great restlessness and its inability to enjoy what it 

does. 

What are the ingredients that one needs in order to have a fruitful and fulfilling 

life? Jacob, here, is telling us. First you must find an ideal which allows you to 

understand the world, to make peace with it, then you must have a pleasant land, an 

opportunity to implement your ideals. Then and only then, can you be happy and 

productive. Unfortunately, there are too many people who fail to realize this and who, 

because they have no inner resting place, have no sense of accomplishment, no feeling of 

pleasure in the things they do. They begrudge every task they . have to perform, but they 
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also can’t stand just sitting around. They’re constantly tense and restless, nothing gives 

them satisfaction. To them Jacob speaks, “Get an inner resting place.” 
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Shmos 

Should We Use Power? 

One of the major problems of our day is the abuse of power. We human beings 

are more powerful than ever before. Because of our technology we can do things that 

previous generations only thought about. We are making all the stories of the Arabian 

nights come true. We have many more modes of flying than flying carpets, and we can, 

in truth, say “open sesame” and huge steel doors will fly open. We have great power 

now. This power can be used for good or it can be used for evil. 

Many people a century ago believed in the inevitable progress of mankind, that 

mankind’s journey was an inevitable upward climb from the dust and mire and caves of 

early history to the golden age which our science and technology were making inevitable. 

We now know that there is no such thing as inevitable progress. If Hitler taught us 

anything, he should have taught us that science and technology are not always the 

harbingers of progress, they can also be the precursors of doom and destruction. All the 

members of Hitler’s cabinet, with one exception, had extremely high IQ’s. Many of them 

had advanced degrees. This did not, however, prevent them from using their technology 

to create a Holocaust and to espouse a philosophy which had no room for the weak and 

the helpless, and which was totally devoid of compassion. Great power given in the 

wrong hands can destroy the world. Today dictatorships, totalitarian regimes are more 

successful than in the past because they have such greater forms of control, instant 

communication, sophisticated surveillance equipment, machines which can traverse vast 

spaces quickly. All these things make control easier. Even on an individual level, the 

power which individuals have to wreak havoc on each other with handguns, automobiles, 

and weapons of all sorts has greatly increased. 

The problem of the use and the abuse of power has always been a Jewish concern. 

We Jews have already sought to show the limits of power by the type of education we 

have given our children. We have always preserved the right of intellectual dissent. We 

have never demanded intellectual conformity. In the Talmud, the student is urged to 

participate in the process of learning by arguing and debating the sources. “The Talmud 

is, perhaps, the only sacred book in all of world culture that permits and even encourages 

the student to question it,” stated Rabbi Steinsaltz in his book, “The Essential Talmud.” 

“The student must participate intellectually and emotionally in the Talmudic debate, 

himself becoming to a certain degree, a creator.” The Talmud, itself, is filled with many 

conflicting and dissenting opinions. No Rabbi is ever 100% right. Even the greatest 

Rabbis in the talmud were sometimes wrong. The Halacha in all instances is never 

decided according to one Rabbi. This idea that everybody must think alike in order for 

society to function on an even keel is an old idea going back to Hellenistic times, and is 

one of the reasons why the Maccabees had to rebel against the Syrian Greeks, and one of 

the reasons why there was a great deal of anti-Semitism in Hellenistic culture, a culture 

that by and large could not brook dissent. 

The Torah portion, Shmos, has as one of its major themes the use and abuse of 

power. Power is a very difficult thing to know how to utilize. The Rabbis compare it to 
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holding a little bird in your hand. If you squeeze too hard you will kill it. If, on the other 

hand, you open your hand completely the bird will fly away. In the West there have 

always been two attitudes toward power: one, to shun it altogether and run away from it; 

and the other, to use it without restraint in order to pursue the goals which you consider 

worthwhile and just. The Jewish people had, at first, prospered in Egypt. The text says 

“Vaya’atzmu B’Maod” which means “they grew very mighty or rich”. The Rabbis 

explain that the word, Maod, refers to wealth. However, it did not really help them since, 

when a new king came over Egypt who knew not Joseph, they were quickly enslaved. 

They never really had power in Egypt. Their power was totally dependent upon the 

power of Pharaoh and when Pharaoh turned against them they quickly became slaves. 

Moshe saw this. Moshe understood this. He saw the great evil that power could do 

and, therefore, he did not want to have anything to do with power. At first he had thought 

that the victims of power, the powerless, were virtuous, and that the powerful must be 

evil. When he saw an Egyptian hitting a Jew, he smote the Egyptian and killed him. The 

next day he came into the field and he found two Jews quarreling. He asked them what 

they were quarreling about. The aggressor answered him, “Are you going to kill me like 

you killed the Egyptian?” Moshe now saw that there was evil even in the powerless and 

he ran away. He ran away into the desert where there would be no need to exercise power 

at all. He wanted a society in which no power would ever be necessary. He thought he 

could find such a society by going into the desert. There, people would treat each other 

on an equal footing and there would be no need to exercise power at all. Moshe was very 

naive. He soon learned that he was completely wrong. The first thing that greeted him 

when he entered the desert was an act of injustice. The shepherds refused to let the 

daughters of Jethro water their flock. The shepherds came and drove them away but 

Moshe stood up and saved them and watered their flock. He quickly learned that in life 

power is necessary. It all depends upon how it is used, whether or not it is good or evil. 

It is never an easy thing to use power, but as the Jews in Egypt found out, without 

power you are completely vulnerable. Power must be equally distributed throughout 

society. If it is not, then it will lead, inevitably, to someone trying to use the power he has 

to impose his or her views on others by force. That is why Jewish education is so very 

important because, paradoxically, the whole center of Jewish learning is the questioning 

of authority. We do not take anybody’s word for anything. A person who has studied the 

Talmud knows that the Talmud is never satisfied by just saying that some Rabbi said 

something. It wants to know what his reasons are, in what context he said it, on what 

basis he said it, what is his proof in the sources, etc. A human being can be wrong. We 

are not a religion of people but a religion of Torah, of law. No one has absolute power 

and no one should have absolute power. 

In this Torah portion, Moshe Rabbeinu is given three signs to convince the Jewish 

people that he was, indeed, sent by G-d to save them. He was told to take his staff and to 

throw it in the ground. When he did, the staff turned into a snake. When he grabbed hold 

of its tail it, once again, became a staff. He was also told to put his hand in his bosom and 

when he brought it out it had become leprous. When he returned it to his bosom and 

brought it out a second time, it had turned, once again, into flesh. Thirdly, he was told to 

take some water from the river and pour it onto the ground where it would become blood. 
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G-d assured Moshe that when he would show the people these signs they would believe 

him. Why should these signs make any difference? The staff is a sign of power. Moshe 

was to cast power down and it would become a snake. In Hebrew the word for snake, 

Nochosh, also means an assumption or a guess. Power is not absolute. It is only based 

upon certain assumptions that people make. Pharaoh did not have a claim on them. They 

were not destined to become slaves. Their own hands had power. They had to be careful 

how they used power. They were not told to never use power but they were told they they 

should use it wisely, otherwise they were in for trouble. Finally, water, a good thing, 

could turn into blood if it was misused. Good things can be turned to evil by the misuse 

of power. Power is a very difficult but essential thing. Without it, society turns into a 

snake but we have to be careful how we use it. 

Moshe, too, was warned when he went down to Egypt that his most important job 

was to teach the people how to use power so that they would not, when they became free, 

enslave others. As Moshe was going down to Egypt, we learn about a strange incident. 

We learn how when Moshe was staying at an inn, G-d came and wanted to kill him. 

Moshe’s wife, Zipporah, took a flint and circumsized their son and this saved him. How 

could this be? How could G-d have wanted to kill Moshe when Moshe was going down 

to Egypt, on G-d’s orders? G-d was angry at him because G-d knew that Moshe was not 

totally committed to teaching the Jewish people what G-d wanted him to teach them. He, 

in effect, was saying, “Moshe, you want to save Judaism, you want to save the Jewish 

people, then you must start with your own children.” According to the Rabbis, Moshe’s 

oldest son, Gershon, had not been circumsized. You can always tell what a person’s true 

commitments are by the way he educates and deals with his own children. One of the 

underlying meanings of the circumcision is that our power is not and should not be 

absolute and that we must learn how to use it wisely. Moshe, himself, had not been 

committed enough at this time. He had not insisted upon teaching his own child about the 

necessity and limits of power. 

We have just finished the holiday of Chanukah. The Maccabees had no choice if 

the Jewish people were to live. They had to revolt. They had to use power. From the word 

Maccabee, itself, we can learn how we are to use power. The word, Maccabee, stands for 

power. We all know it means hammer because Judah hammered the enemy. But the 

letters of the word, Maccabee, can also stand for words which teach us how to use power. 

The first letter, Mem, stands for “me” or “from” in Hebrew. A person has to know who 

he is. He has to have an identity and be responsible to a family or group in order to use 

power. The second letter, the Koof, stands for “Koach”. A person should always 

remember that his power, itself, is limited. Many times the worst thing that can happen to 

a person is to be successful too soon. He then thinks his power is unlimited and he or she 

plunges into things he shouldn’t. The letter, Beis, stands for “Brocha”. Our use of power 

should result in a blessing. Power should not be used for power’s sake. Our power should 

lead to a blessing for all. Finally, Yud stands for “G-d”. We must remember that there are 

certain things that we can never do, that certain uses of power will destroy us. We should 

always be moral. Even if we could save our business by killing or stealing, we should 

never do it even if we have the power to do it. 
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We believe that power should be used, but we have to use it correctly. Moshe was 

wrong when he first thought that he should not use power anymore, but we have to be 

very careful how we use power. If we use it correctly, it can become a blessing. If not, it 

will destroy us all. We must always, though, face the challenge of power. We can never 

say we will never use it but, when we use it, we must use it according to the principles of 

our faith. 

Anyone Can Act Evilly 

In the Torah portion Shmos we read about the early life of Moses before he was 

called by G-d to redeem the Jewish people from Egypt and about his call itself. 

According to Jewish Tradition Moses was 80 years old when he first was called by G-d to 

demand the release of the Jewish people. Of all of Moses’ many actions before this time, 

the Torah records only three: 1) His slaying of the Egyptian who was beating a 

defenseless Jew 2) His attempt to mediate a quarrel between two Jews, and 3) His ready 

assistance to the daughters of Jethro who were being denied the water they had drawn for 

their sheep by other shepherds. 

The question immediately arises. Why are only these three acts recorded and no 

other? What is the Torah trying to tell us about Moses and what can we learn from these 

acts? I believe that the Torah is telling us something very important about Moses and 

about morality. 

What was Moses’ first reaction when he saw the Egyptian beating the defenseless 

Jew? He was incensed. He saw evil before his eyes, pure unadulterated evil. And he 

thought that he could rid the world of it. All he had to do was to slay the Egyptian, and he 

did. What happened the next day? He came out to the fields and he found two Jews 

fighting. He had thought that he had located the source of evil, the Egyptians. But there 

was even evil among the Jews. Moses tried to stop the quarrel but he was mocked by one 

of the combatants who shouted at him, “Are you going to kill me as you killed the 

Egyptian?” Moses was aghast when he heard these words and said, “Surely the thing is 

known,” and fled Egypt. 

The Midrash interprets Moses’ words not as fear that his killing of the Egyptian 

had become known but as the resolution of a question which had been plaguing Moses. 

Why were the Jewish people in slavery? Now he knows, they are evil and corrupt. 

Therefore they deserve slavery. To Moses’ mind at the time a person or group of persons 

was either all evil or all good. That a person could be both at the same time was 

incomprehensible. 

Moses then flees to Midian. The first thing that greets him there is another act of 

injustice. Moses, instead of flying into a blind rage at the evil and thinking he can end it 

by killing the shepherds, or by adopting a plague on both your houses attitude, sets out to 

right the wrong in front of him. Some of those who are good today may be evil 

tomorrow. That it should be the task of each of us to view every situation on its merits 

and not automatically to say that because this one does something it is evil and that 

because this one does it it is good. There is both good and evil in all of us. The only way 
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that evil can be eradicated from the world is if each of us will always make a conscious 

effort to choose the good in every situation. Unfortunately all too frequently many of us, 

by our acts, fail to realize this and instead of spreading good, we spread evil. 
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Vaera 

Rethinking Assumptions and Needless Suffering 

This Torah portion, Vaera, deals with the plagues, and it deals with Pharaoh’s 

hard heartedness. Pharaoh did not want to let the Jewish people go. Pharaoh could not 

understand what was the matter with keeping the Jews as slaves. He had a certain world 

view which justified slavery, and, to him, this view was right. 

One of the main themes of this Torah portion is, how does a person change? How 

does a person finally realize that many of the assumptions he has made in life are wrong, 

and that he has to rethink his position? In life we have two different types of people. 

There are those who do the wrong thing, .but they know that they are doing the wrong 

thing. They do not pretend that they are doing the right thing. They just cannot help 

themselves. There are others who believe that the evil they do is right. These people are 

very dangerous. They are very dangerous because they are willing to sacrifice for their 

beliefs even though their beliefs are evil. Hitler was such a person. He was not personally 

corrupt. He had many good personal traits, but he was terribly evil, the most evil man 

who ever lived. 

In the Torah portion, Vaera, we have recounted how Moses and Aaron appeared 

before Pharaoh and threw down Moses’ staff. The staff turns into a serpent. The 

magicians, too, are able to duplicate this feat. Their staffs, too, turn into serpents. Aaron’s 

staff then swallows their staffs. In this incident, the “serpent” in Hebrew is referred to as 

“Saneen”. Earlier, at Mount Sinai when G-d chose Moshe for His mission to free the 

Jewish people, G-d gave Moses signs. One of the signs that he was given was that when 

he would throw his staff down it would turn into a serpent, only there the word 

“Nochosh” is used. Nochosh in Hebrew means not only “snake” but it also means “to 

guess”. It stands for the assumptions we make in life. Moses was to show the Jewish 

people that the staffs they relied on, that many of the things that they believed were 100% 

true were only guesses, were only assumptions. This he was able to do; therefore, the 

word Nochosh is used. He was able to convince the Jewish people that they did not need 

to be slaves. 

When he came before Pharaoh the staff turned into a Saneen, not a Nochosh. 

Saneen in Hebrew can mean “givens” or “self-evident propositions”. He could not 

convince Pharaoh that the necessity for slavery was only an assumption of his and not 

reality. Pharaoh could only see that the staffs he relied on were givens, self-evident 

propositions. They were not to be questioned. They were the way the world was supposed 

to be. He could not see that his beliefs were only guesses. He believed they were part of 

the laws of nature. Pharaoh’s world view had to be shattered before he would realize that 

this world view was only an assumption, not part of the natural order. 

In life we make many assumptions. One of the basic assumptions that Judaism 

makes is that life is preferable to death. Pharaoh, by his stubbornness, was choosing 

death, not life. Many times in life, it is important that we review our assumptions so that 

they do not lead to death instead of life. Many times we Jews have failed to review our 
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assumptions and have suffered. We have learned one thing from our exile experience, 

and that is that we should not be the only dissenting voice. If we are, then we are in for 

trouble. However, because we support others’ right to speak, it does not mean that we 

agree with them. For example, we may agree that homosexuals have the right to put their 

view forward, but we certainly cannot agree that theirs is a proper alternate life style. 

Many times we have identified ourselves with different causes when really all we wanted 

to do was allow other voices to be heard. We should remember that allowing all voices to 

be heard and identifying with the positions those voices put forward is not the same thing. 

We should not assume that everything that comes down from the dissenting voices is 

either good or in our interests. This applies to all aspects of life. 

The rabbis explain that when it says G-d hardened Pahraoh’s heart it does not 

mean that He took away his free will. It means that He gave Pharaoh the capacity to 

withstand the suffering the plagues caused. Pharaoh was not to change his mind because 

he was suffering, but he was to change his mind because he realized that he was wrong. 

Many times we do suffer needlessly because we do not recognize that conditions have 

changed. There are people I know who have scrimped and saved because they have 

always done it this way, even though now they could afford to take it easy. Many times 

institutions take stands which may have been right twenty years ago but which today lead 

to needless controversy. I remember a person I knew who was very poor. She saved her 

pennies, though, and played the stock market. She became a multimillionaire. However, 

she could never spend a penny on herself, and she eventually left all her wealth to 

relatives she despised. We all must reexamine our assumptions every once in a while to 

make sure we do not needlessly suffer or needlessly do the wrong thing. 

There is a story Sam Levenson told which illustrates this point beautifully. It is 

about a young woman who came from a poor family who one day found that her baby 

had swallowed an aspirin. She quickly called her mother and said, “Mother, Mother, what 

should I do?” Her mother said, “It’s easy. Give him a headache.” Unfortunately, this is 

what many people do. They give themselves and others headaches because they fail to 

review their assumptions. Slavery was wrong and Pharaoh had to realize it. 

Do We Deal in Tricks? 

Much has been written about what is wrong with Jewish education, curriculum, 

teachers, facilities, etc. But perhaps what is really wrong with it can be found in the 

Torah portion which we will read this Shabbos, Vaera. In this portion we learn how 

Moshe and Aaron are commanded to go before Pharaoh. G-d tells them that when 

Pharaoh will ask “Show a wonder for you” you shall do thus and thus. The Rabbis all ask 

what G-d is saying here. When Pharaoh shall say “Show wonder for you”, shouldn’t he 

have said “Show a wonder for us”? 

The Rabbis answer, no. G-d is teaching us something very important. How does 

one really influence someone else? How can he sway someone to believe as he does? He 

can really do this only if he believes it himself. 
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Our leaders and teachers must be impressed themselves. Pharaoh knew all about 

magic. The thing about magicians is that they impress everyone else but they themselves 

are not impressed. They know how the trick works. What Pharaoh was asking was show 

me something which will convince me that you are not dealing in tricks. Our young 

people are asking us the same question. Show me something that’s real. If Judaism is so 

important and I have to spend so much time studying it why aren’t you impressed. Why 

don’t you live it? Knowledge and techniques are important, but what is really needed are 

living examples. Unfortunately, many times we fail to realize this. 

The Importance of Attitude 

The Torah portion which we read in Shul last Shabbos (Vaera) begins with G-d 

reiterating to Moses his intent to liberate the Jewish people from Egypt. Moses is in 

despair. At the end of the previous week’s Torah portion we learned how Moses’ coming 

to liberate the Jewish people had only exacerbated their condition. How Pharaoh had 

taunted him and proclaimed that it was only because of the Israelites’ laziness that they 

dared to listen to him. Pharaoh thereupon decreed that from now on, the Jews were to 

make the same number of bricks but were not to be given any straw. They were to gather 

their own straw. But not only did Moses’ mission harden Pharaoh’s stance, it also further 

demoralized the Israelite slaves. They turned on Moses and excoriated him for making 

them “stink in the eyes of the Pharaoh.” 

G-d therefore reassures Moses and tells him that in truth, the Jews will be 

liberated. Moses still hesitates though and says, “Behold, the children of Israel haven’t 

listened to me, how will Pharaoh listen to me? And I’m of uncircumsised lips (I can’t 

speak).” The Torah then goes on to record G-d’s answer, “And G-d spoke to Moses and 

Aaron and he commanded them to the sons of Israel and to Pharaoh, king of Egypt . . .” 

After hearing G-d’s answer, Moses never again doubted his mission. He knows that he 

will be the instrument for the redemption of Israel. This all seems very puzzling. 

What kind of answer was this that G-d gave Moses? And what did he command 

him? The answers to these questions have been many. The answer, though, which I feel is 

the best is that found in the Sifrei and adopted by Maimonides. The command that Moses 

was given was how to conduct himself, how to adopt the proper attitude when speaking 

to the children of Israel and when speaking to Pharaoh. He was told (along with Aaron) 

to speak gently to the Jews, to lead them patiently, bearing the unjustified criticism which 

they (a humiliated people) would hurl at him. And to speak respectfully to an arrogant, 

stubborn Pharaoh. In other words, he was told how to carry out his mission so that it 

would succeed. What his proper attitude should be so that we could attain his goal. 

Many times there are people who have briliant ideas which could better a 

community, but they adopt the wrong attitude and they fail to put their ideas across. They 

only succeed in embittering others and themselves. In their impatience to put across an 

idea — which they know is sound — they fail to make sure that everybody else 

understands it too, and that others are not unnecessarily hurt by it. Up to the time Moses 

felt himself a failure. His mission was set back by his coming, not advanced. However, 
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from this time on after G-d commanded him to conduct himself with patience and 

courtesy his mission could not help but succeed. 
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Bo 

How Free Can We Be? 

Many times people come to me and say, “Rabbi, you have to help me. I feel 

trapped. Things are caving in all around me. I am not in control. I do not know what is 

happening. I feel powerless, and I want to gain some feeling of freedom and 

independence. I feel like I am a pawn, a robot. I am not the true me. I want to feel free.” 

Usually, the people who come to me with this feeling are suffering from a midlife crisis. 

They wake up to the fact that they are 40 or 45 or 50, and they panic. They feel that they 

have not lived. 

In their youth, they worked hard and got good grades mainly to please their 

parents. They spent long years in school preparing for a career, and then after they 

embarked upon a career, they got married. They, again, had to put in long hours in order 

to be a professional success and to support their families. Suddenly, they feel trapped. Is 

this what life is all about, hard work, constant effort? They feel they have never had 

freedom. They want it. Many times these people actually throw over their families and 

even their professions in order to try to be free and to find out who they really are. 

Unfortunately for them, most of the time they find out who they really are is the person 

they were before they threw everything over. They, then, frantically try to regain what 

they had given up, and find, much to their chagrin, that in most instances it is very 

difficult and, many times, impossible. They realize now that their quest for a feeling of 

freedom was an illusion, and that they really felt the best when they had definite goals 

and people to work for who needed them. 

Freedom is a difficult proposition. In fact, modern man has been going in two 

directions on the subject for at least the past 100 years. On the one hand we have been 

proclaiming that we all must be free to do what we want, when we want, how we want, 

while, on the other hand, we have been championing philosophical materialism which 

states that man is only a product of cause and effect, and that we really have no freedom 

at all. Just as when we throw a ball into the air we can determine where and how it will 

land by filling in a scientific formula, so, too, when we deal with man all we need to 

know is the differing forces working on him in order to calculate how he will act. You 

apply certain forces and his actions are inevitable. Materialism, in a philosophical sense, 

does not mean that we are all interested in getting Cadillacs and swimming pools and big 

houses. It means that there are no forces working on us except the forces that can be seen 

and that these forces can be determined in the same way that we determine the forces that 

act upon the a-beam of a bridge that we are building. 

In the Torah portion, Bo, we learn how the Jewish people gained their freedom 

from Egypt. At the same time, we learn something very strange. We learn how the first 

Commandment which was given to the Jewish people was the commandment to construct 

a calendar, and not just any calendar, but a lunar calendar. We are told “Ha-Chodesh 

Haze Lochem” “this month is for you”. Later on we learn “V’hoyo Lochem”, “and it 

shall be to you”. The Rabbis interpret this to mean that the Sanhedrin was to determine 

the dates for the festivals in Judaism and were to declare the new moons. In Biblical and 
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early Talmudic times, the Sanhedrin fixed the new moons by actual observation and the 

dates of the new moons were sent out by messengers from Jerusalem to the surrounding 

countries. A lunar month is 29!6 days. Since there is no such thing as a half a day in 

nature, some months had to be 29 days and some months had to be 30 days. The Rabbis 

were able to manipulate the calendar so that Yom Kippur never fell on a Friday or a 

Sunday.  

The reason that this Commandment of constructing a calendar was so important 

was because it explains what freedom is all about. Fixing the calendar is really a 

paradigm of man’s freedom in the world. Ultimate time is fixed but there is still a role for 

man to play in it. In determining the individual months we can control when the holidays 

occur. There is a freedom within order. The Sanhedrin could change when the holidays 

occurred by many days by how they arranged the calendar. Their control of leap years, 

which occur seven out of every nineteen years when we add a whole month to make sure 

that the lunar calendar, which contains only 354 days, would jibe with the solar calendar 

of 365¼ days, gave the Rabbis even greater leeway in determining when the holidays 

occurred. 

This idea of freedom within order is very similar to the findings of modern 

science where scientific laws are conceived of as probabilities and not as absolutes. The 

second law of thermodynamics is a probability. We do not know what an individual 

electron is going to do. Scientific laws are like weather forecasts which predict that the 

chance for rain are 60%, 80%, 90%. Most scientific laws are like this, too, except that the 

chances given can be 99.99%. There is then a certain amount of play in all scientific 

laws. There is now, once again, a place for G-d in science. G-d can intervene in the world 

without seeming to intervene. The basic scientific law holds, but on a subatomic level 

things are not predictable. This fits exactly the Jewish view of freedom. The first 

Commandment that G-d gave us was the Commandment to fix a calendar in order to 

emphasize this fact. It was to show us what freedom is and how we are to use it. This 

example of the calendar was meant to show us that not everything was determined. We 

could still determine when the holidays occur. However, not everything was possible 

either. There were still only 365¼ days in a solar calendar year and still only 29½ days in 

the lunar month. There is, though, still enough ambiguity in the system so that we can, 

within limits, manipulate the calendar. 

Freedom within order. This is the Jewish definition of freedom. We cannot free 

ourselves from the restraints of time. We are mortal. We age and we die. We are subject 

to all sorts of hormonal pressures. We need others. We have intense drives and ambitions 

and compelling needs. However, they do not completely determine us. Within this 

framework we can make, innumerable decisions which can add immeasureably to the 

quality of our life and our well-being. However, we cannot absolutely alter our human 

condition. We cannot act at 45 or 50 as if we were 18 or 20. Our bodies cannot take it and 

our emotions cannot take it and we will end up, most of the time, much worse off than 

before. We have the ability to manipulate the calendar, but we cannot make Yom Kippur 

come out in the spring or Pesach come out in the summer. We human beings are 90% or 

maybe even 99% pre-programmed. However, that 10% or 1 % area of our lives in which 

we can make choices and in which we can act is very important. Anyone who looks at a 
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well-groomed man or woman knows this. Washing the face and combing the hair or 

putting on makeup or standing up straight is less than 1 % of the total physical 

appearance, but it makes such a difference. 

In, the Hebrew language we have many words which, when pushed to their 

extremes, change from a positive to a negative concept. For example, the word “Kodesh”, 

which means to consecrate or sanctify, can, when this concept is pushed too far, end up to 

mean a prostitute. In ancient days both men and women would act as prostitutes for 

different temples and all proceeds from their activities were given to the temples. When a 

person pushes the concept of consecration, self-sacrifice, too far he ends up by destroying 

himself. These people became living human sacrifices to their gods. The same is true of 

the word “Tahor”. This word means pure, but it can also mean to whitewash. These 

words in the Hebrew language illustrate an important concept, that words or ideas pushed 

too far destroy. They do not build. 

Exaggerated ideas of man’s freedom or man’s dependence crush a person. They 

do not enhance his life. Those people who come to me complaining that life is crushing 

them have not learned either how to make positive choices in the 1% or 10% areas of life 

where they can, or they have an exaggerated sense of what freedom is, and they want to 

be free entirely from their own biological, chemical, and acknowledged moral restraints. 

When a person shucks off his family and his obligations at midlife, he is not exercising 

freedom. He is just preparing himself to enter a new slavery. What he or she would be 

better advised to do would be to stay within the framework that he or she is in and learn 

how to exercise the many options that are still there open for him or her. We can, within 

any framework, determine many things, but freedom does not mean that we can 

determine everything. 
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Beshalach 

Survival, Strategy, and Standards 

We Jews, throughout history, have learned that it is not good to be the only 

minority group in a society. If we are the only minority which exists in a society, it is 

easy to single us out to make us a scapegoat for all the problems of the society. We, 

therefore, have adopted a strategy of supporting the rights of all other minorities to exist 

in a society. 

This policy, however, can lead to great confusion when outsiders and many Jews 

begin to believe that because we support the right of certain other minorities to exist, we 

also agree with their views. This is not so. We would echo what Voltaire said, “I do not 

agree with what you say, but I will defend to the death your right to say it.” We Jews 

have always been in the forefront of letting other groups express their views, and we have 

made coalitions with many groups with whom we have basically disagreed. For example, 

in the United States in the 1930’s when we Jews were overwhelmingly members of the 

Democratic party, we forged a coalition with Catholics and white Southerners. Both these 

groups espoused certain ideas with which we could not agree. For example, the Catholic 

teachings on divorce and birth control and abortion are different than ours as well as 

many of their theological ideas, and the segregationist policies of the white Southerners 

of the 30’s were, of course, ideas which were total anathema to us. Yet, we all banded 

together to pursue common social goals. 

The mistake that many Jews make today is that they think that if you work with a 

group or support a group’s right to exist and to speak out, then you, therefore, must agree 

with its goals and principles. This is not so. We Jews have unique standards and values, 

and we cannot compromise them. If we do compromise, then we, as Jews, will disappear. 

Assimilation will destroy Judaism as surely as a tyrant bent on our physical destruction. 

Judaism is not what the latest trends say an enlightened person’s views should be. 

Judaism has its own positions on issues which are unique and special. We do not have to 

agree with everything that happens to be popular and in vogue at a particular time to 

work with other groups. 

We may work with particular groups who share certain views with us while, at the 

same time, disagreeing with these groups on other issues. We can also totally disagree 

with the views and aspirations of certain groups, like homosexuals, while, at the same 

time, advocating that they not be persecuted or hounded. We can be against alcoholism 

without advocating that all alcoholics should be thrown into jail. We can be against drug 

addiction while believing that drug addicts should be treated with compassion and 

consideration. 

Strategies for survival are important and, of course, if there are physically no Jews 

there will not be any Judaism, but we should also remember that if all the Jews assimilate 

then there will also be no Judaism. If our strategies help us give opportunities to Jews as 

individuals but these same policies cause our children to believe that Judaism stands for 

nothing and, therefore, it does not matter if they convert to other religions and 
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philosophies, the Judaism will also be destroyed. This problem of knowing how to 

maintain a strategy of supporting other groups while maintaining our own views is what 

the rabbis talk about when they tell us the difference between “Emes”, truth, and 

“Sheker”, falsehood. 

They tell us that all falsehood has some truth in it otherwise it could not stand. 

The difference is that falsehood just looks at a problem from a very narrow perspective 

while Emes, the truth, looks at a problem in its totality. The rabbis explain that this can 

even be learned from the word Emes, itself. The word Emes is composed of three letters: 

Aleph, Mem, Tof. The Aleph is the very first letter of the alphabet, the Mem is the 

middle letter of the alphabet, and the Tof is the last letter of the alphabet. Truth looks at a 

problem in its entirety, not just one aspect of a problem. Sheker, on the other hand, is 

composed of the three letters Shin, Kuf, Raysh. All these three letters occur together at 

the end of the alphabet. This, the rabbis say, emphasizes the fact that falsehood only 

looks at part of the problem. It does not look at the whole problem and, because it looks 

at a narrow band of information, it misleads and deceives. 

The Jewish community today is obsessed with physical survival, and well it 

should be! After the Holocaust and living in the midst of continual assaults on Jews and 

Judaism by the Arab countries and by the Soviet Bloc, we have a right to feel anxious and 

threatened. However, there is an equal threat which is facing the Jewish people today and 

that is the threat of assimilation. Assimilation, too, can mean the end of the Jewish people 

and Judaism. It is all good and well to support the rights of other minorities to exist and 

to work with them on common issues; however, we should always make it clear to our 

young people that Judaism is unique, that just because we support a group’s right to exist, 

it does not mean we agree with its ideals, that just because we work with a group on a 

certain issue, it does not mean that on other issues we also have to agree with them. 

There is much confusion among our young people. Cults attract a disproportionate 

number of Jews, and the reason for this, many competent authorities tell us, is because 

these young people do not feel that Judaism stands for anything. They do not believe that 

Judaism can supply them with a relationship to G-d and with the emotional warm support 

that these other groups can. For the sake of political advantage, we have many times 

perverted Judaism. We have blurred its boundaries. For the sake of narrow political 

considerations, we have projected a false image of Judaism. We have not told our young 

people what Judaism really stands for because perhaps this would upset our allies, or 

perhaps it would draw attention to us as a unique and distinctive minority group. In the 

Torah portion, Vayislach, we have many of these ideas stated. We learn how, when the 

Jewish people went out from Egypt, Moshe took the bones of Joseph. The word in 

Hebrew for “bones”, “Etzem”, also has another meaning. It means they took the 

“essence” of Joseph, or the “strength” of Joseph. His strength was that he always 

remained a Jew. He proudly proclaimed before Pharaoh that he was an “Ivri”. He was a 

“Hebrew”. He rose to power in Egypt but he remained true to Jewish ideals and ideas. He 

and his family were able to survive as Jews because Joseph not only took care of their 

physical security, he also took care to maintain Jewish standards. He did not compromise 

them. 
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This idea is also expressed in this Torah portion by the use of the word “Boker.” 

This word Boker, which means “morning,” is used three times: once, when it refers to the 

morning of the destruction of the Egyptian army which marked the beginning of the 

Jewish people’s physical security; the second time, when the manna descended assuring 

that the Jewish people’s physical needs would be met; the third time when G-d spoke to 

the Jewish people on Mount Sinai giving them unique values. There are three elements 

which are necessary in order for Judaism to survive. The first, and of course the most 

important, is the physical safety of the Jewish people. A new dawn could not come to the 

Jewish people unless they were physically safe. Only after Pharaoh’s army was 

destroyed, an army which could have at any time brought them back into Egypt to slavery 

and death, could they be considered physically safe. The second requirement is that we be 

able to have the basic material things necessary in order to survive, that we be able to 

earn a living, take care of our children and families, etc. A new dawn could not occur 

until the Jewish people were economically secure. And, finally, a new dawn could not 

occur in Jewish history until we had our own unique value system. 

The first two elements of Jewish survival are generally acknowledged today. We 

all know that we must help Israel so she can be physically safe and not overwhelmed by 

the Arabs, and we all also know that we must help her economically so that Israel can 

have a secure economic base. Here at home, too, we recognize that the society in which 

we live must be free from bigotry and be a tolerant society otherwise we will be swept 

away. We also know the importance of making sure that all career opportunities are open 

to Jews so that we may have a secure economic base. However, the third point of Jewish 

survival we have almost completely neglected, and that is that Judaism must stand for 

something. It must have standards. 

We must tell our young people that we have unique values and a unique way of 

looking at the world, otherwise Jews and Judaism will be swept away just as assuredly as 

they would have been swept away by Pharaoh’s armies. We have already seen the terrible 

ravages of assimilation. There may be no Jews left in America in 100 years, according to 

some experts. Our communities have just concentrated on part of the truth, on a small 

spectrum of the truth and neglected the whole truth. If we Jews believe in family, then we 

cannot say it is all right if our children want to become homosexuals. If we believe in G-d 

and that we can have a relationship with G-d, then we cannot be afraid of talking about 

these things. If we believe that Judaism has yet something to offer the world, then we 

must loudly proclaim our differences as well as our similarities. 

When the Jewish people were threatened on the Red Sea by the advancing 

Egyptian armies, they became frightened and they told Moshe that it would have been 

better had they stayed in Egypt and served the Egyptians rather than die in the desert. 

Moshe admonishes them by telling them, “G-d will fight for you, and you should 

‘Tacharishu’.” This word is usually interpreted to mean “you should be silent.” However, 

this word also has other meaning. It can mean “to devise, to be a craftsman, to be deaf.” 

In order for the Jewish people to survive we must devise strategies in order to make sure 

that we are not overwhelmed and wiped out. We must also become craftsmen and assure 

our economic base, and, finally, we must be deaf to the values which are opposed to our 

own. We must stand for the principles and values of our faith. If any of these three 
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elements are missing, then we will not succeed. Jewish survival depends not only on 

political and military strategy and economics, it also depends on believing in Jewish 

standards and values. 
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Yithro 

How Do We Arrive at Truth? 

Too often today people are looking to understand their problems in newspaper 

headline fashion. They really do not want to probe into their problems and find out what 

all the issues are before coming to a decision. Instead, they want someone else, in two or 

three words, to explain to them what they should do or what they should believe in and 

let it go at that. They are not interested in looking for the context which surrounds their 

problems or in really analyzing the issues so that they can come to a correct conclusion. 

They have a notion that truth and right are very simple things and should be able to be 

stated in a very few words. 

In fact, many times they will tell me, “Rabbi, I am not interested in all these 

speculations, just tell me what I should or should not do.” I might tell them what they 

should or should not do but then they are acting like robots. They have not thought the 

issues through and in other situations they may do the wrong thing. They then could say, 

“But, Rabbi, you told me to do this”, and I would have to answer them, “Yes, I told you 

to do what you are doing, but I told you to do what you are doing in a different situation”. 

The problem of ascertaining the truth and thereby establishing a course of action is not an 

easy one. The Jewish idea of truth is different from the Greek platonic idea of truth. The 

Greek idea was that there was one truth, one ideal for everything. There was one ideal 

man, society, building, etc. and we just had to conform all our actions to it. We do not 

believe this. Life, to us, is a constant tension between many contrasting and conflicting 

truths and every situation forces us to look again and to clarify what is true and right in 

every particular circumstance. 

This is what Rabbi Adin Steinsaltz pointed out in his brilliant lectures when he 

stated that the Talmud is a strange book. It is a strange book because in order to learn it 

you must argue with it and doubt it. In fact, the very text shouts at you, “Doubt me”. The 

problems and dilemmas which the Talmud discusses are never really resolved. They 

continue from generation to generation. We are constantly called upon to re-evaluate 

positions and to clarify issues based upon these debates which are couched in the present 

tense, “Rova says Abaye says”. Because of this fact many times in Talmudic debate when 

two sages are arguing one sage will actually say to the other, “You know, you can get out 

of the dilemma I got you into by my sharp questions by offering me this solution”. In 

other words, the important thing is the debate, not who wins. We should all want to 

debate the subject further. You should even help your opponent clarify his opinions when 

you can. When we deal with truth it is not important who wins or loses. We all must 

struggle and struggle over and over again to find out what is proper in every context. 

Most problems in life arise because we take mental shortcuts. For example, I 

remember once when as a boy I entertained a visitor from a foreign country who knew 

just a little English. He arrived at my house just as the evening paper was being delivered. 

As a boy I was very interested in sports and the first thing I did was turn to the sports 

page. There he sounded out the headline. It read “Reds Massacre Cardinals”. He was 

convinced that a Communist revolution was taking place and that all the bishops had 
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been killed. I tried to assure him that this was not so, but it took a lot of explaining. Many 

times we, too, make all sorts of assumptions which are fallacious, and the problem with 

many people is that they do not want to sharpen their thinking so that they can tell what 

are facts and what are assumptions and thereby be able to get to the heart of the problem. 

In the Torah portion, Yisro, we learn about the Ten Commandments. It says 

“Honor thy father and mother”. Besides, of course, the literal explanation there are other 

explanations which refer to the character of a father and the character of a mother as two 

different parts of our tradition. In the “Yalkut Reuven” we read that “thy father” refers to 

the written Torah and “they mother” to the oral Torah. The association of father with the 

written Torah and mother with the oral Torah is similar to the roles of the two parents. 

The written Torah is like a father, strict and authoritative, demanding obedience, making 

no concessions and knowing no compromise. The oral Torah, on the other hand, is 

compared to a mother. It considers circumstances. It looks at the weaknesses as well as 

the strengths of human nature. It puts things into context. It would seem, at first glance, 

that the oral Torah would be more appealing and attractive to the Jewish people than the 

written Torah. However, the Rabbis explain that this was not so. 

In the Midrash Tanchuma we learn that Israel would not accept the Torah until the 

Holy One, Blessed be He, overturned the mountain upon them like an inverted cask. This 

is because of what it says in our Torah portion, Yisro, “and they stood under the 

mountain”. Rav Dimi explains that this means that the Holy One, Blessed be He, said to 

Israel, “If you accept the Torah, o.k., if not then Mount Sinai will fall on you and it shall 

be your burial place.” The Midrash continues by saying that we cannot claim that G-d 

threatened to overturn the mountain on them because they would not accept the written 

Torah, because as soon as G-d had asked them if they would accept the written Torah the 

Jewish people had responded, “We will do and we will listen”. It must, therefore, be that 

they did not want to accept the oral Torah. The reason why they were so willing to accept 

the written Torah was because there was no toil and trouble about it and it was brief. On 

the other hand, G-d had to coerce them to accept the oral Torah because it demanded 

rigorous thinking and going into minute details. To understand the oral law was an 

extremely hard undertaking. The written Torah, on the other hand, required no effort. 

People today especially do not want to put forth any effort. They want to make 

learning fun. This extends to religion as well. Anything that requires hard work and effort 

they shy away from. “Rabbi, just tell me what the rules are, that’s all I want to know.” 

Unfortunately, in life it is not so easy to give a few rules and hope everything will go 

well. Things are much more complex. When we say “Honor thy father and mother” and 

say that this concept of father and mother refers to the written Torah and the oral Torah, 

we mean that just as the father initiates the birth process, so does the written Torah 

initiate the Torah process, and just as the mother labors to give birth to a child, so does 

the toil and laboring of the oral Torah produce the unique Jewish personality. The very 

toiling and struggling with the oral law is what establishes the unique Jewish personality. 

In fact, we learn in the Talmud, itself, that G-d has said, “Better that My children should 

forget Me than that they should forget my Torah. Let them study My Torah and forget 

Me rather than vice versa.”  
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In life today we are all looking for short answers. We have fast service food, 

digests of every sort, instant two minute news, and because of this we think we can also 

have instant religion and instant wisdom without the toil and the effort that are required. 

This has spilled over into our marriages and into all our relationships. Instant gratification 

is the rule. It will not work. We need to struggle and toil with concepts and ideas. We 

need to work at things if we want to make them work. We are Jews not because of the 

written Torah. We are Jews because of the oral Torah. Other religions have, for the last 

2000 years, taken over our written Torah but not our oral Torah. We Jews have 

accomplished much in the world because we have always maintained our capacity to 

think and to analyze, to struggle and to see both sides of almost every issue, to combine 

faith and doubt. As Rabbi Steinsaltz said, the secret of the Jew is that we have learned to 

think. We have never stopped analyzing and learning. 

In the story of Purim we have a prime illustration of what happens when a people 

does not think. Achashveros is a man who always wants ready-made opinions. He is only 

interested in partying. He hasn’t the time to think. Because of this, he executed his first 

wife, almost has all the Jewish people murdered in his name, and ends up looking like a 

bumbling idiot. We not only harm ourselves when we don’t think clearly, we also can 

end up harming others. We Jews have always prized thinking and analyzing. This has 

been the secret of our success. May we continue to do so because it is only in this way 

that we will, like the Jews of Esther’s time, survive as Jews. 
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Mishpateem 

Do We Believe in Fate? 

One of the most perplexing problems in religion is the problem of fate. If we 

believe that everything is from G-d, how can we ever want to change our fate? We should 

accept whatever G-d gives us and never try to improve our condition. Recently someone 

came to me and said, “Rabbi, I know that I can get an artificial limb and learn to walk 

again but since G-d has decreed that I be without one leg, I have decided not to get an 

artificial limb”. I looked at him incredulously and I said, paraphrasing the words of Rabbi 

Akiva, “Aren’t you sometimes hungry?”. The person answered, “Yes”. I said, “If G-d 

made you hungry, why do you eat? Aren’t you, also, changing your fate by eating?” 

Eventually, I was able to convince him to go and get fitted for an artificial limb, 

but his question raised a whole slew of other questions with which we have to deal. To 

many thinkers of the modern world, religion is portrayed as a force against man’s 

betterment. Religion, they claim, causes people to become passive and to accept any fate 

which they have been given. That’s why Karl Marx called religion the opiate of the 

people. He was following Ludwig Feuerbach who claimed that the more power we give 

to G-d, the less we have left for man, that the more we extol G-d’s love and kindness, the 

more we accentuate man’s sinfulness. He operated on some sort of scarcity principle 

which states that the more power G-d has the less we have, the more love G-d has the less 

we have. This type of analysis might be true of other religions but it certainly is not true 

of Judaism. 

We do not believe that we must accept things in life which we can change. We do 

not believe, as others do, that it is our purpose in life to bear crosses. It is true that we all 

suffer in life, but it is a sin to suffer if we do not have to suffer. Each of us is meant to be 

free and to live life to the fullest extent possible while discharging our responsibilities to 

man and G-d. In fact, the Talmud teaches us that we are actually going to be held 

accountable in the after life for not enjoying anything in this life which we could have 

enjoyed but which we failed to have enjoyed because we did not want to make the effort. 

In Judaism, we do not extol suffering. We extol simcha, joy. Obviously, there are many 

things in life we just must accept like death, human limitations of time and space, 

inevitable frustrations, storms, earthquakes, etc., but there are many things which we can 

change and which we should change. We, in Judaism, believe in fate only after we have 

done everything possible to make sure that what happened is not our fate. If we 

absolutely cannot do anything about it, only then must we accept it and even then we 

should still pray to G-d and never give up hope that someday it will be changed. 

We would not even fully agree with the prayer which states “G-d give me the 

courage to change the things I can and to accept the things I cannot change and the 

knowledge to know the differences between these two cases”. We are always to hope and 

to pray that even those things which we cannot change eventually will be changed. That 

is the meaning of the concept of the coming of the Messiah. When he comes things will 

be different. There will be no evil, neither physical evil like storms, death, pain nor moral 

evil, the evil we do to each other. There will be no death or pain. That is what we say in 
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the Kaddish. “May He establish His kingdom speedily and soon and say ye amen.” That 

is why mourners say the Kaddish because they are affirming in the midst of their grief 

that they are not giving up hope, that eventually they believe that pain, suffering, and 

even death will be overcome. 

In the Torah portion, Mishpoteem, which comes right after the Ten 

Commandments, we have many of these ideas spelled out. We are told Rapoh Yerapeh 

which means “heal thoroughly heal”. G-d not only gives permission to physicians to heal, 

he commands them to heal. We are supposed to go to doctors. It is against Jewish law to 

even live in a city which does not have a doctor. We cannot say, “G-d made me sick, let 

Him cure me”. We are G-d’s junior partner in creation. G-d wants us to act. He wants us 

to do things in this world. Just as He wants us to feed ourselves, He wants us to take care 

of ourselves, to heal ourselves, to organize our society ourselves and to live in peace with 

each other. G-d can intervene and He does intervene in history in very subtle ways, but 

He wants us to take the initiative. We all know, as modern science has taught us, that 

almost all the laws of science are probabilities and G-d can act without even seeming to 

act. He, though, wants us to act first. He does not want us to be resigned to our fate. In 

fact, Rabbi Menachem Mendel of Kotz used to say that all resignations and despair stem 

from ignorance. Resigning ourselves to our fate is actually one of the worst sins. The 

Rabbis teach us that G-d’s presence cannot be felt where there is despair. Life can be 

very good and we should try to make it good. G-d’s presence can only be felt where there 

is joy. 

In the Torah portion we learn how a Jewish bondsman who refused to go free at 

the end of six years service had his ear pierced. No Jew should ever accept slavery. No 

Jew should ever be satisfied with that type of fate. We learn, too, how we are to organize 

society. We do not have to have a society in which murder is now the leading cause of 

teenage deaths. We are killing close to a thousand people a year in the Houston area. We 

do not have to accept this. Poverty is not inevitable. We are taught how we are to make 

provisions for the poor. If G-d did not want him to be poor and starve and suffer, He 

would not have made him that way. That is a false concept. 

It is true that there are certain limits upon us, but it is equally true that if we band 

together we can overcome most of them. In this Torah portion, we also .learn about the 

Covenant that G-d made with our people in which the people said, “We will do and we 

will understand”. We all must act. We should never become resigned. Resignation does 

not bring understanding but action does. If we all band together to help each other, then 

we will be able to understand our problems and overcome many of them. After this 

Covenant, Moshe and Aaron, Nadov and Avihu and seventy of the elders of Israel see a 

vision of G-d. G-d’s presence comes to them because the people are united. They see, so 

to speak, under G-d’s feet “a paved work of sapphires which was like the very heavens 

for clearness”. There must have been millions of sapphires which were all placed together 

in a beautiful paved work. Each sapphire, of course, represents each of our potentialities. 

Each of us, by working together with others, can solve many of the problems which 

confront us. G-d has assured us that if we begin to act and if we act together, we will be 

able to enjoy the good life. 
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The 19th century philosophers were wrong, at least when they speak about 

Judaism, when they say that religion debilitates a people and causes them to forsake the 

knowledge and unity of purpose which will allow them to overcome many of their 

problems. G-d, in Judaism, tells us all “you work individually and together to solve as 

many problems as you possibly can and then I will send the Messiah who will complete 

the job and solve the rest”. 

Let none of us ever despair and let us all do everything possible which allows us 

to lead a full and a good life. Let none of us ever say that it is G-d’s will that we are to 

accept our fate without ever trying to do anything about it. 

Are Your Parties Fun? 

At the end of the Torah portion (Mishpateem) which we will read in Shul this 

Shabbos we learn of a curious incident. The Jewish people had just ratified their covenant 

with G-d. According to Nachmanides, right after our ancestors had received the ten 

commandments G-d had ordered Moses to show them what the practical consequences 

would be of their accepting the ten commandments. He does this by having Moses read to 

them the detailed laws found in this Torah portion which are referred to as the Book of 

the Covenant. The people are not dismayed and they proclaim that “all that the Lord hath 

spoken we will do”. 

Right after this declaration the elders of Israel experience a mystical vision of 

G-d. Then the Torah says something very strange. It says “And they beheld G-d and did 

eat and drink.” What a strange thing to say. What does eating and drinking have to do 

with learning Torah and beholding G-d? Could it cause them to feel more deeply the 

presence of G-d? 

I believe the Torah here is telling us something very important about eating and 

drinking — partying. Too many people think that having a good time, feeling the real joy 

of life can come from just eating and drinking. They fail to realize that unless a person 

has a real feeling of accomplishment, unless he has, through some sort of mitzvah or 

other beheld G-d, his party will be meaningless and funless. Parties can only be fun, 

meaningful, if they externalize an inner joy. The elders first learned Torah and then ate 

and drank. True, joy must be shared if it is to be fully felt, but it must first come from 

within from a real sense of accomplishment. Too many people in our own day, 

unfortunately, fail to realize this. 
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Trumah 

The Importance of Making Distinctions 

In life we must learn to make distinctions. Many people do not take the trouble to 

learn how to distinguish things. They are satisfied with broad generalizations. This Torah 

portion teaches us that this approach is wrong. We have all heard that Judaism is opposed 

to the visual arts. This, however, is a false statement. There was a statue in the Holy of 

Holies. We Jews were punished for fashioning the golden calf because the people 

worshipped the work of their own hands. They created their own gods and worshipped 

them.. Within the Holy of Holies, itself, in the Temple there was a statue of two cherubim 

with the faces of children locked in an embrace with their wings soaring to heaven. This 

was allowed because they were not worshipped. They were resting on the Ten 

Commandments. They were symbols that children must be rooted in the Ten 

Commandments if Judaism is to continue. 

The hallmark of the Jew has always been that he has been able to make 

distinctions between the Sabbath and the week, between light and darkness, between 

Israel and the nations, and between the holy and the secular as we say in the Havdallah 

ceremony every Saturday night. Many people today fail to make the distinction between 

right and wrong. They say anything a person wants to do is o.k., is fine. They refuse to 

set standards. There is a right and a wrong in the world, and although it is true there are 

many gray areas, there are many times when it is clear what is right and wrong. Cruelty is 

wrong, etc. Today many parents do not want to set standdards, and many young people 

cave in to peer pressure and do things they should not do. 

There is also a distinction between the holy and the secular, between means and 

ends. In today’s life we teach skills, how to arrive at different goals, but we never define 

goals. We seem to think that being moral, helping people, and being a Mentsch is just 

something that is a matter of personal preference. Some people like to be a Mentsch. 

Other people would rather not be one. It is like some people like to play the violin and 

others do not. We must teach people that the most important thing is to be a Mentsch. 

Being a lawyer or a doctor or an accountant are just means to a goal. No one is supposed 

to sacrifice morality or being a Mentsch in order to reach these goals. 

We also must learn to make distinctions between holy and holy. Not everything 

has equal value. Sometimes when our family needs help we have to sacrifice learning 

opportunities, etc. We also have to learn how to make distinctions between the Sabbath 

and the week, between man the creator and man the meditator. We cannot just spend all 

our time creating without sitting back and relaxing and enjoying what we have. At the 

same time, we cannot be passive and not be creative. We also have to make a distinction 

between Israel and the other peoples. You cannot be a Jew and remain a Jew just because 

you like lox and bagels. There is no reason to stay a Jew unless you believe that Judaism 

still has ideas the world still needs. It is important for young people to know about these 

ideas, otherwise they will not stay Jews. 
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Learning how to make distinctions is essential in order to become a mature human 

being. A baby learns by learning how to make distinctions. We cannot make wild 

generalizations. We have to distinguish between the golden calf, which is worshipping 

the works of our own hands, and the cherubim, which stressed the vital importance of 

implanting Judaism’s moral and religious ideas in our youth if Judaism was going to 

survive. In life we must learn how to make distinctions, otherwise we will never mature 

and never be able to live the just and moral life.  

Will Your Menorah Make Itself? 

In Terumah we learn about the objects that were placed in the Tabernacle. G-d 

told us to build Him a Tabernacle so He would dwell in us. From the Tabernacle we are 

to learn how to live in a G-d like manner. It is interesting to note that the objects that 

were in the Tabernacle were really very small. The whole Ark that held the Ten 

Commandments was only 2½ amas long, approximately 45” and it was only two feet 

high. The table and the menorah also were very small, the menorah being a little bit taller 

than the table. The menorah stood for spiritual values, and spiritual values must take 

precedence over material values, which was symbolized by the table. 

In our day and age we are stressing quantity so much that we forget about quality. 

In fact, a banker told me the other day that he had gotten so big he had to merge with 

another company or else he would have gone broke. He could not afford to be so big. 

Sometimes a small good little business goes broke when it tries to expand too fast. Big is 

not always the best. We should learn about quality, not quantity. 

The menorah,. too, was very hard for Moshe to visualize. It had to be all made out 

of one piece. Unless it was made out of one piece it would not be considered fit for the 

Temple. G-d had to show Moshe how it was to be done. And then afterwards the 

Medrash says a strange thing. It says that when Betzalel began to make it he put the gold 

in the fire and it just made itself. If this is so, why did Moshe have to worry how to make 

the menorah since it, more or less, made itself? 

The Torah here is telling us something about spiritual values. Spiritual values 

must be made whole. They cannot be attached to other things. I remember once when a 

religious organization wanted to honor a man who was about to give them lots of money 

at a public dinner. He owned all the houses of ill repute and all the gambling dens in 

town. I urged everyone to refuse to attend or have anything to do with this affair because 

you cannot just throw a few dollars at a worthy cause and give yourself spiritual worth. 

You must try in all areas of life to lead a good life. 

Moshe was puzzled by the menorah and its message of how to live a good 

spiritual life. G-d showed him a picture of it in fire, which meant that we are all supposed 

to attack life with enthusiasm, to joyously try to live the good life. But we should not 

worry ultimately how things will come out. The menorah will make itself if we try in all 

areas of our life to live by spiritual values. We cannot, though, attach a few good deeds to 

a life which has been lived without compassion or kindness or charity and expect to have 

a menorah, a spiritual experience. However, if we, in all aspects of our life, try to do our 
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best even though we cannot, because of circumstances, give lots of charity or learn lots of 

Torah or participate fully in our community or shul we can still have a spiritual 

experience. We just must have tried to do our best. The quality of what we do counts 

more than the quantity. 

In Judaism it is the quality that counts more than quantity. If we will try to live 

according to the Torah in all aspects of life our Menorah will make itself. This reminds 

me of a story of three Texans sitting around talking about their ranches and how rich they 

were. One bragged he had 100,000 acres in South Texas. The other one bragged he had 

200,000 acres in West Texas. The third claimed that that was nothing, that he had a one 

acre ranch. The others said, “What do you mean, a one acre ranch? What kind of ranch is 

that?” He said, “Mine is in downtown Dallas.” It is not always the quantity but it is the 

quality that counts. 
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Tetzaveh 

Are You Both A Moshe and An Aaron to Your Children? 

In our day and age we inculcate into our children many illusions. One of the main 

illusions we inculcate into our children is that if they will work hard they can be anything 

they want, that just like if they will study real hard and do their homework they will pass 

from the first grade to the second grade, and just like that if they will study real hard in 

the second grade and do their homework they will pass into the third grade, then the 

fourth, fifth, etc., so if they work real hard for any goal they will be able to achieve it. In 

other words, anybody can be anything he wants. All he has to do is study and work hard. 

This is not true. Not everybody can be anything he wants to be. A person who is 

5’2” can practice basketball all he wants, but he will never make a professional basketball 

team. Not all of us have the same talents or the same abilities and we cannot give 

ourselves talents and abilities by just working hard. Not everybody is the same and not 

everybody develops at the same pace, and sometimes society will not even give us a 

chance to achieve our goals if we do not fit into its stereotyped preconceptions. Einstein, 

in our modern day, would have been labeled an idiot because he did not speak until he 

was five years old, probably because he did not have anything to say, and Churchill failed 

high school and only got into Sandhurst because of family pull. 

In this week’s Torah portion we have something very strange. Moshes name is not 

mentioned. In every other Torah portion since Moshe’s birth his name is mentioned, but 

here his name is not mentioned. What’s more, it says, “and you shall bring near to you 

Aaron, your brother, and his children with him from the midst of the Sons of Israel to be 

a priest unto Me.” Unto Aaron and his children are given the task of being the priests of 

Israel. This job was not given to Moshe and his children. This hurt Moshe, but G-d knew 

that Moshe and his children were not suited to be the priests of Israel. Aaron and his 

children were suited to be the priests. Moshe was to be the teacher and standard setter for 

Israel, not the priest. 

There are two basic approaches that religious leaders can take vis a vis the people. 

One is to comfort the people, to tell them that they are not so bad, to understand them, to 

sympathize with them. This was Aaron’s role. He was to be in close contact with the 

people. He was to console them, to comfort them. Aaron was a Rodef Sholom, a pursuer 

of peace. He always thought the best of everyone. He never thought anything bad about 

anyone. If he would see someone coming from the scene of a crime with a bloody knife, 

he would say, “Oh, when did he learn how to be a Shocheit?” Aaron even participated in 

the sin of the golden calf with the people, not because he believed in any way in the 

golden calf. He was only stalling. He hoped Moshe would come soon. He understood the 

people’s anxiety and was only playing along with them until Moshe would come. Aaron 

was a sympathetic, understanding individual and the people loved him and flocked to 

him. 

Moshe, on the other hand, was a standard setter. He set standards for the people. 

He told them what was right and wrong. People admired him, but they did not want to get 
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too close to him. He showed them what they could be, not what they were. Religious 

teachers must not only understand and sympathize. They must also set standards. This is, 

of course, what a parent must do, too, and that is why it is so hard to be a parent. A parent 

must fulfill two roles. A parent must be loving and sympathetic, and a parent must also 

set standards. Every parent has his own way of differentiating between roles. Some 

parents count to three, and the the child knows that they are no longer dealing with a 

buddy buddy parent but with a teacher parent, the one who sets standards.  

It is not true that if you work real hard and do your homework and pass your tests 

you will succeed. Many times you may fail in life. In school you may succeed, but you 

will not succeed in life. You can work real hard and fail. Farmers know this the best. 

They can plow their crops, get up early, and work real heard. Then a drought or flood 

comes and they are wiped out. Life is not fair and life is not easy, and we all need each 

other, especially families, to help us pull through. In America today we are only 

interested in developing individual talents, and we are willing to forego family and 

friends in order to be true to our abilities. Not everybody has outstanding abilities and 

even if you have outstanding abilities in one area you might not have them in another, 

and even if you have outstanding abilities it does not mean that you will succeed. You 

can still fail. 

Every child has to have goals set out for him. He has to have standards set for him 

even though he may not be able to live up to them. An Aaron is needed to give people 

hope and console them and understand them when they don’t reach their goals, when 

they don’t live up to the proper standards, but we still must have a Moshe to set 

standards. Aaron, of course, was much more beloved by the people because we have to 

hear over and over again that we are important even if we fail, that even if we do not 

achieve anything we are worthy as long as we try. Many times parents do the wrong 

thing. They portray themselves to their children as only a Moshe. They give the 

impression to their children that they will not love them unless they achieve great things. 

They should remember that a parent has to be both a Moshe and an Aaron to their 

children. In a traditional Jewish home a child was loved no matter what. He may not have 

received as much respect and honor as other children who had accomplished great things, 

but he was always loved no matter what, and was never rejected. The traditional Jewish 

home also did not abdicate its responsibility of setting standards as many modern families 

have. They understood that they had to be a Moshe and an Aaron to the children. 

Children need more than things. 

They need standards and, more importantly, they need to know that they will be 

loved even if they fail. Many times parents give their children everything except the 

feeling that they will be loved and wanted regardless of what they accomplish. Many 

times it is circumstances which prevent achievement and not the lack of hard work. Every 

child is precious, and every child deserves parents who are both a Moshe and an Aaron. 
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Ki Sissa 

What Makes for Good Relationships? 

“Rabbi,” someone asked me a little while ago, “you are always talking about 

relationships and the importance of relationships. Don’t you believe that relationships can 

also be stifling, and that they can, also, hinder a person and harm him? Don’t you think it 

is sometimes better that a person have no relationships than the type of relationships that 

we see around us so many times? After all, there is so much hate and ugliness in these 

relationships. We see so many people who just love to give it to their spouses or children 

or others. Wouldn’t they be better off if they did not have these types of relationships?” 

In the Kedusha which we say at least twice a day, when we repeat the Shmone 

Esre, we speak about G-d’s holiness. Holiness really means otherness. “Holy, holy, holy 

is the Lord of hosts.” G-d is separate. He is different. He is not like us. He is unique, and 

we remind ourselves at least twice a day in the Kedusha about the fact that G-d is holy, 

other from us. However, Judaism is not a religion which just stresses G-d’s 

transcendence, his otherness. We also, in the same Kedusha, speak about the glory of G-d 

emanating from His abode and how the Lord reigns forever in our lives and in the lives of 

all human beings. G-d is completely other, but He is, also, completely accessible. We 

believe that He is in each of us. That’s what our soul is, the piece of G-d that is in each of 

us. G-d is close to us. We can talk to Him at any time and we know that He will listen. He 

may not do what we want, but He will do what is ultimately good for us and for all 

mankind. G-d is completely unique and special, yet He has a bond with each of us, a 

special bond. G-d does not have a body like us nor a mind like ours, but He has a close 

special bond with each of us which we can feel. 

We, in Judaism, have never been troubled by the problem of “if G-d is 

omniscient, if He knows everything, how can we have free will?”. We have never been 

bothered by that problem, as Maimonides said, because G-d’s mind is different from 

ours. G-d exists on a different level of being, and it is possible for Him to know 

everything, and for us to still have free will. G-d’s mind is different from ours. This can 

best be explained by the fact that if we are on one side of the mountain, we cannot see the 

other side. However, if we are on top of the mountain, we can see both sides. To G-d, 

everything is possible, even things which are not possible for us. G-d and man intersect 

only in that we have a common morality. G-d expects us to live by His standards which 

He has given us and by which He tells us He, too, ultimately abides. That, of course, is 

the basic Jewish belief, that the Judge of all the world does do justice, and that ultimately 

His justice will be seen. 

Our relationship to G-d is the paradigm for all human relationships. Each human 

being is unique and special. In order for a human relationship to endure, that relationship 

must recognize the uniqueness and specialness and otherness of each of the parties. G-d 

has a bond with each of us even though He is unique and special, and we, too, have bonds 

with each other only if we, too, recognize that each of us is unique and special. One party 

should not be a carbon copy, a mere mirror image of the other. Each of us has our own 

special ways and needs and each of us must be accommodated. 
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In the Torah portion, Ki Sisso, we have many of these ideas spelled out. The 

Jewish people sin with the sin of the golden calf. They fail to recognize that G-d is unique 

and special. They try to make Him an object of their own fantasies. They try to make G-d 

a projection of their own desires. G-d was to become an object. They no longer wanted a 

relationship with G-d. They wanted a relationship with their fantasies. Moshe prays for 

the people and G-d eventually forgives them. Moshe then asks that G-d reestablish His 

presence with the Jewish people. It is not enough for G-d to forgive them. Moshe wants 

G-d’s presence to be with them, too. Negative relationships are not relationships. 

Anonymity or the proximity of others do not constitute relationships. An act, a presence, 

a loving concern, a bond is required. “If your presence does not go with me, do not bring 

me up from here, for how shall I know if I have found favor in Your eyes, I and Your 

people? Is it not that when You will go with us?” 

G-d says, “Also this thing that you spoke I will do.” Then He tells Moshe to stand 

in the cleft of a rock while His glory will pass by. G-d’s hand will shield Moshe and he 

will only see G-d’s back but not His face. This incident, the Rabbis explain, dramatically 

demonstrates that we cannot know G-d directly, that we can only know Him by what He 

does,. by looking, so to speak, at His footprints in human history, and by recognizing 

Him in our soul. We know G-d by following His path, by doing good just as He does 

good, by being merciful just as He is merciful, by striving to cling to Him, by doing 

deeds of loving kindness. 

This is really true of all relationships. It is impossible to know the essence of 

another human being. There is an impenetrable essence in each of us that no one can ever 

fathom. very human being ultimately remains alone, but we can establish bonds and 

relationships with others by doing deeds of kindness, by sharing, by being concerned. We 

can only establish relationships with each other, though, if we learn to appreciate and to 

recognize each other’s deeds, accomplishments, talents, feelings, etc. In order for a 

relationship to be successful, a relationship must respect the other party’s uniqueness and 

specialness. It is easy to rip a person apart. It is easy to pick at another’s faults. No one is 

perfect. In a marriage, it is easy to attack. It is easy to provoke your partner, but a 

marriage relationship, to last, must not violate certain parameters. It must never destroy 

the essence of an individual. If it does, that individual will be left nothing more than a 

cowering rag, and even the domineering, tyrannical partner will not be happy. He or she 

will quickly become bored with her or her cowering rage. 

It is our uniqueness which makes the world great. A symphony is composed of 

many different instruments. Each of these instruments must play with its own sound. If it 

does not, then the music will turn into cacophony. Of course, each instrument in the 

orchestra must respect the other instruments when it plays its part, but it must play it with 

its own sound and character. When every instrument of the orchestra plays in harmony, 

beautiful music ensues. When, however, instruments are broken or try to drown out other 

instruments, the total music is harmed and it becomes almost nonexistent. 

This, too, is true on the life of nations. The Jewish people have a special 

relationship to G-d. This is not an exclusive relationship. G-d has relationships with all 

peoples. Unfortunately, the nations of the world hate the Jews because of this 
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relationship. Whether we Jews will admit it or not, Hitler claimed that Jews’ greatest 

crime was that they gave the world a conscience. The nations of the world do not want us 

to be special and unique, to have our own song, and they always seek to destroy us. That 

is the story of Purim. Haman could not stand to see a people with its own laws and 

customs even though it was not harming anyone. He wanted to destroy it. He was even 

willing to pay a fortune to destroy it. This is the same today. The word Zionist has 

become a dirty word. A man who is ugly and sinister in the world, and even in certain 

circles of this country, is called a Zionist. In the U.N., Israel is condemned as a Zionist 

Nazi State. The Russians claimed that the Jews in Babi Yar were killed by the Zionists 

and Nazis. How ludicrous! How sad! 

We believe that everyone should have a bond with everyone else and that 

everybody should be allowed to be special and unique. These are the only true kinds of 

relationships that there are. Other relationships are false. Moshe, when he went up to 

receive the second set of Ten Commandments, had to hew out the two tablets upon which 

the Ten Commandments were written by himself. This was different than with the first 

Ten Commandments when G-d had hewed out the stones. The first set of the Ten 

Commandments were given among thunder and lightning, the second set with silence but 

after Moshe received the second Ten Commandments his face glowed. He had worked 

hard, but he had established a relationship with G-d. The first Ten Commandments were 

just given to him. 

In order for relationships to succeed, for a face to glow, we must recognize each 

other’s uniqueness and also work hard to make sure that the bond between us is a bond 

expressed in deeds of loving, caring concern. Let us hope that the world, too, will allow 

the Jew to be himself and will not demand that we be just like everybody else before they 

will establish bonds of friendship with us. I hope and pray that the day will come when 

all mankind’s faces will glow from the happiness, which comes from having relationships 

expressed in loving deeds which respect every individual’s and group’s uniqueness. 
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Vayakhel-Pekude 

Can We Ever be Satisfied? 

One of the major problems today is that people are never satisfied. So often 

people who seem to have everything come to see me terribly despondent. Nothing 

satisfies them. The more they have the more they want. They do not have any feelings at 

all of positive inner satisfaction. They seem to be continually disappointed. They feel that 

if only they could get one more object or make a lot more money, then they would finally 

be satisfied. 

The truth of the matter is that these people are never going to be satisfied. They 

are looking for satisfaction in things. They are always going to be unhappy and terribly 

restless. Curiously enough, satisfaction is related to holiness. Each of us has within 

ourselves the power to transform the ordinary into the extraordinary. We have the power 

to make things satisfying. Things by themselves are not going to satisfy us. We achieve 

satisfaction by the way we use things. 

This point is emphasized in the Torah portion, Pekude, in which we learn how the 

Jewish people completed the work of the Tabernacle, and how G-d’s presence then rested 

upon them. The second Book of the Bible, Exodus, is known in Hebrew by two names; 

by the name “Shemos”, which means “names,” and also by the name ‘Sefer HaGeula”, 

“the Book of Redemption”. This second Book of the Torah deals with the redemption of 

the Jewish people from Egypt, and also with the building of the Tabernacle, or Mishkan. 

Most of the second Book is taken up with the details of the building of the Mishkan, and 

only the first half deals with the exodus from Egypt. It is hard to understand why the 

whole Book is known as Sefer Hageula when most of it has to do with the building of the 

Mishkan. Also interspersed throughout the details of the building of the Mishkan are the 

laws of Shabbos. Why, also, didn’t the glory of G-d descend on the Jewish people until 

after they had built the Mishkan? Why didn’t the glory of G-d descend upon them after 

the exodus from Egypt? After all, wasn’t the exodus from Egypt a greater event than 

completing the Mishkan? Why did the completion of the Mishkan cause G-d’s glory to 

descend upon the people? 

It seems to me that we are being told here something very important about 

satisfaction and about how we should view what we can do in life. When the Jewish 

people finished all the parts of the Mishkan, the Torah says “Vayechal Moshe Es 

Hamlocha” “and Moshe finished the work”. The word “Vayechal” is not the normal word 

for “finish” in Hebrew. The normal word is “Vayigmor”, This word “Vayechal” is the 

same word that G-d used when He finished the work of creation. It says “Vayechal 

Elokim Bayom Hashveeiee Melakto” “and G-d finished His work on the seventh day”. 

This means that He finished His part of the world, but He did not complete it. G-d 

purposely left the world unfinished and He asked us to complete it. Moshe, too, finished 

his part by putting together the Mishkan, but the Mishkan was not completed. There were 

many, many more things to be done, proper services had to be conducted in it, etc. 
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In this world we are commanded to begin the work of completing the world and 

to finish as much of it as we can even though we know that we will never be able to 

complete this task. This world will only be completed in Messianic days. It is our job to 

help bring these days about by finishing as much of the work as we can, even though we 

all know that we are not going to complete it. If we finish our part then we should be 

satisfied. I believe that this is one of the correct explanations for the famous phrase from 

the Pirkei Avos which says: “Eizehu Oshir”, “Who is rich?” “Hasameach B’Chelko,” 

“One who is happy with his portion.” Satisfaction comes from finishing your portion of 

creation, from trying your best to do the tasks that you can to help G-d complete the 

world. If you have done all you can to complete your part of G-d’s plan for the ultimate 

completion, or redemption, of this world, then you should be happy, you should be 

satisfied. 

This is why the phrase “and they did as G-d commanded Moshe” is mentioned 

eighteen times in this sedra. Eighteen, of course, signifies Chai, or life. They merited 

satisfaction in life because they were able to fulfill their portion. There are also thirteen 

Hebrew letters in the phrase, “And they did as G-d commanded Moshe.” This is the same 

number of times that the word “Lev” or “heart” appears in the Torah. This is to teach us 

that a satisfied heart comes from doing your part in making this a better world. That, too, 

of course, is what the concept of holiness is all about in Judaism. We make things holy, 

not G-d. When we make a Brocha before eating, we transform an essentially selfish act 

into a holy act. We are not eating now just for ourselves. We are eating to help gain the 

strength to do our share in bringing about redemption or a better world. That’s why this 

Book of the Torah is called the Book of Redemption, not just because it talks about the 

exodus from Egypt, but also because it teaches us how we can gain satisfaction in life. 

It is interesting to note that Mount Sinai is not a holy mountain in Judaism. Mount 

Moriah, where the Temple stood, is our holy mountain. On Mount Sinai the Jewish 

people did nothing. They just listened to G-d. On the Temple mount they displayed self-

sacrifice from the days of Abraham, the Akedah took place there. There one Jew was 

willing to sacrifice for another. The people created the Temple. They took the ‘ordinary 

and transformed it into the extraordinary. This is also what they did when they 

constructed the Mishkan earlier in the desert. 

That’s also why the laws of Shabbos are interspersed among the rules and 

regulations for building the Mishkan. Shabbos teaches us that one day of the week we are 

to sit back and enjoy the fruits of our labor of the previous week. We have a right to sit 

back and to take satisfaction in the things we have created during the week. We are not to 

impose our will on nature anymore during this day so that on this day we become man, 

the appreciator. We are to sit back and enjoy the fruits of our labor. We are to sit back 

and take satisfaction in what we have done and grow closer to our family and friends. 

It is always more difficult to appreciate what we have and to see their potential 

than to start new things. Many people start many projects and destroy what they have 

because they cannot appreciate what they have. Families fall apart, institutions fall apart 

because it is a lot easier to start new ones than to maintain the present ones. The spiritual 

satisfaction, the level of holiness, that comes from maintaining an ongoing relationship is 
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infinitely more rewarding than the satisfaction that comes from starting new relationships 

all the time. The memories of the past intermingle with the present and with the hopes of 

the future to make an infinitely more satisfying spiritual experience. 

Moshe, after the Jewish people finished the work of the Mishkan, blessed them. 

He blessed them with the beautiful words: “Let the graciousness of the Lord, our G-d, be 

upon us. Establish, Thou, also upon us the work of our hands. May the Divine glory rest 

on the work of your hands.” Moshe blessed them by telling them, “May you always take 

satisfaction in your work. May your relationships always give you strength. It does not 

matter that they are not complete. You should feel proud of what you have done up to 

now, and if you have done your best then that is all that is required. You should take 

satisfaction in every act you do.” 

That’s what Brochas are all about. They allow you to recognize the beauty and 

uniqueness of every object. They make every act new and meaningful. That’s what 

holiness is really about. Holiness means to see the potential and the divine in every act. It 

means that you do not always have to run after new things and new experiences to find 

satisfaction. Satisfaction can be found in the things you do every day. It is true that we 

will never complete all the work that we have to do, but if we try our best to do what we 

have to do then we should know that G-d’s glory will descend upon us, that we will enjoy 

satisfaction from what we do. Satisfaction comes from doing one Mitzvah after another. 

Each of us can transform our life and become more satisfied. It is up to us to make things 

holy and to realize that even if we cannot see and do everything, the things that we can do 

and see can bring us great satisfaction. We can all be happy with our portion. 

What Are You Creating? 

In the Torah portion which we will read in Shul this Shabbos Vayakhel-Pekudai, 

and the Torah portion which we read last Shabbos, Ki Sissa, there is a strange 

juxtaposition. In this week’s Torah portion, right before we learn how the Jewish people 

gathered together to build the Tabernacle, a passage is inserted stressing the importance 

of the Sabbath. In last week’s Torah portion, right after we learn how Bezalel, the son of 

Uri, had been given the responsibility of overseeing the construction of the Tabernacle, 

the importance of the Sabbath is also mentioned. 

What has the Sabbath got to do with the constructing of a Tabernacle? True, in 

Judaism the Sabbath is looked upon as the devise by which we make time holy. Just as 

the Tabernacle is looked upon as the devise by which we make space holy. But the 

Sabbath and the Tabernacle each have their own set of requirements and they really don’t 

go together. To my mind a better answer can be found by looking at what the Rabbis 

compare the building of the Tabernacle to. They compare the building of the Tabernacle 

to G-d’s work of creating the universe found in Genesis. They do this by showing the 

many similar verses used in both sections. 

Man has been endowed by his creator with the powers of creation. He is to make 

this world a Tabernacle. He is to use all his skills and talents to do this. That’s why I 

believe the passages on the Sabbath are juxtaposed next to the passages on the building of 
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the Tabernacle. It is not enough just to be creative. We must be creative in such a way 

that our creations will lead to the peace, beauty, and joy of the Sabbath. If they don’t then 

we have created in vain. 
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Vayikra 

Limits Make for a Full Life 

One of the most prevalent ideas today is that the worst thing a person can do to 

himself is to set limits for himself. Stifling one’s potentiality is a crime and anybody who 

shuts himself out from any of life is doing a terrible thing. People should try to 

experience everything. We were meant to develop ourselves to the full. Anybody who 

limits himself stifles himself. Life is to be lived without limits, without fences. We should 

explore our sensuality, probe the depths of our feelings, let it all hang out. This will 

prevent us from becoming neurotic. We are to sacrifice everything, parents, children to 

pursue this great goal of self-fulfillment, a fulfillment which can only take place if we set 

no limits for ourselves. 

This idea of life without limits has doomed many people in our generation to a 

great deal of trauma and unhappiness. It has caused broken families and destroyed lives. 

Limits are essential if we are to experience life fully. This is one of Judaism’s basic 

teachings. It also is one of the main reasons why people today are afraid of Judaism. 

Trying to experience everything can lead to terrible results. This idea of limitless man is 

actually the basis of Naziism. Why shouldn’t I kill, rape, and pillage if I feel like it? I 

should be able to experience everything and if I have the power to get away with it, why 

not? This is also the basis of the drug culture. I should expand my consciousness and take 

mind altering drugs. I should be able to experience and feel all sorts of highs and 

ecstasies. We believe, however, that everything in life has limits. Even love has limits. 

There is a famous French story of a woman who loved a man. She had a child from a 

previous marriage. He told her that if she really loved him she would throw her child out 

of a six-story window. Her love for him was so overpowering that she did as he asked 

and, of course, the child died. Love of country can be perverted, and was by the Germans, 

and led to the concentration camps. Love of ideology can be perverted, and was by the 

Communists, and led and leads to the great human suffering and degradation of the Gulag 

seventeens. 

In the Torah portion, Vayikra, we have many of these ideas discussed. We read in 

it the strange sentence, “If any one of the people sin through error by doing one of the 

commandments of G-d which should not be done.” We have here an obvious 

contradiction. If it is one of the commandments of G-d, why shouldn’t it be done? The 

answer is that you can even do a Mitzvah and do the wrong thing. Mitzvahs have to be 

done the right way, too. It is just not enough to do a Mitzvah. A husband who refuses to 

help his wife anytime on anything because he has to daven or learn, or the person who 

helps his relative but makes him cringe and beg for money is “doing one of the 

commandments of G-d which should not be done”. Even the way we do Mitzvahs is 

limited. 

Judaism is so hard for modern man because it sets limits and modern man does 

not like limits. Limits, though, are good for us. They actually allow us to enjoy more of 

life than if we do not have limits. In the physical realm we understand this. A person who 

eats continually without limits will become overweight. Being overweight will limit all 
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his other activities and will endanger his health. This will, of course, lead to his having to 

live a much more restricted life than if he had initially limited his food intake. We believe 

that this is true in all aspects of life. Failure to limit yourself in one area will eventually 

cause you to be severely limited in many other areas. You will not be able to fulfill your 

potential this way. 

We are not to sacrifice everything in order to be able to experience everything. 

This is not an ideal which will, in the long run, lead to happiness and which is worthy to 

sacrifice for. In this Torah portion we learn that ideals are worth sacrificing for. In it we 

have laid out three criteria by which we must measure all ideals. The ideal of 

experiencing everything does not measure up to these criteria. The Torah portion begins 

with the words “Vayikra El Moshe” “and he called to Moshe”. The Aleph at the end of 

the word Vayikra is written with a small letter. The Rabbis tell us that this represents the 

children. We must always ask the question, “Is this philosophy of life, this ideal we 

believe in good for our children? Does it assure a future? If the ideals we espouse are not 

good for our children or for the future then they are false ideals. Taking drugs does not 

assure a future. Working so hard that you never see your children is a false sacrifice. It is 

not good for our children. 

Secondly, the Torah continues by telling us that “Adam (or man) when he will 

sacrifice for you will sacrifice your offerings”. The word “Adam” (or man) has no plural. 

There are three other words for man in Hebrew; Eesh, Gever, and Anosh. They all have 

plurals. The Torah is telling us by specifically using the word “Adam” that our ideals 

must never trample on an individual. If our love is going to hurt our children it is a false 

love. If our ideals are going to harm others then they are false ideals. We cannot trample 

on the individual. In that same sentence it mentions “Adam (or man) when he will 

sacrifice for you” the “you” is plural. Our ideals must not only encompass ourselves but 

the whole community, too. Our ideals must be good for the total community, for 

everyone in it not just for part of the community. Thirdly, in the Torah portion we learn 

that our sacrifices for our ideals must result in Rayach Nachoach, a pleasing acceptance. 

Our ideals must also create in each of us a wholesome sweet personality. If it does not 

then our ideals are missing something. Our ideals must be good for children, they must 

safeguard the individual and be good for the community, and produce wholesome sweet 

individuals. A philosophy which sets no limits on man cannot achieve these goals. Only a 

philosophy which sets limits on man can achieve these goals. Integrity, family, morality 

can never be sacrificed. 

This same lesson about the importance of limits is emphasized in the story of 

Pesach. We celebrate Pesach by assuming greater limits. We can no longer eat all the 

foods we could throughout the year. This emphasizes the point that freedom does not 

mean that there are no limits, that freedom does not mean that I can do anything I want or 

how I want. Freedom does not mean that we have no limits. Freedom means that we now 

have the ability to sacrifice for worthwhile ideals, that we now have the ability to help 

G-d by being His partner in creating a more just and better society. Freedom means that 

we have the opportunity to fulfill ourselves by observing Mitzvahs. It does not mean that 

we now have no limits. It is very hard to realize that you are actually feeling and 
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experiencing more of life when you have limits than when you do not have limits. It is a 

hard message to get across because it seems so contradictory, but it is true. 

All throughout Jewish history we have had this same problem of how to put 

across this message. Jews, many times, do not realize that by sacrificing and working for 

ideals that are good for children, good for the individual and the community, and which 

make for a sweet wholesome personality they are really allowing themselves to feel the 

real meaning of life. All the other philosophies of self-fulfillment through breaking down 

limits only end in desperation and unhappiness. Look at all the rock stars and so-called 

successful people of our day who end up commiting suicide or dying from an overdose. 

But it is hard, though, to convince people. 

At every Seder we set aside a cup for Eliahu. Eliahu had a hard time convincing 

the people of his time of Judaism’s message, that life’s fullness can only be felt by setting 

limits. Only 3000 Jews had not bowed down to Baal. But he persisted and Judaism 

survived and his cup stands on every Seder table to remind us that the philosophy of 

experiencing everything was tried before in Jewish history was found wanting. Judaism’s 

message of achieving life’s fullness through limits is ultimately the only way it can be 

done. 
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Tiav 

Are You Depriving Your Children of Their Yetzer Tov? 

Sacrificing is an essential ingredient in the human makeup. We are all born with 

the urge to sacrifice. The rabbis tell us that a person is born with a Yetzer HoRah but 

does not get the Yetzer Tov until he or she is Bar or Bas Mitzvah. The Yetzer HoRah is 

usually interpreted as the “evil inclination,” but what it really means is the urge towards 

self-gratification. The Yetzer Tov, which is usually translated as the “good inclination,” 

really means the altruistic tendency of human beings. 

In the Shma we say “You should love the Lord your G-d with all your heart, with 

all your soul, and with all your might.” The rabbis interpret the expression “with all your 

might” to mean “with both your inclinations,” with your self-gratifying and altruistic 

inclinations. In fact, they say that in the beginning of creation when G-d refers to His 

creation as “Tov M’od,” it means that G-d saw that both inclinations, the self-gratifying 

inclination and the altruistic inclination, were good. We need both in order to function in 

the world, and when the Torah speaks about the creation of man it says “Vayeetzer” “and 

G-d created.” The word is spelled here with two Yuds, which means that G-d created us 

for His purposes and for our own good with both these inclinations. 

It is not true that the altruistic inclination is always the best inclination. A person 

can act very altruistically and still be one hundred percent wrong and do a lot of damage. 

Denying oneself does not always lead to happiness for yourself or for the people you are 

trying to help. The Nazi stormtroopers thought they were being very altruistic when they 

gave up their lives for Hitler, when they selflessly threw themselves into battle taking 

great casualties. They were, of course, not furthering good in the world. They were 

creating and helping the forces of evil. In Abraham’s time when all the people around 

him were sacrificing their children to Molach and other pagan gods (after all, what could 

be a greater form of altruism than to sacrifice that which you love the most?), Abraham 

refused to do this, and G-d confirmed that He was right in the story of the Akedah. After 

Abraham had thought that G-d had commanded him to sacrifice his son, G-d 

emphatically forbade it. Child sacrifices are an abomination, a horror. Altruism is not 

always good, and self-gratification is not always immoral and wrong. People have a 

distorted sense of what religion is. They feel that if you deny yourself, you are being 

religious, and if you do not deny yourself, you are being selfish and sinful. This is not 

true. 

The rabbis tell the story that after the destruction of the first Temple, the Jewish 

people complained to G-d. They said, “G-d, it is Your fault that the first Temple was 

destroyed. You gave us the Yetzer HoRah, the evil inclination. If You would not have 

given us the Yetzer HoRah, we would not have committed the acts which brought upon 

us the destruction of the Temple. We could not have stolen and robbed or killed. We 

would not have acted sexually immoral by participating in licentious idol worship, etc.” 

G-d told the people, “O.K., you are right. I will remove from you the Yetzer HoRah.” All 

of a sudden nobody got married, nobody was working, nobody had any ambition. The 

society started to fall apart. The people once again complained to G-d. Businesses were 
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not operating. People could not get enough food and shelter. Children were not being 

born. 

The future was not assured. Something had to be done. G-d again listened to them 

and returned to them most of the Yetzer HoRah, not enough, though, to cause them to 

again worship idols. The point of this Medrash is to teach us that ambition and desire for 

the material, sensual things in life (food, shelter, sex, etc.) are not bad. They are 

necessary for a human being. Without ambition and the desire to make a reputation, 

making a living, etc., nothing gets done. Even scholars would not learn because the 

acquisition of knowledge is, in itself, a form of gratification. 

Altruism can be evil as well as being good; so can self-gratification. It can be 

good or bad depending upon how it is used. We Jews have never believed in self-denial 

for self-denial’s sake. We have been an anti-ascetic religion. Self-denial can lead to 

terrible consequences if it is carried too far. It really then becomes the worship of a 

person’s willpower. A person can learn to steel himself to all sorts of horrors. You can 

steel yourself by worshipping your willpower to deny compassion and humanity. That’s 

what the Nazis did when they threw Jewish children directly into the fire to save a few 

cents on gas. They denied their own feelings for the sake of the Fuhrer. The rabbis tell us 

that anybody who denies himself anything which he can legally and halachically enjoy in 

this world has actually committed a sin for which he will be held accountable. The 

worship of the will, irrespective of its moral consequences, is a form of idolatry. 

The rabbis tell us that until a person is Bar or Bas Mitzvah he or she has only the 

Yetzer HoRah, the urge to gratify himself or herself. Children need a lot of care. They 

must be nurtured. A little baby cannot take care of himself, much less others. Until a 

person is Bar or Bas Mitzvah, he or she really concentrates on receiving from others, not 

on giving to others. It really is not possible for them, in most instances, to do significantly 

altruistic acts. Of course, there are exceptions, but the growing and maturation process 

takes up all of a young person’s energy. After Bar or Bas Mitzvah, there is a great urge 

for teenagers and young adults to be altruistic. There is a great need for them to give, to 

sacrifice. That’s what is known as the idealism of youth, and many experts say that the 

reason so many Jewish youngsters are being drawn into the cults is because they are not 

being given an opportunity to express their altruistic impulse. 

Their altruistic impulse is being squelched by a materialistic society which does 

not recognize altruism as a valid expression of a person’s personality. A person is 

supposed to just concentrate on himself, to get a very good professional education so he 

can earn a lot of money. There is in our community Yetzer Tov deprivation. Because of 

this, many young people rebel, join cults, become radicals, etc. A generation ago many of 

these young people would have gone to Israel to be Chalutzeem, pioneers, or become 

social activists here in America. For some reason this is not happening any more. Maybe 

their families are discouraging them. Others used to go on to Yeshivas to dedicate their 

lives to serving their people by serving as rabbis, cantors, etc. This, many, times, too, is 

now discouraged. This deprivation of the Yetzer Tov is a very serious matter which has 

caused a lot of problems to our generation. We have not let our young people express 

their Yetzer Tov. We have not explained to them the Jewish concept of altruism. 
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Recently someone came to me who said that if her husband would recover from 

an operation, she would never wear jewelry again. I looked at her, stunned. “What has 

that got to do with your husband’s recovery? You must believe that G-d is a very cruel 

G-d. Do you believe that G-d only will help you or your husband if you punish yourself, 

if you deny yourself!” This is not a Jewish concept. We Jews do not believe that there is 

any merit in self-denial per se; however, I told this woman, “If you would have said that 

you would give your jewelry or its value to charity if your husband recovers, then you 

would have done a Jewish altruistic act. Just swearing never to wear jewelry again by 

leaving it in a safety deposit box does nothing. It is probably even a sin. However, saying 

that you will give its value to charity to help others is a great Mitzvah.” Sacrifice must 

help people. It must better other people’s lives otherwise sacrifice is of no use. Sacrifice 

then becomes the worship of the will and an agent of evil, as it was with the Nazi 

stormtroopers. 

This point is emphasized in the Torah portion Tzav where we learn about the 

different sacrifices that were offered when the Temple stood. We learn that the highest 

form of sacrifice was the peace offering, not the burnt offering. The burnt offering was an 

offering in which all except the skin of the animal was offered. There was no offering in 

which the whole animal was consumed. Sacrifice should never consume us entirely. The 

burnt offering was usually a preparatory sacrifice or the community’s sacrifice, and it was 

not considered the highest form of sacrifice. The highest form of sacrifice was the peace 

offering in which very little was offered on the altar, but most of it was eaten by the 

person who brought the sacrifice, by the priest, and by the poor. The rabbis teach us that 

in Messianic times all the sacrifices will cease except for the peace offering, or the 

thanksgiving offering. It will always be continued because by sharing things with others, 

we give joy not only to ourselves but also to others. That’s why to this very day when a 

person wants to celebrate a happy occasion he gives a kiddush, not just so that he can eat 

and be happy, but so that all the members of the community can share his joy or 

happiness with him and become happy themselves. 

To take what you have and share it with others, to relieve the plight of the poor, to 

clothe the naked, to assure education for deserving youngsters, these are great Mitzvahs. 

To deny yourself things is no Mitzvah at all if the money you saved by denying yourself 

is not given to worthy causes. Sacrifice for sacrifice’s sake alone is, in most instances, not 

only not a Mitzvah, it is a sin. It is important that we teach our youngsters this unique 

Jewish concept of sacrifice. Ambition is good, but it is not everything. We should stop 

depriving our youngsters of their opportunity to exercise their Yetzer Tov. We all need to 

sacrifice but to sacrifice in the right way. The denial of the need to sacrifice brings great 

aberrations as does the misuse of the desire to sacrifice. Unless our youngsters learn how 

to exercise their Yetzer Tov in the proper way, they will suffer personality aberrations 

and their Yetzer HoRah will be perverted, too, and their lives will become completely 

selfish, self-centered, unhappy and unfulfilled. May our youngsters and each of us always 

live lives in which the Yetzer Tov and the Yetzer HoRah can act in harmony so that, 

indeed, as G-d said when He created us, “Both the Yetzer Tov and the Yetzer HoRah are 

Tov M’od, very good.” 
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Shmini 

Can Love of G-d Overwhelm Everything Else? 

In our day and age there is a lot of talk about a higher consciousness. People want 

to really feel with it. They want to leave the humdrum affairs of everyday life and have 

an exhilarating experience. This, of course, is the underlying advertising theme of many 

of the products that are sold today, especially cruises, vacations, and trips of all sorts. 

Most people even if they will not admit it, usually end up just tired and, sometimes, 

airsick or seasick from the trips. They never really ever get that extraspecial exhiliarating 

experience that was promised them in the advertisements. They do learn a lot and see a 

lot of things, but usually they are very, very glad to get home again where they can have a 

real satisfying life experience. 

In the Torah portion, Shmini, we learn about the dedication of the Tabernacle in 

the wilderness. This should have been Aaron’s happiest day. He was being inaugurated as 

the High Priest. However, on this day tragedy struck. Two of his sons, Nodov and Avihu, 

were struck down because they offered strange fire to G-d. Rabbi Naftali Berlin says that 

the reason they were struck down was not because they were bad people, but because 

they were looking for spiritual experiences in the wrong way. They thought that they 

could take a shortcut to get an exciting, exhilarating spiritual experience. They had 

brought strange fire before G-d which He had not commanded them. They did not want 

the responsibilities of the world. All they wanted was just to love G-d. 

The Rabbis tell us that the reason it took eight days to dedicate the Tabernacle 

was because there were seven days of creation. The first seven days of the dedication of 

the Tabernacle were to demonstrate that the Tabernacle first had to be part of this world 

with all its responsibilities, and only then could it reach the spiritual level of the eighth 

day. We all know that material things alone do not satisfy, but we 

144 / TORAH CONCEPTS: the source of Jewish values 

cannot short circuit them when we want to go beyond ourselves and gain a 

spiritual experience. 

On the radio and in the newspapers we continually hear about striving for a higher 

consciousness, about how, if we will do all sorts of things from eating health foods to 

looking at our navel, we will get into contact with higher realms. Unfortunately, most of 

these fads are, at best, foolish and, at worst, destructive. In our day music and, 

unfortunately, drugs are being used as vehicles to get these types of exciting, exhilarating 

experiences. In an earlier period popular music was comforting and soothing. During the 

Depression and World War Two people did not crave these exciting and exhilarating 

experiences. They had had enough of them in the hardships of poverty and war. They 

were looking for a little solace and comfort and beauty. Today much of our popular 

music is meant to create excitement, exhilaration, and a raised conscience. The music is 

raucous and, many times, ludicrous. Even the costumes the singers wear are ridiculous. 
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These young people felt that they must do unusual and even ludicrous things to get into 

contact with a higher consciousness. 

This was, of course, Nodov and Avihu’s error. They thought that they could 

achieve this higher conscience by shunning and denying this world. They refused to 

marry. They had such a great passion for G-d that all they wanted to do was concentrate 

on getting closer to G-d. Some Rabbis said that they even got drunk, like some of our 

youngsters do today when they take drugs, in order to reach a higher conscience. They 

thought that they could force a spiritual experience. The people who sniff cocaine Today 

are doing the same thing. There are no shortcuts to a spiritual experience. The Tabernacle 

could not be dedicated until the eighth day. 

We in Judaism do not believe that you can reach the spiritual by denying the 

material. The only way you can have a spiritual life is by going through the material. 

Nodov and Avihu brought strange fire to G-d. Fire in Hebrew is “Eish”, a word which is 

composed of two letters, Aleph and Shin, which can stand for “Emes” and “Sholom”, 

which mean “truth” and “peace”. Nodov and Avihu felt that all that was important in life 

was truth and peace. They wanted the truth and peace of a mystical experience with G-d,. 

We in Judaism reject the mystical experience which does not go through people. 

Communing with G-d while letting others suffer is not religion in Jewish eyes. According 

to the Rabbis, Abraham even told G-d to wait when G-d had appeared to him in order that 

he could take care of the needs of three strangers. 

We reach G-d best, according to our tradition, when we join together with others 

to do good, when we use the physical, not deny it, to elevate ourselves and others. It is 

interesting to note that the Rabbis say that when Nodov and Avihu died only their souls 

were consumed. Their bodies remained untouched. This, too, emphasizes the fact that 

their death was caused because of a passion of their souls. The passions of the soul are 

the worst kind of passions because they give usually kind and considerate people the 

capacity to do terrible things to themselves and to others. The Rabbis also say that Nodov 

and Avihu said among themselves, “When will these old people die so we can take over 

and do things right?” Their passion for G-d had even caused them to show disrespect and 

contempt for their own father and uncle. 

We have always believed that a spiritual life comes from elevating the physical. It 

is true that the upper levels of a house are more beautiful that the foundations, but if the 

foundations are neglected or destroyed then the house will totter. This is the same lesson 

which Yisro taught his son-in-law, Moshe, when he saw him sitting while all the people 

were standing while Moshe was judging them. Yisro did not like this one iota because 

Moshe, by so doing, was not showing respect to the people. No one could have loved the 

Jewish people more than Moshe but this act of disrespect could, in time, destroy the love 

that Moshe had for the Jewish people. When we go to so called higher levels like love we 

must never do away with the so called lower levels of respect of etiquette because our 

lack of respect will eventually destroy our love, and we will be left with nothing. 

Nodov and Avihu did not understand this. They thought that because they loved 

G-d and wanted to love Him more than anything else they were free from the 
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responsibilities of this world, from marrying and having a family, that they were free 

from showing respect to Moshe and Aaron, and that they were free from other normal 

forms of behavior like sobriety. They justified what they were doing by claiming that 

they were overwhelmed by love of G-d. This in Judaism will not wash. We never say that 

higher forms like love supersede any forms like respect of law or etiquette. 

This is illustrated even in the blessings we say every day. It is true that we have a 

special blessing for fruits and for vegetables and for cakes. There is a hierarchy in 

blessings. However, if one did make the blessing for a vegetable on a fruit, he has still 

fulfilled the requirement for making a blessing. He may not have said the best blessing, 

but he has fulfilled the requirement. The higher blessing never supersedes the lower 

blessing. This is why, too, I believe that the laws of Kashruth are stated right after this 

incident of Nodov and Avihu. The Torah is telling us, “You want a spiritual life? Then 

elevate all aspects of your life. Make sure you do not give pain to animals. Make sure you 

do not do disgusting things and feel that by so doing you can reach Me.” 

Holiness means remembering that G-d took us out of Egypt. It means 

remembering the poor and the afflicted. You want a high? You can get it, but there are no 

shortcuts. Everyone knows that if you want to play beautiful music, you have to practice 

long and hard, and if you want a spiritual experience you must sanctify all aspects of your 

life. You must never say that since I love someone or something that is enough. You must 

show your love by your deeds, and you must live all aspects of your life whether eating 

or drinking, walking or talking, with holiness. Love never supersedes law or etiquette or 

respect. It just compliments it. 
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Tazria-Metzorah 

Death and Judaism 

One of the major themes of modern man has been to deny the problem of death. 

Death is something which we constantly try to camouflage, to pretend that it does not 

exist. Our cemeteries we call parks, our undertakers we call directors, and funerals, 

themselves, we call memorial services. 

Death is a very serious problem, especially to our religion which is so life 

affirming. We do not believe that life is evil or bad or a curse. We believe that life is a 

glorious opportunity to be G-d’s partner in creation. As the Rabbis in Pirke Ovos said, 

“One moment spent in `Teshuva’, and good deeds in this world is better than all the 

world to come.” They also, though, said, “One moment of satisfaction in the world to 

come is better than the whole of this world.” Death is especially hard to understand 

because it cuts us off from those we love and seems to make a mockery of all the good 

deeds and charity we do. The Rabbis were very much aware of the problem of death and 

they, therefore, stressed the fact that eventually it, too, will be overcome, that those who 

lay down will rise up again. The belief in the resurrection of the dead forms an important 

part of our daily prayers. We honestly do not know why G-d created death and we do not 

understand why it had to be a part of His creation. However, we are confident that one 

day we will. 

In the Haphtorah to the Torah portion, Tazria, we are told a story which can 

perhaps shed light on this problem, about a Syrian general named Naman. We have a 

tendency to feel that the problems that we have today are always unique and special. This 

is not true. Many things may have changed in the last 4000 years but our passions have 

remained the same. Naman was a mighty general of Syria. He was also a leper. His army 

had brought back a young girl as a captive from the land of Israel and she told Naman’s 

wife that there was a prophet in Samaria who could cure her husband from his leprosy. 

Naman’s wife told her husband about it and he, in turn, told the King of Syria. The King 

of Syria then sent a letter to the King of Israel saying, “I have sent Naman, my servant, to 

you to cure him of leprosy.” The King was frightened. He thought this was a pretext for 

war. How could anybody cure anyone of leprosy? When Elisha heard that the King had 

rent his clothes he said, “Let him come to me and he shall know that there is now a 

prophet in Israel.” So Naman came with his horse and chariots and stood at the door of 

the house of Elisha. Elisha then sent him a messenger and said, “Go wash in the Jordan 

seven times and your flesh shall come back to you and you shall be clean.” When Naman 

heard this he was angry. He said, “Aren’t the rivers of Damascus, the Amana and the 

Farpar better than all the waters of Israel?”. His servants calmed him down by saying, “If 

the prophet had asked you to do something big, wouldn’t you have done it?” and so he 

went and he dipped seven times in the Jordan and his flesh became clean and he was 

cured. 

The Rabbis interpret this story as a parable about life. Each of us is like the 

Jordan. We really run nowhere. We run into the Dead Sea. The Jordan, itself, is 

composed of three parts Three rivers flow together in order to form it: the Nachal Dan, or 
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our judgement faculty; the Nachal Chermon, which stands for our violent impulses; and 

the Nachal Sneer, which stands for apron strings or our impulses to unite and to love. We 

must learn how to live with all these impulses. We each cut many channels as we race 

through life. If we learn to integrate these channels, then we will create a green stretch 

along the barren places. If not, we will evaporate into the air and in the end just be 

swallowed up by the Dead Sea. Naman, whose name means lovely or nice, was suffering 

from a spiritual disease, leprosy, or Metzora in Hebrew. He had power. He was a general 

of the army but this power did not satisfy him. He was depressed. He was hounded by his 

own mortality. The word, Metzora, can be read in Hebrew, “Metszar Ayin” with the Ayin 

being an abbreviation for “Erech”, value. He was depressed by his own value. He was 

obsessed by war and violence. He found meaning in life by constantly confronting death 

as if man can ever overcome death by constantly confronting it. 

It may be possible to overcome a fear of dogs by petting a dog and getting used to 

a dog, but we cannot do that with death. The Nazis were obsessed with death. They 

thought they could overcome it by constantly being exposed to it. It only made them 

more vicious and more spiritually sick. Even a young little captive girl could see that 

Naman was spiritually ill, that he was suffering because of his obsession with death. 

Death can twist and turn an individual and cause him to give up on life by becoming 

violent or it can make him a recluse or a hermit and disfigure his whole psyche. It can 

shake the psyche apart so that the violent impulses come to the fore, or the judgement 

faculty is loosened, or that all that is left of a person’s personality is a loving clinging to 

the past. Naman’s violent impulses came to the fore and he led raiding parties that stole 

young Israelite girls. 

According to the Jewish tradition, death must not be ignored, but it must not be 

allowed to run roughshod over our lives and turn us into living dead. Elisha, the Prophet, 

did not even go out to Naman to try to cure him. Instead, he told him to dip into the 

Jordan. The Jordan is a symbol of Jewish learning, of Jewish life. He told him to dip into 

it seven times. This is an expression, of course, for continuous immersion. There are 

seven days in a week, seven marriage blessings, seven is a number of holiness. Seven 

also in Hebrew comes from the same word which means to be content, to be satisfied, to 

have one’s fill. Satisfaction, happiness can only come from leading a life filled with 

Torah and Mitzvahs. It will not protect us against death. Death will eventually come to all 

of us and to some it will come early and in a shocking way, but all that is important is 

that we leave little green stretches along the way. When death comes, we must 

acknowledge it and realize that it is one of the mysteries of life. We cannot avoid it and 

we should not consider it punishment. We should not court it and we should not defy it. 

We should, instead, concentrate on life. Only in this way will we be able to have the 

integrated personality we need in order to make this world flourish. 

Soon we are to celebrate and commemorate two holidays; “Yom Hashoa”, 

Holocaust Memorial Day, and Israel Independence Day. It is good that we remember the 

Holocaust and never forget it. However, our life as Jews cannot be based upon death. The 

reason for us remaining Jews cannot be because we suffer. We are Jews because of the 

inner joy and happiness our religion gives us. Israel Independence Day is literally the 

strip of green which surrounds the Jordan. The Jewish people is eternal. Let us immerse 



TORAH CONCEPTS -- THE SOURCE OF JEWISH VALUES VOLUME II 

PAGE 85 OF 236 

 

 
HO1  16502v1 

ourselves in our tradition, in the Jordan, and we, too, will overcome the pangs, the fears, 

the hurt, and the pain of death. 

Evil Gossip, Its Consequences, and Source 

In the Torah portion Metzora we learn about the ceremony that the leper performs 

together with the Kohen after he becomes clean. It is interesting to note that the Kohen 

only tells a person when he is unclean and when he becomes clean. He does not prescribe 

any remedies for the person’s leprous condition after he determines that he is a leper. It is 

up to the person to cure himself. 

This is one of the reasons why the rabbis say that this disease is a spiritual 

disease. The priest can point this disease out, and he can tell when it is cured, but it is up 

to the individual, himself, to cure himself. This is true today, too. A rabbi cannot force 

anybody to do something a person does not want to do. All a rabbi can do is talk. A rabbi 

can offer classes, speak from the pulpit, but he cannot force anybody to come to shul, and 

he cannot force anybody to send their children to Hebrew School, and he cannot force 

anybody to keep their shops closed on Shabbos or keep kosher or live like a mentsch. 

People have to want to do these things themselves. 

This leprous condition, or spiritual disease, came upon a person, the rabbis teach 

us, when a person spoke Loshan Horah, or slandered others. When he was cured he 

participated in a ceremony of purification which was composed of two parts. In the first 

part of the ceremony the person was to take two pigeons. He was to slaughter one over 

running water, and he was to dip the living bird in this blood and then let the bird go. 

This, of course, symbolizes what happens when a person speaks Loshan Horah. Not only 

does that person destroy the reputation of others and destroy trust, the living water which 

holds society together, but he also sets in motion forces over which, many times, he has 

no control. Lies have a life of their own. 

Many times we see how politicians start out by smearing their opponents and, by 

so doing, create an atmosphere in which people start to look into the background of all 

politicians. This causes the dirt from their own lives to come out. This happened recently 

in the case of a congressman who was lambasting homosexuals. People started to 

investigate homosexuals and it turned out that he, himself, was a homosexual. I 

remember vividly working in an office many years ago where there was a man who was 

always yelling, “There is a thief here,” and, sure enough, there was. It was he. He was 

trying, by his accusations, to shift the spotlight away from himself. I remember, too, 

twenty years ago when a man came to me very upset about an officer of the congregation 

whose son had married out of the faith. He wanted to have this officer removed. I told 

him, “What are you blaming the officer for?” It was the son who married out of the faith, 

not him, and, sure enough, ten years later his own son married out of the faith. Many 

times we start things and do not know where they will end. 

Why, though, according to our tradition, does a person tell Loshan Horah in the 

first place at all? If we look carefully at the sacrifices a leper had to bring when he 

became clean we will perhaps understand why. He has to bring an Oshom, a guilt 
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offering, a Chatos, a sin offering, and an Olah, a burnt offering. The rabbis teach us that 

he brings an Oshom, a guilt offering, because he is guilty before G-d for what he has 

done. The sin of gossip is a terrible sin against G-d also because it disrupts human 

relationships, and it does not allow people to fulfill G-d’s purpose of helping Him build a 

better world. The cured leper brings the Chatos because of the sin he committed against 

the individual he slandered, even the unintended effects of the sin, but why should he 

bring the Olah, a burnt offering? 

The rabbis say he had to bring the Olah, or burnt offering, to remind him why he 

slandered, why he spoke Loshan Horah, in the first place. The underlying reason why a 

person speaks Loshan Horah is because he feels inferior, the rabbis teach us. The 

slanderer feels that his arguments, his presentation, or he, himself, is inferior. He feels 

that he cannot make his point any other way so he feels he must finagle and manipulate 

because he has no inner confidence in his argument, in his presentation, or in himself. 

The Olah is meant to signify to him that he should elevate himself. He should have better 

thoughts about himself. He should not feel inferior. A person, if he has confidence in his 

arguments and his presentations, and himself would not resort to tactics such as these. He 

would not want to destroy another person’s reputation in order to win a point. 

Inferiority is the source of Loshan Horah. All of us should feel confident in our 

abilities then we would not feel we would have to resort to Loshan Horah. Confidence in 

ourselves is necessary if the sin of Loshan Horah is to be avoided. 
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Achare Mos 

Are Your Feelings Getting Away From You? 

Most of the serious problems that we have in life today have to do with our 

feelings and have to do with our not having our heads on straight. Thank goodness, in 

America at least, the problems of food, housing, and jobs, problems external to ourselves, 

have more or less been solved. Of course, in these external areas things can still be 

improved, especially for the disadvantaged groups, but, basically, these problems have 

been taken care of. On the other hand, the problems that go on inside our heads are 

getting more and more severe as America liberates itself more and more from traditional 

attitudes. 

As more and more emphasis is being put on feelings, people are having a harder 

and harder time dealing with their feelings. Today we are not urged to weigh and judge 

our feelings but to just act on them. “Trust your feelings” has become a national slogan. 

Even supermarkets and department stores arrange their stock in such a way so that the 

average shopper will be enticed to do a lot of impulse buying. We have almost become a 

manic depressive society. 

A manic depressive, of course, is a person who is mentally ill, a person who has 

great highs in which his or her feelings burst their bounds, and who feels that he or she 

can do everyting and spend everything and be everything, only to be plunged a short 

while afterwards into the depths of despair and into feeling that he or she is not worth 

anything and cannot do anything. It is normal to have swings in feelings. The only 

difference between a normal person and a manic depressive is that a manic depressive’s 

swings are much greater, and a manic depressive does not realize that his feelings are 

betraying him. When feelings give him wrong signals he doesn’t desist but continues to 

rely on these feelings even though they fly in the face of reality. 

One of the major problems of people today is that they expect to be on a high all 

the time. The human body is subject to all sorts of rhythms and there are rhythms in 

feelings as well. Many marriages break up today for no real objective reason. They break 

up just because one of the partners or both of them do not feel like being married any 

more. Sometimes, too, certain episodes or needs or hurts or slights are blown up all out of 

proportion. These episodes, needs, or slights were real but, based upon the total 

relationship, they were really insignificant; but, because the parties did not know how to 

weigh or judge their feelings, divorce was inevitable. 

The same thing applies in many other areas of life. People have a tendency to 

overreact. The highs and the lows of life catch them unawares. This is, of course, what 

we mean when we talk about experience. A person needs more than knowledge. He also 

needs experience. When a person comes upon a certain problem, he may have the 

knowledge to solve the problem, but the problem may overwhelm him because he cannot 

muster the necessary courage or concentration to solve it. An experienced person, one 

who has been through similar problems before, recognizes that he can solve this problem, 

too, because he has been through a problem like this before. He has the inner confidence 
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not to panic. He has the courage, based upon previous experience, to perservere and get 

the job done. A novice, though, even though he has the knowledge, will many times 

panic. This problem is new for him and, in the end, the novice does not know if he can 

really solve it. 

This is what happened to the Jewish people, too, when they left Egypt. After the 

Exodus when the Jewish people stood on the banks of the Red Sea after they had 

witnessed the destruction of the Egyptian army by the waters of the Red Sea, they were 

all filled with belief. Everything seemed wonderful and good. They had been the subject 

of a great deliverance. They all believed in G-d and Moshe, His servant. However, just 

three days later, when they could not find water to drink, the people murmured against 

Moshe. They were no longer people of great faith, and later on we learn that they even 

doubted whether G-d was among them or not. Great faith had given way to great doubt. 

Obviously, their feelings were swinging back and forth and affecting their perspective of 

G-d’s presence. The people did not know how to handle their feelings. They were slaves 

who had just come out of Egypt. They had no experience in dealing with life. The Torah 

had not been given to them yet. They did not know how to weigh or judge their feelings. 

They had no tradition to help them deal with their feelings. Great faith and great doubt 

vacillated. 

Not everything in life is peaches and cream, not everything comes up roses. Life 

is filled with problems and defeats. We have to see G-d when we are low as well as when 

we are high, and sometimes the Jewish people have even found it harder to see G-d when 

they were riding high than when they were low. The same is true in any relationship 

between parents and children, between spouses, between friends, etc. Love and hate 

always interplay. We all know we cannot always be either dependent or independent, that 

sometimes we have to be dependent and sometimes independent. We all know that we 

need to be loved and to give love, and many times our desire to be, at the same time, 

dependent and independent and loved and loving conflict. This causes all our 

relationships to be love/ hate relationships. We both love and hate our parents and love 

and hate our spouses and love and hate our friends. Mostly we love them, but sometimes 

when we feel overburdened, or when we feel we are not getting enough attention, or 

when we feel our spouses, children, parents, etc. are hurting our independence, hate 

feelings can come to the fore. They are passing and ephemeral, but if they are made too 

much of they can destroy a relationship. 

It is hard to deal with our feelings. One of the strengths of Judaism has always 

been that we have a tradition, that we have stable institutions that allow us to handle our 

swings in feelings, the many ups and downs we all have. That’s one of the beauties of 

Shabbos. It allows us to stop in the middle of our routine and to think about what is really 

important. It allows us to be with our family, to sing songs around the table, to eat a good 

meal, to exchange conversation. It gives us a pause so we can reflect on our feelings and 

judge them correctly. The Pesach Seder also has the same message. We are to feel the 

exhilaration of freedom, but not at the expense of our feelings of responsibility and 

compassion toward others. 
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In the Torah portion Achare Mos we have many of these ideas emphasized. We 

learn that the Jewish people were “not to do like the deeds of the land of Egypt ... or like 

the deeds of the land of Canaan ... you shall observe My laws and My statutes which if a 

man will do he will live by them.” The question is asked, why does the Torah have to 

specify both the deeds of the land of Egypt and the deeds of the land of Canaan? Why 

doesn’t it just say, “You shall do not like the deeds of the other nations.”? What was so 

special about Egypt, and the land of Canaan that they had to be singled out? The answer, 

to my mind, is because both these countries could not handle their feelings. Egypt was 

the land of depression. All its emphasis was on death. The pharaohs spent all their time 

building their mausoleums with slave labor. the pyramids. Egypt was overwhelmed by its 

feelings of mortality. It was a depressive and oppressive society. The people of the land 

of Canaan, on the other hand, were a manic society. Their society was obsessed with 

fantasies, with licentious, sexual orgies. They wanted always to be on a perpetual high. 

They could not handle the fantasies of life. 

The Torah is in effect telling us: Do not choose either of these paths. Do not 

swing from feelings of great depression to feelings of great exhilaration. Live life on an 

even keel. Do not let your feeling in either direction get away from you. We should be 

happy, and the Talmud commands us to be happy, but there is a limit to what we can do 

in order to be happy. Abusing our bodies with drugs or alcohol or sadistic sexual rites 

doesn’t lead to happiness, it only leads to sickness and disease. Life’s joys and highs can 

best be felt within the paths that the Torah has laid out. Observe the laws of the Torah 

and you will live. A person who gives way to his fantasies does not live. He eventually 

ends up overwhelmed by great depression, fears, and dependencies. 

The trouble with many people today is they are trying to simulate a manic 

depressive life style through means of drugs or other perversions. A manic depressive is a 

sick person. People who want to live this way want to be mentally ill. Our religion is very 

important. It allows us to weigh and judge our feelings. Without it our feelings can warp 

and destroy us. That’s what we mean when we quote from the book of Proverbs every 

time we put the Torah away. “The Torah is a tree of life to those who take hold of it, and 

happy are those who support it. Its ways are ways of pleasantness, and all its paths are 

peace.” 

Swings in feelings are natural. Giving way to these swings of feelings is not. The 

Jewish way of life is meant, in part, to allow us to cope with the swings in our feelings 

and allow us to maintain our emotional balance no matter what life throws our way. May 

each of us always have deep feelings, but may they never get out of hand and destroy us. 

Depression or frenzy are not happiness. They are sicknesses. Happiness comes from 

correctly weighing and judging our feelings. 
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Kedoshim 

Do You Belong? 

Many times people come to me and say, “Rabbi, I want to belong. I am new in 

town or I have been away from the Jewish community for a long time and I want to 

belong. Something is missing in my life. Nobody really cares whether I am living or 

dead. It really does not make any difference to anybody what I do.” This feeling of 

rootlessness, of not belonging causes them great anguish and many times even boils over 

into rage. “Notice me, make me feel that I, too, am important,” they seem to thunder at 

you. 

How, though, does a person belong? How can a person feel that he is part of 

something? Many sociologists today tell us that one of the reasons for our ever mounting 

crime waves is because people do not feel that they belong. They do not feel that they are 

part of society, therefore, they feel justified in taking anything they can, any way they can 

since there is no way they can be part of the total group. Paradoxically, the only way a 

person can feel that he belongs is by sensing and assuming limitations. In order to belong 

to a sorority or fraternity, young people are willing to submit to all sorts of foolish 

procedures in order to belong to the group. In other words, unless they are called upon to 

sacrifice for the group and to adopt certain rules and procedures, they do not feel that 

they belong. In order to belong a person must show that he has somehow earned the right 

to belong and that his contribution is needed by the group. 

I am reminded of the pathetic story of a young man who wanted to join a 

fraternity. When he was blackballed for no good reason, he turned to the authorities. 

They determined that since this fraternity was a non-profit organization this group would 

have to accept him. He was very happy until he found out that by going to the authorities 

not only he, but everyone else would also have to be accepted. He looked at the judge and 

said, “You mean everybody can be accepted? That’s not the kind of fraternity I want to 

belong to.” He wanted to belong but he did not want that if everybody else could 

automatically belong, too. He, of course, was wrong but it shows clearly that belonging 

means limitations, the limiting of others to belong and the limiting of your own behavior. 

In order to belong, a person must accept upon himself the rules and obligations of the 

group, otherwise he will never be able to feel that he can belong. He must also feel 

personally responsible for all the members of the group. The urge to belong, of course, 

can be misused and turned into a terrible vehicle of prejudice and hatred. 

In Judaism everyone is free to belong, but you must assume your respobsibilities 

as a Jew. Nobody is ever excluded. Anyone who assumes his responsibilities is 

immediately included, but you cannot feel you belong unless you assume responsibilities 

as a Jew, unless you feel responsibility of every other Jew and for the activities of your 

Congregation. It does no good in Judaism to say that you love your religion but then fail 

to assume responsibilities for your fellow Jews and fail to live a Jewish lifestyle. You 

cannot love Judaism and the Jewish people unless you love individual Jews, unless you 

relate to them and want to help them and want to be with them. People who come to me 

and say that they want to belong are very welcome, but unless they participate in the 
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Synagogue’s activities and unless they feel personally responsible for the Jewish destiny 

here in Houston and throughout the world, they will never feel they belong. 

In Judaism, we exclude no one. The reason many scholars say the English lost 

their empire was because no matter what the natives would do they would always be 

excluded. They were never made to feel that they could become a member of the elite. 

Certain clubs, beaches, etc. were restricted to English only. This type of exclusion 

enrages people and foments revolution. Judaism has always been a religious democracy. 

We have always said that a person would always be accepted and could rise to any 

position in the community if he assumed his responsibilities, lived a Jewish life, and 

learned about the Jewish tradition. 

Pretty soon the holiday of Shavuos will be here. The Rabbis teach us that all the 

souls of all the Jews throughout history were present at Mt. Sinai when the Ten 

Commandments and Torah was given. The Torah was and is accessible to everyone. The 

Ten Commandments were not given just to one or two people, but to the assembled 

Jewish people in front of Mt. Sinai. Everyone can belong. Everyone can make a 

contribution. We just have to assume our responsibilities. One of the most frustrating 

things in the world is to have someone always do things for you but never permit you to 

do anything for him. This eventually leads to hatred. The person who receives and is not 

allowed to give anything in return soon becomes bitter. We, in America, sometimes 

wonder why all the people we have aided hate us. One of the reasons, I believe, is 

because we have not allowed them to give us anything. We have sent our Peace Corps 

overseas to train other nations, but we have not indicated any way we could learn from 

them. This attitude shows that the person receiving does not belong. This excludes him. 

This will, in the end, cause very generous, good people to be hated for no real good 

reason. 

It is important that everyone in the community be allowed to make a contribution, 

to participate no matter what their level of ability, learning, means, or even commitment. 

If they want to participate and if they show that they want to participate by accepting 

certain obligations and responsibilities, then we must let them participate. Judaism is 

open to everyone. In the Torah portion, Kedoshim, we learn that when Moshe was to 

teach the principles of holiness he was to speak to all the people. “Speak unto all the 

Congregation of the Children of Israel, you shall be holy for I, the Lord Your G-d, am 

holy.” Every Jew can be holy and every Jew can belong. He just has to want to. 
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Emor 

Sharing Gifts and the Balanced Life 

In the Torah portion Emor we learn about the privileges and the duties of the 

Kohaneem. The Kohaneem, because they were given special privileges, had special 

responsibilities thrust upon them. They could not own land, they were limited as to whom 

they could marry, etc. In Judaism we do not believe that the more talent you have the 

more free you should be from social and religious norms. Today there is a tendency in 

our culture to forgive anybody anything if they have talent. Writers and musicians and 

athletes are not held accountable to the same moral standards as everyone else. They are 

excused because they have talent. 

This flies in the face of Judaism’s attitude, which says that the more talent you 

have the higher standards you are held to. We do not believe that just because a person 

has talent he should be free from the moral standards of the community. In fact, he should 

be held more accountable. After all, the gift of talent that was given to him was not 

earned. G-d gave it to him. He gave it to him to share it with others, to help others with it. 

It is not his personal property. We do not believe that being modest means that when 

someone says that you have done a good thing, that you should say, “Oh, no, it’s not 

good.” That’s lying. If a person did a good thing he should say it is a good thing, but he 

should not demand special privileges because he did a good thing. If someone 

compliments you for doing a good thing you should just say, “Thank you.” 

Talented people today demand special privileges because of their talent. This is 

wrong. In Fact, Moshe Rabbeinu was not allowed to go into the land of Israel because of 

a minor sin he committed. He was held to a higher standard. This is what we mean when 

we talk about the Chosen People. We Jewish people were chosen for service, not special 

privileges. We are to live by higher standards than everyone else. We are like the 

ambassadors of G-d in the world. If one of the ambassadors of the United States would 

do something wrong overseas, it would make all the papers, but if an ordinary tourist did 

something wrong no one would say anything. We Jews are held accountable to a higher 

standard not only by G-d but also by the other nations of the world as well. 

The Haphtorah we read today comes from the Book of Yecheskel. The rabbis 

wanted to, at first, exclude the Book of Yecheskel from the Tanach. They wanted to keep 

it out of the canon. The reasons were because many of the restrictions that Yecheskel sets 

out for the Kohaneem are stricter than those recorded in our Torah portion. For example, 

according to the Torah, a priest can marry a widow but not according to Yecheskel. Also, 

he restricted the priesthood to a particular family of Kohaneem, something which the 

Torah did not do. 

Why, though, should the rabbis have been upset even initially by the statements in 

Yecheskel? After all, he was adding more restrictions to the priesthood, not less, and we 

just said that the higher the responsibility the higher the standard. This is true, but only up 

to a certain extent. More is not always better. We all know that if a doctor would tell us to 

take four pills a day and we decide to take eight pills because we want to get well faster, 
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this would have a deleterious effect on us, not a good effect. I had a friend who decided 

that if he broke one toothpick today, two toothpicks tomorrow, by the end of the month 

we could break a telephone pole. We know that this is false. 

More is not always better. In fact, it almost never is. Some people feel that if they 

can cut expenses and cut expenses then things will be more profitable in their business, 

but if you cut too much you are just going to destroy the business. It is like the old 

Yiddish story of the man who was going to train his horse to get along without eating. 

“You know,” he said, “I almost had the horse trained, but he died just before I had him 

completely trained.” 

Parents make a bad mistake by not defining clearly what they want from their 

kids. Telling children to just go and have a good time can be a bad statement. Even in the 

religious sphere, more is not always better. That’s why the rabbis, at first, wanted to ban 

Yescheskel from the Tanach. Every cook knows that if a recipe calls for two teaspoons of 

baking soda, you do not put in five. If you do you destroy the whole recipe. In our day 

and age we are obsessed with the idea that more is always better, that if one Chevrolet 

made you happy, then certainly a Cadillac or Mercedes Benz will make you happier, if 

living in a six room house made you happy then living in a ten room house will make you 

even happier. This is not so. Samuel Gompers, a good Jewish boy who founded the 

AFL-CIO, coined a phrase when asked what did the workers of America want. He said, 

“More.” He was not really right. 

More is not always better. A parent who spends all his time making money and 

none of his time with his family is not doing them a favor. In the Torah portion Emor we 

learn about the Kohaneem and then immediately, after we learn about the Sabbath and 

holidays. The Kohaneem are holy because of their duties and restrictions. The sabbath 

and holidays are what allow us the rest of the Jews to ne holy. It allows us to set aside 

time for our family and others, to set aside time to be caring individuals. We want to be 

holy people, people who live meaningful lives. We must never believe that only by 

making more money and by owning more cars and more stock and more jewels will this 

make us happy. We have to set aside time for others and be willing to help others. If we 

will do this, then we will be able to lead meaningful lives. 

A holy life is a balanced life. When we adopt a philosophy that more is better in 

one aspect of our life we end up by destroying our lives. We are called upon to share our 

gifts with others and that takes leading a balanced life. 

Power and Its Limitations 

We human beings have many needs. We want to exert ourselves to demonstrate to 

ourselves and to the world that we have ability and talent and can exercise power. Each 

of us wants to feel that he is important, that he, on his own, can make positive 

contributions. Slavery is such a terrible thing because it stifles our ability to express 

ourselves. 
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The Rabbis teach us that there are three crowns; the crown of Torah, the crown of 

priesthood, and the crown of power, but the crown of a good name excels them all. The 

crown of Torah refers to each person’s capacity to develop his or her talents and abilities. 

Each of us is born with certain mental capacities and talents. It is up to us to develop 

these talents. The Torah can never be inherited. Just because your father was a great 

scholar does not mean that you will be one even if you have the ability unless you apply 

yourself. There is a power which comes to each of us from developing the talents which 

we have been given. Then there is the crown of the priesthood which was inherited. If 

you were not born a priest, you could not become a priest. The sons of Aaron were the 

only ones who were eligible to be priests. In life not all our talents are equal. We all start 

out from a predetermined genetic base beyond which we cannot go. We are limited by 

what we have physically, mentally, and even in certain cases emotionally inherited. 

Then there is the crown of power, the power that we exercise because of our 

relationships, the power of parents over children, the power of children over parents, the 

power between the sexes. Love is a great power but many times it can be misused. A 

person can use another person’s love to harm that person or distort values. A person can 

use a person’s love to say that if you do not give me thousands of dollars or throw away 

your children or break family ties, I will have nothing to do with you. The relationships 

of the rulers to the people, the relationships of various parts of society all come within 

this heading. The problem of power and the misuse of power is a very serious one. The 

crown of Shem Tov, a good name, excels them all. In Hebrew the word Shem Tov also 

stands for the name of G-d. When we exercise power of all types, we must always 

remember that we are vulnerable, that we all need G-d’s help. 

Power is a difficult thing. Unless we know how to exercise power, we will, in the 

end, destroy ourselves and each other. That is basically. what Pesach is about. Even more 

than a holiday of freedom, it is a holiday about man’s vulnerability and about man’s 

fears, about how each of us might be tempted to use power wantonly in order to drive out 

the fear and thoughts of our vulnerability. 

In the Torah when Israel refers to G-d about this holiday, it is called Pesach, but 

when G-d refers to Israel about this holiday, it is called Chag Hamatzos. Matzos refers to 

things beyond our control. We were thrust out of Egypt so fast we did not even have time 

to bake bread. We cannot control everything in life. We are all vulnerable. Things happen 

suddenly for the good, but they can also happen suddenly for bad. The word Chag 

Hamatzos, points this out. G-d tells us, “Yes, Israel, you are vulnerable, but I shall help 

you.” When we refer to G-d about this holiday, we call it Pesach which also means 

limping. We say, “G-d, it looks as if You are limping in the world. It is hard to see the 

justice in this world. It is hard to see how right will triumph. Innocent babies were killed 

in Egypt and are still being killed. G-d, we will persevere but You are limping. How can 

we handle our own vulnerability?” 

Many people resort to misuse of power in order to handle their vulnerability. They 

deny relationships. They tyrannize others. They pretend they have no limits. They take all 

sorts of drugs and lead all sorts of foolish lifestyles which only result in their mental and 

physical and moral deterioration, even their early deaths. Power must be used wisely 



TORAH CONCEPTS -- THE SOURCE OF JEWISH VALUES VOLUME II 

PAGE 95 OF 236 

 

 
HO1  16502v1 

otherwise it will ensalve us and harm others. The first Commandments that were given to 

the Jewish people were: (1) to set up a calendar (2) to take a lamb and slaughter it and (3) 

to gather together as families and eat the lamb. We were also given three main reminders 

of the Exodus from Egypt; the Sabbath, Tephillin, and the Seder. Time is what we need 

in order to develop our talents. Everyone wants to make his mark on the world. Everyone 

wants to be a big man, but there are limits to what we can do to develop ourselves to 

obtain the crown of Torah. That’s why the Jewish people were first commanded to set up 

a calendar and why the Sabbath is one of the main reminders of the Exodus. You are not 

to misuse the power of self-development. If we allow it to be our only motivating force, 

we will end up corrupting ourselves. We must set aside time to give and accept warmth, 

to meditate as well as to create. We are not to sacrifice others and moral principles just to 

see whether or not we can achieve certain things. 

We were also told to take the lamb which was a symbol of Egyptian idolatry. It 

was worshipped at this time of year when the sign of the zodiac was Aries, or the ram, 

and we were to slaughter it and put its blood on the door. We were to tell everyone that 

we were bound by truth. The crown of the priesthood, the crown of inherited 

characteristics and inherited privilege must stand the test of truth. You cannot claim that 

things have to be the same way because they have always been the same way unless they 

are also true. This is also the symbol of the Tephillin. Our hands and our minds must be 

bound by truth. Fantasies and lives lived on make believe will never work. They will only 

lead to despair and cruelty and horrors. 

Finally, we have the crown of power, the power we have over others. Our 

relationships must be conducted with restraint and consideration. That’s why the whole 

family was to, and still has to gather together at a special meal doing things in a certain 

order. Every person, child, adult, senior citizen, must have dignity. No one can be 

tyrannized, abused by another. That’s why the Seder is a reminder of the Exodus. We 

must learn how to use our power well. Freedom gives us power. A slave does not have to 

worry about these things. He has no time, he cannot be concerned about truth, and he can 

make no lasting relationships. The Seder, the Shabbos, and the Tephillin are to teach us 

how to use our freedom so we do not again become slaves. Power can corrupt us all. 

We all know that reciting the Haggadah on Pesach is a Mitzvah, but we do not say 

a Brocha, a blessing, on this Mitzvah until just before we eat when we have finished 

discussing our freedom from slavery. Then we say, “We thank You for our deliverance 

and for the redemption of our souls. Blessed art Thou, O Lord, who has redeemed Israel.” 

We thank G-d not just for redeeming us from the slavery of Egypt, but also for giving us 

the key to make sure that our souls will always remain free. We ensure that our souls will 

always be free when we make sure that they will not be corrupted by power and by 

recognizing our limitations and by realizing that we are vulnerable and need each other 

and G-d’s help. When we do this, then we will always be free. 
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Behar 

The Poor, Prosperity, and Spiritual Development 

In the Torah portion Behar we learn that we are all dependent on one another. We 

learn that self-sufficiency is an illusory and even a harmful goal. We cannot live at the 

expense of others. The Greek ideal, which has permeated all Western thinking, is that 

man should be self-sufficient, that the development of the individual at all costs is the 

most important goal in life. This stems from the platonic idea that the body is the prison 

of the soul, that the soul yearns to be free. One can only gain the greatest happiness and 

good by developing his personal soul. The soul has to free itself from all needs in order to 

grow and be able to contemplate the Creator. 

This idea is in complete contradiction to the Jewish idea which teaches that the 

body is the mentor, the teacher of the soul. Just like we need others in order to satisfy the 

needs of the body, so we need others in order to satisfy the needs of the soul. Farmers 

have to plant and harvest, seamstresses have to sew, carpenters have to build, etc. in order 

for us to satisfy our physical needs. It is the same with the soul. We need each other in 

order to grow. A person cannot say, “I will get mine, and I do not care about the next 

fellow.” If we do this we deaden our soul. 

This is true especially in order to gain a religious experience. One of the hardest 

things for a young Jew to understand growing up in America is that religion is not just a 

personal thing or experience. Other religions may claim their religion is just a personal 

experience. We say no. You even need a minyon, other people, in order to pray 

completely and with the most feeling. Young people cannot understand why we frown on 

intermarriage. We do so because you cannot be religious by yourself. You need a spouse 

and family to help you. Each of us needs each other. We cannot develop and be the 

people we should be alone. This applies to our economic life as well. Each of us is 

dependent on each other. When people say they do not want to pay taxes they end up 

hurting themselves. A society is like a rocket. All its engines must burn correctly. If only 

one or two of the engines of a rocket fire but the rest do not, the rocket will not go 

straight up. Its nose will turn over and it will plunge into the ground. 

In the Torah portion Behar we learn, “If your brother becomes poor and his means 

fail him you shall uphold him.” It is our responsibility to make sure that everyone can 

live with dignity. We believe in competition, but there must be a floor under which no 

one can fall. If the poor are not taken care of, society will quickly degenerate like what 

happens in a game of Monopoly. In a very short time a few people will own everything 

and since their needs can be taken care of by a few people, there will be no more 

development, no more growth, no more progress. Society will just produce the suits and 

clothes and houses the rich need and the poor, like in South America, will grow poorer 

and not be able to purchase anything and society will collapse. 

We need each other. Parents need children and children need parents. We should 

teach our children that we need each other, that we need people more than we need 

things. Unfortunately, people today are not interested in other people, and their problems. 
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They are only interested in amassing more things. The paradox is that if we concentrate 

on only amassing things, we will end up with nothing, while if we concentrate on making 

sure that everyone is taken care of adequately, that there is a floor beneath which no one 

can sink, we will end up with great prosperity. People today, though, for the most part, 

only want to think of themselves. They just want to get theirs. This attitude can only lead 

to destruction. We all need each other not only for material prosperity, but also to 

spiritually grow. The symbol of Judaism is a Covenant, a treaty. We need G-d and G-d 

has told us in the Torah that He needs us. It is only by working together, every man with 

each other and with G-d, that we can all grow materially and spiritually and build the 

kind of world G-d wants us to. A world in which peace, harmony, and justice will 

predominate, and in which we will all be phsyically and spiritually secure. 
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Bechukosai 

Words and Our Inner and Outer Lives 

One of the most perplexing problems that we all run up against is how to deal 

with a person who says one thing but does another, a person who speaks so beautifully 

with so much rational, good common sense about a problem but who, when it comes time 

to act, acts totally irrationally, a person who knows how to say just the right things at the 

right time but who never follows through on his words. It is as if this type of person 

believes that since he has said the right thing he is now free from doing the right thing. 

Since he has said the right words his actions do not have to conform to his words. 

Words are a wonderful gift. The rabbis speak of speech as the great gift which 

distinguishes man from the animals. Words are, though, a double edged sword. Words 

can build trust and confidence, but they also can maim and hurt. Promises made and not 

kept lead to great disillusionment and frustration. It is almost impossible to deal with 

people if they will not keep their word. How can you trust them? And how can you deal 

with people you cannot trust? The frustration of dealing with people of this type can 

become so intense that it can lead to violence. One of the roots of family violence today 

is the failure of couples to deal with each other in truth. This, of course, is what makes 

infidelity so bad. The lies and the coverups destroy trust. The frustration becomes 

unbearable and violence becomes the inevitable result. Each of us knows that words are a 

wonderful thing, but they can also be a terrible thing. When biting sarcasm is used it 

destroys, not builds. Parents who would never think of hitting their children maim them 

much more with their biting sarcasm than they would have if they had hit them. 

Each of us leads two lives: an inner life and an outer life. That’s why the word for 

“life” in Hebrew is plural, “Chayeem”. Each of us experiences events subjectively and 

objectively. An objective experience which is viewed by many people will trigger all 

sorts of different subjective reactions. Two people attending the same seder will have two 

totally different experiences. One person may be filled with all sorts of nostalgic 

memories of the past while the second person who is participating in a seder for the first 

time may be filled with all sorts of questions and uneasy feelings. Each of us knows that 

just the sight of certain places or objects triggers all sorts of thoughts and feelings in us. 

One person passing a certain corner may remember the school that used to stand there 

and all the experiences he had years ago there, while a second person newly arrived in 

town only sees the new office building standing there now. He has no memory of a 

school ever having been there. To him this corner is only the place where he does his 

banking. What goes on in our minds is not governed solely by the objective experiences 

we have. Two people can do exactly the same Mitzvah, like eating Matza, and one may 

get a lot out of it and one may get nothing out of it. One person will come prepared with 

understanding and learning and will be thrilled and overwhelmed by eating the Matza, 

while the second person who knows nothing of Jewish history will, when he tastes the 

dry Matza, think, “I’ve tasted better crackers than this in my life.” 

We exist on two levels: the objective level and the subjective level. Words are the 

bridge between these two levels. Words stir up within us all sorts of feelings and they 
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also convey an objective reality to other people. Some people get their levels of reality 

mixed up. Some people feel that since they have said the right words which have 

conjured up an inner experience for themselves, they then have fulfilled their obligation 

to act. Others, think that their friends should know how they are feeling inside and that 

their friends should not tell them about things they would rather not hear. I remember 

once a woman becoming hysterical when I told her that it would be a wonderful thing for 

her to let her child go to a particular summer camp. The woman had a fit and accused me 

of all sorts of terrible things. I had no way of knowing that as a youngster she had had a 

horrible camp experience and almost died. She though I was threatening her son’s life 

and I should be ashamed of myself. My comments evoked a subjective experience which 

colored her dealing with me. 

Many times people are actually terribly insulted by very innocuous comments and 

you never know why. They feel that you should have known better than to have said 

certain things, or you should have known that today they are not feeling well, or today is 

a yahrzeit or a particularly sad day in their lives. In other words, you should know what 

their inner life is. This, of course, is impossible. Unless a person is willing to 

communicate his inner life you cannot know it. I knew an individual who, every time she 

entered a neighbor’s house, would start to cry. Nobody knew why she would do this. 

Nobody knew it was the piano that made her cry. Eventually, she told us that when she 

was small her parents denied her piano lessons and that hurt was so deep that every time 

she saw a piano she would start to cry. Many times it is very difficult to deal with certain 

people because we do not know how certain things will strike them. We do not know 

about their inner lives. 

In the Torah portion Bechukosai we learn about the great blessings that will come 

upon the Jewish people if they will keep the Torah and about the great curses that will 

come upon them if they will not keep it. The last blessing that is mentioned is “and I will 

break the bars of your yoke and I will make you walk upright.” This is a great blessing 

because it speaks about a person who can make his thought and speech and action one. 

The slave’s inner life and outer life could never be one unless he wanted to believe that 

he deserves and always should be a slave. One of the great goals of Judaism is to 

integrate our inner and outer lives so that they are one, to allow us to fuse our heart and 

our mind so that we will always want to do the right thing. To become a Mentsch means 

to internalize the teachings of compassion and morality which our religion teaches us. 

In the curse in Bechukosai we speak about “souls languishing and eyes failing.” 

The inner vision and the outer life are different. It speaks about “if you will walk with Me 

contrary” and the word “contrary” in Hebrew is “Keri” which means “opposition” and 

also “pollution”. Your whole life is filled with contradictions. You do not have a feeling 

of wholeness. You say one thing and do another. This is the same word we also use when 

we read aloud a word from the Torah and do not sound it the way it is written in the 

Torah. When a person acts one way and speaks another way in life he is afflicted with 

terrible conflict and turmoil. All sorts of mental gymnastics have to be resorted to by that 

person to resolve the contradiction of why his inner life and outer life are not the same. 

People who are filled with these great contradictions many times are people of great 

ability and they really suffer. Their words and their actions do not match. 
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At the end of the curses there is a peculiar sentence. It says, referring to the 

Jewish people, “and they shall confess their iniquity that they walk contrary to Me” and 

then it says “and I will also walk with them contrary and then they will pay the 

punishment of their sins.” What’s going on here? Here the Jewish people have just 

confessed their sins. Why does G-d then say He is going to walk contrary to them and 

punish them? The Rabbis tell us that here we are talking about the Jewish people only 

confessing their sins. They have only said that they have done bad things, but they were 

not willing to correct the bad things that they have done. Confessing sins and then not 

trying to do anything about them is not the Jewish way. Words are meant to help you 

bring your inner life in line with the moral objective life enunciated in the Torah. They 

are not meant to absolve you from the responsibility of correcting your faults. 

Telling a psychiatrist or rabbi about all your problems, what you have done wrong 

and what you are guilty of, and then not evincing any interest in changing and correcting 

what you have done wrong brings no atonement. It can bring, according to our tradition, 

no relief. It is not enough to know what is wrong. You also have to be willing to fix what 

is wrong. That’s why immediately after this sentence it says, “and I will remember My 

covenant with Jacob and My covenant with Isaac and My covenant with Abraham.” Why 

should it mention them in this order? It should have mentioned Abraham first, not Jacob. 

It mentions Jacob first because he struggled all his life. He struggled all his life to make 

himself worthy of the name “Israel”. Life is not easy and it is sometimes very hard to live 

by your ideals, to have your inner life and outer life correspond, to not fool yourself by 

words. Jacob never fooled himself. Therefore, in Jewish tradition, Jacob is known as 

“Emes”, as the pursuer of truth. He knew he did wrong when he took the blessing from 

his brother. He knew he had to leave Laban’s house. He knew he could never be an 

Egyptian and his children could never be complete Egyptians. He never fooled himself 

with words. Isaac, for the most part, shut out the outer world and lived just in his inner 

world. Abraham’s inner and outer world converged. He practiced kindness and goodness 

all his life. He was able to integrate his inner and outer lives almost completely and, 

therefore, he is the founder of our people. Jacob had a much more difficult time. Jacob is 

our model. All of us have to constantly struggle and make our inner and outer lives 

converge. 

At the conclusion of the Torah portion Bechukosai we learn how everyone is of 

equal value, that no one should have to fool himself in order to feel that he or she has 

value. No one should have to put on airs or tell lies in order to feel they have value. Each 

of us has value because G-d has created us and needs us. None of us should ever use 

words to cover up our feelings of inadequacy or to live in just one of the levels of our 

being. We should always strive to have our inner life and our outer life reflect Jewish 

values. Our words and our actions should always coincide. 

Soon it will be Israel Independence Day. The creation of the State of Israel has 

given the Jewish People a glorious opportunity. The Jewish People can now put into 

practice in the real world the Jewish values of community and nationhood. These values 

no longer must be confined to our people’s inner life. Our values are not just for books. 

They are for real life. May the State of Israel in practice and theory always reflect the 

highest Jewish values. 
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Bamidbar 

What A Jewish Education Must Have 

We are all in agreement that Jewish education is essential if we are to be able to 

survive as Jews. Without Jewish education, Judaism will not survive. The problem is, 

what constitutes Jewish education? What is it that we must have in order for Jewish 

education to succeed? Just sending children to any kind of school whose curriculum may 

be filled with Jewish trivia will not assure that they will grow up to be committed Jews. A 

generation ago when Jews still married early and when we had lots of Jewish children 

(unlike today), most of them received some sort of Jewish education. Although they 

learned about the Holidays and how to daven and were prepared for their Bar Mitzvah, 

many of them turned their backs on Judaism by intermarrying and joining cults, and 

others became indifferent to Judaism by becoming non-affiliated. It seems that the Jewish 

education that many of them received was not sufficient to cause them to want to remain 

committed Jews. 

In the Torah portion, Bamidbar, we have a strange statement. It says that the 

members of the subclan of the Tribe of Levi, called Kahas, when they went into the 

portable Tabernacle to carry its furniture to the next location in the desert, were not to see 

the Sanctuary when it was being taken apart lest they would die. This sentence is the last 

sentence in the Torah portion. We have a tradition that a Torah portion must always end 

on a happy note. This is one of the difficulties of dividing up a Torah portion because we 

must always end every Aliyah on a happy note. When we want to split an Aliyah, we not 

only have to be careful that there are at least three sentences from the end of the 

paragraph, and at least three sentences from the beginning of the paragraph, but we also 

have to make sure that this Aliyah ends on a happy note. How can we possibly say that 

this Sedra ends on a happy note? There are many types of learning. One type requires us 

to disassociate ourselves from the subject matter we are studying. We are supposed to try 

to not become involved with our subject matter. We are supposed to be merely objective 

observers of interesting phenomena. We are not at all to be emotionally involved. This is 

not Jewish education. Jewish education is meant to affect us. It is meant to motivate us to 

want to live a life filled with Jewish values. Jewish education is meant to teach values not 

just facts. Facts, alone, do not constitute a Jewish education. Moreover, when Jewish 

education becomes just the learning of a bunch of disjointed facts out of context, the 

whole enterprise can become absurd. 

When the Tabernacle in the wilderness was being taken apart, those who were to 

carry it were not to see it being taken apart. The reason for this was that they would lose 

all respect for it. They would see individual pieces and snatches here and there and would 

not understand that all these fit into a harmonious whole. When you take something out 

of context, you can make it look ridiculous. This is what happens with a lot of Jewish 

experiences. When they are taken out of context, they are made to look ridiculous, and 

people do not any longer respect them or appreciate them. How many bad jokes have 

been made about the mikvah? It is very strange, too, since the whole Christian concept of 

baptism comes from our mikvah. Today, too, in an era in which women’s rights are 

trumpeted, it is hard to understand why the mikvah, which gave and gives women great 
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dignity and control over sex, is still disparaged. The same goes for many other Jewish 

concepts. We now understand the importance of the food chain and the effect of ingested 

chemicals on man, yet kashruth is still ridiculed, etc. 

Learning isolated disjointed facts does not lead to a correct appreciation of a way 

of life unless that way of life is the basis of the culture and everyone understands the 

basic premises upon which that culture rests. In America today everyone understands the 

basis of America: freedom, self-government, respect for the individual, etc. Therefore, 

learning individual facts of American history buttresses and enhances an already 

previously made commitment to a particular way of life. The same is true of Judaism. 

Learning isolated disjointed facts can only be useful if there is a prior commitment to the 

Jewish way of life. That’s why the rabbis tell us the fire that burned on the altar of the 

Tabernacle was never allowed to be extinguished. Even when the altar was moved along 

with the rest of the protable Tabernacle, the fire was never extinguished. Even when the 

altar was covered with a cloth, a metal plate separated the fire from the cloth covering 

and allowed it to keep burning. Fire, of course, is a symbol of commitment in the Jewish 

religion. 

The Ner Tamid, or eternal light, which burns in every synagogue, is a symbol of 

the Jewish people’s eternal devotion to Judaism. The most important ingredient in any 

Jewish education is commitment. A student should not be learning things in order to pass 

a test or even to acquire a skill. A student should be learning things which will allow him 

to live a more meaningful life and, through the things he is learning, bring redemption to 

the world. The student must be made to feel that not only do the things he learns enhance 

his life but they are important for the world, too. The world needs him to be a Jew. 

One of the reasons why the Zionists at the turn of the century were successful was 

because they were not just creating a Jewish State for themselves, they were creating it to 

be a light unto the nations. We are Jews not just for ourselves, the world needs the 

message of Judaism. That’s why we learn that if the Jewish people on Mount Sinai would 

not have accepted the Torah, G-d would not have permitted the world to exist any longer. 

The most important elements in Jewish education should be the realization by the 

students that they are learning something which they need in order to lead a fulfilling and 

meaningful life, and which the world needs if there is ever going to be peace, justice, and 

brotherhood in the world. They are not just learning quaint customs. They are learning 

how to be a light to humanity. 

Many times you will find that students who come from homes in which there is a 

great deal of Jewish observance but whose parents mock their own observances by 

always excusing themselves by saying, “This is the way I grew up” or “I can’t help being 

this way”, end up almost always abandoning most Jewish observances while, on the other 

hand, children who are raised in homes where the parents who, for one reason or another 

have not been able to observe as much of the Jewish religion as they would like but who 

know Judaism’s importance and who try to impress upon their children that importance 

of Judaism for their lives and the world, end up to be more observant than their parents. 
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It is this commitment to see Judaism not as a group of customs and ceremonies or 

as a way of identifying with ancestors, but as a way of life which the world desperately 

needs and which will enhance each individual’s life, which allows Jewish education to 

have an effect on the child. That’s why the word “Bala”, “taking apart”, was used when 

talking about the Sanctuary. This word “Bala” can also be translated as “when they 

swallow”. “They should not come to see when they swallow the Holy and die.” When 

people look at religion as something that is just swallowed, as just another experience 

like going to the movies or going to a ball game, then it will die. The Jewish religion, to 

our children, must be more than just another experience. It must be “the experience” of 

their life. It must give them mission and purpose. Our Jewish education must do more 

than teach facts. It must also teach commitment. The fire must burn even when 

sometimes, because of circumstances, parts of Judaism are covered. Our children must 

believe that the world needs Judaism, and that they need it personally. 

The rabbis tell us that the Torah was given with three things: with fire, with water, 

and in the wilderness. The fire of commitment must always burn bright if the Torah is to 

have any effect on a person. Water is a symbol of purity and depth. The trouble with 

much of Jewish education today is that it has no depth. The kids say that they are bored, 

that they have learned it all before. It is just repetitive. The reason that they say this is 

because there is no intellectual depth to a lot of our education. The kids just learn a lot of 

disjointed facts, surface customs, ceremonies, prayers which are not related to anything. 

Depth is necessary in order for a person to feel that his learning can elevate him and can 

purify him. Unfortunately, there is very little depth in most Jewish education today. 

Also, the Torah was given in the wilderness. In Hebrew “wilderness” is “Midbar”. 

Midbar also means “speech” or “talk”. We must train our children in such a way that they 

believe that the tradition speaks to them, that it is relevant to their lives. Also, just like in 

a wilderness, a person has to have the correct tools in order to survive. We must equip 

our children with the correct tools so they can look up things in the sources, themselves. 

In the wilderness you cannot depend on others for all your sustenance. Jewish learning 

should equip our children to be able to look up things that bother them in the sources. 

Most Jewish youngsters, if they have a problem, would not ever think of looking into our 

tradition for the solution to their problems. They would look into secular learning or in 

other places. They do not realize the richness of our sources. Many of our youngsters are 

drawn to cults because they do not know anything about Jewish mysticism or ethics, etc. 

We have presented to our children a type of superficial antiseptic Judaism which they do 

not feel is relevant to their lives at all. 

The holiday of Shavuos is almost upon us. On this holiday the Jewish people 

received the Torah. The Torah only became part of the Jewish people’s lives because we 

accepted it with fire, with water, and in the wilderness. We, too, must transmit the Torah 

to our children with commitment, with depth, and with relevance and intellectual honesty 

if we want them to accept it and live it, too. The Torah is like an electrical circuit. If any 

piece of it is missing, then it will not turn on or turn us on. The power may be there but 

since the transmission line is down or the switch is not working, none of it can be 

received. We, unfortunately, are short-circuiting our children. We have not been giving 
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them the correct Jewish education because we have not stressed enough commitment, 

depth, relevance, and intellectual honesty. 

The sons of Kahas could not see when the Tabernacle was taken apart because the 

Torah handed over piecemeal can only lead to the death of the Jewish people, not to its 

constant rejuvenation. Yes, the last sentence of the Torah portion Bamidbar is a happy 

sentence, because it tells us that we can transmit Judaism if we only transmit it with 

depth, commitment, relevance, and intellectual honesty. 

Are You Part of a Family? 

The Rabbis have arranged it that almost always the Torah portion Bamidbar, 

which we are going to read in Shul this Shabbos, comes before the holiday of Shavuos. 

This seems a very strange choice. This Torah portion contains basically nothing more 

than a census of the Jewish people according to their families, their father’s houses or 

clans and according to their individual names. Why should the Rabbis have been so 

particular as to single out just this portion to be read befor the holiday upon which we 

received the Torah? After all there are 54 portions in the yearly Torah reading cycle and 

the Rabbis could have arranged another Torah portion to be read before Shavuos. But no, 

this particular portion is always chosen unless because of a leap year the next Torah 

portion Naso read. Why should a list of names with the arrangement of the camp and the 

order of march be considered so important that it must, whenever possible, be read before 

the giving of the Torah. To my mind the Rabbis here are telling us something very basic 

as to what we must each be before we can even receive the Torah. Too many of us are 

loners. We think that we can achieve more if we cut down on all our entanglement, that 

the prerequisite for a spiritual or any other kind of an achievement is freedom from the 

family and the demands of others. This the Rabbis stress, by particularly demanding we 

read this Torah portion before Shavuos, is wrong. We cannot spiritually advance unless 

we acknowledge our ties with our family, our people, etc. Only then can we be 

individuals. After we have acknowledged our roots, after we were counted as families, 

only then could we be counted as individuals. One who turns his back on his family and 

his people will only reap feelings of self hate and guilt. Spiritual growth will be 

impossible. Are you part of a family? 
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Naso 

How Can We Feel Life’s High? 

Many times people will come to me and say, “Rabbi, I just can’t go on. I just do 

not have the strength to continue. Where can I get the strength to overcome my 

problems? Why am I in this situation? I have a good job, a good family, but I just cannot 

seem to cope.” To these people, every little problem is a mountain. Life to them is 

difficult. They cannot seem to make it. They are crying out for help and they do not know 

where to turn to get it. 

These people either have expectations of themselves which are unrealistic or they 

have been brainwashed to feel that they should feel something special in life immediately 

and they aren’t feeling it. They are looking for some sort of high or some sort of mystical 

experience or some sort of special surge of energy which will make them feel really alive. 

Many of them are very disappointed when they do not feel this. This is the reason that 

many people now are turning to drugs. They want an instant mind-expanding spiritual 

experience. They want to feel that they are in control and can handle life and overcome it. 

Many of these people are like Aaron’s sons, Nodov and Avihu, who brought 

strange fire to G-d on the very day that the Tabernacle was dedicated and Aaron, their 

father, was installed as High Priest. They could not wait for the fire to come down from 

heaven and consume the sacrifices. They wanted a shortcut to feel life’s happiness and 

spiritual glow. Some Rabbis say that they got drunk so that they could feel this. Other say 

that they really were looking for a genuine spiritual experience, but they did not want to 

put in any effort to obtain it. They did not want to commit themselves to anything. They 

just wanted to be able to tap into spiritual experiences without any real effort. They did 

not want to do what our religion demands in order to receive life’s blessings and feel 

life’s happiness. They did not want to work at it day in and day out. They did not want to 

get married. They did not want to have a family. They did not want to establish 

relationships with G-d and man that were lasting and which required day in and day out 

commitment. This, our religion teaches us, is the only way we can gain the strength to 

overcome our problems and, also, to feel life’s satisfactions. 

In the Torah portion, Noso, we have many of these ideas spelled out. We have 

enumerated the offerings of the Head of each of the twelve tribes of Israel who brought 

them on the days the Tabernacle was dedicated. There is something very strange about 

these offerings. What is strange about them is that they are all identical. The Torah, 

which is usually so terse in its language, repeats twelve times the same offering of silver 

dishes and gold pans and sacrifices. Why couldn’t the Torah have just stated that the 

twelve princes each brought the same offering on twelve different days and this was their 

offering. Instead, it enumerated everyone’s offering. Even its placing of this description 

of these prince’s offerings right after we read the priestly blessing “May the Lord bless 

thee and keep thee, may the Lord make His face to shine upon thee and be gracious to 

thee and may the Lord lift up His countenance to thee and give thee peace” seems 

strange. 
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We, in life, all want the same basic things; to accomplish self-set goals, to be 

loved and accepted and to cause other people joy and happiness. We all, though, do not 

start from the same place. We each are born with different talents and different strengths 

and different weaknesses. Each of us wants these same basic things but in order to 

achieve these same basic things we must know ourselves. To achieve goals, to be 

accepted and to cause other people joy do not require the same approach from each of us. 

So many people in life are unhappy today because they concentrate on what they are not, 

not on what they are. Each of us can contribute so much to the world, but instead of 

looking at who we really are and what we really are, so many people think that in order to 

feel life’s high they have to be a movie queen or a millionaire or a lawyer or a doctor, etc. 

They feel that they have to concentrate on what they are not, instead of what they are. 

They do not realize that in being what they are, by doing their daily tasks, by loving their 

family and by being loved by them they will feel what life is all about. It is a slow tedious 

process but it will yield the desired results. 

All the princes were not equal in their talents, but they were all able to achieve the 

same desired results because they knew what their talents were and what was really 

important in life. The princes offered their gifts not in chronological order but in the order 

they marched. Judah was first. Judah had a blue flag with a lion on it. His flag stood for 

courage. He was worthy of leadership because he knew how to admit when he was 

wrong, he had courage. He made mistakes but he did not blame them on others. The next 

flag was that of Isachar. His flag was a black flag which had the moon and stars on it. His 

flag stood for hope. On the darkest night, the moon and the stars are always there. The 

third flag was that of Zevulun. It was a white flag with a ship on it. The ship stood for 

commerce and the white background stood for honesty. Honesty in business was his 

contribution. All the other princes, too, offered their gifts. All these gifts were equal even 

though their individual talents were not. Their gifts symbolized the fact that they each 

had felt life’s natural high, they each had had a spiritual experience by achieving the 

goals in life that were right for them and by knowing that they were accepted and loved 

by G-d and others, and that they could bring others joy and happiness. This is the way we 

merit the priestly blessing. That is how we merit to feel G-d’s countenance shining upon 

us. This is the way we get life’s high. Our religion does not promise us that we will have 

no problems, no setbacks or tragedies. All it promises us is that if we live by its teachings 

sincerely, day in and day out, we will be given the strength to overcome our problems. 

Right immediately before the priestly blessing, we learn about the Nazarite, the 

man who took upon himself special obligations not to cut his hair, not to drink wine, in 

order to have a spiritual experience. After he completed his Nazariteship, which was a 

minimum of thirty days, the Torah tells us he had to bring a sin offering. The Rabbis ask, 

why did he have to bring a sin offering? They say that he had to bring a sin offering 

because he tried to have a spiritual experience by denying part of life. This is not the way 

that we Jews look or aspire for spiritual experiences. Spiritual experiences come from the 

inside out, from doing Mitzvahs day by day and from being true to family and friends. In 

the Haphtorah, we learn about the most famous Nazarite of them all, Samson. In the end 

he was a complete failure. Gimmicks, trying to live a spiritual life through some outside 

strength helped him not at all. He ended up blind and a captive, unfortunately the same 
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fate that awaits those who rely on drugs and fads to feel life’s meaning today. In the end, 

this type of strange fire destroyed him as it destroyed Aaron’s sons, Nodov and Avihu. 

The holiday of Shavuos, also, proclaims this same message. Shavuos is a holiday 

without any real pageantry. There are no special rituals. You might think that there 

should be. After all, this was the greatest day in Jewish history, the day when we got the 

Torah. The way we celebrate Shavuos is by counting the 49 days before it, by preparing 

ourselves every day to receive the Torah. Only if a person prepares himself for forty-nine 

days before Shavuos, can he appreciate Shavuos. The Torah and life cannot be 

appreciated by one-shot gimmickry-type of activities. It can only be appreciated by day-

in and day-out quiet labor, by living an honest, decent life day-in and day-out, by doing 

as many Mitzvahs as we can, and by loving and being loved by our family and friends. In 

this way, we are assured not that we will have no problems, but that we will have the 

strength to overcome them and that we will always know that life is worth living. 
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B’Haloscho 

People Are More Than Ideas 

Many times people come to me and say, “Rabbi, I just cannot stand it. I have 

explained this problem over and over again and the person just does not seem to 

understand it. He or she is an intelligent person, but I just cannot get through to him.” I 

have heard this many times from parents complaining about their children and children 

complaining about their parents and spouses complaining about each other. Reason seems 

to have failed. These people are at the end of their rope. They have reached a dead end in 

their relationships. What’s going on here? Why have these people failed to communicate? 

In the Torah portion, B’Haloscho, we have something similar happening. Moshe 

Rabbeinu becomes exasperated. The people, who are well fed by the manna which comes 

down from heaven, scream and yell at him, “Give us meat, we want meat.” Moshe cannot 

stand it anymore and says, “Did I give birth to this people? Was I pregnant with them that 

they should say to me, “carry me in your breast” like a nursemaid carries a suckling 

child?” Moshe was even so upset that he asks G-d to “kill me rather than I should see my 

own wretchedness.” He is at his wits’ end. He just cannot stand it anymore. The Rabbis 

ask what’s going on here? Why should Moshe be so upset? Just because the people want 

meat why should he scream and yell “I am not a wetnurse? Do I have to hold these 

people in my arms?” Is this the same Moshe who defended the people when they 

worshipped the golden calf and defended them when they would not go into the land of 

Israel? Is this the same Moshe who argued with G-d and told G-d to spare the people 

even though they committed the terrible sin of worshipping the golden calf and the even 

worse sin of not having the courage to go up to the land of Israel. What was so bad about 

their asking for meat? Why did Moshe get so upset? 

I believe that the answer to these questions lies in the way Moshe approached all 

problems. Moshe approached all problems from an intellectual perspective. He failed to 

understand that human beings are not composed of just a mind, an intellect. People are 

not just ideas. People just do not respond to ideas or concepts. People are emotional 

beings. You have to know what they mean, not just what they say. Moshe could 

understand the sin of the golden calf. He never lost confidence in them because of that 

sin. Moshe was an intellectual man. He could understand the sin of the golden calf. After 

all, idolatry has a philosophical base. You can disagree with it and fight it, but it is still a 

logical position. With the proper leadership and the marshalling of the proper arguments, 

you could convince the people to overcome idolatry. The same, too, could be said of the 

people’s sin of not going up into the land of Israel. This, too, he could understand. After 

all, the land of Canaan was well fortified. It would take training and the knowledge of 

proper military tactics in order to conquer the land. Moshe could understand their 

problem. He could intercede with G-d on their behalf. 

G-d got angry with the Jewish people when they lost hope, when they thought that 

nothing was worthwhile, when they thought that since nothing was worthwhile 

everything was rotten and that the only thing to do in life was to lessen the heartache, to 

get as much pleasure as you can with the least pain. A people who thinks this way cannot 
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be G-d’s instrument for perfecting the world. It cannot be a chosen people. It will not be 

able to sacrifice to raise children or to be dedicated. Moshe, though, told G-d not to 

worry. “I will provide the right leadership. I will show them that they can have a better 

future. I will convince them that this world is not rotten.” He would advance the ideas of 

Judaism against the ideas of idolatry and he would also deal with their failure to enter the 

land of Israel because he would give them the proper facts, the proper training, etc. 

Moshe could deal with the sin of the golden calf and the sin of not entering the 

land of Israel, but he could not deal at all with this clamoring for meat. It did not make 

any sense to him. How could a people who were well fed, who had the manna which 

would taste like anything they wanted it to taste like, clamor for meat? The people were 

not being logical. It did not make any sense. Of course, in life many things do not make 

any% sense. Most people do not say what they mean. You have to know what people 

really mean, not what they say. Moshe did not understand this. He did not understand that 

there is an important emotional component in people and that you have to deal with it. 

Moshe did not understand that intellectual guidance is not sufficient alone. In order to 

lead people you have to get involved with them on an emotional and existential level as 

well. 

G-d tells Moshe, “Yes indeed, you are a wetnurse. You have to figuratively hold 

the people in your arms.” The Jewish people, all people, have basic needs. We all have to 

deal with people as total persons, as people who have emotions as well as intellect. 

Moshe could not deal with people who were crying for meat when they were well fed. He 

didn’t understand that something deeper was going on here. He complained to G-d, “I 

give them ideas and they act illogically. What should I do?” G-d tells him, “Be a 

nursemaid. The mind and the heart must go together.” 

There were three things that G-d told Moshe had to be built out of one piece when 

they were to be built for the Tabernacle: the menorah, which stands for spiritual light and 

the mind; the trumpets, which stand for emotion; and the cherubs on top of the Ten 

Commandments, which stand for interpersonal relationships. A leader must appeal not 

only to the people’s intellect, but also to their emotions and he must be able to unify 

them. The mind and the heart must go together. People are not influenced by ideas. They 

are also influenced by their emotions and by their friends. I would say more people join a 

particular synagogue because of their friends rather than for any idealogical reasons. A 

leader must recognize not just rational intellectual factors but also people’s emotions and 

their needs for friends. 

This, of course, applies in a one to one relationship as well, So many times I have 

told parents or children or spouses to not just listen to another person’s words, but listen 

to what the other person really means. Look at the emotions involved and look at the 

other people involved. It is not enough just to deal with people as if they were only ideas. 

Most times people do not give you their real reasons anyway. They only give you what 

they think are good reasons. Know what people mean not what they say and you will be 

able to solve your problems much better. Look at the emotions involved. Look at the 

friends involved. You will get through. Learn to listen not only to words but to the whole 

situation. 
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Yes, G-d told Moshe, sometimes you have to be a wetnurse. A baby cries and you 

have to know what he means. All of us, many times, just cry. We use words but we are 

really just crying. We have to know what each of us means. If we do, then we will be able 

to solve our problems and we will get through, and our relationships will remain 

meaningful. 
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Shlach 

Anti-Semitism and the Belief in Only One Solution 

Many times people come to me disgusted. They cannot understand why there has 

to be so much arguing about any particular problem. Can’t everyone just follow along 

with what they want to do? After all, they have the right and only answer to the problem. 

To them the solution to the problem seems obvious. They cannot understand how grown 

men and women can fail to see what is so obvious to them. To them these people who 

insist upon arguing must either be perverse, power-hungry, or stupid. It seems 

inconceivable to them that grown people could ever think that there is any other solution 

to the problem under discussion than the one that they have proposed. 

We Jews, especially, throughout the ages have suffered from this type of thinking. 

People could never understand why we would never accept the majority religion in the 

countries in which we lived. After all, whether it be Catholicism, different forms of 

Protestantism, or different forms of Islam, these religions are based on our writings and 

traditions. How could we not see that the theological propositions in which these 

religions believe are based on our own texts and traditions? Our texts, they claim, 

validate their theological positions. It must be then that we Jews are perverse, that we 

know the truth, but we do not want to admit it beacuse we are in league with the devil. 

This image of the Jew as being in league with the devil is one of the underlying 

themes in the Western world. That’s why it is so hard to combat anti-Semitism. We just 

cannot change our image as, for example, blacks or other minorities have. Before World 

War Two, blacks were considered to be cowards. Nobody thinks that about them now. 

After Joe Lewis, Mohammed Ali, and the other black star athletes, people no longer think 

blacks are cowards, but we Jews have a harder job. How can we convince people that we 

are not in league with the devil? If we work real hard and are ambitious and are 

successful, people say we are successful because the devil helped us. If we stick to 

ourselves and keep a low profile and do not mix too much with others, people say we are 

conspiring with the devil to overthrow the society. Somehow there are still some well 

educated gentiles who believe that Jews are capitalists and communists all at the same 

time, an absurd proposition which makes sense only if a person believes that Jews are the 

agents of the devil. There is almost no way that we can change our image of being a 

people in league with the devil. 

That’s why the Jews of Germany were so shocked about the rise of Adolph Hitler. 

They thought they had eradicated the image of the Jew as being a people in league with 

the devil. After all, the Jews of Germany were more integrated into their society than the 

Jews in America today. From Bismarck’s time on, Jews had served in the German 

cabinet. The most prominent German scientists and writers were all Jews. They had 

fought bravely for Germany in World War One, and yet it was easy for the German 

people to single out the Jews and blame them for causing Germany to lose World War 

One. It was the devil’s doing and we are the devil’s agents. They hated the assimilated 

Jew worst of all because, as Hitler said, “He has gotten into our bloodstream like a virus 

and has infected us.” That’s why most of the well-meaning efforts to end anti-Semitism 
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will fail unless the attitude of the general culture can be changed to recognize that it is 

possible. for there to be more than one solution to any given problem. People who see 

another solution are not to be considered perverse or under the devil’s influence. 

Jewish people can look at the same text and traditions that others do and come up 

with different answers. This is hard for other groups to admit since the text and traditions 

that they base their religion on are our texts and traditions, and we, presumably, should 

know that what the correct interpretations or solutions to the theological problems raised 

in them are. I remember one of my biggest shocks occurred when a good friend of mine, 

a minister with whom I had worked for many years on community projects, came to my 

house and began to cry. He said, “When will you admit the truth? You are much too fine 

a fellow to go to hell.” He, too, could not understand why I could not accept his solutions 

to theological problems based on our own texts. 

This idea that there is more than one possible solution to a problem is a very 

difficult proposition. In fact, this is the principal way that Talmudic learning differs from 

the learning that goes on today in our public schools. In our public schools we are taught 

to look at a problem, solve it, and then move on to the next problem, solve it and move on 

to the next problem. In Talmudic learning, this is not the case. In Talmudic learning, we 

are called upon to look at a problem, find the solution, and then we are supposed to look 

and see if there are any other solutions to the very same problem. We are supposed to 

look at the problem long and hard until we have found all the possible solutions there are 

to the problem, and then, and only then, are we to choose which solution we think is the 

best. In Talmudic learning the proposition is constantly hammered home that there is, in 

almost every case, more than one solution to every problem. Obviously, these solutions 

are not equally good. Some solutions are better than others, and the Halacha eventually 

chooses one of them to guide us in practical matters, but the point is made that the other 

solutions are all valid possibilities and anyone who would hold any one of these solutions 

is not to be looked upon as a perverse human being or as being in league with the devil. 

We can disagree wholeheartedly with our neighbor’s solutions to certain 

theological problems based upon our texts. We can say that he is 100% wrong, but we 

would never think that he is in league with the devil or perverse. He just has seized on 

certain possibilities of solving theological problems which are outside the purview of 

Judaism. His solution may be wrong and even contrary to the true spirit of religion, but it 

is a possible way of thinking. This, unfortunately, anti-Semites will not concede to Jews 

or Judaism. 

In the Torah portion, Shlach Lecha, we learn about the whole problem of 

possibilities. We learn how spies were sent into the land of Israel to bring back a report to 

the people on the condition of the land. They were not sent to determine whether the 

people should go into the land. They were sent into the land to tour it. They were to bring 

back to the people a firsthand report of the land so that the people would become excited 

about it and want to enter it. Even the questions that Moshe asked them to report back on 

did not pertain to military matters. Moshe asked them to find out whether the land was 

fruitful, fat or lean, whether there were trees in it, etc. He even asked them to bring back 

some of the fruits of the land. The spies went up to the land and ten of them brought back 
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an evil report. They, in fact, concurred that the land was wonderful, and they showed the 

people the beautiful fruit from the land, but they said, “Efes Kee Az Ha’am, but the 

people who live there are strong.” 

To them, there was no possibility that the Jewish people could ever conquer that 

land. The rabbis add that the word “AZ’ stands for “Avoda Zora, idol worship.” These 

ten spies knew that the land of Canaan at that time was filled with idol worshippers, and 

they were afraid that even if the Jewish people could conquer the land, they would be 

overwhelmed by the idol worship there and lose their Jewish character. They would lose 

their belief in Judaism and it would be better for them to stay in the desert. After all, the 

life in the desert was completely immune from all foreign influences. 

These leaders, too, knew that they could not be the leaders of the Jewish people in 

the land of Israel. They did not have the requisite skills, etc. To them, there was no 

possibility that the Jewish people could ever make it in Canaan. Only Kolaiv and Joshua 

were able to see the possibility. Only they were able to see that the problems involved 

were challenges, not insurmountable dead ends. They realized that there were going to be 

problems, but that these problems could be overcome. The other ten spies did not see any 

possibility at all of entering the land. They said, “And we were in our eyes like 

grasshoppers.” They had adopted a defeatist pose, and they had rejected all other 

solutions to the problem of entering the land of Israel except the one they offered. They 

even caused the people to turn against Moshe and Aaron and to blame them for all their 

problems. Moshe and Aaron became perverse in the eyes of the people. 

Joshua and Kolaiv did not succumb to the other spies’ solution because they had 

vision. The could see potentiality. The rabbis tell us that Kolaiv went to the grave of 

Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob to pray when he entered the land. The Jews could still enter 

Canaan and remain Jews. Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob recognized the difficulty of life, 

how sometimes it seems impossible to believe in G-d and His ways when we are 

surrounded by troubles and seeming contradictory commands and assurances. For 

example, Abraham was assured that from Isaac would spring a great nation, and then he 

thought he had heard G-d command him to sacrifice Isaac. How could these two things 

be reconciled? They were, eventually, but life is filled with problems that defy easy 

solution. It is always easier to fall back on scapegoats or adopt defeatist philosophies. 

For modern man even believing in G-d was a very difficult thing to do until the 

last few years. For the past hundred years, if you were an intellectual you could not 

believe in G-d unless you wanted to lose your intellectual credibility. The possibility of 

believing in G-d seemed barred from the thinking person. Everything was thought to be 

determined by a mechanistic universe. We know now that scientific laws are not cut and 

dry, that they are probabilities, that G-d can act without seeming to act. The Van 

Heisenberg principle, which says that the very act of observing something changes it, 

means that we cannot ever know what reality precisely is. The new science has made 

belief in G-d once again a possibility, but, as all things in life, it is only a possibility. We 

cannot prove it one hundred percent. If we could, there would be no need for faith. Today 

an intellectual can hold his head up and believe in G-d and not be afraid of losing his 

intellectual credibility. This possibility is open again. 
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The problem with the spies and the problem with many other people is that they 

are not willing to grant that there is more than one solution to a problem. They are not 

willing to grant that many possibilities exist in the world. True, not all possibilities are 

equally valid. Arguing is essential in human affairs as long as it is kept within the bounds 

of respect and decency. Not everybody sees the same possible solutions but, because they 

do not see my solution, it does not mean they are perverse or in league with the devil. 

Yes, my friend, your solution may be the best one and the one with which I agree, but it 

is not the only possible solution. Do not ever think that just because someone does not 

agree with your obvious solution it is because he is perverse or in league with the devil. 

The sin of the spies was not just that they lacked courage and hope, but that they 

convinced the people that only their solution was possible and that Moshe, Aaron, 

Joshua, and Kolaiv were perverse or worse. They committed the same sin that anti-

Semites have committed throughout history. 

Our Inner Feelings 

In the Torah portion which we read in Shul last Shabbos, Shlach Lecha, we 

learned about how the Jewish people sent spies ahead of them to see how the inhabitants 

of the land lived. The spies brought back a glowing report about the land but said that the 

people who lived in the land were too strong, the Jewish people would never be able to 

overcome them. 

In the Haphtorah to Shalch Lecha, from the book of Joshua, we read how Joshua 

too sent spies into the land just before the Jewish people were to enter the land. The 

Haphtorah says that he sent them secretly. The expression in Hebrew for secretly can also 

mean potters. The Midrash comments that the spies went disguised as potters, that when 

they entered Jericho they came as sellers of earthenware. 

The Rabbis ask why should this be so? Why should Joshua have sent the spies 

disguised as earthenware merchants? According to Jewish Law all types of vessels except 

earthenware vessels can become ritually impure either on the inside or outside because 

they have intrinsic value. Earthenware vessels, on the other hand can only become 

impure on their inside through their contents. Their only value is that they serve as 

containers for other substances. Joshua, by sending these spies as clay-pot merchants, 

wanted to stress to them the important lesson that for all clay vessels, human beings too, 

it is not what’s outside that counts but the way people feel about it in the inside that 

counts. 

The first group of spies sent by Moses didn’t realize this. They saw obstacles and 

backed off frightened. They didn’t realize that what was making them frightened and 

upset were not the obstacles but their own internal responses. Joshua wanted to make sure 

that his spies did not make this mistake. Unfortunately there are too many people who 

feel helpless and frightened. They, too, should perhaps go about as potters until they, too, 

realize that in most instances it is not the conditions they blame which are making them 

feel helpless but their own responses to these conditions. 
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Do You Have Sight or Vision? 

In the Torah portion, Shlach, which we will read in Shul this Shabbos, we learn 

how Moses sent men to spy out the land of Canaan and about the evil report they brought 

back. These men reported that the land was everything G-d had promised but that the 

Jewish people would be unable to conquer it. Also we read in this same Torah portion 

how we are commanded to wear fringes on the corners of our garments (the reason why 

we wear talesim in Shul today). This doesn’t seem to make sense. Why should we read in 

the same Torah portion the story of the spies and the commandment to place fringes on 

our garments? What has putting fringes on our garments have to do with the evil report of 

the spies? _Furthermore, why have our Rabbis considered the commandment of Tsitsis or 

fringes so important that they have made us read it twice a day right after the Shma? 

Perhaps by looking closely at this commandment we can answer all these 

questions. The Torah tells us that we are to look upon these tsitsis so that we will 

“remember all the commandments of the Lord and do them; and that ye go not after your 

own heart and your own eyes after which ye use to go astray”. The purpose of the tsitsis 

was to remind us that we must bring into play more factors than just sight (what we can 

objectively observe) when we come to make a decision. We are also to take into account 

vision: not just what is but also what can be. This is why I believe the commandment of 

tsitsis is found in the same Torah portion as the story of the spies. 

What was the sin of the spies? They told no lies. Canaan was well fortified. The 

people who inhabited it were veritable giants. Their_ sin was that they_ lacked_ vision, 

the ability to see what could be, that they, too, could be and were becoming veritable 

giants, that because they possessed a way of life that was grounded on moral principles 

they had nothing to fear, that the discipline and inner courage which this way of life gave 

them could see them through any trial. 

This is the lesson of the Tsitsis. To constantly remind us never to be taken in by 

feelings of hopelessness and despair when looking at the problems that beset us. To look 

not only at what is but also to what we know can be if only we can muster up the courage 

to make it so. Unfortunately, in our day, the community has many Jews who look only at 

what is and not at what could be. They lack vision. Let us hope and pray that all of us will 

remember the lesson of the Tsitsis and always combine sight and vision. 
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Korach 

Can Brilliance Lead to Stupidity? 

Many times we run across people whose very brilliance causes them to act 

stupidly. Great concentrative powers are needed in order to obtain vast amounts of 

knowledge and to use this knowledge intelligently. You can usually immediately tell a 

good student by whether or not he has the ability to concentrate. They once asked Oliver 

Wendell Holmes what it took to become a brilliant lawyer or judge. He said all it took 

was the ability to concentrate on the subject at hand. 

However, this great ability to concentrate is a great gift. The ability to concentrate 

is like a laser. By combining all the different strands of light and focusing it on an object, 

we can get right to the core of the object. However, we can also destroy and burn it. In 

order to concentrate you have to blot out from your mind everything except the subject 

matter at hand. Many times I have seen great scholars, great Talmedac Chachomeem 

who, in the midst of chaos, are completely oblivious to their surroundings and who are so 

completely immersed in their studies that they do not see or hear anything that goes on 

around them. Many times you have to shake them, literally, quite hard several times in 

order to gain their attention. We are all aware of the stereotype of the absentminded 

professor, but really this image of the absent-minded professor is only another way of 

stating that some people with great intellectual powers concentrate so much on the 

subject at hand that they are oblivious to most of their surroundings. I am reminded of the 

famous story they tell about a professor a hundred years ago who was debating Darwin’s 

theory of evolution with his son, and how he got so involved in the subject that he 

completely lost his perspective and said, “Maybe your father was a monkey but mine 

certainly wasn’t.” 

This ability to completely concentrate all one’s intellectual energies on a 

particular subject to the exclusion of all else is a wonderful tool for research, but many 

times it has disastrous interpersonal consequences. It destroys relationships and does not 

allow for the subject under discussion to be put in its proper context. Fanaticism and 

demagoguery of all kinds, even if well meant, owe much to the distortion of this great 

analytical tool, the ability to concentrate on the subject at hand to the exclusion of 

everything else. A surgeon, when he operates, drapes the body to hide and cover every 

other area of the body so that he will concentrate on the area on which he is operating. 

However, a surgeon always has an anesthesiologist and assistants who monitor a patient’s 

vital signs so that a patient’s total health as well as the area being operated on will always 

be considered. We never want it said that the operation was a success but the patient died. 

In life, too often, a person’s excessive concentration on a worthwhile goal, may in 

the process destroy the very institution or marriage or relationship which he or she was 

trying to enhance by pursuing this goal. We must always alternate excessive 

concentration with a glance at the general situation. Analysis and synthesis must go hand 

in hand. We Jews have always recognized this. That’s why we developed the stories of 

the wise men of Chelm. These were people who were so smart they became stupid. 

Everything they said made 100% logical sense, but it was taken out of context and 
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became ludicrous, like the time they asked the men of Chelm what was more important, 

the sun or the moon. They immediately replied, “The moon because it shines when there 

is no light.” 

In the Torah portion, Korach, we learn about such a person. Korach was a man 

who was so smart that he became stupid. The rabbis tell us that Korach was the richest 

man in Israel, a man who was not only clever and smart but very persuasive. He was able 

to marshall 250 of the most important community leaders in a rebellion against Moshe’s 

leadership. He fanned discontent in the hearts of the Jewish people by telling Moshe, 

“You take too much upon yourself seeing that all the congregation is holy.” He dressed 

each of the 250 men who were with him in four-cornered garments made of blue threads, 

and then he asked Moshe if these robes conformed to Jewish law. According to Halacha, 

any time a person wears a four-cornered garment he must put on Tsitsis, fringes, on each 

corner, and in those days a blue thread was required on each corner. Moshe looked at the 

robes and saw that although they were made of blue threads they had no Tsitsis. He saif 

they did not conform to Jewish law. Korach ridiculed Moshe by saying, “Four blue 

threads satisfies Jewish law, but a whole robe made of blue threads do not!” Korach 

continued mocking Moshe by saying, “Would a whole room filled with Torahs need a 

mezuzah?” When Moshe answered yes, he said “What kind of a law have you given us, 

Moshe?” An empty room which has a quotation from the Torah on its doorpost is kosher, 

but a whole room filled with holy books without a quotation is not?” 

Korach then went on to show all the injustices that could follow from following 

the Torah as given to them by Moshe. He made a story up about a poor widow who only 

owned one field. She could not plow it properly because the Torah forbade plowing with 

an ox and an ass together. She could not plant it properly because the Torah forbade 

planting with mixed seed. She could not even harvest all her meager crop because the 

Torah says you must leave the corners of your field for the poor. Because of all these 

hardships, she was forced to sell her field and bought lambs with the money. Of course, 

Korach did not stop there. He said, “From these few sheep she had to give part of the 

fleece to the priests and the first born to the priests. Look who is impoverishing her! 

Moshe’s law and the priests!” 

Korach, by concentrating his arguments and not putting them in the proper 

context, had made a convincing case against Moshe and Moshe’s Torah. However, you 

cannot plow with an ox and an ass together. The animals walk at different paces. Sowing 

with different seeds makes harvesting difficult and getting a good price for the crop 

impossible as well as making the resulting seed sterile. All of Korach’s criticisms can be 

rebutted if put in context. Sometimes, for the sake of argument and for the sake of 

research, it is important to disregard the context and just look at the logical conclusions of 

one’s thoughts. Boullian algebra, a system of computation which is based on just a yes or 

no answer, was thought to be an oddity until computers came along. Many human 

experiments in very limited contexts can have a wider application as important tools in 

modern life, but we must always recognize their limitations. 

Many times people, especially in interpersonal relationships, by pushing their 

arguments to the limit, leave out so much they invariably make the wrong decisions. I 
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know so many people who have come to me with different marriage or business 

problems, and many of the problems they have, have come about because they have 

looked at their problems in such a narrow way. Instead of looking at the many good 

things, the 90%, the 95% good things they have in their relationships, they look at only 

the 10% or 5% or 1% bad things. This very small percentage drives them crazy. They do 

not have the proper perspective. This was Korach. He wanted to be high priest so badly 

that he magnified the faults in Aaron and Moshe while minimizing his and other leaders’ 

important roles in the community. He was able to convince himself and others that 

Moshe and Aaron were over-weeping, arrogant people who had usurped authority which 

did not belong to them. 

In Hebrew the word “Korach” can also mean “to uproot”. and also “to rob a 

person of alternatives.” “Kereach Meekan U’Meekan.” Korach, by his overwhelming 

concentration on fulfilling his own ambition, had robbed himself and others of 

alternatives. He stirred up so much trouble that he made the issue either choose me or 

choose Moshe. The issue was settled when he was literally swallowed up by the earth. 

His 250 followers were consumed by fire, by the fire of their own ambition. We must all 

learn how to be filled with enthusiasm without being burnt by the fires of our own 

passions. The problem with an excessive concentration on particular issues is that you 

end up guarding one tree so well that all the rest of the forest is cut down before you even 

know what happened. 

We must always put everything in perspective. Judaism teaches balance and 

moderation. Even in Jewish learning we distinguish between theory and Halacha 

L’Massa, practical Halacha. Not all those who are brilliant scholars can be Poskeem, 

deciders of Jewish law. There is much more that is required than brilliant intellect. There 

is the ability to see all sides of every problem and put the problem in its proper context. 

Korach was a Levi who had special duties and benefited from the first tithe of Israel, yet 

he saw himself persecuted and discriminated against, and because of this, all his brilliant 

intellect, his towering ambition, and his wealth were for nought. They were all 

misdirected. 

Perhaps that is why the holiday of Shavous is not celebrated with more pomp and 

ceremony. It was not the receiving of the Ten Commandments and the Torah which is of 

prime importance to the Jews. It is learning how to apply the Torah to all aspects of life 

which is of prime importance to us. Brilliant truths that cannot be implemented in life, 

that cannot change and modify a person’s behavior for the better are not enough. We 

rejoice and celebrate in the giving of the Torah every time we do a Mitzvah, when we say 

“Asher Kidoshanu B’Mitzvo Tav”, “Who has sanctified us with His Commandments.” 

The man of Torah not only knows how to concentrate, focus an intellectual beam on his 

problems and the problems of the community, but he also knows how to solve them by 

taking into account all the factors involved. 
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Chukas 

You Can’t Do the Same Thing Twice 

Life is very strange. Many times we can do something in one situation and it will 

be perfect, while if we try to do the same thing in another situation it will lead to disaster. 

We cannot just pull out pre-set responses and plug them into every situation. Every 

situation has to be dealt with individually. Generals know this very well. Usually a nation 

loses a war because it learned the lessons of the past war so well that it is now prepared to 

fight it over again. The only problem is that now new conditions have arisen and the 

current war is nothing like the past war. 

In life many of us are all prepared to solve the problems of the past. The only rub 

is that now we have new problems and solving the problems of the past will not allow us 

to solve our current problems. There is no substitute for thinking. We cannot just pull out 

manuals and past cases and different law books and say, “See, this is what solved our 

problems before, therefore, we are now going to use the same solution to solve our 

problems now.” It just will not work. In life there is no such thing as a risk free situation. 

We cannot just pick up a book and get the right answer. We have to evaluate every 

situation on its merits. True, we can use the experience of the past but only after we have 

noted where our current situation differs from the past. Two situations are never the 

same. Every problem must be looked at afresh and anew when it crops up. 

This idea is emphasized in the Torah portion, Chukas. In this Torah portion we 

learn about Moshe Rabbeinu’s great sin, a sin which cost him the opportunity to lead the 

Jewish people into the Promised Land. The people were thirsting for water. G-d told 

Moshe to take his staff, to assemble the people and to speak to the rock so that it would 

give water. Moshe Rabbeinu did take the staff, he did assemble the people, but then he 

shouted at them, “Here now, you rebels, are we to bring forth water out of this rock?” and 

he lifted up his hand and hit the rock with his staff twice. Water did come gushing out, 

but Moshe had sinned terribly. 

This is a very difficult passage. Why was Moshe’s sin so great, and why, if he did 

sin, did water come forth? What’s more, what was so bad about hitting the rock? Moshe 

many years earlier was faced with a similar situation. In the Book of Exodus in the Torah 

portion Beshalach, we learn how the people there were thirsting for water. Moshe there, 

too, was told to hit the rock and water would come forth. Moshe did what he was told. He 

hit the rock and water did come forth. Why was it all right over there for him to hit the 

rock and bad for him to do it here? Moshe did nothing here different than he had done 

over there, but over there he did a Mitzvah while over here he did a sin. What were the 

differences between the two situations that Moshe should have noticed? 

In life we are beset by different kinds of problems. Some problems we can solve 

by hard effort, by applying great amounts of energy, by being goaded into applying 

imagination, inventiveness, and stick-to-it-iveness. Moshe was told to take his staff, or 

Mateh, in Hebrew. The word “Mateh” also can mean all our good qualities, “Midos 

Tovos Hein”, and to teach the people how to beat their problems with them until they 
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were solved. In the Torah portion Beshalach the word for “problems” is “Tzur”. Tzur is 

the same word as “Tzores”, or “troubles”. There are certain types of troubles which stem 

from Tzur, from being narrow, from not trying. The Jewish people had just come out of 

Egypt. They still had a slave mentality. They did not want to try to solve their problems. 

They would rather give up and go back to Egypt. Moshe had to take them and literally 

teach them how to beat their troubles with their own good qualities. He had to teach them 

that their effort made the difference. You can solve your problems, he urged them. You 

can bring out water, good things, from all your Tzores. You can “Maleh Yodeinu 

Meberchoseeho”. You can fill our hands with you blessings, which are what the letters in 

the word “Mayim”, or water, stand for in Hebrew. 

Many times problems are not being solved because the people are not trying. We 

all know that one of the biggest obstacles the Peace Corps faced when it went to foreign 

lands was the unwillingness of the people there to even try to change their lot. They said, 

“It has always been this way and it will always be this way, and it does not matter what 

we do. It does not make any difference whether we have a water pump or not or whether 

we introduce sanitation or not. Children are still going to get sick and die.” They could 

not conceive that conditions could improve. Sometimes leaders must teach the people 

how to forcibly attack their problems. This Moshe was very adept at doing and this he 

continued to do for almost 40 years in the desert. He had to convince a slave people that 

they could take their destiny in their hands and do great things. Now, though, the 

situation was different. The people were once again thirsting for water, but it was for a 

different reason. Miriam had just died and the well of water which had accompanied the 

Jewish people through the desert had ceased to be. 

Miriam was one of the three “Parnoseem”, or spiritual leaders, of the Jewish 

people. Moshe supplied the ideology, the goals, the intellectual content of the religion. 

He explained to the people why they were here and what G-d expected of them, etc. He 

gave them structure and meaning in life, but this is only one of the pillars of religion. 

Aaron taught the second pillar of religion, “Gemillas Chasodim”, doing deeds of 

kindness. He showed them how religion must be based on ethical conduct, how. peace 

and harmony and brotherhood must always be practiced in religion. Miriam stood for the 

third pillar of religion, hope. She stood for understanding, for giving the people the 

strength to live. She showed them how religion would give them the power to overcome. 

Intellectualism was fine and doing deeds of kindness was important, but religion also had 

to give the people the strength, courage, and hope to overcome their problems. 

The people here were clamoring for water. They were clamoring for this aspect of 

religion. Moshe is associated with the manna that fell. Manna in Hebrew means “what is 

it?”. Moshe was concerned with ideas and direction. Aaron was associated with the 

“Ananay Hakovod”, the clouds of glory which protected the people. Ethical behavior 

protects society and saves it from rancor, hatred, bitterness, greed, and selfishness. 

Miriam was associated with water, with the gift of hope, with the gift of renewal. Moshe 

could not understand what the people were clamoring for. He had given them all the right 

reasons for our religion. Aaron had given them ethical conduct. He did not know what 

they were asking for. 
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G-d told Moshe to take the “Mateh”, or the staff. This time he was not to hit the 

rock. He was to talk to it. Mateh in Hebrew can also mean “tribe”, and the word for 

“rock” here is not “Tzur” but “Selah”. Selah in Hebrew can mean “a pause, an interlude, 

an elevation of the voice”. It can also mean “to weigh, to value”. The people were upset. 

How were they now going to handle the intractable problems of life, the problems of life 

we cannot solve by effort, the problems of death, of suffering, of frustration, of 

conflicting goals, and of our own imagination running wild? Where were they going to 

get the strength to deal with these problems? Miriam had given them this strength before. 

G-d told Moshe to bring the Mateh, the tribe. These problems can be overcome by being 

attached to a family, a group, a tribe. They can be overcome sometimes by silence, but 

mainly by speaking, by speaking among each other to get the strength to continue. 

Moshe did not understand this. He thought G-d told him to take the Mateh to hit 

the rock. He was angry at the people and he called them rebels because he thought they 

were doing the same thing that they had done before. They were trying to shirk their 

responsibilities, they were not trying to solve their problems. Moshe could make water 

flow but not the water they needed. They needed the water that could only come from a 

kind word, from feeling the warmth and presence of other people. Moshe sinned at this 

time because he did not realize the changed situation. He could not lead the people into 

the Land of Israel. He was stuck trying to solve the problems of the present with the 

solutions of the past. He was still fighting the last war. The new generation had new 

problems. He did not realize it. He could no longer be their leader. 

In life many times we find this is true. People try to solve the problems of today 

by defining today’s problems as yesterday’s problems. This will not help and this will not 

work. We must always realize that we face different problems, different conditions, and 

we must therefore come up with different solutions. We cannot solve today’s problems 

with yesterday’s solutions. We must look at every problem as it arises individually. 
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Balak 

Should We Let It All Hang Out? 

Confrontations seem to be in vogue, not only in government but also in 

community affairs and in many people’s private lives. This vogue seems to be based on 

one of the most prevalent ideas today, the idea that it is important that a person get 

everything off his chest, that unless a person lets everything out, that unless a person says 

everything that he feels, he will be somehow stifled and not be able to function. Keeping 

things in is bad. It can lead to neurosis. This idea is sometimes carried over even into 

action. A person should do everything he feels like doing, otherwise, his psyche will be 

scarred and he will end up a maimed individual. I remember once visiting a boy in jail 

who had just attacked an old woman. I asked him why he did it. He said he did it because 

he felt like it. I asked him if he thought he should do everything he felt like doing and he 

said, “Of course, Rabbi, you wouldn’t want me to become neurotic, would you?” 

Judaism cannot agree with the idea that a person cannot be happy unless he lets it 

all hang out. Sometimes it is best not only to not do what we feel like doing, but also not 

to say what we feel like saying. Words can get us into a lot of trouble. One of the biggest 

lies that was ever written is “Sticks and stones will break my bones but names will never 

hurt me”. Names and insults have been the cause of more hatred, more fighting and even 

more wars than almost any other cause. This point is stressed by the prophet, Micah, in 

his wonderful definition of religion which we find in the Haphtorah for the Torah portion, 

Balak. “It has been told you, man, what is good and what G-d requires of you; to do 

justly and to love mercy and to walk humbly with thy G-d.” In Hebrew the word for 

walking humbly is Hatznea. Actually, this word means more than the English word 

“humble”. It means to be under restraint. It refers to privacy, to not revealing everything. 

Each of us human beings is a world unto himself. Each of us has many wants and 

desires and unless we are careful we will constantly collide with others about us. We all 

today understand what Micah meant when he said “to do justly and to love mercy”. To 

walk humbly is something which we, in the modern day, cannot fathom at all. We want 

to bare everything but not everything we bare is beautiful and nice or conducive to living 

with others. In Judaism public confession is never allowed. We do not want a person to 

debase himself. We do not want them to be embarrassed and abashed in public. Even in a 

Jewish court of law a person cannot be convicted of a crime based only upon his own 

confession. Words have a power. They can lift up and they can throw down. All these 

books that famous personalities are now writing in which they admit to all sorts of 

scandalous things are destructive to not only their reputations, but also to all human effort 

to improve. 

Obviously, none of us is perfect. None of us has to be told that. What we have to 

be told is that in spite of our imperfections we can still achieve great things. We are not 

proud of the fact that we have erred in the past. What we should stress are the good things 

we have accomplished in spite of our imperfections. The problem, too, with publicly 

wallowing in our own imperfection is that it gives us an excuse to lambaste other people 

in public for their imperfections. It encourages confrontations. Too many people have 
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sought confrontations, have sought to tell the other person off and have, as a result, 

ruined any chance for peace or understanding or friendship. True, this gives the person 

telling another person off a certain -temporary emotional satisfaction. But there is a 

difference between a certain temporary emotional satisfaction and solving a problem. 

Temporary emotional satisfaction will not solve a real underlying problem. Each of us 

come to problems with a set point of view. Every point of view has blind spots and most 

of the time we can never overcome our blind spots unaided. Confrontations delay us from 

coming to grips with the real problem. 

In the Torah portion, Balak, we have this theme of confrontation dramatically 

portrayed. Balak ben Tzipor, whose name in Hebrew means “to destroy”, wanted to 

destroy the essence of the Jewish people. He was going to bring a man of words, Bilam, 

who with words was going to confront the Jewish people with all their vices and in this 

way destroy their will to continue. Balak knew that he could not destroy the Jewish 

people by force so he decided he was going to destroy them with words, with Bilam’s 

curses. Bilam in Hebrew also means “a glutton”. With Bilam’s profuse use of words, 

which would magnify all Jewish vices and put them in the worst possible light, he was 

going to destroy the Jewish people. 

Today, too, the enemies of the Jewish people are trying to destroy us with words. 

They are trying to destroy the essence of the Jew by making him feel ashamed of himself 

and by portraying Israel as the antithesis of Jewish values, by portraying her as a Nazi 

state, etc. 

Bilam, who the Rabbis say was a prophet on the level of Moshe, solved his 

problems by confronting people with their vices and destroying them this way. He never 

tried to solve the real problem. He, instead, dealt in personalities. Character assassination 

was his game. His name in Hebrew, Bilam ben For, from Ptorah indicates this. B’or 

means destruction and Ptorah means solving problems. He used the power of the word to 

solve his problems by character assassinations, by destroying others. Bilam tried to 

convince himself that what he was doing was right. On his way to confront the Jewish 

people even Bilam’s donkey could see that what he was doing was wrong, but Bilam, 

who had been blinded by money and hatred, could not see this. Even his donkey could 

see the angel of G-d warning them not to proceed but Bilam could not see this until his 

donkey refused to proceed any further. Confrontations for the most part should not be 

sought. Words are a terrible weapon. A person has to know when to talk and when to be 

silent. 

When Bilam had asked G-d whether he should go with the servants of Balak to 

curse the Jewish people G-d told him that he could not go “Emohem”, that he could not 

go with them. Later when Balak sent other messengers to fetch him G-d said he could go 

“Eitam”. The difference between Eitam and Emohem is the difference between letting it 

all hang out confronting another and knowing when to talk and when not to talk. 

Emohem means that a person recognizes only his own world, that he feels everyone else 

has only his perceptions of the problems at hand. He completely identifies others with 

himself, with his own thoughts and actions. Since they don’t agree with him, it must be 

because they are stupid or willful people. Therefore, he feels justified in seeking 
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confrontations with them. Eitam means that you are with people. You realize that they are 

a world and that you are a world, that you must respect their feelings and ideas as they 

must respect you and that you cannot let it all hang out, that you cannot use words to 

harm. Words spoken can never be taken back. They leave their impress. It takes a lot 

longer to get over a bad word from a dear one than almost anything else. 

In the end Bilam failed to destroy the Jewish people with words and he was 

forced to say “How goodly are your tents, O Jacob, your habitations, O Israel”. The 

Rabbis interpret this to mean that every Jew respected the other’s privacy and integrity 

and did not try to force another person to lose his self-respect or dignity. Even the doors 

of the Jewish people’s tents were so constructed as to be not exactly opposite one another 

so that no one could look directly into another’s tent and invade his privacy. Modesty 

demands that we allow a fellow human being to preserve their dignity and their inner 

breathing space, that we do not attack them personally. Our words should never humble 

or destroy another. They should always be used to help a person improve and overcome 

their probem , not to make them sink deeper and deeper into them. Telling a person off 

might make you feel good for a few minutes, but it will, in the end, harm you and harm 

the other person for a long time. 

Our mentor in these matters should be Avraham Oveinu He was the first Ivri, 

Hebrew. He was called Ivri, the Rabbis say, because he was on one side and the whole 

world was on the other side. He disagreed with the whole world but he was not 

disagreeable. He helped everyone. We, too, must learn how to disagree without being 

disagreeable. Confrontations are not encounters we should seek. 
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Pinchas 

What’s Wrong With Being A Zealot? 

The problem of zealotry is one of the problems of our age. Zealots are so 

convinced of the righteousness of their cause that they will stop at nothing to further their 

cause. Zealots will do anything in order to put their point across and to force their 

opinions on others. Terrorism is a direct result of zealotry. A terrorist believes that his 

cause is so just that he can do anything in order to further it. Zealots believe they can lie 

and steal and even kill for their cause. Even in religious institutions we find people who 

are zealots, people who will stoop to use all sorts of devious means in order to get their 

way. Judaism has always frowned on zealots. Zealots usually accomplish very little. The 

usually provoke so much animosity in others that they cause greater resistance to their 

goals than they would have had they not been zealots, and they actually hinder the 

accomplishment of their own goals. 

What, though, causes zealotry? It is just not passion. Of course, a person must 

passionately believe in order to be a zealot, and we all know that without passion any 

belief, political, religious, or otherwise, becomes dead. Religion especially becomes 

boring and irrelevant if it does not have a certain amount of passion. In fact, to most 

people when you talk about services or religion the first thing that comes into their minds 

is that it is boring. In fact, I remember a rabbi who, when he was addressing his 

congregation, said, “You know what the problem with most American Jews is? They are 

ignorant and apathetic, but I do not care and I do not know.” Passion is what we must 

have if we are to have any type of believing or religious life because in order to have 

commitment you must have a certain amount of passion. However, passion can get out of 

hand, especially when it is wedded to fear and that is what makes a zealot, the 

combination of passion and fear. 

We all know the divisiveness that zealots can cause, the self-righteousness they 

are plagued with, and their holier than thou attitude. Zealots can be found on both sides of 

every religious issue, those who want to change things and those who want to maintain 

the status quo. Zealots are afraid not only that their point of view will not prevail but also, 

in many instances, they are afraid that if they do not strike out they, themselves, will lose 

their passion and abandon their own position. The zealots are not only passionate, they 

are also consumed with fear. They are afraid that their point of view will not convince 

anyone, even themselves. One of the secrets of America has been that, although we 

Americans have had a passionate commitment to the American Constitution and the Bill 

of Rights, we have not become a nation of zealots because we have had such great 

confidence in our system of government. We are totally convinced that everyone will see 

the rightness of our way and adopt similar systems. We have had this complete self-

confidence really based on no proof except our deep felt convictions that the principles 

enunciated by America’s founding fathers are as true as the law of gravity, and that 

everyone will eventually recognize them to be as true as any scientific discovery. We 

have not intertwined our passion with fear. If we ever do, as we almost did in the 

McCarthy era, then America as a free nation will probably be doomed. The zealots will 

take over. 
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Zealotry combines passion with fear, the fear that if they will not ban this thing or 

close down this organization or take over this institution then they will be overwhelmed. 

Zealots do not have enough faith that their own principles will eventually win out so they 

resort to violence and trickery and deceit. They give great power to the evil forces about 

them. They feel that they have to cut these forces down otherwise they will be cut down. 

They are inspired by fear. 

In the Torah portion Pinchas we have a story of zealotry. We learn how Pinchas, 

Aaron’s grandson, saw Zimre, a prince of the house of Shimon, performing a lewd, 

licentious act of worship with Kosbe, a Midianite woman before the idol Baal Peor. 

Pinchas, incensed, took a spear and pierced it through both of them. Pinchas became a 

zealot. He executed summary punishment on Zimre and Kozbe. We then read a strange 

thing. It says, “And G-d said, `Behold, I give unto him My covenant of peace.’ “ Why did 

G-d have to say right now that He had to give him His covenant of peace? What has this 

to do with zealotry? The rabbis give two answers to this question. 

The first answer our rabbis give us is that although Pinchas, by his act, may have 

shocked the people momentarily out of idolatry, he had created many more enemies and 

did not, in the long run, further the cause of Judaism. Many of Zimre’s clan wanted to 

have Pinchas killed. G-d had to intervene to make sure that Pinchas’ act did not 

degenerate into terrorism and counter-terrorism, as we see today in Lebanon. Zealotry 

usually, after the initial shock, is greeted by counterzealotry. Every action creates an 

equal and opposite reaction. This happens in synagogues and nations as well as among 

individuals. The second answer the rabbis give to this question is that Pinchas needed the 

covenant of peace because inside himself he had no peace. He was wracked with a strong 

fear that Judaism would not survive, that G-d would not punish the offenders, that all the 

people would follow Zimre, that even he may follow Zimre, etc. He was told not to fear, 

that if he really wanted to change people it was not by violence and dramatic gestures but 

by helping people day in and day out with their daily problems. He was told he would be 

given the high priesthood only after he had the covenant of peace. Individual deeds of 

zealotry may work once but no more. We must curb them instantly. 

This same lesson is brought home in the Haphtorah where we learn about Eliyahu 

Hanovee, Elijah the Prophet. The rabbis say that Pinchas and Eliyahu are one. They both 

suffered from being a zealot. Eliyahu had arranged a contest with the priests of Baal on 

Mount Carmel. The priests of Baal were not able to bring down fire from heaven on their 

sacrifices, but Elijah was able to bring down fire on his sacrifice with G-d’s help and the 

people said, “G-d, He is G-d” and Eliyahu slew the priests of Baal. However, the 

people’s enthusiasm lasted only for one day, and the next day they reverted back to their 

idolatrous practices and Eliyahu became a hunted man. He was forced to flee into the 

desert and there he had his famous vision in which G-d told him that He was not in the 

whirlwind and not in the earthquake and not in the fire but in the small, still voice. It is 

not flashy, dramatic, violent actions that move people but the little small acts of daily 

kindness which shape and mold people and bring them to the correct path. Eliyahu then 

went back and crowned Elisha to be his succesor, a man who had a tremendous impact on 

the people of Israel. He created a whole moral revolution in the kingdom and even a 
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political revolution. He did not do this with fiery or deceitful acts but by small acts of 

kindness. 

This same idea is found in our Sedra when we learn in the last half of this portion 

about all our holidays starting from Shabbos and going throughout the whole year. Our 

tradition teaches us that it is the constant daily living according to our Torah which will 

allow us to make our way in the world without fear. It is living a constant life day in and 

day out according to the Torah that will allow us to overcome in life. It is not by 

becoming a zealot. There also is another sentence at the end of this story of Pinchas 

which is very surprising. It is one of the few incomplete sentences in the Torah. It says, 

“It happened after the plague.” The musical note, the asnachto, also indicates that this is 

the middle of the sentence. Why does the Torah stop here? The Jewish people had been 

punished by a plague because they had sinned with the idol of Baal Peor. The Torah tells 

us here that we are not to be afraid. There is a G-d in the world, and He will take care of 

those who violate His moral code. We are not to be overcome by fear and retreat. We 

Jewish people are always to meet the problems of the world head on. The zealot’s 

reaction is to combine passion and fear with isolation. He is afraid that his passion for his 

religion or his ideas will not endure and so, therefore, he not only lashes out in violence 

but usually tries to erect walls between himself and others. This, the Torah tells us, is 

wrong. The Jewish people were to enter the land of Israel and not be afraid that since the 

Moabites and Midianites seduced them, the Canaanites would, too. 

We are not to become overcome with fear. We are to be passionate, but our 

passion should be devoid of fear. We should feel confident that our views will eventually 

be accepted, and we should never use violence or trickery or deceit to achieve them. If we 

do we will just provoke a terrible counter-reaction and our institutions, religious and 

otherwise, will collapse, and we will have accomplished nothing. Let us all hope and pray 

that we have all been given the covenant of peace, and that we will not be plagued with 

senseless fighting and bickering, and that each of us will have the inner strength and 

confidence to expound our views without the fear that even we will abandon them unless 

we are zealots. 
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Mattos 

Israel, Diaspora and survival 

In the Torah portion Mattos we learn how the tribes of Reuven and Gad come 

before Moshe and tell him that they do not want to go into the Land of Israel. They have 

“Mikne Rav, great flocks”. They have a lot of cattle and sheep and they would rather stay 

in TransJordan. Moshe becomes very angry with them and says, “What are you trying to 

do, prevent the Jewish people from entering the Land of Israel? Are you trying to shirk 

your responsibility and duty of helping your brothers conquer the Land?” They said, “No, 

we will even go and send our soldier to fight in the front lines for Israel, but we want to 

stay here.” They use the same word that is used in modern Israel for “pioneer, 

Chalutzim”. “We will be in the vanguard of those who are helping to conquer the Land. 

Only then will we return to TransJordan. We will build sheepfolds for our cattle and 

cities for our youngsters, and we will go up armed before the Children of Israel.” 

Moshe accepts their proposition on the condition that they really go armed before 

the Jewish people, that they do their share to help maintain Israel. Moshe, though, does a 

strange thing. He not only allows Gad and Reuven to stay in TransJordan, he also keeps 

there half the tribe of Menasha. Where do the tribe of Menasha come in? They had not 

asked Moshe to stay in TransJordan, but Moshe knew something. Moshe knew that Gad 

and Reuven would disappear in TransJordan unless they maintained contact with their 

brethren in Israel. He then sent half the tribe of Menasha there to make sure that there 

would be constant contact between TransJordan and Israel. 

When Reuven and Gad first approached Moshe it mentioned Reuven first. The 

reason for this, the rabbis say, is because Reuven did not come solely with a plea to stay 

in TransJordan because of his great cattle, but he also said that he wanted to remain in 

TransJordan because he wanted to be near his “Rav”. Rav in Hebrew means not only 

“many”, but also “rabbi” or “teacher”. Reuven was a fellow who always rationalized. He 

was not staying in TransJordan because he could make more money there. He was 

staying in TransJordan because he wanted to be close to Moshe. He knew Moshe was 

going to die in TransJordan, and perhaps if he stayed in TransJordan G-d would consider 

TransJordan Israel and allow Moshe to enter Israel. Reuven had the capacity to fool 

himself. 

This is similar to many Jews today in America who do not want to go on Aliyah 

because they say that Israel needs them more in America where thay can influence things. 

This, of course, is ridiculous. The reason they stay in America is because they can have a 

better life here. Material things are better here. They do not have to serve in the army. 

They do not have to do 30 days reserve duty a year until age 55. Life is easier here. This 

does not mean that life is bad in Israel. The standard of living in Israel is similar to the 

one here in the United States in the 40’s and 50’s. It was not a bad lifestyle. They are just 

about 30 years behind us in their standard of living. It is true that Israel needs America, 

but it probably could get along without America if it had to. America supports Israel 

primarily because it is in America’s interests, not because there are Jews here. 
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Reuven liked to fool himself, therefore, he could not be a leader. From then on in 

the Torah portion Gad was put in front of Reuven because Gad was honest. He could 

make great money in TransJordan. That’s why he wanted to stay there. In fact, when they 

told Moshe they would go and fight for the Jews in Israel they said, “We will build 

sheepfolds for our cattle” first before “We will build cities for our children.” Making 

money was more important to them than their children. 

In the Haphtorah we learn how the Prophet Jeremiah says it was considered a 

great thing when the Jewish people went into the desert after the Exodus from Egypt. 

Why should this be considered a big thing? After all, G-d gave them food and water and 

shelter. They did not have to worry about anything. That’s true, but that was just the 

problem. Where were their challenges going to come from? Many times first and second 

generation Americans wonder what is wrong with their children. Here they have 

everything, but they are unhappy. They are on drugs and alcohol and are lazy and do not 

want to work. The reason why many of their children are the way they are is because 

their parents gave them everything except challenges. There are many challenges in life 

besides making money, but they have not presented these challenges to them, spiritual 

challenges of creating, of looking deep into our tradition, the challenges of developing 

oneself spiritually and of helping one’s people. 

The Jews of America need Israel more than Israel needs them. We need constant 

contact with them just as the people in TransJordan needed constant contact with the 

people of Israel if they were to survive and not disappear. The truth of the matter is that 

Gad and Reuven did disappear first because they broke contact with the rest of the Jewish 

people. Israel is not just a place to send money. It is a place with which we must have 

contact so that together we can face the challenges that have to be met, even in America, 

if we are to survive as Jews. We need Israel and Israel needs us. Israel can probably get 

along without us, but we cannot get along without Israel. Let’s not rationalize like 

Reuven but always face the truth. Money and material property alone will not preserve 

Judaism. 

How Do You Ensure Your Future? 

This week’s Torah portion, Mattos, concerns itself with children. To the Jewish 

way of thinking, children are the greatest blessing. Only through the impressions you 

leave on the hearts of your children and friends do you really leave an eternal monument 

in the world. 

In this week’s Torah portion we learn how the Tribe of Reuben and Gad came 

before Moshe and said, “We do not want to go up to Israel. We have a lot of sheep and 

cattle, and we want to stay here in TransJordan.” All they were interested in was their 

wealth. In fact, Gad speaks before Reuben even though Reuben was older because Gad 

was richer. Moshe shouts at them and asks them why they are trying to mislead their 

brethren. Were they going to stay behind in TransJordan and let their brothers conquer 

Israel alone? It wouldn’t be fair. All the tribes of Israel had conquered TransJordan. Do 

they just want to keep TransJordan only for themselves and not participate in the 

conquest of Canaan? They said no. “We are going to send our men with the other tribes 
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to fight, but what we want to do is to build pens for our sheep and our cattle here and 

cities for our children.” They again put their sheep and cattle ahead of their children. The 

only thing that was important to them was making money. They were going to eternalize 

themselves and do great things by just concentrating on money. Moshe agrees to their 

plan but he states the proper values. He said, “Build cities for your children and then pens 

for your sheep.” 

In today’s day and age so many people hate children and they do not want to have 

children. They think children get in their way. They feel children stop them from 

realizing their potential. They feel they have a sacred duty to develop their talents and 

themselves and children interfere with this sacred duty. These people are misguided. 

They think that they are going to leave their mark on the world by either accumulating 

money or property, but they will not succeed. 

In this week’s Parsha we also learn how the sons of Reuben went and captured 

cities and renamed them after themselves. They thought that in this way they were going 

to eternalize themselves. As if we would go and rename cities Joseph Radinsky City, or 

Reichenthal City, or Friedman City. The names may stick but they do not mean anything. 

People just say the names, but they do not remember the person after whom these cities 

were named. The personality of that person makes no impact. The accomplishments of 

the person are not brought to mind. People say the names with no more feeling than they 

do for Snake River, or Bear Mountain, etc. 

The only thing that a person really leaves behind are the memories in the minds 

and hearts of his children and friends. Leaving behind wonderful, loving, caring 

memories is a worthy accomplishment, a beautiful legacy. That’s why we learn in this 

Torah portion that vows that would interfere with family life can be nullified, because the 

family is what ensures continuity and the future. It is what allows a person to make his 

mark on the world. It takes precedence even over religious vows. The tribe of Reuben 

and Gad, in spite of all their wealth, were the first tribes to disappear. By concentrating 

only on their money they had forfeited their future. They would have been better advised 

to have concentrated on their children. 

There Can be no Ivory Tower in Judaism 

In the Torah portion of Mattos we learn about vows. This brings to mind a 

distressing episode in Jewish history when Yiftach was judge in Israel. Yiftach was the 

illegitimate son of a prominent person. He was chased out by his family and became a 

ruffian in the hills. When Moab attacked the Jewish people he was called back and asked 

to lead an army against Moab. Because of his martial skills, he was able to defeat Moab. 

Before he went to battle he made the following vow: “If G-d will give me victory 

I will sacrifice to Him the first thing that meets me when I come home.” Unfortunately 

for him, the first thing that met him when he came home was his daughter. It is not clear 

from the sources whether she was forced to go and live alone in the mountains for the rest 

of her life, or whether she met a more gruesome end. However, the rabbis fault Yiftach 

and Pinchas, the High Priest, very much for this episode. 
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Yiftach was an Am Haoretz. He was not a learned man. The rabbis discourage 

vows because one can never know what will happen in the future, but if one takes a vow 

there is a way to get out of the vow if circumstances change. A person could go before a 

rabbinical court and get his vows absolved. In fact, Yiftach’s daughter asked Yiftach to 

“Yairaid”, to “go down before the Sanhedrin”, the men of learning to see what could be 

done, but Yiftach refused. The people and the scholars had become so estranged that 

there was no communication between them. The scholars stayed in their ivory towers, 

and the people stayed by themselves. Yiftach was one of the people. 

The rabbis say that Pinchas, the High Priest, should have come to him and told 

him what to do and Yiftach, faced with this terrible problem, should have gone to Pinchas 

to find out what to do. Yiftach said, “I am King in Israel. I am a judge. Should I go before 

him?” Pinchas said, “I am the High Priest. Should I lower myself to go before this 

unlearned man?” Neither of them went to each other and Yiftach’s daughter suffered. 

The rabbis say that because of this, both Yiftach and Pinchas were punished. It 

says that Yiftach died in the cities of Gilad, which the rabbis interpret to mean that his 

limbs fell off one by one in different cities, his hand here, later on a foot in another city, a 

hand in another, etc. Pinchas was punished by no longer possessing spiritual insight, 

G-d’s Presence no longer rested on him. 

Unfortunately, we see the same thing occurring today. The common Jewish 

people, devoid of spiritual leadership, gradually lose one piece of their religion after 

another. First Shabbos here, Kashruth there, family life next, intermarriage, and finally 

total assimilation. They are no longer in contact with Jewish learning and tradition, and 

the Jewish people die a slow gradual death. On the other hand, much of the spiritual 

leadership of our people has chosen to close itself up in an ivory tower and not take 

cognizance of the people and their problems. They, too, have lost spiritual insight and no 

longer do the people feel that G-d’s presence rests upon them. Scholars cannot separate 

themselves from the people. If they do, then they and the people lose and Judaism dies. 

Scholars and the common people must try to communicate with each other. If we will all 

succeed in communicating then Judaism will thrive. If not, we are all doomed to see 

Judaism perverted and die. 
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Massey 

Are You Growing Spiritually? 

In this Torah portion we learn about the differences between skill and character. 

In the United States today we worship skill. We really do not care about development or 

character. You can see this all around us where 650 baseball players, who, because of 

certain skills, are paid astronomical sums while scientists and scholars and men of 

learning, who could benefit the world, cannot even get grants to pursue their projects. 

Why should baseball players get $6,000 a day because of certain skills? 

It reminds of the story of what happened to Sandy Koufax once when he went to 

pitch in Japan. He pitched his usual good game. After the game was over a little Japanese 

girl brought a bouquet of flowers to him and said, “These flowers will die Koufax-san but 

you will smell forever.” This worship of skill or accomplishments over everything else is 

a very unhealthy part of the American scene. 

There is a big difference between spiritual and physical accomplishments. In the 

material world effort really does not count. It is results that count. You might hale a 

lawyer who works 80 hours a week but loses every case, and then you may have another 

lawyer who only works 20 hours a week but wins every case. You would most certainly 

go to the lawyer who wins every case even though he does not expend as much effort. In 

the spiritual realm, though, what is important is the effort expended. We all are called 

upon to spiritually grow, to spiritually better ourselves. This is a difficult process. It is not 

easy and many times there are ups and downs. This is why we learn about the journeys of 

the Jewish people in the desert in this Torah portion. 

These were stages in their physical development which could or could not signify 

spiritual development. Just physical movement does not cause spiritual growth. It is 

difficult to grow spiritually. We in Judaism differ from other religions on this very 

important point. We do not believe that with one act or deed or the acceptance of one 

belief that a person can become spiritually fulfilled. We believe that a person must 

constantly strive every day to do better and better. You can never achieve everything. 

This is what the Lubliner Rebbe meant when he said, “I prefer an evil man who is aware 

that he is wicked rather than a good man who thinks he is all good.” The good man 

cannot grow anymore. He becomes smug and self-satisfied. He has cut himself off from 

all further spiritual growth. The same idea was once expressed by the Ger Rebbe when he 

asked a young man if he had learned Torah. The young man said just a little. And the Ger 

Rebbe replied, “We all have learned just a little.” 

Spiritual growth requires constant effort and it requires it in the real world. That’s 

why after the journeys of the Children of Israel in the desert, it mentions -how they are to 

go into the land. We are to spiritually advance in the world not by isolating ourselves 

from the world. In this week’s Torah portion we also learn how the Levites were not to 

have any land but were to live in 48 cities scattered throughout Israel. It was the Levites 

who were to teach Israel the Torah. This learning was to be accessible to everyone. It is 

only through learning Torah that the Jewish people could advance. We learn how if 
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someone kills someone else by accident in which contributory negligence was involved, 

he had to flee to one of the Levital cities. Why should this be? The answer is that if 

someone would be involved in one of these types of accidents because he was playing 

with guns or was drunk, etc., he had to learn how to spiritually grow. These types of 

accidents should not occur. 

We also learn that he could not leave the Levital city until the death of the High 

Priest. Why should this be? One of the reasons given is because the man would then 

become interested in the High Priest and the values he stood for and grow spiritually. It is 

not only accomplishments we need in this world but spiritual growth. It is true we would 

not hire a carpenter who was on a high plane spiritually but who could not build a safe 

house but, on the other hand, if we only are going to hire people with skill the moral 

foundations of our society will crumble and we will be robbed, attacked, beaten, etc. in 

our house. We need spiritual growth as much as accomplishments. They are both 

necessary if we are to have a peaceful and moral world and if we are to lead happy and 

fulfilling lives. 

The Evils of Partisanship 

In the Torah portion Massey we learn about the journeys of the Jewish people 

through the desert. At one of their last journeys we learn how Aaron died. It says he died 

on the first day of the fifth month, which is the first day of the month of Av. Nowhere 

else in the Torah do we learn the date upon which somebody died. With all other 

individuals it just says that they died. It does not give the date of their death, but with 

Aaron the Torah says explicitly the day he died. Why should this be? Why should the 

Torah tell us that Aaron died the first day of Av? 

Aaron was different than all the other Jewish leaders of his time because he was 

interested primarily in preserving peace. He was not interested in confrontation or in 

making a big reputation for himself. He was interested almost exclusively in seeing to it 

that all parts of the Jewish people worked harmoniously. This is a very difficult job 

because people usually are so partisan. Everyone tries to pursue his or her own narrow 

interests. It takes a great deal of courage and skill to maintain peace. This was Aaron’s 

job. When Aaron died there was really no one who could immediately take his place. 

Why do we learn about Aaron’s death being on the first of Av? Because this is 

just nine days before Tisha B’Av, the day of great Jewish catastrophies. Why do many 

catastrophies occur to the Jewish people, ask the rabbis? Because we Jews many times 

become too partisan. We become filled with “Sinas Chinam, causeless hatred”. This 

causes tragedies to occur. The rabbis teach us that the Second Temple was destroyed and 

we were exiled because of Sinas Chinam. 

Aaron’s job was to prevent this type of thing from happening, to prevent narrow 

partisan interests from coming to the fore. It takes a very short time to destroy institutions 

and relationships when Sinas Chinam, narrow partisan interest, comes to the fore. Aaron 

died on the first of Av. Nine short days later we remember the tragedies which came 

about because of the foolish desire of many of our people not to seek peace but instead to 
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pursue narrow partisanship. It takes a very short time to destroy institutions and 

relationships when people stop actively pursuing peace. If we let our guard down for the 

shortest period of time we are liable to destroy everything. The day of Aaron’s death is 

mentioned to warn us about this, to teach us the importance of always pursuing peace. 
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Devoreem 

What’s Wrong with Being Smug and Complacent? 

Many times we are confronted by people who are smug and self-satisfied. They 

feel that they know everything and that they have all the answers. Many times they 

constantly try to put others down by showing how far from perfect other people are. They 

seem to feel that they are superior to others, either because they have had a certain 

education or because they have had a certain success in life or because they can follow a 

certain lifestyle. They look down their noses at everyone else and they feel that they are 

to be deferred to by everyone. It is very difficult for other people to work with them. 

They always must tell others what to do while they, themselves, are never open to 

suggestions. 

The Torah portion, Devareem Moshe, recounts the history of the Jewish people, 

how after they refused to enter the Land of Israel because of the report of the spies, they 

were forced to wander for 40 years in the desert. The Jewish people were forced to 

wander in the desert for 40 years, the rabbis teach us, because they and their leaders did 

not want to face new challenges. They did not want to grow. They preferred the known 

hazards of the desert to the challenges of a new way of life. 

The Torah portion continues by Moshe recounting how when the 40 years finally 

were coming to an end, the Jewish people circled through TransJordan and came into 

very close contact with the people of Moab, Amon, and Edom. G-d had given them their 

lands and the Jewish people were not to harm them in any way. They were told not to 

provoke Moab even though Moab had earlier hired Bilam, the soothsayer, to curse them. 

They were not to engage in battle with Moab. They were to leave him alone. G-d had 

given the Moabites their land and the Jewish people were to stay away from them. It 

seems strange that the Torah was so solicitous of the welfare of Moab since later on we 

learn that the Moabites were not allowed to become full converts to Judaism. The other 

peoples, the Egyptians, the Edomites, even the Canaanites, themselves, could become full 

converts to Judaism but Moabite men could not become full converts to Judaism. Why 

should this be so? After all, if the Egyptians, who had enslaved the Jewish people, could 

become full converts, and if even the Canaanites and the Amalakites and the Edomites 

could become full converts, why couldn’t the Moabites and their cousins, the Amonites, 

become full converts? After all, they were even related to the Jewish people through Lot. 

It does not seem to make any sense. It is true that when the Jewish people wandered in 

the desert, the Moabites and the Amonites refused to give them water and bread but so 

did the Edomites and, after all, refusing to help somebody is not as bad as actively 

persecuting them like the Egyptians did. 

It seems to me that the reason why the Moabites were not allowed to become full 

converts can be found in what happened when the Moabites hired Bilam to help them 

fight the Jewish people. They hired Bilam to curse the Jewish people. Why didn’t the 

people of Moab hire Bilam to bless them so that they would be able to overcome the 

Jewish people? The answer to this question is because the Moabites did not want to grow. 

They did not want to try to perfect themselves. They were satisfied the way they were. 
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They just did not want the Jewish people to grow or perfect themselves either. They 

wanted to destroy them by running the Jewish people down. 

It is true that the Egyptians persecuted the Jewish people, but they were interested 

in growing, in building themselves up. They did not want to persecute us per se. They 

wanted our labor as slaves to build up their society. True, they made a terrible moral 

error, but they were interested in developing themselves. They chose a wrong road and 

for this they were punished with the ten plagues, the destruction of their army at the Red 

Sea, etc., but they had the right idea that in life we must grow and, therefore, they could 

later acknowledge error. They could see that they took a wrong road and be corrected. 

They made a common error. They thought that more was better. They wanted the Jewish 

people’s talents, but they wanted to control these talents. That’s why one of their fears 

was that the Jewish people would “fight against them and go out of the land.” They 

wanted more control and more work out of the Jewish people. They made the same 

mistake the Russians are making today. They missed the mark. 

After all, that is one of the meanings of “sin” in Hebrew, “Chait”. It means “to 

miss the mark”. They missed the mark just the way many people today do when they 

think that more alone is better. If you have more control and more work from talented 

people, you can build a better civilization even though you must make them slaves. It is 

the same error a person makes when he goes to a doctor and the doctor tells him to take 

two pills every 12 hours for two weeks. The person decides that if he takes four pills 

every 12 hours he will get better sooner. We all know this is foolish and may endanger a 

person’s health even more than not taking the pills. It is the same error a cook would 

make if he would say “a little baking powder is good, if I double it it will be better”, or 

the same error a chemist would make if he would add more of a chemical to a formula 

than called for. He could end up with an explosion. 

The natural tendency of many people is just to assume that more is better. This 

can happen even in religion when certain people feel that the more restrictions they take 

upon themselves, the more religious they will become. Many times, though, this has just 

the opposite effect. More is not always better. People who are searching and striving and 

trying to better themselves sometimes make terrible mistakes, especially mistakes based 

on thinking that more is better. However, because they want to grow they can be 

corrected. They can change. However, a person who is smug and complacent and thinks 

he knows everything is almost spiritually dead. He is not interested in growing or letting 

you grow. He already knows everything. 

This was the sin of Moab. They did not want to grow and they did not want to let 

anybody else grow. They did not want to build themselves up to meet the challenges of 

the time. They just wanted to tear everybody else down. This is the reason many rabbis 

say that the Moabites were not fit to become converts. Of course, today there are no such 

people as Moabites and Amonites and everybody is eligible to become a full convert, but 

the principle still remains that those who are not willing to grow, who think they know 

everything, cannot lead a true spiritual life. 
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Even those people who have taken a wrong path are better candidates to 

eventually lead a spiritual life than those who think they know everything. One of the 

problems of the 50’s in America was that we thought we knew everything. We were 

smug and complacent and we were ripe for the terrible rude awakening of the 60’s which 

showed us all that we must still grow. Smugness and complacency and selfrighteousness 

is the enemy of Judaism and the spiritual life, not its ally. This is what the Chassidic 

Rabbi, the Seer of Lublin, meant when he said, “I much prefer a sinner who knows he is 

not righteous to a righteous man who knows he is righteous.” 

This is also what Rabbi Naftali of Ropschitz meant in his famous parable. Once a 

king went to visit a rebellious province. While he was riding through the town one of the 

rebels started to take a shot at him. The soldier who was next to the king pulled the king’s 

horse up short and the shot missed the mark. The king, in appreciation, asked the soldier 

what he could do for him. The soldier said, “I have a sergeant who is very mean. Please 

transfer him.” The king said he would do it, but he looked at the soldier and said, “Why 

didn’t you ask to be a sergeant or even a lieutenant?” That is the problem with many 

people. They are too self-satisfied. They do not want to grow. 

Next time you run into a person who thinks he knows it all, who is smug and 

complacent, don’t be angry with him. Instead pity him because since he doesn’t want to 

grow, he will never be able to be a complete Jew. 

The Proper Attitude Toward Suffering 

The Torah portion Devarim is always read before Tisha B’Av, the saddest day of 

the Jewish year. Perhaps this is so because of the last sentence of the portion: “You shall 

not fear them because the Lord your G-d, it is He who fights for you” (Deut. 3:22). The 

lesson is obvious: even though we have been dispersed we need not fear, for the Lord 

shall fight our battles and we shall be redeemed. 

Tisha B’Av deals with suffering which has always been one of our religion’s 

major problems. How do we account for it? If G-d is all good, how can there be evil? 

Suffering is surely an evil. 

To the ancient Greeks, suffering was not a problem. Man, according to them, was 

pursued by an inexorable fate; forced to do things he did not want to do and then 

furiously punished by gods of tremendous might. There was no good and no evil in the 

world, for these are moral terms. The Greeks lived by the belief that might is right. The 

only thing a human being could do to escape such tyranny was to retreat into art, music, 

or philosophy. But even then he could not escape his fate, only accept it stoically. 

We do not believe in this philosophy. For us G-d is good and if there is suffering 

in the world it is because we have brought it upon ourselves, at least on a national level. 

This is the lesson of Tisha B’Av. As we have brought suffering upon ourselves, so, too, 

can we bring good things upon ourselves. Judaism teaches that G-d is a moral being and 

in order to be G-d-like we must be moral beings. 
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We may not always understand our suffering — what we have done wrong to 

warrant it- but Jewish history and thought bears out the fact that in spite of our failure to 

understand we have never given up our faith in the doctrine that G-d is good. Such is the 

lesson of the Book of Job and of the countless Jews who went to a martyr’s death with 

the Ani Ma’amin on their lips. 

The notion that suffering, on a national level, is due to our own misbehavior is not 

a popular one. We do not like to hear that we are responsible for our troubles. I had a 

friend who was a brilliant student. He lasted in the rabbinate for exactly six hours. When 

he came to his first pulpit he was told that the president of the congregation was in the 

hospital due to an automobile accident. He went to see him and found him all bandaged 

up and hooked up to various monitors and bottles by all kinds of wires and tubes. My 

friend took one look at him and said, “What terrible thing did you do to deserve this?” 

He, of course, was wrong. We cannot apply this principle on an individual level. We do 

not always understand why we suffer on an individual level. Job’s friends would have 

been punished by G-d for trying to justify Job’s suffering if Job would not have 

intervened on their behalf. 

If we accept, however, the fact that all of our troubles on a national level are due 

to our own doing, then we will be motivated to behave in such a way as to avoid this 

suffering. This is beautifully illustrated in a midrash concerning the destruction of the 

first Temple. Abraham appeared before G-d and pleaded, “Please, spare Your children. 

Remember how I was ready to sacrifice my son, Isaac, for You?” Isaac appeared and 

said, “G-d, please stop. Remember how I was willing to be sacrificed for you?” Jacob 

stepped foward and said, “Remember how I was even willing to fight my brother, Esau, 

to save my children? Please, save the children of Israel.” Moses stepped foreward and 

said, “I was willing to have my name blotted out from Your book if You would just save 

the children of Israel.” G-d did not listen to any of them. Rachel then stepped forward and 

said, “G-d, remember how I gave my secret signs to Leah so she would not be 

embarrassed when our father forced her to marry Jacob ahead of me?” G-d was moved 

and responded, “For the sake of Rachel, I will save My children.” 

This beautiful midrash tells us how we can prevent suffering from destroying us 

all. Abraham, Isaac, Jacob and Moses were willing to die for their faith, to fight to the 

bitter end for principles in which they believed. But, this is not the way to alleviate 

suffering. Sometimes, indeed, you must fight. Often, however, the proper way is simply 

to reach out and help others. It is an interesting fact that those who were best able to deal 

with the concentration camp experience, those who were able to keep their sanity, were 

those who reached out trying to help others survive. 

This is the lesson of Tisha B’Av. Mipnai hata’einu galinu, we are in exile because 

of our sins. Do not fear it because, “The Lord your G-d, it is He who fights for you.” If 

you want to end the exile then reach out your hand and help those less fortunate than 

yourself. You will not only end the exile, you will also bring about an end to the 

sufferings of mankind. 
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Vaeschanan 

Pain, Life and Judaism 

In life, we all suffer pain. Not all pain is of our own making. Life has so many 

frustrations. What’s more, the pain of disease, the pain caused by sudden catastrophes 

like tornadoes, hurricanes, or the pain caused by a crazed drug addict or a drunk driver 

can turn our whole world upside down without our having done anything at all to 

precipitate these tragedies. .W.; all know what a terrible blow the unexpected mental 

illness or sudden death of a loved ore is. Life does not always seem fair. Many times. 

when we see what has happened to us, we feel resentful and bitter. Many times we are 

even filled with rancor and hatred. In the Torah portion, Vaeschanan, we learn how 

Moshe Rabbeinu, too, feels resentment and bitterness. 

This Torah portion opens with Moshe telling the people how he had pleaded with 

G-d to let him enter the Promised Land, but how G-d had refused his request. Moshe 

continually reminds the people how it was their fault that he could not enter the land. He 

repeats and repeats in these and in other words “and G-d was angry against me for your 

sakes and listened not to me and G-d said unto me `Rav Loch, that is enough for you, 

Moshe, do not continue to speak to Me again about this matter’ “. Here was this same 

Moshe who, when G-d had once told him “I will consume them and I will make from you 

a great nation”, had interceded for the people and had pleaded for them because of his 

great love for them, but who was now feeling and showing acute bitterness and 

resentment toward them. Moshe Rabbeinu could not have loved the Jewish people more 

yet at this moment he felt deep resentment toward them. This demonstrates to us that in 

every relationship there is love and even hatred. In Judaism we are not to feel guilty 

because sometimes we feel bitterness or resentment. This is natural. Only if we ever give 

in to our feelings of bitterness and resentment and do despicable acts because of them, 

should we feel guilty. 

In this same Torah portion, Vaeschanan, we have the Shma and the beautiful 

verse “You shall love the Lord you G-d with all your heart and with all your soul and 

with all your might”. The Rabbis interpret this to mean that you must serve G-d with both 

your good and your bad inclinations. The Rabbis explain that the good inclination stands 

for altruism, and that the bad inclination for selfishness. We are to serve G-d with both. 

Not all altruism is moral. The Nazi stormtroopers were willing to give their lives for 

Hitler, but this does not mean that their willingness to sacrifice themselves was moral. 

Sometimes the selfish action is the moral action. In ancient days when people used to 

sacrifice their first-born child to the gods, the person who acted selfishly and said, “I 

don’t want to give up my child, I don’t want to sacrifice him to a pagan god” was moral. 

It is not easy to make choices in life. We can’t say everything altruistic is right and 

everything selfish is wrong. Just having to make choices is a source of great resentment. 

Almost all the choices that we make can inflict pain upon us. A person who has a 

very good paying job but who is being humiliated at work has a painful choice to make. 

He can either stay and endure the humiliation and lose his self-respect, or he can quit and 

take his chances on finding a new job. In times of high unemployment, this is not an easy 
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decision. In life, these decisions constantly crop up. We must think of our family. We 

must think of our own self-respect and dignity. We must think whether or not our actions 

are in keeping with the moral tradition of our faith. Many times we end up resenting 

having to make these choices. We resent the burden that is placed on us, and we lash out 

at our family or at others because the pain of making a decision is so difficult. Because of 

the ambivalence of life, feelings of resentment and bitterness inevitably crop up. Our 

religion teaches us that these ideas and feelings are natural. It is only when a person 

wants to harm others because of these feelings that he becomes a bad person. Having 

these feelings is no sin. 

I remember once a young lady coming to see me who was almost insane. In fact, 

the doctors were thinking of commiting her. She had disagreed with her mother and had 

just at that moment thought in her mind, “Oh, I wish I didn’t have a mother, I wish she 

were dead.” Two hours later her mother was killed in an automobile accident. She 

thought that she had killed her mother. This idea that she had killed her mother is, of 

course, ridiculous, but it haunted her and drove her almost insane. She had nothing to do 

with the accident and, of course, at the moment that she was wishing her mother dead she 

was still filled with feelings of love for her and wanted her very much alive. Her feelings 

were mixed as all our feelings are. We believe that G-d does not listen to foolish prayers 

or wishes. This point is made in the Talmud when it discusses the cities of refuge which 

are talked about in our Torah portion. 

Anyone who killed another person accidentally, and was himself guilty of 

contributory negligence in the other person’s death, was forced, as a form of penitence 

and punishment, to live in one of six specially designated cities of refuge until the High 

Priest died. He was free to go about his business but he could not leave the city. The 

Rabbis ask, “But wouldn’t these people all pray for the High Priest’s death?” and, in fact, 

we learn that the mother of the High Priest used to bring dainties to these people so they 

would think good of her son. The Rabbis answer and say, “So what if these people would 

pray for the High Priest’s death? Does G-d listen to those kinds of prayers? If a fool or an 

evil person prays for something wrong and evil, does G-d listen to him?” Prayer is not 

magic. Our prayers do not force G-d to do anything. G-d does not listen to foolish and 

evil prayers. This girl’s confused momentary wish for the death of her mother is no way 

caused her mother’s death. Unfortunately, though, we have many people who are filled 

with all sorts of manias and depressions because they do not realize that random thoughts 

and crazy feelings are normal, that even Moshe had them. We are not responsible for 

random thoughts, only for doing evil deeds when we would try to implement these 

thoughts. 

These ideas are emphasized again in this Torah portion when we discuss how the 

Ten Commandments were given. The Rabbis ask, “Why were the Ten Commandments 

given on two tablets? Why couldn’t they have all just been given on one tablet?” The 

answer given is because the tablets are compared to a bride and bridegroom, to heaven 

and earth, to this world and the next, and to the angels, Michael and Gabriel. What kind 

of answer is that? If we look carefully at what the angels, Michael and Gabriel, stand for, 

I believe we can understand what the Rabbis are telling us. Michael is the guardian angel 

of Israel. He stands for kindness and compassion. Gabriel is the angel of justice. In this 
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world, we need both kindness and justice. It is very difficult to balance these two things. 

We want compassion and we need it. However, we are not going to use a brain surgeon 

who is a nice guy if he is also not a skilled surgeon. On the other hand, we would not use 

a lawyer who would win the case for us, but, because of his lack of kindness and 

compassion, would also swindle us out of all our money. 

In this life, we have to learn how to reconcile differing points of view both of 

which are right. We have to reconcile heaven and earth. It is so frustrating, though, many 

times to do this. It is so difficult. Many times we wish we did not have to do it and we 

resent having to do it and we resent those who make us do it. We just do not live in an 

ideal world. Human beings are not logical. We constantly have to reconcile heaven and 

earth. We also have to reconcile this world and the next world. In the next world there 

may be no eating and drinking, but in this world we have to kill creatures in order to eat. 

We inflict pain by just surviving. Finally, we have the bride and bridegroom. Marriage is 

a difficult institution. Marriage is basically a reconciling of two points of view, both of 

which are equally valid. A husband and wife come to a marriage with different ideas and 

assumptions and, based on their assumptions, they are both right. How, though, can we 

reconcile two positions which both are absolutely right? This is a difficult job and it is not 

easy, but that is what we have to do in life. 

The Rabbis explain that Moshe Rabbeinu, himself, was rebuked with the same 

words, Rav Loch, it is enough for you, that he used when he put down the rebellion of 

members of his own tribe of Levi when they joined Korach in a revolt against him. The 

Rabbis tell us that he did wrong there in using those words because these members of his 

tribe were seriously confused. They were trying to spiritually advance themselves. They 

had chosen the wrong means. They thought that they could take a shortcut to spiritual 

growth by assuming priestly duties. They were wrong in their methods, but the pain that 

they suffered was real. Moshe should have sympathized with their pain. Moshe, himself, 

now was suffering great pain because he could not enter into the Land of Israel. He 

wanted to enter it in order to develop himself spiritually. He could not and he is rebuked 

by the same phrase, “It is enough for you”. 

Too often in life we make light of the suffering of others. Much suffering we 

cannot understand and much of it is almost inevitable, like death and sickness and the 

built-in conflicts between heaven and earth, justice and kindness, this world and the next. 

What we all need to do is to be more sympathetic, more supportive, and more loving 

when we see people in pain. The pain is there even though the decision that produced it 

may have been a good one. It may have been best to quit your job so you can have self-

respect, but that person still needs support and help. Tisha B’Av, the saddest day in the 

Jewish year, is commemorated by gathering together, by comforting one another. This is 

the way we, in Judaism, have always said is the only way to overcome pain, not through 

drink, not through drugs, but by being together and helping and supporting each other. 

May we always remember this, and may we realize that lashing out at others by 

verbally and physically attacking others will not ease our pain. It will only make it worse. 

None of us should ever feel guilty because sometimes we are filled with bitterness or 
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resentment or even momentary hatred. That is natural. That is built into life. The only 

thing we should feel guilty for is if we allow these feelings to become despicable actions. 



HO1  16502v1 

Ekev 

Living Requires Commitment 

In this week’s Torah portion we continue to read about Moshe Rabbeinu’s last 

speech to the Jewish people. In his speech he reviews Jewish history. He especially 

reviews the giving of the Ten Commandments. The Ten Commandments in Hebrew are 

known as the “Luchos”, or the tablets. If we look carefully at how the word Luchos is 

spelled in this Torah portion we will notice that it is spelled without a Vav. The Torah is 

difficult to read because it has no vowel points and it has no musical notes. To read a 

Haphtorah is easy because the musical notes and vowel points are there. Because there 

are no vowel points, this world Luchos can be read as Luchas, or the “tablet” of, singular. 

This, the rabbis say, is no accident because the Ten Commandments are an 

integral whole. You cannot separate them, as some people do who say, “I will only keep 

some of the Ten Commandments but not all of them. I will only keep the ones between 

man and man, but not the ones between man and G-d.” The question, though, could be 

asked, if the Ten Commandments are one integral whole, why didn’t G-d give them all 

on one tablet? Why did He give Moshe Rabbeinu two tablets? The Midrash is bothered 

by this question, and it answers that the reason the Ten Commandments were given on 

two tablets is because the Ten Commandments represent heaven and earth, bride and 

bridegroom, Adam’s two groomsmen, the angels, Gabriel and Michael, and also this 

world and the world to come. 

One of the major problems with our young people today is that they cannot make 

a commitment. For some reason they have lost their nerve. This has had disastrous 

consequences. There are so many young men, especially between the ages of 20 and 32 

in this city, who have or who are contemplating suicide. Life has no meaning for them. 

They feel alone and lost. One of the great fallacies in life today is that we have to have a 

lot of information before we can make a decision, that before we can choose a mate we 

have to interview or go on a date with every woman. Of course, if this idea were carried 

to its logical conclusion, every man would have to go out with two billion women. These 

young men are afraid that they will make a mistake. Actually, the mark of an intelligent 

person is that he is able to make decisions based upon only the relevant information. He 

knows how to separate the wheat from the chaff. He knows how to zero in on the 

important information and discard all the rest. For example, I know a woman who always 

bought a car by how the upholstery looked. This, of course, may be nice but the 

important thing is how does the motor run. How the upholstery looks in most instances is 

commpletely irrelevant. It is important to discard superfluous information. 

Rabbi Soleiveitchik explains that when the Jewish people received the Ten 

Commandments and made the famous commitment “Na’Aseh V’Nishmah, we will and 

do understand,” it meant that they were accepting the Ten Commandments intuitively and 

with reason. Most of the important decisions in life we make intuitively; who we are 

going to marry, what our occupation will be, etc. These decisions we make based more 

on intuition than on hard facts. We can never have complete knowledge of everything, 

yet we must act if we are to live. Our decisions in areas such as who we marry and what 
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occupation we will work in are never made like a bookkeeper with one list of pros and 

one of cons, etc. 

In order to make a commitment we must be willing to use reason and intuition. 

Many young people today cannot make a commitment because they do not want to trust 

their intuition. That’s why the Ten Commandments, which stand for the commitment, the 

marriage between G-d and Israel, were given on two tablets, which stand for heaven and 

earth, bride and bridegroom, this world and the next world, and Michael and Gabriel. In 

every relationship there is going to be aggravation and problems. There is always a 

mixture of heaven and earth. There are always things you are going to like and things you 

are not going to like. Too many young couples expect only the heaven in marriage, but 

there are going to be the inevitable disagreements about money and in-laws, etc. We live 

in this world, not in the perfect next world. Our aim is to make this world like the next 

world, but we are never going to completely succeed. It takes a lot of effort to make a 

marriage work. We must be willing to make a commitment even if everything is not 

perfect. This is what the two groomsmen stand for, Michael and Gabriel. Gabriel stands 

for the principle of strict justice, and Michael, who was the guardian angel of. Israel, 

stands for kindness and understanding. You must have both these qualities to make a 

marriage succeed. Too many people today are afraid of making a commitment because 

they are afraid they will fail. They want to be assured 100% that they will not fail. This is 

impossible and, many times, this expectation that everything has to be perfect is what 

makes the marriage fail. The important thing is to go into a marriage, with a feeling of 

total commitment, with the idea that even though you know everything is not and cannot 

be perfect, you are going to make the marriage work. 

The couple should never have their priorities mixed up. Too many times young 

couples do. Outside show, impressing their friends sometimes are more important to them 

than their commitment to each other. Their commitment to each other, based on love, 

respect, and moral principles, must take precedence over everything else. If. a couple is 

willing to make such a commitment then they have a chance of having a little bit of the 

next world in this world. Unfortunately, many young people think about marriage as 

something independent of their spouse, of commitment to each other. I am reminded of 

the story they tell about the girl who was about to get married and who was talking to her 

caterer. “Remember, I want my wedding to be perfect. I do not want to overlook even the 

most insignificant detail.” The caterer replied, “Don’t worry, the groom will show up.” 

This type of attitude, of course, will doom a marriage. 

Commitment is what we need to make a marriage work. Trial marriages do not 

work and cannot work because a trial marriage is based on no commitment. In a marriage 

total commitment is required. With this total commitment happiness can be assured and a 

marriage can be as eternal as the Ten Commandments. The Ten Commandments were 

given on two tablets to teach us that in order to implement their teachings in life we need 

relationships, relationships between man and G-d and between man and man and that -in 

order to have these relationships we must have the same commitment to each other that 

G-d has to us, total commitment. 
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Some Things are More Important Than Success 

One of the main themes in the Torah portion Ekev is enunciated in the sentences 

“and you will say in your heart `my power and the might of my hand made me all this 

success’ that you should remember the Lord your G-d that it is He who gives you power 

to do valiantly.” In America today we take too much upon ourselves. We feel that we are 

complete masters of our own fate, that all we have to do is want to do something and we 

can do it. I am o.k., you are o.k., that if people are not successful it is because they are 

lazy. Let them get a job and they will do just as well as I am doing. Forget about 

unemployment. It does not exist. 

People forget that not everybody has been blessed by the same talents they have. 

Not everybody is blessed with good health to achieve great things. It is true that America 

has had to deal with a passive attitude in the world which says, “Why try? Nothing is 

going to change anyway.” The world is cyclical: spring, fall, summer, winter, birth, teen 

age, middle age, and death. Why try? Nothing is going to change. We in Judaism believe, 

as America does, that it is important that we try to change things, that we try to make 

things better. In America we always talk about the world’s greatest this and the world’s 

greatest that. We laud achievement. We, though, have to realize that we also need G-d’s 

help to achieve anything, and there are certain things we can never do in order to achieve 

success. 

This idea is stressed in this Torah portion when Moshe reviews the history of the 

giving of the Ten Commandments. The Ten Commandments were given to him twice. 

The first set of Ten Commandments Moshe smashed into smithereens after the people 

worshipped the golden calf. Moshe had to go up the mount again to get the second set of 

tablets. There was a big difference between the giving of the second set of Ten 

Commandments and the giving of the first set. Moshe had to hew out the rocks upon 

which the second set of commandments were given himself. When Moshe was told to 

hew out the rocks for the second set of commandments the expression “Pesol Lecha — 

hew out for yourself” is used. The rabbis are struck by the use of this word “Pesol”. This 

word also means “idol”. The expression “Lo Sa-aseh Lecha Pesol — You should not 

make for yourself an idol” is part of the Ten Commandments. What is the difference 

between Moshe hewing out the stones for the second Ten Commandments and making an 

idol? The same word is used. 

The difference, the rabbis say, is in the placement of the word “Lecha”. When it 

says you should not make an idol, the “you” is said first. After all, what are idols but just 

extensions of our own fantasies and desires? They are things to manipulate, objects to 

use. When the “you” comes first then you end up with an idol. On the other hand, when 

the “you” comes afterwards, when our major concern is bettering the world, helping 

others and making our society better then we do not have an idol. We have a true 

religious perspective. The first Ten Commandments were given with thunder and 

lightning. Mount Sinai was engulfed in smoke and even nature was affected. A hush fell 

over all nature. A great quiet descended over earth. All creatures recognized the fact that 

the Ten Commandments were being given. When the second Ten Commandments were 

given nature did not recognize the event. It was not silent. There was no thunder and 
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there was no lightning, but the second tablets made a great impression. There was no 

pageantry yet they had a great effect. They were the product of great effort. 

When Moshe came down from Mount Sinai his face glowed. He was able to pass 

on this illumination to the Jewish people. Moshe’s face glowed, the rabbis tell us, 

because he had to work for the second set of the commandments while the first set was 

just given to him. A person always appreciates more something he has had to work for. 

The rabbis also give three other explanations why Moshe’s face glowed. They say that 

when Moshe asked to see G-d’s presence, G-d told him that no man could see His face, 

but that Moshe could see His back so Moshe was placed in a cleft of a rock, and G-d’s 

presence passed over him and the aura of G-d’s presence illuminated his face. The second 

explanation is that when Moshe came down with the Ten Commandments, which were 

eigtheen inches long, or six Tefochim, Moshe grabbed hold of the first two Tefochim, or 

six inches, and G-d grabbed hold of the last two Tefochim. The middle two Tefochim 

were saturated with G-d’s presence and this illuminated Moshe’s face. The third 

explanation is that a drop of ink was left when Moshe finished writing the Torah, and he 

passed it over his brow and it illuminated his face. 

These three explanations are not just picturesque stories. They are telling us how 

the Torah, in order to be effective, must be implemented in our lives, how it must affect 

our interpersonal relationship, how it must change us from concentrating on the “you” to 

concentrating on the “we”. The Torah is meant to wean us away from worshipping idols, 

worshipping the fantasies of our mind. What does it mean when it said we can only know 

G-d’s back and not His front? This, the rabbis interpret to mean that when we look back 

in history we can see G-d’s guiding hand, and that He is counting on us to help Him 

perfect history. In fact, when Frederic the Great asked Voltaire, an anti-Semite, to give 

him a proof of G-d’s existence, he gave him two words: “The Jews, my lord, the Jews.” 

The very fact that we have survived shows that G-d works in history, and that He wants 

us to look not just at our own selfish desires but help Him perfect history. 

The second part of the Midrash, which talks about G-d and Moshe holding the 

Ten Commandments, has an even deeper meaning. Each of us has a piece of G-d in each 

of us. When we enter into a relationship with another person we are, so to speak, holding 

the Ten Commandments with each other, like Moshe and G-d did. No one of us can ever 

know another human being fully, completely, totally. There is a gap which must always 

remain. That’s why many marriages now fail. The couple thinks they have to know each 

other totally and completely and fully or else they do not want to stay together. This is 

impossible. Each of us has unique qualities which are our own. If our spouse probes and 

pushes too deeply it will destroy these unique qualities and destroy the relationship. 

Everyone has to be left some privacy, some breathing space. We must always have 

mutual respect for each other and realize that each of us is unique. We cannot turn other 

people into objects of our fantasies. Marriage is also more than two people getting 

together to satisfy their urges. It is an institution which has sanctity and holiness and 

transcends the couple. The marriage of G-d and Israel, which the Ten Commandments 

signify, was and is meant to be a vehicle to better the world. Marriage is not only for the 

couple. It is also for the community. In fact, a couple who only concentrates on 

themselves, who only want a nuclear marriage, usually just end up by having their 
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marriage explode in their face. The couple has to go out and be part of the community 

and together be something more than themselves. 

Thirdly, Moshe took a drop of ink and put it on his brow. Even though G-d had 

told him to write down the whole Torah he left out a letter in the word “Anov”, which 

describes Moshe as a humble man. Therefore, he had a drop of ink left. In any 

relationship you have to sacrifice some of your own glory. You cannot just be concerned 

about me, me. You cannot go around all the time just trumpeting your own horn. 

Unfortunately, all people are interested in today is doing their own thing, in fulfilling 

their “you”. They are putting the “you” before Pesol. They are creating idols which will 

not satisfy them. Their achievement is all they care about. This is wrong. Achievement 

must never become an idol. We cannot sacrifice morality and goodness in order to satisfy 

our urge for success. We should never put our “you” before everything else. We need 

G-d’s help ultimately to succeed, and that re 

quires, in the long run, that we do not make success an idol, that we realize that 

there are some things more important than success. Where do you put” you”? Before 

Pesol or after it? 



HO1  16502v1 

Re’eh 

Religion is the Blessing 

The Torah portion opens with the verse, “Behold, I set before you this day a 

blessing and a curse” (11:26). It is often difficult to tell just what is a blessing. We all 

know many people who have realized their fondest dreams and have been destroyed by 

them. Often this happens with those who got too much too soon. How many movie stars 

have committed suicide for just this reason? Recently a millionaire came to me with a 

terrible problem. He was lonely. He could buy and sell anyone in town but he had no 

friends or family because he didn’t know how to keep them. His money was actually a 

curse, not a blessing. 

How can we tell if something is a blessing? This Biblical verse gives us an 

indication of what we mean by a blessing. In the Hebrew, the word for “before you” is in 

the plural. We can tell whether something is a blessing by whether or not it attaches us to 

others or pushes us away from others, whether or not it alienates us or allows us to come 

into close contact with others. In this “me” generation where we want to self-actualize 

and self-realize, we are confronted with a big paradox. The more we get into ourselves 

the more alienated we become, while the more we attach ourselves to others the more we 

find ourselves. 

The rabbis tell us that there are three ways in which we can achieve a blessing. 

One is to achieve a goal. This is the way we, in America, conceive of attaining happiness 

or blessing. We are, therefore, willing to sacrifice everybody and everything in order to 

achieve our goals. Unfortunately, this does not lead to blessing or happiness, only to 

despair. A second way, which is passive and not active, of possessing happiness is to 

know that we are accepted for ourselves. Everyone wants to be loved. The third way, the 

best of all, is to bring joy to others. 

Do you want to bring joy to others? You can do so through following G-d’s 

commandments. The main purpose of religion is to teach us to live with our family and 

friends. We do not conceive of religion as something terrible, as a burden, as an obstacle 

course, as a test to tell whether or not our souls are pure. We conceive of religion as 

bringing a blessing to our lives. 

So many people misconstrue what religion is all about. They do not realize that it 

is meant to bring a blessing to your life, -to make you happy because you learned how to 

live with your family and friends, because you learned how to achieve goals without 

destroying others or yourself. 

Are You Being Drawn Closer to Your Fellow Man? 

Summer is drawing to an end. School is about to begin and once again we are 

poised ready to plunge into a whole host of Fall activities. Before we do it would be well 

if we would pause for a moment and consider why the Shul’s manifold activities are 

important. 
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In the Torah portion “Re’ay” we come across a very peculiar kind of tithe, the so-

called second tithe. It was called the second tithe to differentiate it from the first tithe 

which was used to maintain the Levites. This second tithe was in reality, no tithe at all. 

Tithing is usually though of as giving some of what’s yours to others. This second tithe 

was given to no one, it was consumed by the individual himself. Every year with the 

exception of two years out of seven, a person was supposed to take 10% of his earnings 

and spend them on food and drink before the Lord. in Jerusalem. This is indeed strange. 

Why should G-d care how we spend our money after we have given charity and 

especially where we spend it? 

The answer to this question, I believe, has a great relevancy to our own day. Most 

Jews believe that religion is something that is relegated to special occasions (weddings, 

Bat Mitzvahs, etc.) or times (Yom Kippur, Pesach, Etc.) and is something which is 

generally very melancholy. They don’t conceive of it as joyful or as touching their lives 

in a public way. If it touches them at all it does so only in the most personal and private 

of ways. The second tithe teaches us that this is not so. Religion is not just a private 

matter or something melancholy and unpleasant but must be something which is joyful 

and which should cause people to be drawn together. It should cause people to seek each 

other out. It should form a social framework for them. 

The people were commanded to go up to Jerusalem, to the Holy city, and under 

its aegis to celebrate and thereby to be drawn closer together. Too many people view the 

Shul only as a place to fulfill their occasional religious needs and its affairs as just money 

making gimmicks. They fail to realize that one of the main goals of religion is not only to 

draw man closer to G-d but also to draw him closer to other men. This can only be done 

if people work together and are willing to bring their whole being into the synagogue. 

Good works bring us not only closer to G-d but also to each other. 
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Shofteem 

Judaism: A Religion of Time, Not Space (Rosh Hashonna) 

On the High Holidays our synagogues are full. Rosh Hashonna and Yom Kippur 

have the capacity to draw Jews to the synagogue. Why should this be so? What is it that 

causes Jews who otherwise feel no need to enter a synagogue to do so on Rosh Hashonna 

and Yom Kippur? After all, Rosh Hashonna was not one of the pilgrim holidays in 

ancient Israel. Jews did not go up to Jerusalem on Rosh Hashonna as they did on Pesach, 

Shavuos, and Succos. Rosh Hashonna and Yom Kippur were not holidays which drew 

Jews to the ancient Temple. Even in ancient times Jews came together in their own 

villages and towns to hear the blowing of the shofar. There is also very little pageantry 

connected with Rosh Hashonna. There is no Succah, no Lulav or Esrog, and there is no 

elaborate Seder. There is only the blowing of the shofar and maybe the dipping of apples 

in honey, yet this is a holiday which draws almost every Jew and speaks to his heart and 

makes him want to come together with his people in a synagogue. 

The key to this holiday, of course, is the blowing of the shofar. This is Yom 

Teruah, the Day of the listening to the blowing of the Teruah. This whole holiday is a 

holiday of listening. Listening is different from seeing. Listening requires time. You must 

listen to one note after another. Seeing does not require time. A vista you can take in in 

one instant. 

There are two types of religion in the world. There is a religion which sacrifices 

space and there is a religion which sacrifices time. Judaism is a religion which sacrifices 

time and not space. A religion of space tries to sanctify certain spaces in the world in 

which the values and teachings of this religion can be implemented. It knows that these 

teachings and values cannot exist in the real world. It tries within the confines of a 

limited space to bring heaven down to earth. People, when they come to these types of 

houses of worship, come in order following G-d’s commandments. The main purpose of 

religion is to teach us to live with our family and friends. We do not conceive of religion 

as something terrible, as a burden, as an obstacle course, as a test to tell whether or not 

our souls are pure. We conceive of religion as bringing a blessing to our lives. 

So many people misconstrue what religion is all about. They do not realize that it 

is meant to bring a blessing to your life, to make you happy because you learned how to 

live with your family and friends, because you learned how to achieve goals without 

destroying others or yourself. 
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Ki Satzay 

Are We More Than Animals? 

One of the major problems of modern man is to decide what he is. Are we just 

another animal with a big brain, or is man somehow unique among all the creatures of the 

world? The very basis of all Jewish morality is that man is unique and special. If man is 

not unique and special, then it is just as great a crime to slaughter a cow as it is to kill a 

person. The Rabbis tell us that one of the sins of the generation before the flood was that 

they blurred the distinction between man and the animals. Before the flood, man was not 

given permission to eat animals. This was only given to him after the flood. One of the 

main reasons man was given this permission was so that he would realize that there is a 

big gulf between him and the animals. 

We are not just another animal. It is true that we have many basic drives like an 

animal. We must eat and drink and satisfy our urges, but we are not just animals. Even in 

our basic needs, we are different than animals. Our bodies cannot adapt to the weather 

and we must wear clothes which we make. We must prepare and cook our food. There 

are very few things really that we can eat raw. We are in many ways an unsatisfactory 

animal. We are not as strong as many of them. We are not as fast as many of them. We 

cannot fly or swim like many of them, etc. 

For many years it seemed that the proponents of the scientific view were trying to 

convince us all that we were little more than a smart ape. It seemed that they, were trying 

to destroy the uniqueness of man. This view now they are disavowing. Men of science 

today affirm that man is unique and special, the proof being that we do many things that 

are not necessary for our biological survival. According to the theory of the survival of 

the fittest, we should only develop those traits which will make our survival easier, but, 

as we all know, we spend an enormous amount of energy and time developing skills and 

institutions which have nothing to do with our biological survival. It is not true at all that 

we only highly develop those traits which insure our biological survival. For example, 

what does music, art, literature, sports, etc. have to do with our biological survival? What 

do concertos, symphonies, and even rock music have to do with insuring the survival of 

the fittest? We are, also by our very nature, very curious. 

We want to know everything about our universe and ourselves even though most 

of the knowledge we gain has nothing at all to do with insuring our biological survival. 

What is knowing about distant galaxies and arcane, old histories have to do with our 

biological survival? We also construct value systems and try to live by them, value 

systems which sometimes demand that we go against our best interests. No animal does 

that. It is true that we have an animal nature, but that is not all there is to us. We are 

much, much more. 

In the Torah portion, Ki Thetze, we learn about how to be a human being, how to 

be concerned about our neighbors, how to be helpful, how not to harm others. We learn 

that the highest goal of man is not just to biologically survive, but to learn how to conduct 

himself as a mentsch, how to become a compassionate human being. In this Torah 



TORAH CONCEPTS -- THE SOURCE OF JEWISH VALUES VOLUME II 

PAGE 152 OF 236 

 

 
HO1  16502v1 

portion, Ki Thetze, we have more mitzvahs than in any other Torah portion, but at the 

end of this Torah portion we learn something which does not fit into this Torah portion at 

all. 

We learn that we are to remember what Amalek did to us when we left Egypt, 

how he attacked the stragglers among the Jewish people. Immediately in the next 

sentence, we learn that we are to blot out the memory of Amalek from under the heavens. 

This is obviously a contradiction. First we are told to remember Amalek, and then to blot 

out the memory of Amalek, not Amalek, but the memory of Amalek from the world. 

What can this mean? Why is this whole episode about Amalek important? What did they 

really do so bad?  

They did not enslave us for 210 years as the Egyptians did. They did not throw 

our baby boys into the Nile. All they did was stage a raid against some stragglers of the 

Jewish people, Jews who were backsliders, who, the Rabbis explain, were outside of the 

clouds of glory. Moshe told Joshua to go take an army and protect them because every 

Jew is precious to us, not just those who are “frum” or pious. All Amalek did was make 

one raid and he was branded forever as our enemy. What’s going on here? We are not 

taught to blot out the memory of the Egyptians or Babylonians or Assyrians or other 

people who continuously did evil things. 

We are told to always remember Amalek because Amalek is the symbol of those 

people who believe that man is just an animal with a little bigger brain. Amalek is a 

symbol of those people who believe in the survival of the fittest. He is a symbol of those 

people who believe that all that is important is biological survival. He was, as the letters 

of the name Amalek stand for, an Am Lo Kashas, a people of no question. He was only 

interested in eating and drinking. His philosophy was the same philosophy as that of the 

Nazis who carried the idea of survival of the fittest to its logical conclusion. Only the 

strong and the best killers should survive. 

When we talk about survival of the fittest, what are we talking about? We are 

talking about the killer, the warrior. The animal who survives the best is the animal who 

can kill the best. What did Hitler always claim against us? That we were sentimental, that 

we did not have the killer instinct, that we plagued the world by giving it a conscience. 

Man should be able to do whatever he wants to do and the weak owe absolute allegiance 

to the master race. The killer is to decide who lives and who dies. We disagree 100% 

with this type of thinking. The killer is not our hero. The warrior has never been a hero in 

Judaism. It is the scholar who has been our hero. True, we have had to fight many times 

to maintain our survival, but we did not like to do it and we did not glory in it. Amalek 

was the antithesis of the Jewish ideal of compassion. 

We judge a society not by how big the buildings they have are, or by what a 

glorious army they have, or by whether or not the streets are tidy and the trains run on 

time, but by whether or not the old, the sick, the widow, the orphan, and the poor are 

taken care of. If they are not, then that society, no matter what its other accomplishments, 

is not great or worthy of admiration. We are not animals. We are human beings. To us the 

survival of the fittest is a reprehensible theory when applied to human beings. We are 
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interested in the spiritual aspects of life, in learning music, art, poetry, etc. The weak and 

the lame and the helpless can all contribute to our spiritual well being. They can give love 

and affection. They can sing or they can dance. They can offer a kind word, invent, teach, 

and learn with us. Physical strength, the ability to kill, is not the yardstick by which we 

judge people. 

When we are told to remember Amalek, we are also told to wipe out Timcheh, the 

memory of Amalek. The word “Timcheh” in Hebrew has other meanings besides to wipe 

out. It means to protest, to write a check, to touch, to dilute, and to become an expert. The 

Torah, by using this word, Timcheh, is telling us how we are to wipe out the memory of 

Amalek. We wipe out the memory of Amalek by protesting against injustice, by writing 

checks to help the less fortunate, by touching others, and by making lasting and loving 

relationships. We wipe out the memory of Amalek by diluting sorrow, by sharing 

experiences, and by becoming an expert on things in the world by study. There is no 

greater spiritual pleasure a person can receive than by learning. A Jew does not believe in 

the survival of the fittest. A killer is not our hero. Our heroes are heroes of the spirit, and 

it requires hard hard work in order to achieve things of the spirit. 

We must always remember Amalek so that when voices are raised which claim 

that since we are animals we can act as animals we will know that they are wrong, that an 

Amali philosophy can only lead to death and destruction. And blot out the memory of 

Amalek, the harm that this type philosophy can do, when we live as compassionate hum,, 

beings. We are unique among all the animals. We need and we must live a compassionate 

life because we are al spiritual beings. 
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Ki Thavo 

Correcting Others in Public 

One of the most difficult problems of human relations is knowing when we are 

supposed to contradict other people in public and tell them that they are doing wrong, and 

when we are supposed to ignore what they are doing and be silent. It is a very ticklish 

matter knowing when and how to correct others. On the one hand, we have the very 

important Jewish principle of Kovod HaBrios, of respecting the dignity and honor of 

every human being. Our Rabbis teach us that if a person shames another in public, it is as 

if he had murdered him, and that a person who shames another deserves to lose his share 

in the world to come. On the other hand, we are taught that we are to rebuke our neighbor 

when he does wrong. We are not supposed to harbor any type of animosity or ill feeling 

toward a fellow human being. “Thou shalt not hate thy brother in thy heart. Thou shalt 

surely rebuke thy neighbor and not bear sin because of him.” In fact, this is followed in 

the next sentence by the famous phrase “Thou shalt love thy neighbor as thyself”. 

In our day and age, we all know about the right of everyone to protest. Protest fills 

the air. Every group and every individual is told to bring his or her grievance to the 

attention of the public so that the grievances can be rectified. This problem of how to be 

true to your principles, of how to be true to the truth as you see it while, at the same time, 

honoring all human beings because they have been created in the image of G-d is a very 

difficult one. The Rabbis, quite frankly, say that in most instances if you know a person is 

not going to listen to you, you should not rebuke him. You are going to do more harm 

than good. On the other hand, not to protest against the injustices in the world can only 

lead to evil winning, out. 

What, though, are the limits to our protest? Not everything, the Rabbis teach us, is 

on the same level. Not all things require us to step forward and to protest. For example, in 

the Gemora Brochas, we learn how people violating Rabbinic laws and even people who 

are violating Torah laws which require positive actions which they are not doing, or 

people who, because of great monetary loss, are not stepping forward to help and, of 

course, people who have committed violations accidentally are not to be called down in 

public. Obviously, if someone has a knife and is ready to stab someone else we should 

not only embarass him, we should attack and restrain him. There are obvious limits to not 

embarassing people in public. However, we must know when to do it and when not to do 

it. The Rabbis were very reluctant to allow anyone to correct another in public also 

because of the feelings of self-righteousness and superiority which come to people who 

correct others in public. 

We have just finished the Fast of Tisha B’Av. The Rabbis give two reasons for 

the destruction of the Temple. They give the reason that the Temple was destroyed 

because of senseless hatred, the failure of one Jew to respect another, and because one 

Jew failed to rebuke another. The story of Kamtza and Bar Kamtza is given as the direct 

cause of the destruction of the Temple. It is told that a certain person prepared a banquet 

to which he invited all the great Rabbis and to which he invited by mistake his enemy Bar 

Kamtza instead of his friend Kamtza. When Bar Kamtza arrived at the feast he refused to 
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admit him. Bar Kamtza offered to pay for the whole banquet if only he would not 

humiliate him this way. The host, though, would hear nothing of it and, because of some 

supposed past offense of Bar Kamtza, he had him thrown out. Bar Kamtza then, bent on 

revenge, went to the Roman Emperor with a tale that the Jews were planning a rebellion. 

As proof of this, he asserted that his fellow Jews would refuse to accept an offering 

which the Emperor would send to the Temple. Bar Kamtza then mutilated the young calf 

which the Emperor sent in such a way so as not to be offensive to Roman sacrificial 

practice, but to be offensive to Jewish sacrificial practice. For the sake of peace, the 

Rabbis wanted to accept the sacrifice but one sage, Zechariah Ben Abkilas, refused to 

allow it. The Emperor learned that his sacrifice was rejected and he immediately sent an 

army against the Jews of Israel. The Rabbis condemn strongly the man who embarassed 

Bar Kamtza and they even condemn Zechariah Ben Abkilas for not accepting the 

sacrifice. Shaming people in public, even the Roman Emperor, is one of the worst sins. 

On the other hand, the Rabbis also mention that one of the reasons the Temple was 

destroyed was because no one, not one of the great Rabbis, stood up and made sure that 

Bar Kamtza was not embarassed. This display of senseless hatred was not called into 

question. 

This same point is also made in the beautiful Midrash which speaks about the 

anguish which the Holy One, Blessed be He, felt over the destruction of the Temple and 

the exile of the Jewish people from Israel. It speaks about how G-d asks Avraham, 

Yitzchok, Yaacov, and Moshe to come to comfort him. Avraham, Yizchok, Yaacov, and 

Moshe remind G-d how they were willing to die for His cause. G-d is not comforted. His 

anguish deepens. It is not ameliorated. Only when the Matriarch, Rachel, approaches G-d 

and says, “G-d, You know how Yaacov worked for me for seven years and how after 

these seven years were completed my father put my sister, Leah, in my place and, 

although it was very hard for me, I had pity upon my sister and handed over to her all the 

secret signs that I arranged with Yaacov so that he should think that Leah was I and she 

would not be embarassed. Now, Lord, if I, mere flesh and blood, did not expose my sister 

to shame and contempt, how can You, O Lord, allow Thy children to suffer shame and 

contempt in exile?” At these words, the mercy of G-d was stirred and He said, “For your 

sake, Rachel, I will restore Israel”. This beautiful Midrash has been explained by Rabbi 

Amiel to mean that although Avraham, Yitzchok, and Yaacov taught us how to be bold 

and courageous and even to die for the sake of G-d, it was Rachel who taught us how to 

live for the sake of G-d. Shaming people does not accomplish the goals that We want. It 

only makes things worse. 

Perhaps the reason why we have people who like to denounce others is because 

they have not learned one of the major lessons of the Torah protion, Ki Sovo. In the 

Torah portion, Ki Sovo, we learn a very interesting thing. We learn about the terrible 

curses that will come upon the Jewish people if they do not follow G-d’s commandments, 

and we also learn about the special ceremony of the bringing of the first fruits. We learn 

how this ceremony was filled with pageantry, how when the first fruits were brought up 

to Jerusalem this was done with great rejoicing. The people formed special caravans with 

the horns of their oxen gilded with gold. They were met by throngs of people who 

ushered them into the city singing and dancing. Traditionally, the Jewish people gave to 

charity almost 25% of their crop even before they paid taxes and there was not a big 
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ceremony about it. 10% went to the Levites, 2% to 3% went to the priests, 10% to either 

give to the poor or to take up to Jerusalem, and another 2% to 3% was given for other 

prescribed charities, like the corners of a person’s field which were not to be harvested 

but were to be left for the poor. Why all this emphasis on the first fruits? The first fruits 

could be any amount even a very small amount. The Rabbis tell us that this is to teach us 

that every situation is new and fresh. Every new fruit, every new season is not like the 

previous season or the previous fruits. Every situation is unique. We cannot use tired 

formulas or hackneyed phrases. 

It is easier to denounce and criticize rather than to look at every new situation and 

figure out what to do positively. It is only when we see the new and the special that we 

can prevent the curses which are mentioned later on in this same Torah portion from 

coming upon us. When we fail to look at every situation as unique when we fail to stress 

the beauty and joy that is always present in every situation then we inevitably end up 

destroying ourselves and our religion. 

It is the job of the leadership of the Jewish people to show the beauty of Judaism 

to the people, not to foment strife. It is their job to rebuke them through positive action, 

not by yelling at them. They are to show them a positive example of what things could 

and should be so that people will want to be like them. That’s why the Midrash also tells 

us that there are two times that the word Zochor is used prominently in the Torah. One, 

when it says “Remember the Sabbath”, and the other when it says “Remember Amalek”. 

What does one have to do with the other? When we remember the Sabbath, which is such 

a beautiful day, by trying to show our people the beauty of Judaism through positive 

action we have been assured that we will be successful. But if, on the other hand, we are 

mean spirited to one another and constantly indulge in invective and self-righteousness 

then G-d will send an Amalek to remind us all that Amalek does not make any distinction 

between Jews. He destroys us all. We, too, should not make any distinction between 

Jews. We should love them all. We should all remember that the Jewish form of rebuke is 

the positive example. 
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Natzavim-Vayelech 

G-d’s Hidden Face 

In this week’s Torah portion G-d informs the Children of Israel that they will go 

astray after false gods and G-d will hide His face from them, haster astir panai. G-d will 

no longer actively intervene in human affairs. Should evil befall the people, G-d will not 

interfere to prevent it. If human beings think that they can rule the world without G-d, 

then they will just have to do so. 

The rabbis ask, why is the word hastir repeated twice? They answer that it is to 

teach us that G-d will not only hide His face but we will not even know that it is hidden. 

We will know that something is wrong but we will not know what. 

Jews, throughout four thousand years of history, have had a relationship with G-d. 

We knew that we needed Him and that He gave us strength and faith to overcome all our 

problems. Today we are living in an age of hester panim. G-d has hidden His face but 

most Jews do not know that it is hidden. Many of us know that things are wrong, and we 

are searching. This search leads us to try all sorts of causes, not because these causes are 

right and just, but because the searcher must try something. 

Some get embroiled in all sorts of fads. There is this fellow who jogs past my 

house every day. He looks so bad, like the angel of death is at his side. I thought he was 

just some poor soul but later found out that he is one of the most prominent doctors in 

town. He jogs twenty-five miles every day and he looks worse every week. He obviously 

is not running for health but because he is obsessed by some demon. 

How many people do we find who divorce their wives and abandon their children 

because they feel something is wrong and they have to do something. They do not realize 

that if they turn to G-d, turn to their religion, they would find their source of strength. In 

Europe people were poor. Many times they starved. They did not know where the next 

meal was coming from, yet they had an inner strength and joy which allowed them to 

overcome their problems. In America, Jews have everything. Unfortunately, many of 

them lack the inner strength to overcome their problems. Many run off on all sorts of 

tangents. 

How we should respond to G-d’s hidden face is illustrated by the story of the 

daughter of a hasidic Rebbe who came to her father crying. “Why are you crying?” he 

asked. “We were playing hide and seek and since the other children could not find me 

right away they stopped looking for me. Nobody is looking for me,” she answered 

sobbing. 

This is the same with G-d. He is hiding but He wants us to look for Him. If we 

will look for Him we will be able to find Him, and we will be assured that our new year 

will be a happy one, full of all the things that we are constantly striving for. 
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Children Fulfill the Covenant 

On the eve of their entrance into the Promised Land, G-d enters into a third 

covenant with the Children of Israel. Moses instructs all the people to come together. 

Men and women, the leaders and the water carriers, adults and children. Everyone is to be 

included. No one is to be left out. They are even to bring tapechem, their infants. The 

question is asked: Why were the people commanded to bring their infants to stand before 

G-d on the day of this covenant? They had no understanding to appreciate the import of 

this covenant. The answer is that the experience we give our young mold them and shape 

them. Even if they do not understand everything clearly, early experiences shape a child. 

Yehudi Menuhin tells how his parents took him to violin concerts when he was 

only two years old. They could not afford a babysitter and he sat with them in the highest 

balcony. He says that listening to the violinists at such an early age motivated him to be a 

violinist. 

The experiences of infancy shape the lives of our children and sharing these 

experiences with our children helps us achieve self-realization. Our children teach us how 

to be compassionate and how to respond to needs. A baby when it is young utters a cry. 

The mother must recognize that cry. As the baby gets older it imitates its father and 

mother and learns from the parents how to be human, how to feel other’s needs. A parent 

is an artist shaping and molding future generations. 

If the purpose the covenant was meant to serve is self-realization and we achieve 

this through the lessons learned from rearing children then, in order to be fully a part of 

the covenant, we need our children beside us. Perhaps this is the reason that, in Judaism, 

to be childless is considered a terrible thing. It prevents us from becoming fully 

developed because there is no one who is so totally dependent upon us for the fulfillment 

of their needs as our children. We need them to learn how to respond. 

To be a member of the covenant means to be responsible for others, to learn from 

our past, and to strive for a common future. Children teach us how to be responsible. 

Children are a great blessing from G-d. When we name a baby we do not just give it a 

name. We name it after a grandmother or grandfather, or perhaps another relative, who 

has been called to life eternal. A baby thus signifies our past, allows us to live more 

humanely in the present, and is a symbol of our future when more of our ideals of love 

and harmony will be put into effect. We just do not pick any name. A baby is a sign of 

our covenant. 
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Haazinu 

Partners With G-d For G-d 

Moses, our teacher, closes out his farewell address to the Children of Israel with a 

song. We learned a long time ago that Judaism can only survive if there is a song, a 

dream, a goal. Moses understood this and, because he knew that the people would turn 

from G-d, he provided them with a song which, if they would sing, would cause them to 

understand what was happening to them and would cause them to return to G-d. 

The people would err because they would be confused about the real purpose of 

life. They would not realize that we are partners with G-d in creation and that it is our 

business to help Him perfect the world with all the talents and abilities at our disposal, 

according to His game plan. Unfortunately, most of us believe that we can do with our 

lives what we want, when we want, and how we want. We end up acting immorally and 

unethically. 

The truth is that we are not masters of our own destiny. Whatever talents we have 

are gifts given by G-d. We had no part in determining whether we should be smart or 

talented or rich. We are only the stewards of these gifts and we are supposed to use them 

for good. 

We are not masters of our own bodies and we, most certainly, do not have the 

right to decide whether or not to die. We Jews are partners with G-d in life, not in death. 

Only G-d has the power of death and the right to exercise that power. Should we happen 

to lose some of these gifts, we do not become any the less human and life is not any the 

less worthwhile. We still remain important personalities. What is important is that we 

continue to try as hard as we can to do the very best we can. Therein lies our humanity. 

The rest we should leave up to G-d. 

Ultimately, G-d does His part. Consider inspiration as an illustration. Ten equally 

trained scientists can work on a problem equally hard. One gets an inspiration and nine 

not. Where does this inspiration come from? From G-d. According to the Kabbalah, one 

of the main purposes of prayer is to bring G-d’s blessings down to earth and to open 

ourselves to inspirations. G-d is constantly sending his blessings, his shefah, to this 

world. It is up to us to receive it. 

The opening verse of this week’s Torah portion reads Ha’azinu hashama’yim 

va’adaberah, which can be translated as Moses urging the Children of Israel to listen to 

the heavens. In order to do this, however, we must prepare ourselves here on earth, 

vetishma ha’aretz. In order to receive scientific inspiration you must study science. In 

order to receive moral inspiration you must learn Torah. If we will prepare ourselves we 

will find answers to our personal problems and to society’s problems. Yes, we must listen 

to the heavens by preparing ourselves here on earth. 

A humorous anecdote to illustrate the value of inspiration is found in the story of 

a group of Jews in Kansas City who were dedicating a shul when the ceiling collapsed. 
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Two of them perished and immediately went to heaven. G-d met them and said, “You are 

not expected for two weeks. I don’t have room for you.” He then called Satan and told 

him to put them up for two weeks. At the end of two days Satan called G-d very excited. 

“You have to get these two Jews out of here. They are organizing a fund raising drive to 

air condition this place.” That’s inspiration. 

There is inspiration out there. We can solve our problems if we will but listen. 
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Zos Habrocho 

Blessings Require Love 

We are all acquainted with the beautiful priesthood blessing found in the Torah 

portion Naso which is used throughout the whole world: “May the Lord bless you and 

keep you. May the Lord make His face to shine upon you and be gracious unto you. May 

the Lord lift up His face to you and give you peace.” The rabbis teach us that this 

blessing was not the priest’s blessing to give to the Jewish people, but it was G-d’s 

blessing. 

The question then can be asked, why do we need the priest? What is the priest 

doing here? If it is G-d’s blessing, why do we need the priest? We learn that it is G-d’s 

blessing because it says “Ko Tevorchu — So you should bless the Jewish people.” The 

rabbis tell us that the priest must face the people, and he must bless them with his arms 

outstretched using these words in Hebrew, and he must bless them with love. 

In the Brocha, or blessing, which the priest makes before he blesses the people 

with the priestly blessing, we have something very unusual. This Brocha is not like the 

normal Jewish blessing. The text of this Brocha is: “Blessed are You, O G-d, King of the 

Universe, Who has sanctified us with the holiness of Aaron and commanded to bless His 

people, Israel, with love.” Usually when we make a Brocha we do not use the word “with 

love”. We say “Hamotzi Lechem Meen HaOretz — Who brought forth bread from the 

ground.” We do not say “with love” and we do not mention the holiness of Aaron. When 

we light the Shabbos candles we say “Who was sanctified us with His commandments 

and has commanded us to light the Shabbos candles.” We do not say “with love” or “with 

the holiness of Aaron.” 

Every Kohen who is eligible to bless the people can come on the berna and bless 

the people even though he, himself, has made mistakes and does not fulfill all the 

commandments. With very few exceptions, a Kohen is never disqualified from 

“Duchaning.” The major exception is if he killed somebody. The Kohen, though, must 

bless the people with love. It is true that in our prayers in the evening and the morning we 

say “Blessed be You, O G-d, Who chose His People Israel with love” or “Blessed are 

You, O G-d, Who loves His People Israel.” We mention love, but there it refers to G-d. 

We thank G-d for His love of the Jewish people. We thank Him for giving us His Torah 

which is a sign of love. The Torah is not a burden, a terrible handicap, it is a wonderful 

gift. But, in this case, we are not referring to G-d but to the Kohen, and he must bless the 

people with love. The Kohen, if he cannot bless the people with love, is not supposed to 

Duchan. He is supposed to reach out to the people and understand that, just as he is not 

perfect, they are not perfect, He should still love them and bless them even though he 

knows that they are not perfect. He should still tell them that they are worthy of G-d’s 

blessing and love. 

Why, though, do we say “with the holiness of Aaron”? Why don’t we say “with 

the holiness of Moshe”? Aaron, though, was a different type of religious leader than 

Moshe. There are two basic types of religious leaders. There is the Moshe type who sets 
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standards, who is the teacher, who admonishes people to live more elevated lives and 

castigates them when they fall short. The other type of religious leader is the Aaron type. 

He tells the people, “I know that you have failed. I know that you have sinned, but G-d 

still loves you and cares for you. You should not feel worthless or unredeemable. You 

can do better, and G-d still loves you even though you have failed.” 

In Europe the Misnagdeem emphasized the teacher role in Judaism while the 

Chasideem emphasized the consoling and comforting role in Judaism. The Rav was the 

teacher and the Rebbe was the dispenser of hope. Aaron understood the people. Aaron 

sympathized with them and the people responded with unbound love for him. The Kohen, 

when he blesses the people, is not only blessing them. He is telling them, “G-d still loves 

you. G-d still cares for you even though you are not perfect, even though you may have 

failed.” That is the message the Kohaneem are to give us. 

The rabbis say that the word “Ko” or “thus” also stands for the many deeds of 

loving kindness that Abraham performed. We find this word Ko with Abraham when it 

says “Ko Yeeyeh Zarecha — So will be your children”. We also find this word Ko with 

Yitzchak. When we read about the binding of Isaac the Torah says “Nail-Cho Ad Ko — 

We will go until thus.” It stands for Isaac’s willingness to sacrifice for his religion. We 

also learn about the word Ko with Jacob. When it says “Ko Somar L’Bais Yaacov — So 

you shall say to the House of Jacob.” It stood for Jacob’s devotion to his family. A Jew, if 

he still wants to do deeds of loving kindness, and if he still wants to be devoted to his 

religion and to his family, is worthy of G-d’s love even if he has failed. The Kohen was 

told to tell the people, “Try to do better. You can. G-d still loves you and cares for you.” 

In the last Torah portion in the Torah it says “Zos HaBrocha — This is the 

blessing which Moses blessed the Jewish people — Eesh Eloheem — a man of G-d.” The 

rabbis ask, why did Moshe have to be referred to here as Eesh Eloheem, a man of G-d? 

Didn’t the Jewish people know that already? However, this was to teach us that Moshe 

was both an Eesh and an Eloheem. Eloheem in Hebrew also means “judges”. Moshe was 

a judge. He was a teacher of the people. He set very high standards, but even a Moshe 

was an Eesh, was a man. He had all of mankind’s foibles. He was a great man, but only a 

man. The rabbis tell us he had a temper, and we know that he, too, sinned like every other 

man. He, too, needed a blessing. He, too, needed sometimes to know that G-d loved him 

and cared for him in spite of his faults. His primary role was to be the teacher and the 

standard setter for Israel. 

In the second to last Torah portion, HaAzinu, he delivers a song which is an 

admonition depicting the calamities that will befall a wayward and disloyal Israel. In the 

last Torah portion, though, he leaves his role as a teacher and becomes a messenger of 

hope and blessing. He, too, tells the tribes that in spite of their weaknesses G-d loves 

them and cares for them. They are not to despair when things are bleak and when they 

know they have failed, but they should improve. Therefore, the last words of his blessing 

are: “Happy art thou, O Israel, who is like unto thee a people saved by the Lord, the 

shield of thy help.” Moshe reassures the people that G-d will always love them and care 

for them. 
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In our day, unfortunately, there are many people who only look on religion as a 

castigating, prodding force which only tells them how bad they are. This is not Judaism’s 

view. It is true that our religion sets standards and wants us to try to live by these 

standards, but the main thrust of our religion is not to try to frighten or improve people by 

telling them how bad they are, but, instead, it is to tell them that they can never forfeit 

G-d’s love, and that because they each have a piece of G-d in them, they can achieve and 

do great things. We have always stressed the positive and not the negative. That’s why 

when the priests blessed the people, when Jewish religious leadership talks to the people, 

it should always talk to the people “Beek-Du-Shaso Shel Aron — With the holiness of 

Aaron.” They are not to get up and berate the people and call them names. That, many 

rabbis say, is even “Loshan Horah — evil slander.” They should instead encourage them, 

give them hope and point out how much they can do because they are all children of G-d. 
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Purim 

Why Will You Remain A Jew? 

In the Medrash Tanchuma it says, “Zochor, remember Amalek” and “Zochor, 

remember the Sabbath.” The rabbis compare the remembering of Amalek to the 

remembering of the Sabbath, and they say that they are both equal. How is this possible? 

How could the remembering of the Sabbath be equal to remembering Amalek? Amalek 

was a terrible cruel people who attacked the weak and the helpless. What does this have 

to do with Shabbos, a day of beauty and delight and compassion? 

The answer, I believe, is found in the Gemora Megilla where it says that 48 

prophets and 7 prophetesses did not do as much good as Haman to return the Jewish 

people to the right path. Many times we Jews return to Judaism only because of external 

events. A Haman arises which forces us to look at the world in which we live and say, “Is 

this the kind of society we want?” Hitler, in our day, forced Jews, many of whom had 

given up on Judaism, to once again return to it and to say that the world still has much to 

learn from Judaism. If the western world can produce a Hitler, something must be wrong 

with the west. 

Jews are Jews for two reasons: either for negative reasons (the Hitlers and 

Hamans) or for positive reasons (because they love the way of life which Judaism gives 

them). G-d tells us that there will always be Jews. Let us hope and pray that we will be 

Jews because we love Judaism and not because the outside world forces us to return to 

our values because of their evil ways, which always causes us to suffer. 

Things Are Not Always What They Seem 

Pretty soon the holiday of Purim will be here. Purim is a happy, carefree, 

frolicking kind of holiday. We wear costumes. We make noise. We drink a little bit too 

much. It has a carnival atmosphere to it. It seems to be a minor little holiday. However, 

the rabbis tell us that this is not so, that Purim is really an important holiday. They even 

go so far as to say that in the time of the Messiah all other holidays will cease to exist, but 

Purim will not. It will still be celebrated. They also say that Yom Kippur, which is also 

known as Yom Kippurim, gains its significance from Purim. In Hebrew the word “Yom” 

means “day” and “Ki” means “like”. In other words, Yom Kippur is a day like Purim. 

How can this be? We do not eat homentashin on Yom Kippur. We fast. Yom Kippur is a 

solemn day. Purim is a happy, frolicking, spoofing day. How can Purim be compared to 

Yom Kippur? 

Purim is the day which teaches us all that things are not what they seem. That’s 

why we have masks and costumes. Reality is not always what it, appears to be. We must 

look very carefully to find out what is real and what is not. It also teaches us that all of us 

are vulnerable. The very name of Purim means “lots”, and one of the central motifs of 

Yom Kippur was the casting of lots to see which goat would go to the altar and which 

would go into the wilderness. You cannot always tell who is strong and who is weak. Our 

vulnerability, though, should never stop us from acting moral, from always trying to do 
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the right thing. On Yom Kippur we are urged to tear away the masks of indolence and 

bad habits from ourselves. We do not have to do bad things. Each of us has potential. We 

can all do great things in spite of our vulnerability. 

On Purim, too, we are urged to look at what’s real in the world. It’s not always 

physical strength, weapons, wealth which are the true reality. If anyone would have said 

in 1906 that there would be a State of Israel no one would have believed him. The great 

author, Proust, who was himself Jewish, equated in his novels the word Zionist with fool. 

To be a Zionist was to be a fool, but he believed that there would never be another war, 

that world peace was assured. Even Winston Churchill got up in the English Parliament 

in the same year and said there would never be another war. After all, the ruling families 

were intermarried, the Christian countries controlled the world. It would be impossible 

for there to be another war, but we know that this turned out not to be the reality. 

None of us should ever despair. True strength comes from leading moral decent 

lives following the teachings of the Torah. Throughout the whole Megillah G-d’s name is 

not mentioned once, but G-d acts in the world without even seeming to do so. The word 

for “world” in Hebrew, “Olom”, comes from the same word as “to be hidden”. The world 

is full of hidden potentiality, of hidden promise. It is our job to make this promise a 

reality in the world. We Jews should never give up hope. We should never despair. It is 

true we are vulnerable, but G-d has promised we will always exist and that we can do 

great things. 

In the Torah portion, Tetzaveh, we learn that Moshe was commanded to tell the 

Jewish people to bring him pure olive oil. Pure olive oil is the symbol of being willing to 

accept the teachings of the Torah. Aaron and his sons would be in charge of the services 

in the Tabernacle, but Moshe was really given a bigger gift. He was given the ability to 

teach the people. The Temple might be destroyed, but the Jewish people would be eternal 

as long as we followed the teachings of the Torah. Moshe’s job was to teach us. He was 

to teach us to see the real reality, to take away the mask of the world, to realize that we 

can have happy productive lives if we will but follow the teachings of the Torah. We are 

supposed to make manifest the hidden potentialities of the world. Things are not always 

what they seem. This is the lesson of Purim and also the lesson of Yom Kippur. 
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Shabbos Hagadol 

Bad Ideas and Not Bad People 

On Shabbos Hagodol we read a special Haphtorah. In this Haphtorah we_ learn 

how the people are complaining against G-d and saying, “It is vain to serve G-d, and 

what profit is it that we have kept His charge, and that we have walked mournfully 

because of the Lord of Hosts, and now we call the proud happy they that work 

wickedness are built up, yea, they try G-d and are delivered.” The people have lost 

confidence in their ability to do anything positive. They feel that being good and moral 

does not accomplish anything, but immediately in the very next verse the mood 

completely changes. And we read, “Then they that feared the Lord spoke one with 

another and the Lord harkened and heard and a book of remembrance was written before 

him.” What caused this dramatic change? What caused a book of remembrance to be 

written for those that feared the Lord? Why did the people quickly regain their sense of 

purpose, their enthusiasm, their hope? 

The answer, in my opinion, lies in the first part of the sentence — “Then they that 

feared the Lord spoke with one another.” There is a very bad belief which continually 

mars relationships between supposedly righteous people. It is the belief that bad ideas are 

the product of bad people. In other words, if I disagree with somebody’s ideas I must 

personalize these ideas and make the person who holds these ideas into an evil person. 

All of a sudden, because a person disagrees with me; his children are no good, he is no 

good, his wife is no good. This can only lead to hatred and division and a feeling of 

hopelessness. There is room for well meaning people to disagree. Just because you 

disagree with somebody does not mean he has to become your enemy. The righteous 

people of that generation acknowledged their error and began to communicate with each 

other. They no longer believed that everyone had to agree 100% with them. Others could 

disagree with them and still be their friends, but those that feared the lord spoke with one 

another. 

Reconciliation is the theme of this Haphtorah. We read how in Messianic days 

Elijah will come and turn the hearts of the sons to the fathers and the hearts of the fathers 

to the sons. It is inevitable that there will be differing views between generations. Every 

generation has its own music, clothes, and ideals. Every generation deals with different 

problems and circumstances, and because the problems are different, the reactions have 

to be different. It is inevitable that there will be differing views between the generations 

but the whole essence of the Seder is for the generations to communicate even though 

they may disagree. Children and parents are not enemies even though they may disagree. 

This, too, was the sin of Aaron’s two older sons, Nodov and Avihu, who brought strange 

fire to G-d. According to many rabbis, Nodov and Avihu wanted to run things 

themselves. They said, according to the Medrash, “When will this old generation die so 

we can take over?” They could not abide a difference of opinion. 

In our day, too, and even in our institutions we hear people who want to label as 

enemies people with whom they disagree and punish them and ostracize them. This is not 

only foolish, but also causes institutions to suffer and hope to be lost. It is only when all 
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well meaning people, when all the righteous talk with each other and respect each other 

that despair can be overcome and enthusiasm and a sense of purpose be maintained. Only 

if we talk to each other can we go ahead with G-d’s work of making this a better world. 

What Are Your Children’s Questions? 

Everyone knows that one of the main purposes of the Seder is to teach the lessons 

of freedom and the importance of mercy and compassion to our children. Many of the 

customs of the Seder were expressly put in, according to the Rabbis, just to evoke the 

curiosity of the children. But I’ve wondered why. the main part alloted to the children in 

the Seder is the reciting of the four questions. Why shouldn’t the children recite a passage 

on the importance of freedom, or on the importance of helping the poor? Why was it 

instituted that they should ask questions? Also I’ve often wondered why Shabbos 

Hagodol, the Great Sabbath, the Shabbos before Pesach is celebrated with so little pomp. 

On all other special Sabbaths before Pesach we take out two Torahs but on Shabbos 

Hagodol we don’t. We do read a special Haphtorah but not a special Maftir. Why should 

this be? It seems to me that the answer to these questions is found in the Mechilta, a 

rabbinical commentary on the book of Exodus. We learn there that it is incumbent upon 

parents not just to answer the questions their children ask but to also answer the questions 

their children don’t ask. That it is the duty of every parent to stimulate a child’s moral 

curiosity as well as his mental curiosity. You can tell a person the Rabbis say more by the 

questions that he asks than by any other means. We Jewish people have stayed a vibrant, 

continuous people because we have sought to answer the same questions. Maybe the 

answers have differed slightly in every generation and even within each generation but 

every Jew everywhere was always asking the same questions about life and its meaning 

and always trying to solve them. Unfortunately, in our generation most Jews don’t even 

know what the questions are that Judaism is wrestling with. To them all that is important 

is the latest sports scores, the latest fads, or the latest technical innovations. Judaism’s 

questions are not theirs. To them Shabbos Hagodol speaks. Because the major theme of 

Shabbos Hagodol is reconciliation, the turning of the hearts of the fathers to the sons and 

the sons to the fathers. This reconciliation can only take place if both father and son are 

asking the same questions, are responding to the same challenges. No, it is not pomp and 

fancy words that guarantees the future of Judaism. It is a concern for the same problems. 

The shared search for proper answers. The questions your children ask are vital. What 

questions do your children ask? Judaism’s, I hope. 
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Pesach 

Is There a Better Way? 

We all know the value of research. We all heartily endorse and support all 

projects which try to find cures for dread diseases or which try to develop new things so 

that we all can live better lives. Research, we know, is a vital part of the modern world. If 

a nation falls behind in its research, it will soon be overtaken by other nations and 

become a fourth or fifth rate power. Not only does our standard of living depend on 

research, but even our life. Thanks to research, polio has been overcome, heart and stroke 

victims have seen their lives lengthened, and we generally enjoy much better health than 

our ancestors. 

However, what makes us so confident that there is a cure for every disease? What 

makes us feel that if we will expend the needed energy, time, manpower, and expenses, 

we will come up with the solutions to solve our problems? Maybe many problems are 

unsolvable. Maybe it is not worth the effort to do all this research. Maybe there are no 

solutions to most problems. We Jews do not believe that. We believe that G-d has always 

prepared the Refuah, the cure, before the Maka, or the plague. All research is really based 

on this Jewish belief which was not shared by the peoples of antiquity. Pesach is a 

holdiay which proclaims this. Pesach is a holiday which proclaims that there are answers 

to our problems. 

In the Torah there are two different types of laws. There are the Chukim and 

Mishpotim: The Chukim are laws which do not seem to have any reason for them. They 

seem arbitrary, like the laws of kashruth, etc. Mishpotim, on the other hand, refer to laws 

which seem logical, like not stealing, etc. In life we are subjected to many arbitrary forces 

and drives which are not of our making but with which we must deal. We cannot reverse 

time. We cannot defy the law of gravity. The laws of nature are all illustrative of Chukim, 

of arbitrary laws which we just must accept because we cannot change them. (We cannot 

change the terrible forces which produce tornadoes, hurricanes, earthquakes, but we can 

learn to adjust to them and prepare for them if they are not too severe. Other things in life 

are more amenable to reason. We construct buildings, arrange our society based upon our 

desire and hope for happiness and order always, though, taking into account the Chukim, 

or the laws of nature which we cannot change.) 

It seems very strange, though, that the Torah refers to Pesach as a “Chok”. The 

Torah says “Zos Chukas Ha Pesach”. We would think that Pesach would be called a 

“Mishpot” because Pesach is a logical holiday. It is a holiday which flows from our 

appreciation of freedom. It is a holiday which tells us how terrible slavery is and how 

good freedom is. There is another time in the Torah when the expression “Zos Chukas” is 

used and that is when it says “Zos Chukas Ha Torah”. This time the Torah deals with the 

laws of the red heifer. When a person became ritually unclean, he was sprinkled with a 

mixture of the ashes of the red heifer and water in order to enter the Temple. Why, 

though, should Pesach be considered a “Chok”, an arbitrary holiday? 
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Perhaps the answer to this question can be found in the word “Pesach”, itself. The 

word “Pesach” means not only “to skip over”, as the Angel did over the houses of the 

Jewish people, but it also means “to be lame”. Throughout the Torah when the Jewish 

people refer to this holiday, they refer to it as “Chag Ha Pesach”, “the holiday of Pesach”, 

while when G-d refers to this holiday in the Torah He refers to it as “Chag Ha Matzos”, 

“the holiday of the Matzah”. When we Jews look at the world and we see all the terrible 

things that go on in it, the children who are maimed and sick, the violence in nature, the 

cruelty of man, we cannot help but feel that G-d’s ideas are limping in the world. In fact, 

the Rabbis explain that the word for “world” in Hebrew, “Olom”, means “hidden”. G-d is 

hidden in the world. He has not been made manifest. He cannot always be seen. 

On the other hand, when G-d speaks to the Jewish people about this holiday, He 

refers to it as “Chag Ha Matzos”. The word “Matzos” in Hebrew is spelled exactly as the 

word “Mitzvos”. G-d looks at the Jewish people and He reminds them about Mitzvahs. 

The matzah is dough which has not been allowed to rise and puff up. It is made from 

dough which water has not been in contact with for more than eighteen minutes. We are 

called upon to act now and to act in the world without puffery and chicanery in order to 

find what is hidden in the world. We are called upon not to be fooled by the false inflated 

ideas of the world which suppress compassion and support cruelty and even death. It is 

no accident that the number eighteen, or Chai, life, figures so prominently in the making 

of matzah. 

Pesach is a holiday which proclaims that there is hope in the world, that G-d has 

prepared the Refuah, the cure, before the Maka, or the plague. This, of course, is a Chok. 

This belief cannot be proved. It is something we take on faith. Logic is only a tool which 

can tell you what direction you have to go and what you must do after you have made 

certain assumptions, assumptions which cannot be proved, but which must be accepted 

on faith. There is no such thing as reason. What is reasonable depends upon what 

assumptions you make. If you assume that human life is valuable and that an individual 

has innate and inestimable worth, then you will organize your society much differently 

than if you do not believe that the individual human being has any value. 

Even the so-called reasonable laws, Mishpotim, are not so reasonable or logical as 

you might think when you apply them to concrete situations. We all agree that it is wrong 

to steal, but what if you were living under a tyrannical dictatorship and you needed 

money to overthrow the tyrant? Would you be justified in printing counterfeit money, or 

taking gold out of the national bank, or siphoning funds from the government to 

revolutionary organizations? What about one government seizing another government’s 

property and their land when war breaks -out? All these things would depend upon 

whether or not you felt that your cause was just. Everyone would agree that you would be 

totally justified doing all these different forms of stealing if the tyrant you were trying to 

overthrow was Hitler. It is less clear in many other situations. 

The Chukim ultimately determine what is reasonable. Based on our unprovable 

assumptions, we then come to reasonable courses of action. If Hitler really believed that 

we Jews were the source of all the evil in the world, then his action of trying to 

exterminate us all was a logical action. We, of course, know that he was a terribly evil 
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man and that his basic assumption was false. We Jews are not the source of evil in the 

world. On the contrary, we have been and are a great source of blessing in the world. 

Pharaoh, too, believed that what he was doing was right. It was necessary to enslave the 

Jewish people and others for the sake of civilization. It was important for man’s welfare 

to have a large slave class who would then allow the upper classes to develop the society 

in the right way. This would bring order out of disorder. It was absolutely essential to 

have slaves. 

What’s more, Pharaoh believed that the very laws, Chukim, of the universe 

demanded it. The constellation at Pesach time is Aries, or the lamb. This heavenly force 

demanded that Egypt be organized the way it was. We Jews have always proclaimed that 

there is a better way. It is true that all the ancient empires could not see how any 

civilization could exist without :slavery. Even Plato and Aristotle believed that slavery 

was essential. They could not see how civilization and its benefits could be had without 

slavery. We Jews, on the other hand, say and have said, “Yes, it looks like G-d is 

limping. It only looks on the surface like we have to put up with many evils in order to 

get some good things in this world, but the world is filled with hidden possibilities. There 

is a better way. We can run a society without slavery. We can do many things.” 

This is the Chok of Pesach. Pesach teaches us that we must always believe that 

the cure was created before the disease, and if we look hard enough and study hard 

enough, we will be able to find the right answers. This is also the symbol of the Chok of 

the red heifer. These ashes of the red heifer purified those who were ritually unclean, but 

it made impure those who prepared it. In life things are not logical. From mold comes 

penicillin. From the dregs of society can come great leaders and great talents, like 

Beethoven, Hamilton, etc. We cannot throw away anyone or anything because we do not 

know wherein and with whom the solutions to many of our problems lie. Some of the 

greatest spiritual leaders of our people came, actually, from the descendants of those who 

tried to kill us, like Haman and Nebuzardan, the Babylonian conqueror of Jerusalem. 

Pesach says there is always hope. Do not say and believe that just because we 

have always done things this way, that we have to continue to do them this way no matter 

the cruelty and pain we cause. Pesach tells us that the constellation Aries and others have 

no power over us. It is our job to make manifest the good possibilities of the world. G-d 

may be limping, but if we do Mitzvahs and study hard the world He has given us, we will 

be able to find the cure for every human plague, for all of society’s ills. Pesach is a Chok. 

It says we do not have to put up with cruelty, pain, and suffering.’ We can find a better 

way. 

Doing Mitzvahs is the Best Way to Reject Evil 

Everybody knows that today is Pesach and that Pesach lasts for eight days. 

However, in the Talmud there is an argument about what day exactly is Pesach. Some 

rabbis claim that  Pesach is only the 14th of the month, the eve of Passover, the day upon 

which the Jewish people sacrificed the paschal lamb. Others say no. They say that Pesach 

is the 15th, the night when we hold the Seder. The rest of Pesach is called Chag 

HaMatzos, the holiday of matza. 
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The rabbis who hold that Pesach is only on the 14th base their claim on a sentence 

in the Book of Bamidbar, or Numbers, in the Torah portion Massey, which says that on 

the 15th day of the first month on the morrow of Pesach, the Jewish people went out from 

Egypt. This seems to imply clearly that Pesach is on the 14th. Other rabbis base their 

opinion on a sentence from the Book of Joshua, from the Haftorah we read on the first 

day of Pesach, and claim that Pesach is the 15th because it says, “and they ate of the 

produce of the land on the morrow of Pesach.” We all know that you eat Chadash, the 

new grain, after you bring the Omer, or the first offering of the barley, on the night of the 

16th, so this means, therefore, that Pesach was the 15th. The rabbis decided that Pesach is 

really the 15th and the Halacha has determined that Pesach is really the 15th and not the 

14th. What difference does this really make? 

It seems to me that here we have one of the major differences between the way 

Judaism views the world and the way other religions and philosophies view the world. 

What happened on the 14th? On the 14th the Jewish people slaughtered the lamb. They, 

however, did not eat it until the 15th. The lamb was a symbol of evil. At this time of the 

year the constellation Aries holds sway, and the Egyptians believed that the spirit of 

Aries at this time of year was incarnate in the lamb, and it would harm them if they did 

not propitiate it. Anyone who would touch a lamb would be endangering Egypt. Great 

calamities would fall on Egypt because the spirit of Aries was incarnate in the lamb and it 

would become furious if anyone in any way harmed a lamb. The Jewish people rejected 

the whole concept of idol worship and incarnate spirits. We did and do not believe that 

man is trapped, as paganism did, between warring gods. If you propitiate one you are 

liable to irritate the other. We did and do not believe that man’s fate is determined by 

terrible awesome forces outside of man or that man had to be particularly careful about 

the different spirits of the zodiac who ruled the earth during different months. The Jewish 

people killed the lamb as a symbol that they rejected this evil and all the human sacrifices 

and immorality that went along with it. 

We might think then that Pesach is principally a holiday on which we reject evil 

and that that is the main thrust of the holiday, but this is not so. From the Jewish view of 

things, the most important thing is to do good, not to concentrate on evil. That’s why the 

rabbis say the Pesach is on the 15th, the time when we do many Mitzvahs, and not the 

14th when we killed the lamb. Matza and Mitzvah are the same word the Rabbis tell us. 

When we sit down and eat Matza, when we share the Matza and the lamb with the poor 

and with others, when we do Mitzvahs this is the way that we reject evil: by doing good. 

Our philosophy has always been “Shuv Meera Vasay Tov, Turn from evil and do good.” 

We do not concentrate on probing evil. Evil can be terribly fascinating and enchanting. 

There is a perverse delight in viewing it. That’s why you always read about vice officers 

who are caught running houses of prostitution or selling heroin, because evil tantalizes 

them. They get caught up in it. Or you find Elmer Gantry type ministers who are always 

preaching against sin, but who are themselves caught up in it. We are not to concentrate 

on evil. We are to concentrate on doing good. 

In Judaism we reject evil, but we reject evil by doing good. We do not concentrate 

on evil and constantly delve into its depths. That’s why on Pesach we are to put the blood 

of the lamb outside our door. We are not interested in the horrors of blood. We 
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concentrate on doing good, especially doing good for our family. That’s also the answer 

to the question which is always asked,, why is it that we do not make a Brocha when we 

begin the Haggadah? After all, we make a Brocha when we read the Megillah. Why 

shouldn’t we make a Brocha when we begin the Haggadah? The answer is because the 

Haggadah starts with Genus, evil, degradation, and ends with Shevach, or praise. We do 

not make a Brocha on the evil things we are going to read in the first part of the 

Haggadah. At the end of the first part of the Haggadah before the meal we make a 

Brocha. The Brocha is on our salvation, on our Exodus from Egypt, not on our slavery. 

Even in the first part of the Haggadah, itself, when we describe the slavery in Egypt we 

do not go into too many gruesome details because we are not concentrating on the evil. 

We are concentrating on the redemption. The same question can be asked, why don’t we 

say a Brocha before we say Hallel in the Haggadah? The answer is the same: because we 

divide the Hallel up and because the first part of the Hallel, which we recite before the 

meal, is concerned with slavery. We do not make a Brocha over slavery. After the meal at 

the end of the Haggadah there are many Brochas because then we concentrate on 

celebrating freedom. 

The message of Pesach is, sure there is evil in the world, but concentrate on the 

good. Do not be so caught up in the heartaches of life not to see the good things. Pesach 

teaches us that there is potential in life. There are good things in life. There is hope in 

life. Pesach comes in the spring when things are starting to bloom, when life begins 

anew. Do good. Know evil is there but concentrate on doing good. In that way we will 

expand the realm of the good and eventually bring goodness and freedom to all in the 

world. Sure, there are problems, but concentrate on doing good. That’s why, too, on the 

second day of Pesach we eat the new grain to show that there are new and wonderful 

things in life. See the wonderful things. See life’s potentiality. Work together with others 

to expand the realm of the good. In this way we will conquer evil by doing good. 

Are You Still in Slavery? 

On Pesach we learn how we went from slavery to freedom, from Avdut to Cherut. 

We learn how terrible slavery was and how wonderful freedom is. What, though, exactly 

is slavery? 

In Jewish law a slave has three disabilites: he cannot act as a witness, he does not 

observe commandments that have to do with time, and he cannot marry. A slave is not 

bound by truth because a slave cannot tell the truth. If his master wants him to lie, he has 

to lie. Otherwise his life would be in peril. According to Jewish law, there are only three 

things a person cannot do if his life would be in danger. He cannot worship idols or 

commit sexual immorality in public and he cannot kill another person, but telling the 

truth is not something you have to lay your life down for. If a slave tells the truth he may 

endanger his life. A slave is also not bound by time. He has no time. His master tells him 

what to do all the time. He cannot differentiate between time. A slave also can have no 

relationships. He cannot get married. He cannot have a family. He cannot make a 

commitment. His only commitment is to his master. 
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There are three signs that we have of the Exodus from slavery in Jewish life. We 

have Shabbos, Tephillin, and the Seder. The Exodus is mentioned in the Shabbos 

Kiddush, when we put on Tephillin, and, of course, is the theme of the Seder. The 

Tephillin teaches us about truth. A free man is bound to the truth. Our hand, our heart, 

and our mind must all be united in its commitment to truth. A person, in order to have 

integrity, must be willing to stand up for the truth. People who cannot stand up for the 

truth and live by the truth are slaves. The Shabbos teaches us how we can differentiate 

time. If we are the master of our time we do not have to work all the time. There are 

many people who have come to me and asked me to please support the state blue laws, 

not because they are religious, but because they do not want to have to be open seven 

days a week. They would have to be open in order to meet the competition if there were 

no blue laws. Shabbos teaches us that we can differentiate time, that we can mold it and 

shape it, that we are, to a certain extent, its master, it is not our master. The Seder teaches 

us about relationships. We all gather together as family. We can have relationships. We 

can make commitments. A person who cannot make commitments is a slave. 

These same ideas are repeated in the three symbols of Pesach. The Korbin Pesach, 

or the paschal lamb, was the symbol of truth. We Jewish people slaughtered the lamb and 

put its blood on the door to show we rejected the lamb as a god. We were not going to 

engage in falsehood. We were only going to be bound by the truth. The Matza has to do 

with time. If water touches flour for more than eighteen minutes it becomes choinetz. 

Time is very important in Judaism. When Shabbos comes and ends is all dependent upon 

time, precise time. We, therefore, declare that we can differentiate time and use it and 

mold it and shape it. The Maror teaches about relationships. The special bitterness of 

slavery is that a slave has nobody to share his experiences with. He could not make 

relationships. That’s why it says in the Haggadah, “Preshus Derecheretz, the separation 

of husband and wife is one of the worst aspects of slavery . . .” 

If we are not to be slaves we must know how to make commitments and 

relationships. We must know how to use time and we must be bound by the truth. If we 

cannot do these things then the Exodus has not happened for us, and we once again are in 

slavery; this time a slavery of our own making. 

Surviving As a Jew Demands Positive Reasons 

In the Torah reading for the 7th day of Pesach we learn how G-d did not take the 

people, the Am, and lead them the shortest way to Israel because He was afraid that if 

they would see war they would return to Egypt. The word Am is used for the people. 

When the word Am is used it refers to the people in a negative sense. It refers to the 

people as a people but not as a people devoted to ideals. When the word Israel is used, 

then it refers to the people as a people dedicated to ideals. 

When the Jewish people left Egypt many of them were negative. They knew what 

they did not want, but they did not know what they did want. In fact, the rabbis say many 

of them did not want to leave Egypt at all. Slavery, the rabbis teach us, ended six months 

before the Exodus because of the chaos the plagues caused Egyptian society. Many of the 

Jewish people were so satisfied in Egypt that they had to be driven out. The Egyptians 
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became so frightened during the last plague that they expelled us from Egypt. Another 

Medrash tells us that only a fifth of the Jews left. The rest perished in the plague of 

darkness. 

Shortly after the Jewish people left Egypt they found themselves trapped between 

the sea and the advancing Egyptian army. They quickly divided into four camps. One 

said let us throw ourselves into the sea, commit suicide. Another said let us assimilate 

and become Egyptians, go back to Egypt. A third group said let us fight to the last drop of 

blood. The fourth group said let us protest, make a lot of noise. All these groups were 

wrong. Jewish survival may sometimes require each of these approaches, but as an 

exclusive approach they are all wrong. 

Judaism does not approve of suicide. The story of Masada is probably not even 

historically accurate. Josephus was the Jewish commander of the Galilee. He was 

headquartered in a very strong fortress. Right before it fell only fifteen soldiers were left 

and they adopted a suicide pact. He picked the last straw, but he did not commit suicide. 

He went over to the Romans. Probably his story of Masada is a self justification. 

Assimilation is not a Jewish answer for survival. Hitler considered the assimilated Jew a 

worse threat than the visible Jew. Fighting to the last drop of blood is also no answer. We 

Jews have always been able to compromise as long as we were given a certain amount of 

freedom. Even with the Romans we eventually compromised. After Jerusalem fell we set 

up the Sanhedrin at Yavneh. The fourth group, which believed in just protesting, is also 

not an authentic Jewish response since just protesting without personal commitment is 

worth nothing. Often we find that our community is continually protesting this or that, 

but that the persons who protest in their personal life do not practice Judaism. This will 

not insure Jewish survival. 

The authentic response which allows for Jewish survival is personal 

perserverance, to continue practicing Judaism despite everything; even if it means you 

have to walk up to your neck in water. Taking personal responsibility for Judaism and 

implementing it in your daily life insures Jewish survival. The other techniques, at times, 

may be appropriate but only in conjunction with personal commitment. 

We Jews have to have positive reasons for being Jewish, not just negative 

reasons. Many of the Jews who left Egypt only had a negative reason. At the Red Sea, 

though, this changed. All the Jews burst out into song. They saw the positive aspects of 

being a Jew. When they had a song, a vision of the Jewish future, then their future was 

assured because they, each one, then personally wanted to perpetuate it. When the Am 

became Israel then Jewish survival was assured. The same is true in our day. 

Compassion: The Basis of Freedom 

On the second day of Pesach, why do we begin the Torah reading with the 

commandment that a calf is to stay with its mother at least seven days before it can be 

taken and offered as a sacrifice, and that a cow and its calf should not be slaughtered on 

the same day? This is coupled with the statement, “You should not desecrate My holy 

name Who brought you out from the land of Egypt?” 
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Immediately following this we have a list of all the holidays. The Torah reading 

could have started with the list of the holidays. It did not have to start with this segment 

of the cow and the calf. Why did it do this? It did this because the essence of Judaism is 

compassion. We are told that we must be compassionate. This was the whole essence of 

the Egyptian experience, to teach the Jews to be compassionate. Because we are created 

in the image of G-d we have the capacity to be compassionate, but we do not have to be 

compassionate. The Egyptian experience was to change the Jewish people from a 

Merahem to a Rahum, from people who potentially could be compassionate to people 

who must be compassionate. 

The Egyptian experience precedes the giving of the Torah. Being compassionate 

is a prerequisite for fulfilling the Mitzvahs. Pesach comes before Shavuos. If a person 

observes the commandments and is not compassionate then he really is not religious and 

it is doubtful if he is even Jewish. We are to be compassionate even to animals. The 

rabbis go so far as to say about a person who is not compassionate, that even though he 

may observe many Mitzvahs, they doubt he is a Jew. The whole Seder experience is to 

teach us compassion. 

We do not say a blessing when we begin the reading of the Haggadah even 

though it is a Mitzvah to read the Haggadah because we are not sure it will have the right 

effect on us. We are not sure that it will make us compassionate. We also do not say a 

Brocha before we say Hallel at the Seder also because we split the Hallel saying half 

before the meal and the other half after the meal. We are not sure whether after the meal 

we will still be compassionate and want to say Hallel. Some people, after they have made 

theirs, want to deny everybody else any opportunity to make theirs. If you still after the 

meal want to say Hallel and still want to remember Egypt then you can say a blessing. 

Pesach is not only about freedom. It is about compassion. If we Jews have not learned the 

necessity of compassion, then we have not really left Egypt. 

Memories of the Past Bring on the Future 

Memories mold and shape us, but you cannot touch them or feel them. They 

cannot be seen or heard. They are completely intangible, but we all know that they exert a 

powerful effect on everything we do. But we all do not have the same memories. When 

many of you go downtown in Houston you see many things I do not see. You see the old 

school, the corner grocery, the drugstore, the barber shop. All I see are skyscrapers. There 

may be an old building there that you would like to save because it has so many 

memories. To me it may be an old building which should be torn down because to me it 

means nothing. Memories are something which cannot be transferred. 

Many Jews want to give their children the beautiful memories of the Shabbos 

meal, the warm family atmosphere, the Shabbos candles, but they want to do it without 

ever lighting the Shabbos candles themselves. You cannot transfer nostalgia. Many Jews 

want to transfer the warm memories but the memories of poverty, struggle, strangeness, 

they want to forget about. They consider them negative memories. You cannot really 

transfer one without the other. In our day and age what is stressed is the new, the unusual, 

the modern. Memories speak of the past, and many Jews do not want their past. They are 
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ashamed of their past. They feel inferior to the Western civilization around them. They do 

not really want to transfer their memories to their children because they are afraid their 

children may feel guilty about doing this or doing that. 

The story is told about Rabbi Bluznah how one day while he was in a 

concentration work camp in which only eleven of the original 300 survived, he was lying 

in his bunk when he heard his name being called out. Nobody stirred because this meant 

the end. However, the kapo who called out his name said that he was Jewish and that he 

had a message to give him. He then got up and took an old tattered envelope. As he 

picked it up a $50 American bill fell out and in the envelope was a hardly legible letter. 

In the letter it said: “Dear Rabbi, The factory I am working in has been surrounded by 

German soldiers. They are going to take us out to be shot. I am giving this letter to 

somebody to smuggle out to you. Please when the war is over and you get to safety, have 

a Sefer Torah written in my name and the name of my wife who was shot yesterday. I 

must end the letter now because they are asking us to undress. P.S. My sister’s children 

have been taken by a gentile family. After the war, please rescue them and give them a 

Jewish education. Abraham Shapiro.” 

Rabbi Bluznah survived the war and today in the Yeshiva Torah V’Das there is a 

Sefer Torah enscribed with the name “Mr. and Mrs. Shapiro”. He knew that Jewish 

memories were worth preserving. He knew Jews did not have anything to be ashamed of. 

We did not go kill millions of innocent people. We were not Nazis. Why should Jews be 

ashamed of anything? Many Jews are ashamed of the way Jews dress, speak, pray. They 

have nothing to be ashamed of. Jewish memories should be preserved. What is the only 

institution which can preserve Jewish memories? It is the family. The family is the only 

vehicle which can transfer memories. That's why the family is so stressed in Judaism. 

In the Haggadah where we read about the oppression of the Egyptians, we read 

how they afflicted us, burdened us and oppressed us. Affliction, our rabbis teach us, 

means they separated husband and wife. Our burden means the killing of our children. 

Only the last, our oppression, refers to work To the Jewish eyes the worst possible thing 

is not to be married and have a family, but today those who do not want to be burdened 

with the memories of the past are not interested in having families. They do not want to 

get married and they do not want to have children. They have no future. Children are a 

sign of the future. These people are only interested in the present. A future demands that 

we have a past. Only those who are interested in memories can have a future. 

In the Haphtorah we read today, we read about the Messianic era when all evil 

shall be ended in the world. There are two types of evil in the world: physical and moral. 

Even if all of us would be pious and never do anything wrong there would still be evil in 

the world, storms, pain, death. We are only called upon to end all moral evil. G-d has to 

end all physical evil. The prime Jewish view is that after we have ended as much moral 

evil as we can, G-d will send the Messiah who will announce the end of all physical evil. 

Death, itself, will be overcome and those who, by their sacrifices, by their devotion to 

family, by their moral lives helped bring the Messiah will live once again to see the 

Messianic age, an age of peace, understanding, and brotherhood. Their past dreams will 

have become the future, and we will once again see those who have made this Messianic 
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era happen. Their memories are precious. They assure our future. Our memories of their 

tears and their joy and especially of their laughter give us the courage to go on and make 

their dreams a reality. They are not gone. They still live and as long as we have their 

memories and dreams Judaism will stay alive and we will all continue to live as Jews. Let 

our memory of their dreams and hopes never die because it assures our future. It is the 

source of our conviction and hope that we can build a better world and hasten the coming 

of the Messiah. 

Elijah Tells Us Never Give Up 

Yizkor stirs up within us all sorts of memories of the past, memories of Seders we 

had long ago in our grandparents’ and parents’ homes. At every Seder we welcome a 

special guest. We set aside a cup for Elijah, for Eliahu. Why should it be that we set aside 

a cup for Eliahu? Why don’t we set aside a cup for Moshe? After all, Moshe is the man 

who took us out of Egypt. He is the man who sacrificed so much of himself to insure our 

freedom. He is not mentioned at all at the Seder. Why is such prominence given to 

Eliahu? What’s more, of all the holidays Pesach is not referred to in the Torah as the time 

of our joy as all the other pilgrim holidays are. 

Eliahu was a prophet of justice. He stood up for the oppressed. He would not 

allow the lowly to be run over by the . high and mighty. But Moshe, too, always stood up 

for the underdog. He slew the Egyptian who was smiting the Jew. He saved Yisro’s 

daughters. Elijah was the man who proved to the people that G-d was G-d. He had all the 

priests of Baal assemble and offer a sacrifice challenging them to have their gods bring 

down fire to consume it. They tried all day, but they failed. He then offered a sacrifice 

and fire quickly came down from G-d and consumed it. The people then shouted, “G-d is 

G-d.” However, this did not last long. The very next day Elijah fled to the desert. He 

asked to die because he was a failure. He could not succeed. It did not seem that he could 

convince the people permanently of the truth. G-d told him, “Elijah, do not give up, do 

not give up.” He then showed him the mighty thunder but He said, “I am not in the 

thunder.” He showed him the lightning and said, “I am not in the lightning. I am in the 

still small voice. Eliahu, go back. Do not give up. Do not give up. Do not give up.” 

Eliahu went back and designated a new disciple, Elisha, and through Elisha G-d’s 

message spread. 

That’s why Pesach is not referred to as the day of our joy because many times 

Jews have celebrated Pesach under terrible conditions. They had a Seder in Auschwitz. 

How was it possible? One of the SS men told the Jews in the carpentry shop to make him 

targets. They said they would but it would be more effective if they could put figures on 

the targets. The SS men thought that that was a wonderful idea and brought them some 

flour to make a paste from so that they could paste figures on the targets. They saved that 

flour and baked Matza in the foundry. Then they took potato peels and put them in water 

and that was their wine. They had a Seder in Auschwitz. Why, though, should the Jews of 

Auschwitz want to make a Seder? How was this possible that they thought that they were 

free? It was possible because we Jews, since the time of Egypt, have known that we do 

not deserve slavery. We are always free inside. That’s why we read in the Haggadah that 

we are to tell the story of Exodus, Kol Yemai Chayecha, all the days of your life. The 
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word Kol, means even in times of persecution we are to have a Seder. We Jews are never 

to give up. Even in the darkest moments of despair we should persevere because a still 

small voice, the message and memories of our past, will eventually overvome. That’s 

why we set aside a cup for Eliahu. We are never to give up. Today when we are faced 

with many problems of assimilation and many parents are estranged from their children, 

we still should remember that the message is still the same. Do not give up. Do not give 

up. 

Rabbi Menachem Zimbah was one of the leaders of Polish Jewry. When he saw 

what was happening in Warsaw, he counseled the Jews to revolt and on Erev Pesach 

1943 when the SS tried to enter the ghetto to round up the last 50,000 Jews to send them 

to death camps they were repulsed by Jewish young people having almost no weapons. 

That night Rabbi Zimbah made a Seder for himself and the young fighters. The Germans 

decided that the best way to get at the Jews was to destroy every building, to set them 

afire and they began setting the buildings on fire. Rabbi Zimbah’s building, too, was set 

on fire. He went down into the basement with his family but from there, too, they were 

forced to leave. He took the hand of his five year old grandson and went out of the 

building. The Nazis were waiting for him and they shot him down. However, the other 

members of his family saw where the shots came from and were able to escape. Rabbi 

Zimbah died, but his family lived. Those whom we remember today have died, but their 

memories cause us to live and will cause future generations to live. We should all never 

give up, but we should cling to the still small voice, to the memories, to the love, to the 

warmth of those who are gone by passing them on to future generations. They may be 

gone, but their families live. 
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Shavuos 

Torah and Self Esteem 

Shavuos has a peculiar name. It has a name which means “weeks”. Shavuos is the 

culmination of a process. You cannot get to Shavuos directly. You must go through a 

process of improvement. The word “Shavuos”. also stands for “oaths”. G-d took an oath 

that He would not desert the Jewish people, and the Jewish people took an oath that G-d 

would always be their G-d. 

We learn in the Medrash that when the Jewish people stood before Mount Sinai to 

receive the Torah and to become a kingdom of priests and a holy nation, G-d sent down 

His ministering angels to them to cure them from all their defects. The blind could see, 

the deaf could hear, and the lame could walk. The Torah was given to a people who were 

whole. The Torah is meant for healthy, sane people. The Torah is not meant, as you hear 

many times today, for sick people. The Torah will not cure the mentally ill or the dope 

addict or the person with a severe personality disorder. The Torah may prevent a person 

from becoming an alcoholic or dope addict or from getting a severe guilt complex 

because its ways steer a person into the right way of life, but the Torah was not meant to 

cure people who are sick. 

In our day and age many people think the Torah is only for people who are sick, 

who either have a drug problem or alcohol problem. Many times I get calls from frantic 

families who want to know to what yeshiva they can send their son or daughter in Israel 

in order to cure them from being drug addicts. Yeshivas cannot cure drug addiction. In 

fact, many times yeshivas and religious kibbutzim in Israel will not accept American 

applicants because they have had such bad experiences with them in the past. The 

problem of alcohol and drug dependency is a very serious problem among us Jews now. 

Many people cannot go out and face the world without a drink or pill. We Jews are not 

addicted to drink as much as other people, but many of our people cannot go out into the 

world without a Valium. They are totally dependent on drugs.  

The reason these people are dependent on drugs is that they have a low self 

esteem. They think they cannot cope. They think they are garbage, that they do not have 

the ability or talent to make it in the world. They are filled with fears and anxieties. They 

are afraid of making mistakes. Sometimes this idea that they are no good or that they 

cannot fulfill other people’s expectations of them was drilled into them by their parents: 

Others who feel worthless come from loving homes but have, for some reason or another, 

come to feel that they are not worth anything. They are very unhappy with themselves. 

They do not realize that G-d loves them and cares for them and has created them and that 

all G-d requires of them is to try to do their best. They do not realize that they do not 

have to be perfect in order to be good, that they do not have to produce in order to be 

good. 

Most of them also are people who constantly look at the things that are wrong 

instead of the things that are right. They look at the 5% or 3% or 1% which is bad within 

themselves, their parents, or their friends. They do not look at the 95% or 97% or 99% 
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which is good. They do not realize that they have to reach out to help others, and that by 

reaching out they will help themselves by realizing that they have things that they can 

contribute. They will thus raise their self esteem. They all have to realize that everybody 

has similar problems. By talking with others, by realizing that they are not alone they will 

see that they are worth something. They can help others. Once they realize that they have 

self worth, that G-d needs and cares for them, then they can study Torah. Once they 

realize that they are not garbage, that they are loved and wanted and needed, then the 

Torah can be received by them, can the Torah have an effect on them. 

We are taught that the Torah was given on Mount Sinai, and it was not given on 

Mount Hermon or Mount Lebanon, which are taller mountains, because a person should 

be humble. The question is then asked, “If a person should be humble, why wasn’t the 

Torah given in a valley?” The answer, the rabbis teach us, is that we are not supposed to 

be that humble. G-d is Zokaif Kefufeem. G-d makes us stand straight. We are supposed 

to have self pride and self respect, not arrogance, but a feeling of self worth. We are 

supposed to know that we are valuable, that we are worthwhile. That’s why the Medrash 

we learned above stresses that the Torah was given to a people who had become 

completely healthy and sane. The Torah is not for nuts or people off the wall. The Torah 

is for healthy people. It allows them to live a good life, and to grow. It may also help 

others who are sick, but only after they realize that they have self worth. May we all 

always have a feeling of self worth. 

Yiddishe Mamas Make Menschen and Successful People 

When we say Yizkor we will remember those who are no longer gere. However, 

although their physical presence is no longer with us, their spiritual presence still shapes 

and molds us. They are present in our minds, and when we come to make decisions in life 

we make almost every decision based not only upon the facts present now, but also upon 

the teachings and experiences which we shared with those who are no longer here. In our 

minds they are still with us. We know how they would respond and what they would say 

and this shapes and molds us. 

The mind is the most powerful creation in the universe. With our minds we can 

overcome many problems and obstacles and also with our minds we can take glorious 

opportunities and shatter them. We can become depressed and filled with anguish and 

fear for no apparent reason. Our mind is a wonderful instrument. Many times we have 

talked about how our minds can make us feel that we are unworthy, how our minds can 

make us feel that we are nothing. We can become so ridden with anxiety and fear that we 

cannot face the world without alcohol or drugs. How many people do we know who 

cannot face the day without Valium or Traxine? There are so many people who seem to 

have everything, but who are ridden with anxiety and feel depressed. They do not feel 

they have any self-worth. 

In the past Jewish children achieved great things even though they were beset by 

problems greater than the problems that this generation is beset with. They, however, had 

something that this generation does not have. They had Yiddishe Mamas. They knew that 

they were loved unconditionally. The Yiddishe Mama knew her children were her most 
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precious things in the whole world, that nothing was more important than her children. A 

child then never questioned his self identity or his self-worth because he knew that his 

mother loved him unconditionally. Now, by and large, we no longer have Yiddishe 

Mamas. When we say Kaddish today we are also saying Kaddish for the Yiddishe Mama. 

She does not exist anymore. 

Today’s mothers are not the same. As a result, today’s children are not the same. I 

can tell you from teaching Hebrew school for over 30 years that this generation of school 

children is not the same as the last generation. Mothers now feel that children get in the 

way. Mothers conditionally love their children. Either let me do my thing or else. They 

resent their children because they stop mothers from doing their thing. Children do not 

have anymore a strong feeling of self-worth, self-pride, and self-dignity that so 

characterized Jewish children before. The previous generation produced great lawyers 

and doctors, accountants, etc. because they never doubted their self-worth. They knew 

their mothers loved them unconditionally. They knew their mothers loved them so much 

that they reciprocated by wanting to do everything they could to please them. True, the 

Yiddishe Mama talked about “my son, the doctor”, but they would have loved their child 

just as much even if they wouldn’t have become. a doctor and the children knew it. 

Unconditional love is mecessary also in order to produce people who can be Menschen, 

people who have self-respect and, therefore, can respect others. Parents today who make 

fun of the Yiddishe Mama, of the importance of loving your child unconditionally 

prevent their own children from becoming Menschen. 

On Shavuos we brought in Temple days two loaves of wheat and waved them on 

the altar. These two loaves of wheat were made from the new wheat. On Pesach we 

brought two loaves of barley. Barley is what animals eat. Human beings eat wheat. After 

we brought the two loaves of barley on Pesach all new grains could be eaten. However, 

no new grains could be offered on the altar until the two loaves were brought on Shavuos. 

Only after that could new grain be offered on the altar. There is a big difference between 

preparing a child for the world and making a Mensch out of him. An education or an 

attitude towards life which appeals only to the mind and which stresses only freedom 

produces children who understand Pesach but not Shavuos. These types of children 

cannot make a commitment. They are only interested in themselves. They are barley 

children, not wheat children. Shavuos speaks of the unconditional love between G-d and 

the Jewish people. It is this unconditional love which gives us dignity and self-respect 

and allows us to become Menschen. It inspires us to want to do the right thing. It takes a 

lot of effort to become a Mensch. Without a mother’s unconditional love it is almost 

impossible. Shavuos speaks about G-d’s unconditional love for the Jewish people, and 

the Jewish people’s reciprocal desire to become Menschen to please G-d. A mother’s 

love inspires reciprocal love between the generations. 

I am reminded of the story they tell about a girl named Livia who, in 1944 along 

with her mother, was deported to Auschwitz. She was 13 years old and had long golden 

hair. Joseph Mengelle saw her and asked if she was Jewish. She said she was. He asked if 

the woman next to her was her mother. She said yes. He said mothers and daughters 

should not be separated and sent them to the baracks and not to the gas chamber. In 

Auschwitz the bunks were not made very securely. One day when Livia and her mother 
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were lying in a lower bunk the top bunk filled with women crashed down on her and her 

mother, and her mother was badly injured. She was taken to the infirmary where her 

daughter helped nurse her. Her daughter, though, was afraid to leave her there too long 

because of the selections. Her mother could not dress herself or hardly walk, but the 

daughter did everything for her so she would not be noticed and selected for death. Once 

her mother was told to go to the right and her daughter to the left. The daughter could not 

stand to be separated from her mother, and so she ran toward her mother. The soldiers 

began to beat her but, for some reason, they did not kill her. They just threw her and her 

mother into a truck and drove them both off to a camp deeper in Germany. 

There things were better than in Auschwitz. The daughter, though, watched very 

carefully over the mother. One day when it was snowing outside the girls were told to go 

out and shovel the snow. They refused knowing that if they tried to shovel snow in a 

blizzard they would all freeze to death. They were not killed but punished by being put in 

a factory for 24 hours without food or water. When Livia returned to her mother her 

mother had kept her soup warm for Livia. Livia refused to eat it saying that her mother 

needed the soup more since she was in poor health. The mother, though, refused to eat it, 

and Livia refused to eat it. Finally, the mother said, “If you don’t eat it, I’ll pour it on the 

floor,” and so she did. 

At that point they flung themselves into each other’s arms and cried. They were 

overwhelmed with grief. They were loaded on a train and sent further into Germany. This 

time the train was bombed by the Allies. It was during the last days of the war. Livia and 

her mother escaped from the train and found a man who told them that on the very night 

they spilled the soup on the floor Livia’s father had been shot to death in Bergen Belsen. 

This, however, was not the end of the story. 

When the American commander of the area saw the terrible conditions of the 

concentration camp inmates, he called the burghers of the local village to come out and 

see what their nation had done. One immaculately dressed lady went over to Livia and 

looked at her. Livia asked the lady, “How old do you think I am?” The woman answered, 

“Sixty or sixty-two.” Livia looked at the woman and said, “I am 14 years old.” It was 

later found that the mother had broken her back in several places. 

It was only because of the selfless dedication of the mother and daughter to each 

other that they were able to survive. It is only the total devotion, dedication, and 

unconditional love the generations have had for one another that has allowed Judaism to 

survive. May this dedication and devotion always be there, and may our people always 

survive. 

Milk, Batya, Life, and Compassion 

On Shavuos we have very little symbolism. The only two things we do on 

Shavuos is eat milk foods and put a little greenery in the synagogue. There are many 

reasons given for this: how the Torah is considered like milk and honey; how when the 

Torah was given to us Mount Sinai was green; how because the Jewish people received 

the Torah on Shabbos they could not kasher any pots and had to eat milk foods. We also 



TORAH CONCEPTS -- THE SOURCE OF JEWISH VALUES VOLUME II 

PAGE 183 OF 236 

 

 
HO1  16502v1 

learn how on Shavuos they brought “HaMincha Hadosha L’Adoshem” whose initials 

spell out the word “Halov” or milk. 

The reason, though, that I like the best is the one which tells us that we eat milk 

foods and decorate the synagogue with greenery to remember Moshe Rabbeinu. Moshe 

was born on the 7th day of Adar. When he was 3 months old his mother put him in a 

flimsy reed basket and set him out among the reed grass along the Nile. His mother, 

Yocheved, was able to hide him for 3 months because either as some say Moshe was 

born in the 6th month,. or she hid him the first 3 months of her pregnancy from the 

Egyptians and was able to pretend to be pregnant an additional 3 months. She, though, 

could not pretend any more because the Egyptians could count, so she was forced to put 

her baby Moshe in a reed basket and send him down the Nile. 

It had been decreed by Pharaoh that all Jewish boys should be drowned in the 

Nile, but a wonderful thing happened. Batya, the daughter of Pharaoh, stretched out her 

hand and rescued Moshe. Moshe had been put afloat on the day which later was to 

become Shavuos. Batya defied her father’s decree, and she displayed great compassion. 

She took in this little Jewish boy. She tried to find a woman who would nurse the little 

baby, but Moshe would not suck from any of their breasts. It was then that Miriam 

approached the princess and told her about a Jewish woman who would nurse Moshe. 

She, of course, was referring to Yocheved, Moshe’s mother. Moshe then nursed from his 

mother until he was weaned. 

We remember these things on Shavuos, and we eat milk foods and we put 

greenery in the synagogue to remind us of the banks of the Nile. Many Jews are named 

after Batya. The name Bashia, Basha, Batia, are all named after the Egyptian princess that 

we know in English as Bithia. Batya means the daughter of G-d. She, because of her 

great compassion, is the only one in the whole Torah who has the name of G-d as part of 

her name. Ya means G-d. Haleluya means praise G-d. Batya means the daughter of G-d. 

Because she was such a compassionate woman the rabbis tell us that Moshe was called 

by the name she gave him and not by the name his own mother gave him.  

Mases in Egyptian means the son of. Most of the Egyptian pharaohs’ names end 

in Mases, like Ramases, Tutmases. Moshe in Hebrew also means to be drawn out because 

Moshe was drawn out of the water. Moshe’s Hebrew name, the rabbis say, was Tov, but 

G-d chose to call him by the name given to him by an Egyptian princess because she was 

such a compassionate woman. This, too, is the reason why we read the Book of Ruth on 

this holiday, because Ruth was a compassionate woman. She came from a people who 

did not know anything about compassion, but she, herself, was a very compassionate 

person. 

Compassion is the basis of Judaism. It even precedes the Torah. The rabbis tell us 

that if you find a person who is not compassionate, then you should doubt whether or not 

he is even Jewish. Today we remember those who have gone before us, those who have 

sacrificed for us, those who taught us how to live. They inculcated their values in us. 

Today we are still molded and shaped by them. It is not only the Shabbos candles and the 

Pesach Seders and getting ready for Rosh Hashonna and Yom Kippur and the lulav and 
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esrog that we remember. We remember also their dedication to compassion. Compassion 

lengthens and promotes life. Cruelty shortens and ends it. Judaism is a religion whose 

main toast is L’Chayim, to life. Our emphasis is on the good and the beautiful that 

potentially can be in life. 

I am reminded of the story they tell about Moshe, a young Bobover Chosid, who 

loved to go every Sholosh Seudos to the table of the Bobover Rebbe, Rabbi Ben Tzion 

Halbershtam, who would sing a melody based upon the holy Zohar. They would all sing 

and dance. Rabbi Halbershtam loved young people especially and he took a special 

delight in singing together with Moshe this wonderful uplifting melody from the Zohar. 

Moshe was taken by the Nazis and sent to Malthausen, a terrible concentration camp. 

Almost nobody survived the Malthausen. There one morning all the young men were 

ordered into the showers. This time they really were showers, not gas. Immediately after 

the showers while they were still wet and naked, they were ordered outside for a roll call. 

There they were counted once, twice, three times until slowly one by one they all fell -to 

the ground frozen from head to toe. Moshe felt his own body freezing in the sub-freezing 

temperature of an Austrian winter. Slowly, though, imperceptively the tune of the 

Bobover Rebbe filled his mind. Slowly his lips started to move and he started to lift his 

feet to the rhythm of the music. As he did, the ground turned red where he had picked up 

his feet part of his skin was left on the ground. Gradually the ice on his body cracked, and 

he felt himself moving up and down in place to the Bobover’s melody. The melody 

transfixed him and gave him courage to go on. He did not fall. He lived. 

It is the melody which has allowed us Jews to continue to live. It is the melody of 

the warmth, of the love we have known. It has given us a promise for the future. We 

believe life can be better, that human beings can become compassionate, that we can 

bring the Mashiach. Now when Moshe sits with his family on Sholosh Seudos and sings 

the Bobover melody he remembers how it saved his life. We are a religion of life, not 

death. It is love and mercy which bring life. Cruelty and hardness bring only death. Hitler 

said we are a sentimental people and we are because we believe life can be good. 

That’s what happened to Stella. She had 34 uncles and aunts and countless 

cousins. She was the daughter of a well to do family living in the Carpathian Mountains. 

All her family was wiped out in front of her eyes and she just managed to escape. She 

lived for over a year with four other people in a six by four hole under a barn. When she 

was liberated she no longer wanted to be Jewish, and she yearned for the day of revenge. 

When she heard that some local Nazis were going to be hung in a town a short distance 

away, she went to the town and stood in the front row. When the trap door opened and 

the nooses tightened around the necks of these criminals, she screamed, “What am I 

doing here? What good will this do? It will not bring back my family.” She tore off the 

cross on her neck, threw it on the ground, and said, “I choose life, not death.” All of us 

should choose life. The compassion, the love, and the warmth we learned at our parent’s 

and grandparent’s home produces life. May we all be worthy of their memory, and the 

memory of Batya and Moshe. May we always show compassion and choose life. 
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Tisha B’Av 

Education, Automatic Responses to Thinking 

There are two different types of education. There is a type of education which 

teaches us a skill, and a type of education which teaches us to think. These two types of 

education are almost always mutually exclusive. They cannot be taught at the same time 

in the same course. When we learn a skill, we must learn the skill so well that the skill 

becomes second nature to us. We do not want to think about how we should perform this 

skill when we are performing it. If we think about what we are doing when we are doing 

a particular skill, we will not be able to do it well. When a person types his fingers should 

go automatically to the different letters. He should not consciously have to think where to 

put the index finger or little finger, etc. in order to type. 

The purpose of this first type of education is to teach us to perform skills 

automatically without any type of awareness or self-consciousness. When we are driving 

a car and see a red light, we should automatically put our foot on the brake without even 

thinking about it. This type of education’s purpose is, so to speak, to put a computer 

program in our brain entitled “Driving a Car”, “Typing”, “Arithmetic”, etc. Any time we 

want to call on these skills we, so to speak, push a button and they work themselves. 

The other type of education is meant to teach us how to think. In this type of 

education, we do not want things to be automatic. We are taught to examine everything 

critically, even the things we have taken for granted since childhood. One of the marks of 

a creative person is that he is able to immediately spot the things that we do 

automatically, question them, and then propose alternative solutions. Most of the time, 

creative people’s ideas are not accepted immediately because the people around them 

have been taught to look at the problems the creative man is dealing with in an automatic 

way. They have to, so to speak, turn off their program before they can appreciate what 

the creative person has created. Both these types of education are crucial in a society. We 

need them both. We need to learn how to automatically respond. This helps in 

communications. Everybody then knows what certain things mean. That’s the reason 

many firms today only want to hire college graduates. Most of the time these firms place 

college graduates in jobs that have nothing at all to do with their majors in university, but 

the reason they want to hire college graduates is because all college graduates generally 

react automatically the same to any given situation. They can communicate easily. It is 

essential when people work together that they know what each other means, otherwise 

the office or factory will degenerate into a group of bickering people. 

That’s, too, why people who come from other cultures have a hard time in 

America. In America the things we do automatically many times have a different 

meaning in another culture, and certain things done in other cultures automatically give 

off wrong signals here in America. For example, in Arab countries it is considered a sign 

of friendship, and only friendship, for men to walk down the street holding hands. In 

America, of course, this would have an entirely different meaning. 
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Most education in America today is really geared to teaching skills. We fool 

ourselves when we say that we want our students to always think. We really do not. We 

want them to think out all their responses in our training sessions to all sorts of situations 

so that they will respond automatically when confronted with these situations in real life. 

We use thinking only as a means to obtain automatic responses. We teach soldiers how to 

react to certain situations so that when they are on the battlefield they will not have to 

think about how to react. They will just know. The same goes for policemen, even 

teachers and doctors and nurses, etc. Much of their education is geared to know what to 

do when different situations arise. Of course, there is much thought given to what to do 

before the automatic response is agreed upon, but, basically, most education is to teach us 

how to automatically respond to different situations. Society needs this kind of education, 

and it is important. 

In only one area do we fail to give this type of education, and that is in the area of 

morality, in the area of teaching character. When it comes to skills, whether it be 

computer operators, pilots, surgeons, etc., we do not want them to think out a problem 

when they encounter it. We want them to know already what to do when the situation 

arises without having to think everything through. This is the difference between an 

experimental procedure and a routine procedure. In routine procedure the problems have 

already been all worked out and, depending on the situation, the person with these skills 

proceeds automatically. 

This is also what we mean by an experienced person. When he comes across a 

situation he does not panic. Instinctively he knows how to act because he has confronted 

it before. When it comes to morals, ethics, we should be teaching the same type of 

automatic responses. It should be second nature to people to know what to do and say at a 

funeral, what to do and say for a needy bride, how to respond to children’s needs, 

parent’s needs, etc. In our day and age we have stopped teaching these automatic moral 

skills. In fact, in a study made in a Midwestern state, it was found that children, by and 

large, no longer have a firm sense of right and wrong. It is not automatic anymore that if 

a child finds a wallet with money in it that he will return it. It is not automatic that 

children think shoplifting is wrong. It is not automatic that if a child sees a person 

collapse on the street that he will help or try to summon help. 

In the moral sphere there are also two types of education. Teaching moral skills is 

one of them and, for some reason, teaching these moral skills is greatly neglected in our 

society. Teaching people how to think about moral issues is the other type. This type of 

teaching, however, has a danger. Not every new way of thinking about morality is better, 

not all new ways lead to positive results; for example, drugs, licentiousness, etc. 

In Judaism, too, we recognize that there are two different types of education. 

There is a type of education which teaches the automatic moral and ritual responses of a 

Jew. We learn how to put on Tephillin, how to say our prayers, how to keep kosher, how 

to keep Shabbos, how to give charity, how to belong to synagogues, how to form Free 

Loan societies, etc. Every Jew must learn these automatic responses. Every Jew, when he 

is confronted with a suffering individual, must know automatically how to respond to the 

need. That’s one of the main purposes of Jewish education. Our traditional Jewish 
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schools in America have mainly geared their ‘curriculum to teach these automatic Jewish 

responses. This was and is important and necessary, and those groups in Judaism who 

stopped teaching automatic Jewish moral and religious responses have found that their 

children could not relate to things Jewish, and want to assimilate. 

This, however, was and is only one aspect of the traditional Jewish education. The 

other aspect is to teach us how to think Jewishly. This ability to think Jewishly not only 

expands our Jewishness but allows us to become more spiritual human beings. Judaism, 

then, just does not become a bunch of surface customs, automatic responses to given 

situations. In America, especially, where Jewish automatic responses are questioned by 

the prevailing culture, sometimes even laughed at and derided, we cannot count on the 

fact that our children will maintain these automatic responses. They need, in addition, a 

spiritual sensitivity. 

There are many different levels of learning, and unless a person is acquainted with 

many different levels he will not appreciate what he has. An automobile mechanic does 

not really have to know physics or chemistry in order to fix a car. He just has to know 

where the alternator goes, where the spark plugs go, etc., if you hear one noise it is this 

problem, another noise it is another problem, etc. However, if an automobile mechanic 

does know physics and chemistry, he will appreciate what he is doing much more and 

may be able to design a totally new kind of car which may run better and be more 

efficient. 

Jewish life demands creative responses. It is not enough just to teach automatic 

responses. We must teach the underlying principles, presuppositions, religious 

perspectives, and underlying reasons if our children are to have the necessary depth to 

continue on the Jewish journey through human history. They need to spiritually grow, 

too. That’s why the study of the Talmud is so important. The Talmud very rarely comes 

to a decision. It mainly discusses problems from all different angles. It does not assure 

automatic responses. The purpose of Talmudic study is not to teach us how to act in 

given situations. That is reserved for studying the Shulchan Orech. The Talmud, instead, 

is meant to allow us to examine problems from all angles so that we will learn how to 

think, so that we will learn to make Judaism a creative force within ourselves. 

In the Torah portion, Massey, we learn about the various journeys that the Jewish 

people traveled when they wandered in the desert for forty years. We learn how it says, 

“And Moshe wrote their going forths according to their journeys according to the word of 

G-d, and these are their journeys according to their going forths.” The rabbis ask the 

question, why does it have to repeat “their going forths according to their journeys”? It 

only mentions “according to the word of G-d” next to their journeys, and then it repeats 

and it says, “These are their journeys according to their going forths.” The word 

“Motzoh — going forths” in Hebrew means also “a remedy, or edict.” It stands for the 

automatic responses of man. In our spiritual journey through life we need to have 

automatic responses. We need to have an education which conditions us to always heed 

the cry of the oppressed, the hungry, and the needy. 
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We also need “Masaihem — their journeys.” Here it says “their journeys 

according to the word of G-d.” The word “journey” also means “a departure, a removal”. 

This stands for the type of learning which allows us to look at things new and fresh but 

always according to the word of G-d. We are never to rethink our propositions about the 

world without the presence of morality or G-d. Those types od rethinking, those types of 

creativity that leave out G-d and morality lead to retrogression and decadence, not to 

progress. 

The sentence then repeats, “And these are their journeys according to their going 

forths.” We need to stress the ability to think in order to be spiritually sensitive, although 

the final item is to learn how to automatically respond as a moral human being. In life’s 

journey we must know how to think in spiritual terms and respond morally. 

In this Torah portion we also learn how a person who accidentally killed another 

and who had been contributorily negligent was confined to a city of refuge. He did not 

have the proper automatic responses, otherwise he would not have been contributorily 

negligent. The rabbis also say he did not have a correct spiritual understanding. He did 

not learn how to think Jewishly, otherwise he would not have put himself in a position 

where this terrible event could have happened at all. He had to stay in the city of refuge 

until the Kohen Godol died. The rabbis say, why this unusual punishment? They reply, 

because this would cause the accidental murderer to be interested in the Kohen Godol and 

his activities. This would cause him to learn what the Kohen Godol stood for, and what 

the Kohen Godol’s activities were. He would then learn how to act as a Jew and think as 

a Jew. 

The rabbis tell us that the Temple was destroyed because people did not treat 

scholars with respect, and because there was senseless hatred between Jews. There were 

some Jews who thought Jewishly but did not act Jewishly, and some Jews who acted 

Jewishly but did not think Jewishly. Tisha B’Av teaches us that we must both act and 

think Jewishly if the Temple is to be rebuilt. May all of us always deepen both aspects of 

our Jewish education. May we learn to think in Jewish spiritual terms and always respond 

automatically in Jewish moral terms and, thus, warrant the rebuilding of the Temple. 

Tisha B’Av Is To a Festival 

We have just last week finished observing the saddest day in the Jewish Calendar, 

Tisha B’Av. This holiday commemorates the destruction of both Temples, the final 

taking of Bar Kochba’s last fortress Betar, the expulsion of the Jews from Spain and 

many other tragedies which have happened in Jewish history. Yet surprisingly enough 

this Fast Day is referred to in the Code of Jewish Law as a festival, a moed. And because 

it is a festival certain prayers which are normally said on a Fast Day are omitted. In fact 

even certain supplicatory prayers which are said every day are omitted on Tisha B’Av 

because it is a festival. What sense does this make? How can this sad holiday by any 

stretch of the imagination be considered a festival? 
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It seems to me that the answer to these questions lies in the famous phrase “All 

who mourn for Jerusalem will be worthy to see her rebuilt” and the idea that the future 

Messiah will 

be born on Tisha B’Av. Our suffering does serve some purpose if only to correct 

ourselves, to return us to life’s true purposes. In other words, there is a remedy for 

suffering; there is hope,, what we do does matter. That just as when we do wrong we 

bring suffering to ourselves and others and degradation to our religion so when we do 

good we bring joy to ourselves and others and honor to our religion and beliefs. 

Unfortunately in our day there are far too many people who fail to realize this. To 

them life is purposeless, a chaos of events and moods. They suffer terribly because to 

them their suffering has no purpose. The world can in no way benefit from their 

suffering. They suffer for no reason. To them Tisha B’Av speaks. True there is suffering 

in the world. But just as we have caused much suffering by our own negligence so can we 

by our positive acts of goodness cause much joy. Tisha B’Av is too a festival. Our 

suffering does have meaning. 
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Selihot 

Why is This Service Called Selihot? 

According to the Ashkenazic ritual, we begin saying selihot at least four days 

before Rosh Hashanah. When Rosh Hashanah comes early in the week we start the 

Saturday night the week before so that we will have at least four days of saying selihot 

before Rosh Hashanah. We say selihot before Rosh Hashanah and after Rosh Hashanah 

but we do not say them on Rosh Hashanah. 

The name of this service is selihot. The question could be asked, why isn’t it 

called mehilot or kaparot since we ask G-d for kaparah and mehilah as well as selihah. 

Four days before any holiday they used to examine the sacrifices for the Temple to make 

sure they were without blemish. We, too, look at ourselves at least four days before Rosh 

Hashanah to make sure we are without blemish. On all the other holidays the Torah says 

vehikravtem olah which means “and you should offer a sacrifice”. On Rosh Hashonna it 

says V’Aseesem oleh and you should make a sacrifice which the Rabbis interpret to mean 

you should make yourself a sacrifice. We, too, are to be pure and without blemish on 

Rosh Hashanah as the sacrifice that was to be offered on a holiday had to be. When we 

do evil things to others we not only must make restitution, not only do we want 

forgiveness from punishment, but we want to feel pure again inside. Kaparah in Hebrew 

stands for restitution. Kapor means to cover up. Mehilah in Hebrew means to forego 

punishment. When we ask G-d to accept our kaparah or restitution we also ask Him to 

forego our punishment. The word mahol in Hebrew means to forego, like mohel kavod 

which means to forego a privilege or honor that is due me. If I have a certain honor that is 

mine I can forego it if I want. G-d, too, can forego His honor and the punishment. A king, 

though, cannot forego his honor and on Rosh Hashanah G-d is declared king. We must be 

pure on Rosh Hashanah because G-d judges us as a king. 

But more than being free from punishment, we want to feel pure inside. We can 

escape punishment but still feel terrible inside because we are not pure. Therefore, we 

need selihot, and we need to come on Rosh Hashanah before G-d pure and without 

blemish like the sacrifice. The prayers tonight are not called selihah but selihot (plural) 

because we need to feel pure in two senses. We need to be pure as an individual and also 

as a member of the House of Israel. 

Every Jew has two kedushot: the kedushah of being an individual and the 

kedushah of being a member of the Jewish people. That is the reason why the Rabbis do 

not pursue converts, because it is not enough to intellectually or theologically agree with 

Judaism. You have to be willing to suffer the fate of the Jewish people. You have to be 

willing to commit yourself to a people and its faith. Many times Jews will be personally 

pious but they will not fulfill their obligations to the Jewish people. Other Jews, on the 

other hand, will give to every Jewish cause and support with their time and effort Jewish 

institutions, but they will not be personally observant. These people have only one 

kedushah and not two, and they need selihah for the one they do not have. 



TORAH CONCEPTS -- THE SOURCE OF JEWISH VALUES VOLUME II 

PAGE 191 OF 236 

 

 
HO1  16502v1 

The Rambam says that Yom Kippur forgives (the day itself) all those offenses 

except those that have karet, or the death penalty, because these penalties cut a person off 

from the people. Going to shul and confirming your Jewishness can confirm your 

kedushah as a Jew. Your kedushah as a human being requires that you make restitution. 

Tonight each of us needs two selihot, one as an individual and one as a member of the 

community of Israel. Those Jews who consider themselves very pious but yet call for the 

destruction of Israel need selihah for their kedushah as a Jew. When other Jews fail in 

their interpersonal relationships they need selihah as individuals. As we come to Rosh 

Hashanah let us come pure. Let us come with both our kedushot pure and may we, by our 

determination to do better as a Jew and as a human being, be worthy of being granted a 

good, healthy, and self-fulfilling new year. 
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Rosh Hashonna 

Does Your Life Have Direction, Depth, and Moral Content? 

One of the paradoxes of our day is that many people who seem to have everything 

cannot handle their problems very well at all, while at the same time, many people who 

seem to have nothing are able to handle their problems easily. There seems to be 

something missing today in many of the more affluent people’s attitudes toward life. The 

slightest upset renders them completely incapacitated. The slightest problem throws them 

off balance. On the other hand, there are other people, struggling for the most part, who 

seem to be able to take almost everything life throws at them. Nothing seems to faze 

them. Why should this be so? 

It seems to me that the answer to this question is found in the last words Moshe 

Rabbeinu spoke to the Jewish people. The whole fifth book of the Torah, Devoreem, or 

Deuteronomy, is a record of the last words Moshe spoke to the Jewish people. Moshe 

concluded his speech with. a poem. In this poem he sums up Jewish history, and he tells 

the people that any time they get into trouble, that any time they think that the problems 

of the world will overwhelm them, they should read this poem. Why did Moshe Rabbeinu 

exhort the people to read this poem any time the troubles of the world threatened to 

overwhelm them? Why couldn’t he have just stated what he had to say in prose? 

The answer, our rabbis teach us, is because it is the song of Judaism, the poetry of 

Judaism which allows us to continue. When the dream dies, when the song and the poetry 

are no longer there then Judaism cannot endure. If a person has a dream, a goal, he can 

endure everything, but if he has no dream or goal, he cannot handle even the slightest 

upset. We all know how much suffering the immigrant generation endured in America. 

They, however, did not call it suffering. They called it sacrificing for the “kinder”. 

Nothing was too hard for them. They wanted their children to get an education and to get 

ahead. They saved and saved so that their children could get an education. Their 

children’s education was bought on “Kishkagelt”. This meant that the parents hardly ever 

ate anything except for a few basic commodities in order that they could save for their 

children’s education. Today we see the same thing with the Vietnamese and other 

immigrant groups who have come to America recently. They have a dream and life’s 

problems cannot get in the way of their dreams. 

The trouble with many people today is that they have no dream. They have no 

goals that they feel are worthwhile fighting for. They are looking for instant happiness as 

if happiness can be bought. Happiness is a very elusive product because it can never be 

achieved directly. Happiness is a byproduct of achievement, of successful relationships, 

of doing the right thing. Happiness can never be achieved directly. That’s why on Rosh 

Hashonna we do not ask for the “Chayim Sernecheem”, “the happy life”, but we ask for 

“Chayim Toveem”, “the good life”. 

Life is not easy. There are many difficult things in life. G-d never promised us 

that we would not have troubles in life. He only promised us that He will give us the 

strength to overcome these problems if we lead the moral, the caring and concerned life. 
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Moshe knew that the Jewish people needed a song, a dream, poetry if they were going to 

be able to overcome the adversities that lay ahead of them. He knew that many times they 

would lapse and think that they could buy happiness instead of earning it through deeds 

of kindness, love, compassion, and dedication. He knew then that they would have to 

refer to the dream, to the poetry if they were going to be able to survive. This, too, is one 

of the main messages of Rosh Hashonna. 

One of the main customs of Rosh hashonna is to go down to a river and to 

symbolically throw our sins into it. This custom is called “Tashlich”. Why-should we 

have such a custom? What could it possibly mean? “Tashlich”, I believe, is teaching us 

that unless each of us has the characteristics of a river in our own life we will not be able 

to be pure. Sin, the rabbis teach us, alienates man from himself. Sins cause us to become 

disgusted with ourselves, to lose our sense of self-worth, to become people who no longer 

have the inner strength to overcome life’s problems. Rosh Hashonna teaches us that we 

can start over again, that we can overcome all adversity, but we need the characteristics 

of a river. 

What are these characteristics? First of all, a river must move, it must have a 

direction, it must have a goal. Life is like a river. It constantly moves. People who fail to 

realize this and who try to live in the past always end up harming themselves and others. 

Life flows. It isn’t static. Life is never a quiet pond or lake. A river, not a lake, is a 

symbol of a person’s life. A river, unless it is moving somewhere, would become a lake, 

not a river. Secondly, a river must have depth. Unless it has depth it will become a 

swamp. Thirdly, it must contain water otherwise it will become a dry river bed. Unless a 

river has these characteristics of movement, of depth, and of content it cannot become a 

river. One of the reasons why so many people today are floundering, why so many people 

feel they need to take drugs or alcohol is because they have no direction in life. 

Life becomes unbearable unless a person feels it is going somewhere. People who 

do not feel life’s movement feel trapped and desperate. They do not feel that anything is 

worth sacrificing for. They cannot take the pain of ordinary life experiences. They have 

no goals. All they want to be is happy, but they do not realize that they cannot be happy 

unless they have goals, unless they have a dream, and unless they are willing to wear 

themselves out in pursuit of that dream. As George Bernard Shaw once said, “A happy 

person is one who can find a dream and wear himself out in pursuit of that dream.” 

A person must also have depth. Many times people have dreams, but they do not 

have the will power to direct their energy toward fulfilling their dreams. They all agree 

on what life’s goals should be, but they cannot channel their energies. They fritter their 

energies away hopping from one thing to another, always interested in the latest fads. 

They are a mile wide and an inch deep. These people, too many times, find life too hard 

to take because they cannot establish any real relationships. They cannot succeed in any 

of their endeavors because they are unwilling to commit themselves. They are afraid they 

are going to miss something. 

Finally, a river must have water. It does not do any good for a river to have 

direction and a deep channel if it has no water. All it then becomes is a dry river bed. 
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There are many people who have enormous amounts of energy that they know how to 

channel and they do have goals to work for, but they have no knowledge. The goals that 

they have are not worthy goals. Their goals are selfish and many times cruel and 

uncaring. Even after they have achieved their goals, they are miserable because they have 

hurt so many people along the way, and they have become disgusted with themselves. 

They do not know how to do the right thing, and many times they are unwilling to learn. 

The Torah is the water of Jewish life. It teaches us how to make the content of our 

dreams moral, compassionate, just, and caring. The rabbis constantly compare our 

tradition to water. A river must constantly be replenished. The water you see in the river 

this moment is not the water that was in it five minutes ago or the water that will be in it 

fifteen minutes from now. That water has either gone downstream or is still upstream. 

Unless a person’s store of Torah is constantly replenished he will end up to be a dry river 

bed. 

On Rosh Hashonna we blow the Sofar. When we blow the Shofar we first start 

with the “Tekiah”. The Tekiah is the sound of ambition, of triumph, of power. It is a false 

note because it is the cry of untested power, untested triumph, untested ambition. The 

next note we blow is a “Teruah”, or a “Shevoreem”. This is the note of man’s inner cry. 

This is the note of “Tzores”, of trouble, of affliction. After the Teruah we again blow a 

Tekiah, a “Tekiah Gedola”. Many people cannot blow the Tekiah Gedola, the great 

Tekiah which comes after affliction. The Teruah stops them. They can go no further. 

Only if they have learned the lessons of Rosh Hashonna well can they go on to the’ 

Tekiah Gedola, the Tekiah which is greater and bigger than the original Tekiah because it 

is a Tekiah which has been tested. It is a tested triumph, a triumph which has overcome 

adversity. Rosh Hashonna is the holiday of hope. It is the holiday which says, “No matter 

what I have been in the past, I can be better in the future.” It tells each of us that every 

one of us must have a direction in our lives, that we must know how to channel our 

energies, and that we must know how to live lives of goodness so that we really can be 

happy and overcome our problems. 

On Rosh Hashonna we mention the Exodus from Egypt. In fact, in the Kedushat 

Hayom, the special blessing for the day, we say, “And you gave to us, Lord, our G-d, this 

day of remembrance, this day of Teruah, a holy convocation in remembrance for the 

Exodus of Egypt.” What does Rosh Hashonna have to do with the Exodus from Egypt? 

Pesach is the holiday which commemorates the Exodus from Egypt. Rosh Hashonna 

commemorates the creation of man. The rabbis are telling us that the Exodus from Egypt 

occurred because the Jewish people had a dream from which they never wavered, a 

dream which they tried to put into effect in their lives despite their slavery and, therefore, 

they were worthy of being redeemed. They were able, because of their dream, to 

overcome the problems of Egypt. Joseph also, our rabbis teach us, was redeemed because 

he never gave up his dreams. 

We, too, every Rosh Hashonna are given the opportunity to gain the strength to 

overcome our problems. All we must do is give our lives direction, depth, and moral 

content so that we, too, will be able to overcome all our problems. May we all be granted 

a Happy, Healthy, Good New Year in which we will be able to overcome all our 

problems. 
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Are You Mature? 

We learn that Rosh Hashonna comes in the seventh month. There is an argument 

among the rabbis whether creation was in Nisan or Tishri. In any event, though, nobody 

says that the world was created on Tishri. If you want to read the Bible literally, it was 

created six days before Tishri on the 25th of Elul. If you want to hold, like the Kaballa 

and modern science, then it was created billions of years ago. This day is not the day of 

creation of the world. It is the day of creation of man as we know him, the day of the 

creation of Adam. 

Adam was created different than all of us. We are created as babies. He was 

created mature. If we want to be mature human beings we have to learn the lessons of the 

holidays of Pesach, Shavuos, and Tisha B’Av. Pesach teaches us that we are adequate to 

the task, that we can do things. We do not have to feel that just because things were this 

way before, they have to be this way again. We can change and we can make things 

better. We are adequate. We also, in order to be a mature human being, must know and 

realize that G-d loves us and accepts us. That’s why He gave us the Torah at Shavuos. 

None of us is so bad that we cannot be good. All of us can do good. All of us are 

acceptable. Finally, we have to realize that we can bring joy to others even after 

experiencing a Tisha B’Av, even when we, ourselves, are suffering we can bring joy to 

others. We can come back. The secret of the Jew has always been that he can rebuild, that 

he can come back. 

So many people cower. They do not think that they can do anything. That is not a 

mature attitude. Each of us wants to be judged on this day because the fact that we are 

being judged means that we are important. G-d is counting on us and we want to be 

counted on. Each of us must shoulder his or her responsibilities. If we do so we will be 

happy. On this holiday we do not pray for a happy life. We pray for a good life. You 

cannot get happiness directly. You only get happiness by knowing that you are adequate, 

that you are accepted by G-d, and that you can bring joy to others. 

The story is told in a Medrash about the birds who, when they were created, were 

created to walk on the ground. They had a difficult time. They got stuck in the mud and it 

was hard for them. G-d appeared before then and He threw down before them wings and 

He told them to carry them. At first, they were very discouraged because that meant they 

had more weight to carry, but as they carried these wings they quickly learned that they 

allowed them to soar and to reach great heights. So we, too, when we assume 

responsibilities, when we know we are adequate, when we know we are accepted, when 

we bring joy to others, we can soar to great heights. Adam was born mature. We have to 

strive to become so. Have you integrated the lessons of Pesach, Shavuos, and Tisha B’Av 

in your life? 

Can You Hear the Shofar — The Sound of Hope? 

In the Unsane Tokef, the prayer which captures the essence of Rosh Hashonna, 

we read “the great Shofar is sounded ... all mankind passes before Thee ... like a flock of 

sheep Thou dost count and number Thy creatures fixing their lifetimes and inscribing 
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their destiny . . . on Rosh Hashonna their destiny is inscribed and on Yom Kippur it is 

sealed ... how many shall pass away and how many shall be brought into existence ... who 

shall live and who shall die ... repentence, prayer, and charity cancel the stern decree.” 

This prayer seems to imply that on Rosh Hashonna our fate is sealed. The Book is written 

and on Yom Kippur the Book is closed, and we must resign ourselves to our fate. 

This, however, is not really true. Our fate may be written but it is never sealed 

permanently. We Jews do not believe in fate. We believe that something is only B’Sheert, 

our fate, after we have done everything possible to prevent it from being our fate. We 

have a strange Medrash which says that when G-d hears the blowing of the Shofar He 

moves from the Seat of Judgement to the Seat of Mercy. The Shofar is a call to action. It 

is a call for us to listen to the ills of the world and try to correct them. The word 

“Teshuva”, or “repentance”, in Hebrew actually has another meaning. It means “to 

reply”. We are supposed to reply to the challenges that face us. We are not supposed to 

give up and resign ourselves to our fate. The Shofar is a call of hope. Just as the horn 

antler of a herbivorous animal is its protection, so the Shofar is our protection against 

hopelessness and despair. 

Marx called religion the opiate of the people. He was referring to the fact that 

many religions and philosophies taught their people to accept their fate, to be resigned to 

the situation in which they found themselves. We do not believe in that at all. A man 

once came to me and said, “Rabbi, I have just lost a leg to diabetes. The doctors want to 

give me an artifical leg, but I told them that I do not want it because G-d made me one-

legged and so I should remain.” I listened to him and then, paraphrasing Rabbi Akiba, I 

said, “Are you hungry?” He said, “Yes.” I said, “Do you intend to eat?” He said, “Yes.” I 

said, “Why? G-d made you hungry. You are supposed to put on that artificial leg.” We 

are not supposed to accept our fate. That’s why we Jews, who form such a small 

insignificant part of the population, have produced over one-third of the Nobel Prize 

winners in science. So many scientific advances are brought about by Jews because we 

do not believe that we have to accept fate. 

The stern decree can be cancelled by our doing Teshuva, by our replying to the 

challenges at hand. We should never give up hope. Dread diseases have been overcome 

in the past, and we will overcome more of them in the future. Who knows, maybe we will 

even overcome death! We cannot even fully agree with this famous prayer, “O Lord, let 

me change the things I can change and accept the things I cannot change, and let me 

know the difference between them,” because even those things that we cannot change 

right now should be the subject of our prayers to G-d so that He will change them. We 

believe that after we have ended as much evil as possible G-d will send the Messiah to 

end all evil. This reminds me of a story they tell about a Jewish village which was 

surrounded in Poland by the Germans and the rabbi said, “Enough Jews relying on 

miracles, let us go to the synagogue and say some Psalms.” 

The Torah was given amidst the blowing of the Shofar, which is the sound of 

hope. We are commanded on this day not to blow the Shofar but to hear it. That is 

different than on Chanukah. On Chanukah we cannot just go to the synagogue and see the 

candles lit. We have to light them at home. We also cannot be satisfied with hearing the 
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Kiddush in shul. We all go home and say it, but not the Shofar. All we must do is listen to 

it. We are told to listen to the challenges about us. When the Jewish people accepted the 

Torah we said, “Naseh V’Neeshmah, we will do, then we will understand.” Each of us 

must get the necessary courage and hope in order to persevere, to overcome the problems 

that face us. We should never give up. 

I am reminded of a story they tell about a man who led a pious life all his life and 

tried to do good. He was now 85 years old. He prayed to G-d one night and said, “G-d, I 

have tried my best to serve You. I have never asked You for anything. Now I am going to 

ask You to let me win the New York lottery.” He opened the paper the next morning and 

his name was not there. He said, “Lord, why did You let me down? What happened? Let 

me win next week.” The next week his name again was not there. He said, “G-d, how 

come You let me down? Why didn’t I win?” All of a sudden he heard a heavenly voice 

which said, “Mr. Goldberg, give me a break. Don’t you think you should first buy a 

ticket?” Despair is one of the worst sins. We all must act first and never give up. 

Will Your Grandchildren Be Jews? 

Rosh Hashonna is not only Rosh Hashonna but it is also Rosh Chodesh, the new 

moon. Every other time when a new moon comes we make a special blessing in the shul 

on the Shabbos before it comes and in the prayers of the day of Rosh Chodesh itself we 

make many additions. However, today we make no mention at all of Rosh Chodesh, even 

though when Shabbos comes on Rosh Hashonna we mention Shabbos. Why shouldn’t we 

mention that this day is also Rosh Chodesh? Why don’t we make some mention of it in 

our prayers? Why should this be? 

The moon is the symbol of the Jewish people. The rabbis say the symbol of other 

peoples is the sun. They rise and they fall, but the Jewish people is eternal. The moon 

shines even in the dark. The moon ebbs and wanes, but it always comes back. At certain 

times of the month it seems to disappear, but it always comes back. It, too, does not have 

any light of its own. It, rather, reflects a higher light. We Jews are an eternal people. G-d 

has promised that we will never be completely destroyed. Our fortunes may wane and 

ebb, but we will always come back. 

This is the message of Rosh Chodesh, the continual renewal of the Jewish people. 

We do not mention Rosh Chodesh on Rosh Hashonna because on Rosh Hashonna we 

come before G-d as individuals, not as the Jewish people. The Jewish people is eternal. It 

will always survive, but we, as individuals, may not continue to be Jews. Our children 

and our grandchildren may choose other ways. Throughout Jewish history many have 

dropped off. South America was settled by Jews, by Moranos, but there are almost no 

Jews left there. There is no guarantee that we, as individuals, will remain Jews. The only 

way that we will remain Jews is if we are committed to Jewish values. We have to live 

them in our lives. We cannot just mouth them. Some Jews feel that just because they are 

born Jews they will be Jews, their children will be Jews, and their grandchildren will be 

Jews. This is not so. 
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This reminds me of the story of the man who came across a horse in a stable who 

was about 10 years old. He patted the horse on its head and said, “Pretty soon, old boy, 

you will be going out to pasture.” The horse looked at him and said, “Bet on me. I’m in 

the next race.” The man looked amazed. The horse said, “Are you astonished because I 

am speaking?” and the man said, “No, I’m not astonished because you are speaking, but 

because you think you can win the race.” 

Unfortunately, there are many Jews who feel they can remain Jews without any 

effort. The voice of the Shofar tells them it isn’t so. It calls them to awaken to the finest 

in themselves. The word “Shofar” in Hebrew also means “to improve” and “to beautify”. 

You can only make yourself beautiful as a Jew by improving your deeds. We must be 

honest. We must have integrity. We must be loyal and we must be sensitive human 

beings. We must be sensitive to other human beings and we must be sensitive to what is 

required of us as Jews if we and our children are to remain Jews. 

Today people only want to do what they want to do. They do not want to accept 

any standards, but if they don’t accept the standards that Judaism sets for us then their 

children will not remain Jews. We must be sensitive to others. We must be honest, have 

integrity and do what is required of us as Jews. If we will do this then we will assure our 

children and our children’s children will remain Jews forever. 
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Shabbos Shuvah 

Atonement As an Individual and As a Jew 

In the Rambam’s Hilchos Teshuva, the laws of Teshuva, in the very first 

paragraph of the first chapter, the Rambam tells us that when we violate one of the 

commandments of the Torah, whether they are positive or negative commandments, we 

must do Teshuva. The Rambam tells us that we must do Teshuva by recognizing our sin, 

saying that we are sorry, and then determining not to do this sin ever again. However, in 

the very next paragraph, the second paragraph of the first chapter of the laws of Teshuva, 

when the Rambam discusses the role of the scapegoat, which played a pivotal role in the 

Yom Kippur service at the Temple in Jerusalem, he says that the scapegoat, itself, would 

atone for all the sins an individual committed if they were light ones, even if a person did 

not do Teshuva, and if a person did do Teshuva the scapegoat would atone for the hard 

sins. He then defines hard sins as any sin in which you would be liable for the death 

penalty or excision, “Korais”. 

What’s going on here? In the first paragraph of the laws of Teshuva, the Rambam 

said you had to do Teshuva regardless of whether or not the sin was hard or light or you 

would not be forgiven. In the second paragraph the Rambam says that you will be 

forgiven automatically for your light sins, even if you did not do Teshuva, just by the 

scapegoat ceremony. What’s more, the Rambam’s definition of light sins and hard sins is 

different from the definition he uses in all his other writings. In his other writings, the 

Rambam says that a light sin is any sin in which you do not get “Malkas” or stripes. In 

fact, we know that if anyone is convicted of stripes that person can no longer be a 

witness. 

What’s more, it seems that the Rambam is shuttling between the opinion of Rabi 

and that of the rabbis. Rabi says that the day of Yom Kippur, itself, atones while the other 

rabbis say only Teshuva atones. In fact, the Rambam in the fourth paragraph of the first 

chapter, which speaks about when atonement takes place, there says that if you violate a 

positive commandment and do Teshuva you immediately are forgiven. If you violate a 

negative commandment that does not have excision and do Teshuva the atonement hangs 

until Yom Kippur and then you are forgiven. So we see that Teshuva is necessary even 

for the so-called light commandments. Why, then, did the Rambam say what he did in the 

second paragraph about the scapegoat alone atoning for light sins? We see that the 

Rambam in two other places has said that we need Teshuva for these light sins. 

The answer, according to the rabbis, is that actually here we are dealing with two 

different types of sins: the sins we do as an individual and the sins we do as Jews. When 

an individual sins as an individual, . then obviously Teshuva is required. It is different, 

though, when we sin as Jews. What was the scapegoat? The scapegoat was a sacrifice of 

the Jewish people, the Jewish people as a corporate entity, as a unique and special entity. 

The Jewish people is not just the sum of all its individuals. There is such a thing as the 

Jewish people per se. When we sin, many times we sin as part of a people and not as an 

individual. For example, a very charitable man who gives all his charity to gentile 

organizations and none to Jewish organizations. He has not sinned as an individual. He 
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did give charity, but he sinned as a Jew. The second paragraph of the first chapter of the 

laws of Teshuva was meant to deal with our sins as part of the Jewish people. 

In the Yom Kippur prayers we say, “G-d pardons and forgives our sins and the 

sins of His People, the House of Israel.” There are two different types of sins: the sins we 

do as individuals and the sins of omission and commission we do as Jews. In fact, the 

next sentence, “and He removes our guilt every year” shows that there are two types of 

sin. The word “Asham” or guilt has the same root as “destruction”. An individual, if he 

sins, can be destroyed, but the Jewish people has been promised to be eternal. When a 

person sins as an individual it is necessary that he do Teshuva. When an individual sins 

as a Jew, by not assuming his responsibilities as a Jew, by not living as a Jew, by not 

identifying with the Jewish people, he, too, sins. That sin can be made up by coming to 

Shul on Yom Kippur and participating in the services of Yom Kippur. This is what Rabi 

probably meant when he said that the day of Yom Kippur, itself, atones. It atones for 

those sins of being a Jew, but not those sins we do as an individual when we harm 

another human being. 

This is why, too, the Rambam made the distinction he did between hard sins and 

light sins. If a person did not do Teshuva and he violated a hard sin which cuts him off 

completely from the Jewish people and its aspirations, like not fasting on Yom Kippur or 

not celebrating Passover, he cannot rejoin the Jewish people without doing Teshuva. He 

has cut himself off from the Jewish people. When a Jew cuts himself off from the Jewish 

people, when a Jew stops celebrating Jewish holidays, then he or his children or his 

children’s children will, in the course of time, stop being Jewish. This explains, too, why 

the Selichos prayers are placed in different parts of the Shmone Esreh and have different 

verses attached to them when the congregation first says them silently and then when the 

Cantor repeats them. When an individual says them he puts the Selichos at the very end 

of the Shmone Esreh and there are no opening verses to the Selichos. We just go into the 

confession of sins. However, the Selichos that the Cantor says in the middle of the 

Amidah have opening verses which, in effect, do not ask for forgiveness from G-d for our 

sins but demand forgiveness, because G-d has promised that the Jewish people will be 

eternal, and that when we turn to Him He will always forgive us. That’s why, too, the 

Cantor sings the Selichos with happy tunes. 

In the Selichos that the cantor chants he says, “Adoshem Adoshem” because G-d 

told Moshe that saying this prayer will always bring forgiveness to the Jewish people. As 

individuals we do not say it because we must always do Teshuva before we can be 

forgiven. According to the Medrash, G-d donned a tallis and told Moshe to say this 

prayer, “Adoshem Adoshem,” when the people of Israel sinned but not when individuals 

sinned. That’s why, too, the Selichos that are said in the middle of the Cantor’s repetition 

of the Amidah have happy tunes, because we know that the people of Israel will be 

forgiven if they but turn to G-d. On Rosh Hashonna, too, we have two separate blowings 

for the Shofar. We have thirty notes that are blown before the Mussaf. They are called 

“Meushav”. There are also thirty notes that are blown during the Mussaf Amidah. They 

are called “Maumad”. If a person was sick at home all he has to hear are the thirty blasts 

“Meushav” because they are for the individual. The ones that are done in the middle of 

the Mussaf are blown for the community. 
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We see then that on Yom Kippur there are two types of forgiveness: forgiveness 

for what we do as part of the Jewish people and forgiveness for what we do as 

individuals. Just coming to shul on the High Holidays and identifying with ; the Jewish 

people is enough to gain forgiveness for us as Jews as long as we have not done any hard 

sins, but it is not enough to gain forgiveness for the sins we did as individuals. We will 

not gain forgiveness for our sins as individuals unless we do Teshuva. On Yom Kippur 

we ask not only for forgiveness but also to be pure. By coming to shul we can be assured 

that we will be forgiven as Jews, but to be pure we must cleanse ourselves of our 

individual sins. Community identification and being restored to a status as a good Jew 

will not give us this purity. We also must have individual Teshuva. May we all this 

coming year be renewes as Jews and, because we have done Teshuva, be forgiven and 

pure as individuals. 
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Yom Kippur 

Do You Run A way? 

Many times people come to me desperately unhappy. They feel that things are 

getting away from them, that things are either too much for them or that they just do not 

fit in. Each of us, many times, feels that life either is passing us by or it is overwhelming 

us. We cannot seem to get our bearings. Yom Kippur, our holiest day, speaks to this 

problem. It begins with the famous Kol Nidre prayer, a prayer which speaks about broken 

promises, broken hopes. All of us know that we have failed, that we have failed to live up 

to be what we could be. That, of course, is what the Jewish concept of Teshuva, or 

repentence, is. Teshuva does not mean just to be sorry for the sins that you have done. It 

has a much deeper meaning. It means to be sorry for not living up to your potential. Each 

of us has promise. Each of us can rise to higher levels. 

The rabbis tell us that there are five different levels to our soul. They are Chaya, 

Nephesh, Yecheeda, Neshoma, and Ruach. Each of us has a drive for security which is 

signified by the word Chaya. Each of us is also filled with a desire to enlarge our minds 

through beauty and learning which is called Nephesh. We also have a need for love 

which is signified by the term Yecheeda. And we have a need for breathing space, for 

freedom which is termed Neshoma, and we also have a desire for mastery which is 

known as Ruach. How do we elevate ourselves while we are being pulled all the time in 

many directions? How do we balance our need for security with our need for freedom 

and independence and with our need for love and with our desire for mastery and 

independence while retaining our humanity? This is a difficult proposition. In our prayers 

during the High Holidays, we do not refer to G-d as Mevorech Amo B’Sholom, as “one 

who blesses His people with peace”, but as Osah Sholom, “one who makes peace”. 

On the High Holidays, we are given the key to how to live a happy life. This key 

is found in the Book of Jonah which we read every Yom Kippur afternoon, the famous 

Maftir Yonah. In this Book of Jonah, we learn how Jonah was commanded to go to 

Ninevah and urge the people there to repent. He instead, tries to flee. Right before Kol 

Nidre on Yom Kippur Eve, we say the famous line “by the authority of the heavenly 

court and by the authority of the earthly court we declare that it is permitted to pray with 

“Ahvaryoneem” which is usually translated as “sinners”, but it can also be translated as 

“Ivreem, Jews like Jonah”. Jonah tried to evade his responsibilities. He knew what the 

right thing was to do, but he thought he could forget about his responsibilities to his 

fellow human beings, to himself and to G-d by running away from any commitment. The 

word, “Ivri”, means Jew and, also, “to go beyond to seek excellence”. Jonah tried to find 

meaning in life by devoting himself only to one aspect of his life, to one aspect of his 

soul. 

Jonah first ran to Jaffa. The word, “Jaffa”, in Hebrew means beauty. First Jonah 

tried to evade his moral responsibilities by saying, “All I am interested in is beauty, I will 

devote my life to beauty”, but that did not work. Then he decided that he would go to 

Taursus. Taursus in Hebrew means “precious jewels”. He thought that he would immerse 

himself in making money. He would become a rich man, but that did not help either. 
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Then he decided to go on a ship which in Hebrew is “Oneeya”. This word can be 

translated as “I am G-d”. Jonah now tried to delude himself into thinking that all morality 

was subjective. He was G-d. He could determine what was right and wrong. He could 

live any way he wanted to. The only problem with this type of philosophy is that others, 

too, can delude themselves the same way and storms will come up because others may 

feel that you are the cause of their problems. When a storm came up, Jonah went down 

into the corner of the ship and here another Hebrew word .or ship is used, Sephina, which 

also means “to hide”. Jonah decided that he would find the meaning of life in solitude, in 

meditation. 

When the captain of the ship came, he asked him what he was doing. Why wasn’t 

he praying? Jonah did not want to have anything to do with religion and he told the 

captain to throw him into the sea. Sea in Hebrew, “Yam”, can stand for the words, “Yash 

Matireem”, or “everything is permitted”. Jonah first thought he could find happiness in 

beauty, in money, in self-actualization, in solitude. Now he thought he could find 

happiness in complete self-indulgence, in sexual excess and other forms of decadence, 

but that did not work either. He was swallowed by a big fish which in Hebrew is called 

“Dog”. Dog in Hebrew also means “to worry”. Complete self-indulgence only caused 

him to be overcome with dread, with anguish. He could not find happiness at all in self-

indulgence. It was drowning him. Jonah knew now that all these other things could not 

help him. He knew now that he had to become commited in all the levels of his soul to do 

what was right and what was expected of him if he were to achieve happiness. That was 

the only way he could achieve happiness. He could never achieve happiness through 

some gimmick. He could only achieve it through assuming his responsibilities for all 

aspects of his soul simultaneously. 

In our prayers on Yom Kippur we speak about Teshuva, Tephilah, and Tzedakah 

(repentance, prayer, and charity averting the severe decree). Repentance, of course, 

means that we have to commit ourselves to fulfill our potential, not to run away from any 

aspect of life, from any aspect of our soul. Tephilah means that we declare that Judaism is 

true and worthy of commitment, and Tzedakah means we are willing to sacrifice for our 

religion even if it brings burdens and ridicule. On Yom Kippur we say out loud after the 

Shma the sentence, “Boruch Shaim Kovod Malchuso 1,’Olom Voed” — “Blessed be the 

name of His glorious kingdom forever and ever”, something we do not do the rest of the 

year. According to the Medrash, Jacob gathered all his children at his deathbed and asked 

them what they believed. They all recited the Shma together. Jacob then bowed his head 

and said, “Blessed be the name of His kingdom forever and ever.” Jacob was the only one 

of the patriarchs whose children all remained Jews. 

Abraham, in our religion, stands for charity, deeds of kindness. Isaac stands for 

the inner religious life, the striving to accomplish your inner potential. Jacob stands for 

truth. In order to have commitment, you must believe that what you are committed to is 

true, and you must be willing to sacrifice for it. Jacob’s children all remained Jews 

because Jacob was able to convince them that Judaism was true, and that because it was 

true, it was worth sacrificing for. Jonah fled from his task because he did not want to be 

committed. He did not want to sacrifice for the truth. He knew what he had to do but he 

did not want to do it so he denied that it was true. Instead of doing what he knew he 
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should do, he ran away into all sorts of diversions. This did not help him. It only hurt 

him. 

What is lacking in America today is a sense of commitment. People do not want 

to sacrifice for what they believe in. They are afraid of sacrifice. They are afraid of the 

trouble and the anguish and the burden this will bring them. However, as Jonah learned, a 

greater dread and anguish awaits them if they fail to make a commitment. All our 

responsibilities ultimately can make us happy. Without commitments we haven’t got a 

chance. So many young people today are afraid of commitments. By failing to make 

commitments they are harming themselves. They are dooming themselves to a life of 

unhappiness. 

On Yom Kippur we learn what is required to integrate all the levels of our soul; 

commitment to moral righteous living, commitment to the best within ourselves and 

others, commitment to the religion of our fathers, commitment to doing what we know 

potentially we can do and what G-d wants us to do. May we, in the coming year, all have 

this commitment, so that we can attain a New Year filled with happiness and joy. 

Do You Do Your Best? 

Yom Kippur is a holiday which draws Jews to the synagogue. Why should this 

be? Why should so many Jews feel that they should be in a synagogue on Yom Kippur? 

After all, Yom Kippur does not have the pageantry of other holidays. There is no lulav or 

etrog, there is no sukkah, there is not even a kiddush. We cannot say that it is because it is 

a fast day because on other fast days Jews do not throng to the synagogue. Tisha B’Av is 

a 25-hour fast day and yet we Jews do not flock to the synagogue for it. Why, too, on 

Yom Kippur are the tunes happy, the lights are all lit, and the bimah and Torahs are 

clothed in white? We do not sit on the floor like on Tisha B’Av. We do not dim the lights 

and remove the Torah curtain. We are in a happy positive frame of mind. 

Tisha B’Av has its origin in the history of our people. The spies returned from the 

land of Israel the day before Tisha B’Av and they gave their report. “The land was good 

but we are not up to the challenge. The people there are too strong. It’s better that we stay 

in the desert.” The people heard the news and that night the Torah said Vayitabolu, “and 

they mourned”. They cried in their tents. They were filled with despair and feelings of 

inadequacy. G-d said: Tonight you mourn for nothing. In the future you will have many 

things to mourn for on this date. 

Yom Kippur, too, has historical roots. Yom Kippur is the day that Moshe 

Rabbeinu came down from Mount Sinai with the second set of the Ten Commandments. 

This was the day that G-d had forgiven the Jewish people for the sin of the golden calf. 

The Jewish people had sinned grievously with the golden calf. What is gold anyway? 

Gold is a precious metal and it is different from all other metals because it does not rust 

or decay. It is soft and malleable but gold will last forever. The Jewish people thought 

that they were perfect. That’s what the worship of the golden calf implies. They were not 

subject to change. They were complete masters of all things. Yom Kippur proclaimed 

that they could grow. Each of us has a soul, a piece of G-d in us that strives to do better. 
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One of the big heresies of our modern day is that we feel that we can master everything, 

that we can do everything, that we can be everything. We do not want to acknowledge 

that we are limited in any way. This, of course, is not true. We are limited. 

There are five words in Hebrew for the soul. There is hayah, yehidah, nefesh, 

neshamah, and ru-ah. Hayah stands for security. We like to pretend that we can have 

absolute security but we cannot. Each of us will eventually die. No doctor ever saves a 

patient. He only delays the end. Wars come, depressions, nobody can ever have complete 

security. Nefesh stands for the mind. Our minds are limited, too. We do not want to 

recognize this. When we speak about black holes we are talking about the limits of 

science. When we talk about the Van Heisenberg principle which says that the very act of 

observing something changes it, we can no longer talk about reality but only models and 

constructs. Yehidah talks about the aspect of the soul which deals with relationships. We 

are limited even in our relationships. You cannot have any satisfactory relationships with 

more than a few people. We are limited. A marriage relationship, to be successful, must 

be exclusive. People who run around do not have fulfilling relationships. Neshamah talks 

about our urge to be free. None of us is really free. We’re all dependent on each other. 

Ru’ah speak about control or mastery. What do we really control? We are limited. We are 

subject to various forces and circumstances which we cannot control. 

On Yom Kippur we are told in the Torah that ve’initem et nafshotekhem, “and 

you shall afflict your souls.” What does this mean, and you shall afflict your souls? You 

are not eating, drinking, washing, or anointing. You are afflicting your bodies, not your 

souls. The Rabbis tell us we are afflicting our souls. We are showing the many aspects of 

our soul, how limited we are. Without a drop of water or a crumb of bread we cannot 

even function. In this world there are two types of evil, moral and physical. Even if we 

would all be angels and never do anything wrong, there would still be evil in the world, 

pain, death, frustration. The very basis of the animal kingdom is one animal eating 

another. Not all evil in the world is of our making. We human beings are vulnerable. G-d 

is telling us on Yom Kippur, all I expect you to do your best. Keep trying. I know that 

you are buffeted by many circumstances but whatever you do do not give up. Do not 

despair. 

That was the great sin of the spies and what we remember on Tisha B’Av. Yom 

Kippur is a day of hope. That’s why we are all here. That’s why Yom Kippur is known as 

Shabbat Shabbaton lakhem. Yom Kippur is the Sabbath Day for you. A normal Shabbat 

is called a Sabbath for G-d, but Yom Kippur is a Sabbath for you. We must never give up 

hope. We must always do our best. G-d knows that we are limited, but He expects us to 

do our best. The worst sin is to be filled with despair. 

Yom Kippur, the Rabbis say, resembles another holiday in the Jewish calendar 

and that, the Rabbis say, is Purim. That’s why it is known as Yom K’Purim, a day like 

Purim. How can this be? Purim is the day of hilarity, of even getting drunk. What does 

that have to do with Yom Kippur’? But Purim speaks about our vulnerability. One day 

Haman is on top, the next Mordechai. Fortunes change overnight. We Jews are subjected 

to many outside forces working on us. We are not complete masters of everything. G-d 
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knows this, that is what He is telling us on Yom Kippur. All I expect you to do is your 

very best and if you do your best I will do My best. 

We have all failed in many ways during the past year, but on Yom Kippur we 

know that we can start over. That’s why we are here. What does G-d want from us? To 

do our best, never to give up hope, to always keep trying, to always keep coming back. If 

we do that, if we determine to do our best, then G-d has told us that He will do His best 

and we will bring the ge’ulah bimheirah veyamenu, amen. 

Will You Comfort Future Generations? 

When we say Yizkor we will call to mind loved ones who molded and shaped us 

and whose presence we still feel after they have gone. Even to this day many of us, when 

we are called upon to make a decision, think, “What would my mother have thought? 

What would my father have wanted?” For example, when we are about to buy a new 

home or a new suit or a new car we think, how would they have liked it? Their ideas, 

their values, their standards are still molding and shaping us. 

Unfortunately, today many of the values they stood for are not being adhered to. 

People today are more interested in things than in relationships. We today have so many 

more things than they did, but are we happier? In their days when the whole family 

would get together often for dinner or dessert everyone enjoyed it, but today it is not 

considered important by many people to get together with their families. They would 

rather go to a ball game than entertain their own family. They would rather go to a movie 

than see their parents or visit their children. They believe that people need things, not 

people. People, they feel, get in their way, but when they get sick, who is going to visit 

them? Their chauffeur, their maid? Who is going to comfort them? Their TV set or their 

automobile? When they are feeling down, who can they turn to for help? Their swimming 

pool? Today we have chosen things over people, and are we happier for it? 

I just read an article the other day which stated that 20% of the people in the 

United States suffer from mental illness. That means that of the thousand people who are 

gathered here today in shul, 200 of you are crazy, but I am not going to say which ones. 

Today many people are not interested in the day to day love, attention, and concern that is 

necessary in order to transmit values. Thank goodness, in our synagogue we have many 

people who can conduct the davening. They did not learn to conduct the davening 

because they went to Cheder, but because their parents and grandparents sat down and 

listened to them. Sure, they learned the mechanics in Hebrew school, but in order to 

really do it well they had to have the love and attention of their parents and grandparents 

or both. Today the whole burden is put on the synagogues and schools. Today our 

synagogue must carry the whole burden. Families no longer want to accept the 

responsibility for religiously educating their children. That’s one of the reasons why we 

need strong, large synagogues today. 

It is not the spectacular event that molds and shapes people. It is the constant care 

and concern, the day in and day out caring. We all here know about Elijah, the Prophet. 

He was a man who did many spectacular things. We read about him in the Selichos that 
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we have been saying all week. “May the one who answered Elijah in Mount Carmel, may 

He answer us.” Elijah made a spectacular demonstration at Mount Carmel. He gathered 

together the priests of Baal and told them to prepare a sacrifice and let Baal set it afire. 

They tried all day and could not, but he did. He called on G-d and his sacrifice was 

consumed by fire. Immediately, all the people said, “Adoshem Hu Elokeem, G-d is G-d.” 

In fact, we conclude the Yom Kippur services with that phrase. The people were so 

enthusiastic. The priests of Baal were slain but Elijah accomplished actually nothing. The 

next day the people returned to their old ways, and he had to flee to the desert. He was so 

miserable he wanted to die. It was there that G-d told him He was not in the whirlwind or 

the mighty storm but in the still small voice. Elijah then went back and designated Elisha 

in his place. 

Elisha did not do any big spectacular things. He just helped people day in and day 

out, and in our Selichos prayers we mention him, too. “May he who answered Elisha in 

Jericho.” Elisha made a revolution. He changed the people and even a government 

because of his steady acts of kindness, his example of doing one good deed after another 

and showing the people the proper way. At Jericho he caused a stream that was bitter and 

saline to become fresh, and that allowed the people living there to have fresh water so 

they could prosper. Elisha helped many people. 

It once happened that Naman, a Syrian general, got leprosy. Naman learned from 

a captive Jewish girl that there was a prophet in Israel who could cure him. He told the 

King of Syria about it, and the King of Syria sent a message to the King of Israel saying 

that he was sending his general to be cured of leprosy. The King of Israel thought this 

was a pretext for war. When Naman came Elisha did not even meet him. He just told him 

to dip in the Jordan seven times. At first Naman did not want to do it. He said, “Aren’t 

there bigger and better rivers in Syria?” His servants told him, “If Elisha had told you a 

hard thing to do, wouldn’t you have done it? Don’t you think you should do this easy 

thing?” He did it. The Jordan is a symbol of Jewish tradition and learning. Naman was to 

immerse in it and be cured. 

The Jordan allows us to handle all our different drives and integrate them into a 

whole. The Jordan is composed of three parts: the Dan, the Sneer, and the Chermon. The 

Dan stands for our critical faculty, the Sneer for our need for love, and the Chermon for 

our violent impulses. The Jordan runs into the Dead Sea. Nothing grows in the Dead Sea. 

The Jordan river is really a paradigm of our life. We all run into the Dead Sea. We are 

composed of a judgemental faculty, a critical impulse, different violent impulses, and a 

need for love. If we do not integrate them well we will not be able to form the Jordan and 

leave behind patches of green. We will just run into the Dead Sea leaving nothing behind 

but desolation. Naman’s impulses led him to capture little girls until he immersed himself 

in the traditions of our people. 

We are to leave patches of green along the banks and not leave behind desolation 

or just evaporate into thin air. In order to do this we must be immersed in our traditions. 

We must know how to transfer our values to others. We have to support institutions and 

synagogues so that when we are gone we will have left something behind. All of us are 

going to die. We pray for life on the High Holidays, but that means a life of a normal 
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span. No one is going to live forever. A lady came crying to me complaining that her 

father was a very pious man and kept the High Holidays diligently. Why wasn’t he 

granted life? I asked her how old he was. She said he was 95. No one is going to live 

forever. The question, though, is, what are we going to leave behind? Patches of green or 

desolations? 

I am reminded of the story of a girl named Chana who in April 11, 1944 was in 

Bergen Belsen. A terrible typhus plague had erupted and she had a terrible case of 

typhus. She was wandering over the compound stumbling over dead bodies. She spied a 

hill and she knew if she could climb that hill she would be all right. She, with her last bit 

of strength, made it to the top of the hill, and then the did something she had not done for 

four years. She began to cry. 

She cried, “Papa, Papa, come and save me. I need your help.” She knew her father 

was also in the camp. Suddenly she felt a warm hand caressing her head. She recognized 

it immediately because this was the same hand that would caress her on Friday night 

when he would give her the special blessing parents give children on Friday night. “May 

the Lord make you as Sarah, Rebecca, Rachel, and Leah. May the Lord bless you and 

keep you. May the Lord shine His countenance upon you and give you peace.” This time 

her father did not bless her. He just told her she would be all right and in a few days she 

would be free. 

On April 15th the British tanks entered Bergen Belsen and she was freed. She was 

taken to a hospital where she recuperated from her typhus. A few months later she went 

back to Bergen Belsen to see the hill where she lay that night. When she entered the camp 

she saw a huge mound. It was a mass grave. Under the mound were the bodies of 

thousands off` Jews who had been killed in the last week of the war. Among them was 

her father. She had been crying on his grave. Her daddy had comforted her and given her 

hope from beyond the grave. 

We, too, during Yizkor will be crying over our dead, the people who shaped and 

molded us so that we could all go on and live lives of dignity and Jewish values. It is our 

job to see to it that future generations will also be able to draw comfort and solace from 

us because we gave them the proper values and supported synagogues and Jewish 

institutions so that they still will be Jews. May G-d grant us a New Year of health and 

happiness, and may our children and grandchildren and great-grandchildren still be Jews 

and respect our values. 

Will You Be Remembered? 

When we say Yizkor we will remember those who have come before us. It is 

interesting to note, though, that the word “yizkor” is not past tense or even present tense 

but is future tense “we will remember”. Those who have gone on will only be 

remembered if we stay Jews. We, too, will only be remembered if our children and 

grandchildren and great-grandchildren stay Jews. 



TORAH CONCEPTS -- THE SOURCE OF JEWISH VALUES VOLUME II 

PAGE 209 OF 236 

 

 
HO1  16502v1 

There is no guarantee that those we remember today will be remembered in the 

future by our children, grandchildren, and great-granchildren. G-d may have promised 

that the Jewish people would be eternal, but He did not promise that the individual Jewish 

families would be eternal. There are probably today less Jews now than there were in the 

Roman Empire. According to many authorities, 10 or even 20%v of the Roman Empire 

were Jewish. Today if you scratch deeply enough you will find that most people in 

Western Europe and the Middle East and in America and even in South America have 

some Jewish ancestors. 

I was shocked one day a few years ago when I picked up the newspaper on a 

Memorial Day in a town in the north where I was serving as rabbi. Memorial Day is not 

such a big day in the south, but in the north it commemorates the Civil War dead. I was 

not shocked by the big headlines which read “We Remember Our Civil War Dead”. I was 

not shocked by a big column picture of maybe 150 people surrounding the grave of a 

Civil War soldier, but I was shocked when I looked at that picture because that was a 

picture of our cemetery. The community in that town was older than our Orthodox 

community here. The cemetery went back to 1847. I really was not that shocked by the 

fact that our cemetery was being shown, but I was terribly shocked by the fact that out of 

approximately 150 people who were surrounding that grave there was not one who was 

Jewish. The soldier’s name was Goldshine or Goldberg, but the people who surrounded 

his grave were Smith, Jones, etc. This was doubly shocking because our synagogue was 

still an Orthodox synagogue. 

You might have thought that the people from our synagogue would have retained 

their Jewishness longer than they had. It is not enough just to belong to a synagogue. You 

must be committed to Jewish values and practices yourself. The parent who drops off his 

children at synagogue and then goes golfing gives the children a message. The message is 

that Judaism is not very important. It is only for children. A parent came to me recently 

complaining bitterly that he tried everything he could to get his children to stop smoking 

but they would not. As he was talking he was puffing away. 

Children do not usually rebel against their parents. They usually rebel to their 

parents. They rebel either to what they see their parents doing or saying. The Socialists of 

the 1930’s should not have been surprised when their children turned out to be the 

radicals of the 1960’s. These youngsters thought that their parents had copped out. They 

rebelled to them, to the ideals they thought they had. This, of course, was only the 

minority of the students. Most children imitate their parents and rebel against what their 

parents say to do and do what their parents are actually doing. Parents who are not 

committed give a message to their children, a message which says, “We do not care.” 

Parents who work on the High Holidays, or keep their businesses open tell their children 

that money is more important than their religion. Parents who scoff and make fun of 

Jewish traditions and learning give a message to their children that Jewish learning and 

traditions are not very important. 

Commitment demands that we act on our commitment. People who act selfishly 

are not happy. People who do not have commitments not only give the wrong message to 

their children, but they, themselves, are not happy. Happiness is a by-product of 
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achievements. You cannot achieve happiness directly. We in America talk about life, 

liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. Life and liberty we can agree with, but the constant 

pursuit of happiness just leaves people tired and confused. Young people who have 

everything are today on drugs and alcohol because their parents have not given them 

commitment, and we can only transfer commitment when we are committed ourselves. 

Yom Kippur celebrates a historical event. That’s why it comes on the day it 

comes on the Jewish calendar. The Jewish people had sinned with the golden calf. 

Moshe, when he came down with the first set of the Ten Commandments, broke them. He 

then went up the mountain again to get the second set of tablets. He came down on Yom 

Kippur. This showed everyone that the people were forgiven for their sins. There was a 

difference, though. When Moshe went up the first time he did not have to hew out the 

rock. The Ten Commandments were given to him. When he went up the mountain to 

receive the second set of Ten Commandments, things were different. Moshe had to hew 

out the rock himself. Moshe, though, when he came down with the second set of Ten 

Commandments, was different, too. His face glowed. It did not the first time. Moshe, by 

demonstrating commitment and effort, was himself rewarded by feeling the meaning and 

purpose of life. 

Rabbi Adin Steinsaltz, in a brilliant lecture, told us that there are really only three 

reasons to observe the Commandments. The first one is because G-d commanded them. 

That’s a good reason, but many people may say that G-d spoke to us a long time ago, and 

we do not really know what G-d wants of us today. The second reason is that it is 

beneficial. Rabbi Stensaltz told the story how he appeared before a left wing kibbutz and 

told them how good fasting was for their health. One man jumped up and said, “Good, 

from now on I will always fast the day after Yom Kippur.” The third reason is because it 

fits. It makes us human. It makes us fulfill our own role. It is similar to a person who had 

a broken arm. He could still get around, but he was clumsy. It was hard. It was hard to 

dress, hard to eat. However, once the hand healed he did not even notice it fulfilling its 

function. It fits. It is fulfilling the purpose of its creation. We, too, when we fulfill the 

Commandments of our religion, when we demonstrate commitment, are doing what we 

are meant to do. Then we find meaning and happiness in life. The only way, though, that 

we can teach our children commitment is by being committed ourselves. 

There is a story they tell about a Rabbi Israel Spira who was in a Jewish ghetto 

during the early part of World War Two. All of a sudden he heard terrible crying and 

wailing. It was an Axia, a Nazi action against Jewish children. The Nazis were rounding 

up the children of the neighborhood to burn them alive. A woman ran past him and 

looked at him and said, “Give me a knife. Do you have a knife?” The rabbi explained to 

her that it was against the religion to commit suicide. Suddenly an SS-officer grabbed her 

and the rabbi and said, “What are you doing?” The woman then saw a knife in the 

soldier’s pocket. She said in an imperious way, “Give me the knife.” The soldier did. He 

thought that she was going to commit suicide, but, instead, she stooped down and 

unfolded a bunch of rags. There, laying on a silk pillow, was a newborn baby. She bent 

down and said the blessing, “Blessed are You, O Lord, our G-d, King of the Universe 

Who has commanded us to circumcize our children.” Then she took the circumcized 
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baby, put him on the silk pillow, and handed him to the SS officer. She said, “G-d has 

given me a healthy baby. I am returning to Him a Kosher Jew.” 

This was commitment, the type of commitment none of us should ever have to 

face, but we, too, if we want to be remembered and if we want our parents and 

grandparents to be remembered, have to show commitment. We have to say, “G-d You 

have given us healthy children, and we are raising them up as Kosher Jews.” Only in this 

way will we, our parents, and grandparents and even our children be remembered in the 

future. 

Jews, Vulnerability, Scapegoats, and Sins 

Yom Kippur is the holiday of Teshuva, the holiday par excellence of repentance. 

It is the holiday when we take upon ourselves the responsibility for our deeds and actions. 

We, all men, know that we are different from all the creatures of the world because we 

have been given free will. We have been given an intellect and the moral sense to 

determine between right and wrong. We have been given the ability to choose. We are 

told “Uvacharta B’Chayeem V’hatov, and you shall choose life and the good, and you 

shall not choose Hamoves Whorah, death and evil.” Our fate is in our hands. 

On the other hand, we all know that we really cannot choose everything in life. 

We are born with certain gifts and talents and whether or not we can even exercise these 

gifts and talents is determined by where we are born and to whom we are born. Many 

times certain things happen that are beyond our control; floods, famine, war, disease, 

death. We are, many times, victims of circumstances. Not everything is within our 

control. Even in the moral realm a person who is born into a family of armed robbers may 

have done a great spiritual act of Teshuva by, from now on, deciding only to be a thief 

and to forsake violence forever. It is very difficult to judge other people because we do 

not know from what circumstances they began. It is very easy to choose to do good 

things when you come from a good family and have been given a good education and 

have been given a thorough grounding in our sources and have had no money worries, 

etc. We are both man the chooser and man the victim of circumstances. 

The Kaballists tell us that the holiday of Yom Kippur is like Purim. This, at first 

glance, seems to be absurd. How could this holiday be like Purim? We do not eat. We do 

not drink. We do not send Schlach Mones, gifts of food to each other. We do not hear the 

reading of the Megillah. How could the Kaballists even think to say that Yom Kippur is 

like Purim? In the Torah Yom Kippur is not known as Yom Kippur. It is known as Yom 

Kippurim and anybody who knows Hebrew knows that the letter Ka in front of a word 

means “like” or “as”. The word Yom means day so Yom Kippurim in Hebrew can mean 

a day like Purim. 

What is the essence of the holiday of Purim? The essence of the holiday of Purim 

is that man is vulnerable. One day the Jews were feasting in the king’s palace. A few 

months later they were all being threatened with extermination. Haman was set to kill all 

the Jews. A few weeks after that Haman is hung and Mordecai, the Jew, is made Viceroy 

of Persia. Everything is up and down, up and down. Our history is not like the history of 
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other peoples. We are a Goral people. Our fate is not like the fate of other peoples. Other 

peoples rise, reach a plateau, stay there for a while, and then decline. Our fate is up and 

down, up and down. We are a terribly vulnerable people. This, of course, is even what the 

word Purim means. It means lots. Chance occurrences seem to affect us greatly. This, of 

course, is the main motif of the special service that took place in the Temple on Yom 

Kippur. Two goats were taken there and a lot was cast. One goat was to go onto the altar 

and the other goat was to be sent into the wilderness and to roam free and meet a terrible 

end. The goats, themselves, were exactly the same in appearance. The only thing that 

differentiated them was the Goral, was the chance occurrence. Each of us is very 

vulnerable. That’s why we need G-d’s help. 

I was struck by this especially in Aug. 1982 when I received a copy of the Maariv, 

a Hebrew newspaper published in Israel. I get a copy of that paper every week. This 

paper mentioned how nobody ever in the history of Israel ever had the great popularity 

that Menachem Begin had. Early elections were considered a great possibility and Begin, 

to overcome the opposition of the National Religious Party to early elections, was even 

going to promise them ten assured seats on a joint list. A few scant days later, we learned 

how 400,000 people massed in Tel Aviv demanding his resignation. Up and down all 

within a scant few days. The papers then had a field day blaming Israel for the Beirut 

massacre. We did not see any headlines saying “Christians Massacre Palestinians in 

Beirut”. 

My friends, Israel did not kill anybody. If Israel wanted to kill Arabs they have 

600,000 Arabs in their own territory not counting the Arabs in the West Bank and Gaza. 

Why weren’t the killers being blamed for their acts? What is going on here? Obviously, 

Israel made a mistake, but there was fighting going on. The PLO did not keep their last 

agreement like they did not keep any of their other agreements with Lebanon before. 

There were between 2000 and 4000 PLO terrorists still left in Beirut and the PLO had not 

turned aver their weapons to the Lebanese army the way they were supposed to. They 

were all carefully stockpiled ready for the PLO’s return. There was fighting and artillery 

shelling in those camps. Israel let the Christians go in to root out the terrorists. They did 

so to minimize their own casualties. Israel said, why should we have to do all the fighting 

for the Christians, and if Israel would have suffered 200 or 300 more casualties there 

would have been hell to pay at home. They made a mistake. In their zeal to get rid of the 

terrorists and to minimize their casualties they believed that the Christians would act 

civilized. After all, aren’t Christians supposed to act civilized? 

On Yom Kippur we say “and I will wipe away like a cloud your sins”. Why do 

the Rabbis say that sins have to be wiped away like a cloud? A cloud produces rain. 

Sometimes in our zeal for the good we overstep and we make mistakes. Clouds can not 

only bring beneficial rain but floods. Israel made a mistake. They should have realized 

that the Christians, like all the Arabs in the Middle East, believe in revenge. Not only do 

they believe in revenge on just the individual who committed the act against them but 

they take revenge on three generations of his family. There were thousands of 

Palestinians in those camps. They were not all killed. The Christians singled out certain 

families and wiped them out completely. That’s why you heard on the radio nineteen 
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members of a family were all found dead. My friends, if a Christian Arab would do this 

to a Moslem Arab, what do you think that they would do to a Jew? 

On Yom Kippur we talk about three types of sins. We talk about Chait, Avon, and 

Peshah. Chait is the type of sin when we miss the mark. We intended good but it came 

out bad. It is like telling your mother-in-law, “You know, that dress does not look good 

on you” and your wife coming back at you saying, “How come you hate my mother and 

treat her badly?” when all you intended was to say the dress did not look good, but it 

ended up in a fight. Avon means that you are being devious, that you pretend you have 

good motives when really you do not. For example, when I was a kid whenever my 

mother told me I had to do the dishes I said I had to pray, to daven. That way I got out of 

doing the dishes. That’s an Avon. Peshah is when you mean to do evil and you say you 

mean to do evil. The Christians in Beirut did a Peshah. They killed innocent civilians. 

Israel committed 

Chait. Israel did not mean to kill civilians. When the Americans killed the 

Vietnamese at Mylai America committed a Peshah. When Americans slaughtered the 

Indians at various massacres they committed a Peshah. 

Jews are not perfect. We say in our prayers “Chatonu, we have sinned”. In Israel 

today there is a big uproar because the people there want to know if we acted like the 

Tzarist police who always disappeared before a pogrom so that the Cossacks, the 

Lithuanians, or Poles could go and kill several hundred Jews. We Jews must be sure that 

we did not allow a pogrom to happen. We do make mistakes. That’s why we all need 

G-d’s help and that’s why we are all here on Yom Kippur. We have nothing to be 

ashamed of, though. We need not keep our heads bowed down. We could have done 

better and we should have done better, but the nations of the world have no right to point 

their finger at us and consider us some sort of abomination or pariah. 

We are all guilty for many things. We are guilty that there is starvation in India 

and in Africa when our graineries are bulging and the only reason we do not send our 

grain is because certain individuals could not ride around in Cadillacs any more. We are 

all guilty that poverty still exists in America, that there is still discrimination. We are all 

guilty that war can still break out among so-called allies like Argentina and Great Britain. 

We are all guilty that there is so much crime in the streets. There are many Chaits that we 

are responsible for. 

My friends, we Jews have always been the cop-out of the world. Purim teaches us 

three very important lessons. One, that we are a vulnerable people, that we are the 

cultural copout of the world. Western civilization has been based for 2000 years on the 

idea that if the Jews would not have been so obstinate and stubborn the world could 

already be redeemed. We Jews are being portrayed as the devil who stopped the world 

from becoming perfect. We are not guilty of that. We Jews are not perfect but no matter 

what our faults we are not guilty of the hatred and recriminations which are vented 

against us. Every time the world has a problem instead of facing it they deflect their 

anger against us. Our faults are only excuses. When the nobility had problems with the 

masses in the Middle Ages they deflected their anger through the Crusades on us. When 
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Germany’s middle class collapsed a generation ago, instead of facing their problems they 

vented their anger against us. When the Communists ran into troubles in spite of Trotsky, 

Zinoviev, Kamenev they blamed the Jews. We know how bad and desperate is the plight 

of the Jews in Russia today. 

Do you mean to tell me that all the problems in the Middle East would disappear 

if Israel would agree to give up everything? Do you mean to tell me that Iraq and Iran 

would no longer fight, that Assad of Syria would no longer kill 10,000 of his own people 

and threaten Jordan? Do you mean to tell me the border war between Algeria and 

Morocco would cease? To this very day King Hussein kills serveral people every night. 

Martial law has been in effect in Jordan since 1970 after King Hussein killed more than 

10,000 men, women and children in the Palestinian refugee camps, but he is a moderate. 

When I heard the way people described Begin I could see the horns coming out of his 

head and the tail flicking. Begin was no saint and I am not sure that even I would have 

voted for him if I were in Israel, but he did not deserve that type of characterization. He 

was a duly elected democratic prime minister who had conducted himself within the 

democratic tradition. We Jews have nothing to be ashamed about. Yes, we have made 

mistakes and, yes, we need G-d’s forgiveness. 

The second lesson we learn from Purim is that we Jews somehow seem to be the 

lightning rod for evil forces in the world. Haman and all the other Hamans in the world 

have used _us to try to solve their problems and _it does not make any difference what 

we do or do not do. We Jews are symbols and when you need somebody to blame for the 

problems of the world we are it. Purim also teaches us that we Jews have to stick 

together. Haman wanted to kill all the Jews no matter where they were. Persia ruled all 

the civilized world at that time. No Jew would have escaped whether they lived in Israel 

or Egypt or Turkey or Iraq or Persia. A few months before Haman was elevated, King 

Achashvairosh, at a party to which all the Jewish important figures were invited, served 

them on the vessels of the Temple. No Jew had the self-respect to stand up and complain. 

It did not help them, though. They were also included in Haman’s decree even though 

they did not want to make a scene. 

In the Ovinu Malkeynu we say “Our Father, our King, rid us of every oppressor 

and adversary.” After that we say “Our Father, our King, close the mouths of our 

adversaries and accusers.” If we have already asked G-d to rid us of every oppressor and 

adversary, what need is there to ask Him to close the mouths of our adversaries and 

accusers? Today we can understand this. The Israeli government got rid of the PLO in 

Lebanon but there is open before us even a greater Tzorah, a greater trouble; the 

senseless, baseless accusations of many people in the world. Begin is right when he said, 

“Goyim kill goyim and Jews get hung”. We did not kill anybody. These accusers are 

trying to make us stink in our own eyes. Central to the Yom Kippur service is the 

ceremony with the goats. A goat usually is not the animal which was sacrificed. It was 

usually a bullock or a sheep. The goat for its size is probably the most beneficial animal 

to man, but it has two unique characteristics. It has an uncertain temper and it has a smell. 

The scapegoat always must stink and we, throughout the generations, have been made to 

stink so that the world will have an easier time making us the scapegoat. 
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We Jews must remember the lessons of Purim. We must remember that we are 

vulnerable. We must remember that we somehow attract wild, false accusations. We must 

remember that if we stand united we will be able to overcome. Mordecai told Esther, 

“You must go and help. If you refuse G-d will see to it that help comes from another 

source but you and your family will be condemned.” We Jews are not perfect. Israel 

made a mistake but she and her leadership did not deserve the type of treatment she 

received. We are not perfect. We make mistakes. We all stand here today saying that we 

want to correct them. The nations of the world have no right to judge us the way they 

have. What did France do in Algeria? What did England do throughout her colonial 

empire? What is Russia doing nom What about all the slaughter in the Third World 

countries? 

The nations of the world remind me of a man who just opened a stockbroker 

business. He tried to impress all his new clients on the first day. When they came in he 

got on the phone and started talking saying, “Buy 300 shares of General Motors, 

200 shares of Boeing, 250 shares of AT&T”, etc. A young man came in that afternoon 

and he told him to sit down and went through his rigamarole holding the phone to his ear 

and talking into it listing some twenty companies he was buying and selling. Finally he 

turned to the young man and said, “What can I do for you?” The young man looked at 

him and said, “I am from the telephone company. I have come to install your phone.” The 

nations of the world had better install their own phones before they lash out at us. 

We need not keep our heads bowed before them. We are not agents of the devil. 

We are not the source of all the problems in the world. We are struggling human beings 

who try to do the right thing. Many times we may fail, but we can get up again and try 

again. May the next year be a good year. May none of us ever feel inferior or worse than 

any other human being. May G-d send us only Mordecais and no Hamans. Amen. 
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Succos 

Unity, Beauty, and Problems 

Succos is known as Yom Simchaseinu, the Day of our Joy, but yet on Succos we 

add an additional prayer called Hoshana, which literally means “G-d help us” and which 

reminds G-d of our vulnerability. How can a holiday on which we remind G-d of our 

vulnerability and on which we constantly ask G-d to help us be called a Yom 

Simchaseinu, a Day of our Joy? What kind of joy is this? What’s more, when we take the 

esrog and lulav in our hand we say the blessing, “Al Netilas Lulav.” We make the 

blessing on the lulav and we do not mention the esrog. The esrog, after all, is the most 

beautiful part of the lulav and esrog. Why do we make the blessing over the lulav and not 

the esrog, and why do we hold the lulav in the right hand? The right hand is the place of 

honor. 

The answer, to my mind, is because it is not beauty which will allow us to 

overcome our problems but unity. The lulav is really just a bunch of sticks. The esrog is a 

beautiful fruit. However, the esrog is very fragile. With the flick of a thumb you can 

knock off the pitum, the top of the esrog, and it is no longer a completely kosher esrog. 

Beauty is very ephemeral. Floods, hurricanes, fires, earthquakes can in a few moments 

destroy beautiful homes, carpets, furniture, works of art that have been accumulated over 

a long period of time. Beauty is nice, but it is not the most important thing. In times of 

stress it will not give us the solace and hope that we need. It is too fragile. It disintegrates 

and disappears when trouble hits. It either must be sold to pay the bills or it, itself, is a 

victim of wars or natural catastrophes. When trouble strikes people who before the 

disaster struck seemed to have everything now are terribly depressed. How can they go 

on without their beautiful things? Succos teaches us that we should not be depressed even 

when we have lost beautiful things because we still have each other. That’s why we make 

the blessing of the lulav. The lulav may be a bunch of sticks, but they are tied together. 

When people are together, when people have each other, then they can overcome 

everything. Beautiful things alone will not allow us to overcome our ‘problems, but being 

together with other people will. Problems will never overwhelm us if we all stick 

together. 

Even the initials of the word simcha, joy, teach us this lesson. The Shin stands for 

Shalom, for being whole, for having a society in which there is harmony, peace, unity. 

The Mem stands for Maseh, for doing. When we are united we can do things. We can 

overcome everything, all problems. Finally, the Ches stands for Chochma, wisdom. 

When we work together we can share knowledge and solve our problems easier. 

We should always realize that we are going to have problems. Problems are the 

lot of man, but they should not depress us. We can overcome them and if we all work 

together we will overcome them. That is why we march around the synagogue chanting 

Hoshana, G-d help us. We circle the synagogue as a united congregation. We know we 

are always going to have problems. If it is not this problem it will be another problem, 

but we have been assured by G-d that if we are united He will always help us. We should 

always look at problems as challenges which should always bring us closer together. G-d 
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has told us that He will always help us if we are united. Let none of us be discouraged but 

always work together. 

The Succah, Mitzvahs, and Coping 

Why do the rabbis say that Succos is a very easy Mitzvah, and yet they say that 

the Mitzvah of Succos is equivalent to all the Mitzvahs in the Torah? It is an easy 

Mitzvah because we actually do not have to build our own Succah. We can sit in 

somebody else’s Succah and fulfill the Mitzvah. Some wag once said that a Jew has to be 

a butcher, a baker, a candlestick maker and a carpenter, too. Bringing the paschal lamb 

you had to be a butcher. You had to be a baker to bake the Matza. To light the menorah 

you had to be a candlestick maker, and to have a Succah you had to be a carpenter. 

However, this is not really true since you can live in somebody else’s Succah. Succos 

then is a very easy Mitzvah. You just walk into a neighbor’s Succah, say a Brocha, and 

eat something. How then can we say that Succos is equivalent to all the other Mitzvahs in 

the Torah? 

The reason why I believe the rabbis tell us this is because Succos teaches us how 

we can cope with our problems. Life is difficult and hard. That’s what the Succah 

symbolizes. There is no such thing as security in life. The winds blow and the fanciest 

mansions can fall, but we can still cope and still be joyful. That’s why it says in the Torah 

about Succos three times V’Samachta, and you should rejoice because we can all be 

happy in life in spite of its problems. We can all cope if we take the symbols of Succos in 

our hands, the lulav and the esrog. The esrog stands for appreciating beauty. The palm, or 

lulav, stands for self-respect. The Hadas, or myrtle, stands for a feeling of 

accomplishment, for a feeling of luxuriant growth, and the Aravo, or willow, stands for 

the mouth, for the ability to pray, for the ability to show appreciation. If we will be able 

to see beauty in life, have self-respect and a feeling of accomplishment, and if we will be 

able to show appreciation then we will be able to cope. We will be able to overcome 

life’s problems. Knowing that we live in an insecure world is an easy thing to understand. 

Being able to cope with this state is something else again. It requires that we understand 

and fulfill all the Mitzvahs. 

The Chupa and the Succah 

On Succos we all go out to eat in a hut which has three sides and no roof. The 

roof is composed of branches and the rain is allowed to come in. It seems strange that we 

do this because at a wedding we do the exact opposite. We stand the young couple under 

a Chupa which is a structure which has a roof but no sides. 

One of the reasons we stand the young couple under the Chupa is to teach them 

that in order to have a happy marriage they must share common goals and aspirations. 

They must be looking up toward the same ideals and possess the same values. It really is 

not important what the sides of their house are. Their house could be made of gold and 

rubies or tin and straw. There are many people who have all the money in the world but 

have terrible marriages because they do not share the same ideals. On the other hand, 

there are many poor people who have wonderful marriages because they share the same 
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ideals, even though they have nothing. Of course, you can also have a happy marriage if 

you are rich if you share common ideals, and, of course, you can be poor and have a 

terrible marriage because you do not share common ideals. We learn from this that the 

most important thing is the roof and not the sides. 

However, on Succos we do the exact opposite. We go into a structure which has 

sides but no roof. The symbol of the home on Succos is not a structure with a roof and no 

sides, but a structure with sides but no roof. It seems to me that what we are doing during 

the marriage ceremony is giving a different message to the young couple than we 

normally give to each other. The message that we are giving to the young couple is that 

the world is theirs. There are no limits. They should go out and create and do and make. 

This is necessary if people are to have a family. They should be filled with a sense of 

their own power. They should feel that they can accomplish things and do things. 

The message, though, that we convey on Succos is a different message. Its 

message is that there are many problems in life. Many of the problems in life are not the 

result of our power but our lack of power. Many problems in life are almost inevitable; 

problems of sickness, death, problems of love, frustration, problems of the vagaries of 

nature over which we have little control, like the floods, fire, hurricanes, etc. Many times 

in life we are confronted by problems not of our making. At times like that we should 

always remember that G-d is there to help us, that through the shade we can still see the 

heavens. G-d is always there to give us strength and courage to overcome our problems, 

that when we get in a box we can turn to Him. 

On the Shabbos of Succos we read Keheles. Keheles tells us that everything is 

vanity, that no matter what you are going to do you are going to have problems. 

However, the last line says that the thing that allows you to overcome them all is G-d and 

His Torah. No matter what problems confront us we should never give up. We should 

always remember that G-d is the source of strength, that he is always willing to help us 

even when we are in a box beset by difficulties. To the young couple under the Chupa we 

say, “Go forth with courage. Do not be concerned now with problems.” On Succos we 

say that when the inevitable problems come, do not collapse, do not give up, remember 

G-d is there to help you. That is the source of great joy and comfort. That is why we 

always say that Succos is Yom Simchaseinu, the Day of our Joy. We are confident that 

no matter what the problems, with G-d’s help we will always be able to overcome them 

all. 

Nature Can Make Us Uncomfortable 

On Succos we learn a very strange thing. We are told that if we are Mitz-ta’er, if 

we are uncomfortable in the Succah we do not have to sit in it. This is very strange. We 

do not find this with any other Mitzvah, that if we are a little uncomfortable we are free 

from performing it. If we are outside and it is raining we still must put on Tephillin. If we 

are a little uncomfortable we still must fast on Yom Kippur. Of course, in any life 

threatening situation we are free of the obligation of fulfilling any Mitzvah, but sitting out 

in the rain in the Succah is not a life threatening situation. We may be a little 
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uncomfortable when a leaf falls in our soup or a decoration falls in our meat, but we are 

not really in any danger. 

When Texas plays a football game and it is raining the stadium still plays to 

thousands of people. They may put on a hat and bring a little bottle to nip at, but the 

stadium is full. Of course, this is different from the shul. If it is one degree too hot or too 

cold people decide it is not worthwhile to come. Is G-d agreeing with these fair weather 

congregants when it comes to the Succah? The Halacha is that if you are uncomfortable 

in a Succah you do not have to sit in it. What’s more, we learn that when you build the 

Succah the roof must be made with schach, with natural material that is plucked from the 

ground. It must be put on. If you have an arbor that is covered with vines, and then you 

cut the vines from their roots, this Succah is not a kosher Succah even though the vines 

are now detached and would normally make good schach. This is because the Torah 

teaches us that you must prepare the schach. It couldn’t be there from before. You must 

literally put the schach on the Succah. 

I believe that what we are dealing with here is our relationship with nature. When 

we go out to the Succah we are reaffirming our bond with nature. We are determining the 

correct relationship we should have with nature. Nature is not the benevolent force that 

people make it out to be today. Nature can be very destructive. If you sit outside in the 

cold in the Midwest in the winter you will freeze to death. If you stay outside here in 

Houston in a heat wave you can also die. Not everything in nature is good or right. 

Nature can make us terribly uncomfortable. We have to fashion it and mold it. Nature is a 

beautiful gift that G-d has given us, but we must know how to use it. Even Adam and 

Eve, before they ate the forbidden fruit, were placed in the garden to work it and watch it. 

Even there man’s hand was needed to perfect nature. Today there are all sorts of fads 

which laud nature. They tell us, eat only health foods, do not stifle natural emotions. etc. 

All these fads assume that nature is benevolent, that nature is good. Nature is not. We 

must treat nature with respect, but nature is not all good. It is a lie when they say animals 

only kill for food. They made a study of lions in East Africa and found that they murder 

each other for no reason whatsoever even more than we humans do here in Houston. 

The rabbis tell us that the forbidden fruit was really the esrog, the beautiful esrog. 

Nature can many times mislead us. In our right hand we have the lulav, which contains 

the myrtle and the willow and the palm. They do not look as flashy as the esrog, but in 

many ways they are more beneficial. It is our business to look at nature and to look 

beneath the surface and to find the wonderful properties that G-d has put in nature to help 

us live better lives. If we put everything in proper perspective, if we realize that nature 

can make us uncomfortable and worse, then we can make this world a paradise. Nature, 

unaided, is not going to produce a paradise. Nature needs man, and man has to deal with 

nature realistically. We all need not just nature but also G-d’s help and our own insight 

into how nature works if we are to create a better world. Let all of us use nature for all 

mankind’s benefit to make us comfortable, not uncomfortable. 
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Shemini Atzeres-Simchas Torah 

Children Make Parents’ Dream a Reality 

When we say Yizkor we remember those who have gone before us, our parents 

and grandparents. We are their children and grandchildren and if not for them we would 

not be here. It is this thought that a yizkor morning brings to mind in an age when we 

hear so much about people not wanting children. Today people advocate what they call 

“an alternative life style” and if that means a life devoid of children, so be it. What is 

particularly disturbing is that they seek our approval for their choice. They want us to tell 

them that they have made the right decision, that it is perfectly acceptable and right to go 

through life without children. 

Even those who have children, too many of them, if they do not do so through 

words do so through deeds, make their children feel that they are unwanted. Such 

children suffer from loneliness and alienation. Loneliness does not mean that you are 

alone. Many people are alone but not lonely. Loneliness is experienced when nobody 

needs you and nobody wants you. Recently the “Harvard Alumni Journal” featured the 

problem of teenage and college suicide. For the first time in America, suicide is a terrible 

problem of the young and this can only be attributed to the sense of loneliness which so 

many of our young feel. 

Judaism cannot accept this attitude toward children. For us, children are the 

greatest blessing. Of course, G-d does not bless all of us with children and, certainly, our 

lives are worthwhile even if we do not have children. However, to deliberately decide not 

to have children flies in the face of all Jewish values. When our matriarchs, Sarah, 

Rebecca, and Rachel, could not have children they looked upon this as a terrible thing. 

They considered their lives unfulfilled, notwithstanding all of their other 

accomplishments. 

In this morning’s Haftorah we read how Solomon dedisated the Temple. This 

dedication took fourteen days and on Shemini Atzeret he sent the people home. It read, 

“On the eighth day he sent the people home and they pleased the king and they went to 

their tents happy and glad of heart because of all the goodness which the G-d did to 

David, His servant, and to Israel, His People.” What does the Haftorah tell us? Wasn’t it 

Solomon who built the Temple, not David? Why does the Haftorah say, “for all the good 

which G-d did to David”? David did not build the Temple. The answer is that it was 

David’s dream to build the Temple. Solomon, his son, however, fulfilled his father’s 

dream. David needed Solomon. He needed him to fulfill his dream. 

Those who do not want children have no dreams of bettering the world. One 

generation cannot do it. One generation cannot right all the wrongs and make all the 

discoveries necessary to make this a wonderful world. Our parents and our grandparents 

had dreams, Jewish dreams. They wanted to make this a better world and they knew they 

could not do it alone. They needed us just as we need our children and our grandchildren. 



TORAH CONCEPTS -- THE SOURCE OF JEWISH VALUES VOLUME II 

PAGE 221 OF 236 

 

 
HO1  16502v1 

Unfortunately, many Jewish families in America have stopped dreaming dreams 

and, therefore, have stopped needing or wanting children. May this never happen to our 

families. May we continue to dream dreams, and may we continue to need and want 

children and grandchildren so that the world will eventually benefit from Jewish dreams, 

and the world Will become a better and better place. 

Do You Share Your Flame? 

In Jewish life the way we remember somebody is by lighting a candle. Not every 

group does this. In Judaism when we remember someone we light a candle because with 

a candle you can light many other candles and the flame is not diminished. From its own 

light it lights many other candles and when it sputters out the other candles are still 

burning with its flame. In life we really leave nothing behind, but we can leave our flame 

that we have shared with others. If we have shared warmth with others then our flame 

will never go out. Our candle may sputter and die but our flame burns in other candles. In 

life in order to leave our mark we must relate and the relating does not diminish us. It 

enhances us. If we do not, we will sputter and die and leave nothing behind, but if we 

give to others our flame will never die. 

The story is told about another Simchat Torah in Poland in 1940. After Germany 

and Russia divided Poland, this little village was right on the border. The rabbi of the 

village, a young man who was noted for his many deeds of kindness, refused to follow 

most of the Jews across the river into Russia because he said there would be no one to 

take care of the old and the sick. He stayed behind. On Simchat Torah a local Nazi 

commander and his assistant broke into his small apartment and began to badger him. 

They asked him what he had in a box in the comer with a velvet cover. He told them it 

was his Torah. They asked to see it and he showed it to them and he explained what it 

was to them. The commander then said to his assistant, “Come on, let’s have some fun 

with this rabbi.” They then proceeded to take him with his Torah to the town square, all 

the while punching and pulling at his beard. When he arrived in the town square they 

said, “We hear it is a Jewish holiday, dance.” So he began to dance. 

Then they took a bottle of oil and poured it on the Torah. They told the rabbi to 

light a match to it. He refused, all the time dancing. He then grabbed the Torah so they 

should not set it on fire. The Nazi commander then took the bottle of oil and poured it on 

his head and said, “If you will not set the Torah on fire we will set you and the Torah on 

fire.” They then set a match to him and the Torah. He danced and sang with the Torah for 

a few minutes longer and then both he and the Torah fell to the ground. 

A Jewish boy hidden in a cellar off the town square saw these things. The flame 

of devotion and dedication which he saw burned brightly in him. He will and we will 

never forget the courage and kindliness of Reb Chaim who danced on Simchat Torah in 

that little Polish village. The Torah has burned bright throughout the generations only 

because we Jews have been willing to sacrifice for it and for each other. When we fail to 

relate especially to each other, when we fail to learn how to give of ourselves, then the 

warmth and light of the Torah will be extinguished, but if we learn to give and to relate 

and to help, the Torah will always live and so will the Jewish people. 
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Chanukah 

The Problem of Using or Not Using Power 

We are now in the holiday of Chanukah. Chaukah is the longest holiday we have, 

and we all know about the exploits of Judah Maccabee and his brothers. The Maccabees 

led a revolt against the Selucid Greek kings. Because of their valor and determination, the 

Jewish people were saved from assimilation. The rabbis in the Talmud, though, are very 

ambiguous about the Maccabees. The Maccabees are a symbol of the use and misuse of 

power. 

In the Talmud there is a special tractate for almost every holiday. For Pesach there 

is a tractate called Pesachim. For Yom Kippur there is a tractate called Yoma. For Purim 

there is one called Megillah, but for Chanukah there is no special tractate. The rabbis 

were very wary of power because they knew that power can corrupt. Even the 

Maccabees, themselves, their decendants ended up by corrupting power. Because of a 

dispute between two brothers, Pompei was called in and he captured Jerusalem and he 

made Israel a puppet state of Rome. 

The problem of .the use of power is a real problem. Each of us exercises power. 

When someone loves us we have power for r them. Knowledge is a power. We can use 

knowledge for good or for evil. The chemicals we developed to help preserve our foods, 

to help run our machines, to help keep down insects are good, but these chemicals can 

also be used for germ warfare, etc. The more physics we learn the more we can raise our 

standard of living, but also the more atomic bombs we can make. We have to know how 

to use power. 

This Torah portion, Vayeshev, speaks about power. It speaks first of all of how 

Jacob did not want to use power. It says, “Vayeshev Yaacov, and Jacob sat in the land.” 

Jacob wanted to rest. He just wanted to sit back and take everything in. He did not want 

to exercise power. That, the rabbis say, is wrong. We have to exercise power. We just 

have to know how to use it. We then learn about the abuse of power, how Joesph used his 

power of prophecy and knowledge wrongly, how his use of it excited jealousy, how 

Jacob used the power of love to favor Joseph and created hatred, and how the brothers 

used their physical power to sell Joseph into slavery. We learn also why Judah was 

chosen to be the leader of the Jewish people because he knew when not to exercise 

power. When he got entangled with his daughter-in-law, although he did not know it was 

his daughter-in-law, he admitted his error making sure she was not punished. Judah 

understood the limits of power. We learn also how Joseph was thrown into prison 

because of power. 

Power is a very delicate thing. The Maccabees had no choice. They had to use 

power. They had to revolt. The Syrian Greeks had banned the observance of Shabbos, of 

Rosh Chodesh, and of Bris Milah. It was not only these practices which were being 

attacked but their underlying premises. Bris Milah, circumcision, speaks about our role in 

the world, about our responsibility to try to perfect it, about our being G-d’s junior 

partner in creation. Rosh Chodesh teaches us never to give up hope, to always come back 
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from adversity. It gives us hope. It tells us that things can get better and will get better, 

that we can always come back. Shabbos teaches us about the beauty of the universe, how 

we can be man the appreciator, how there is order and there is a Creator Who cares. To 

paganism all these ideas were nonsense. To paganism we are in a Catch 22 situation. If 

you please one god you stir up the ire of another. You cannot win. There is nothing to 

perfect. There is no order in the universe. It is all random chance. You have to carve out 

your own happiness whether it comes from art, literature, or even murder and violence. 

The Maccabees had no choice. They had to revolt. They had to use power. 

The word “Maccabee” teaches us how we are to use power. The word Maccabee, 

we all know, means “hammer” because Judah hammered the enemy. It can also stand for 

the words “Me Chamocha Bo-aileem Adoshem, who is like you among the gods?” but 

the letters of the word Maccabee can also teach us how to use power. The first letter, 

Mem, stands for “Me” which in Hebrew means “from”. A person has to know who he is. 

He has to have an identity and be responsible to a family or group in order to use power. 

The second letter, the Chof stands for “Koach”. A person should always remember that 

his power, itself, is limited. Many times the worst thing that can happen to a person is to 

be successful too soon. He then thinks power is unlimited and he plunges into things he 

shouldn’t. The letter Beis stands for “Brocha”. Our use of power should always result in a 

blessing. Power should not -be used for power’s sake. Our power should lead to a 

blessing for us all. Finally, Yud stands for “G-d”. We must remember that there are 

certain things that we can never do, even if they give us a momentary advantage, that 

certain uses of power will destroy us morally and religiously. Even if we could save our 

business by killing or stealing, we should never do it even if we have the power to do it. 

We believe that power should be used, but we have to use it correctly. 

Jacob was wrong when he did not want to use power anymore, but we have to be 

very careful how we use power. If we use it correctly it can become a blessing. If not, it 

can destroy us all. That is one of the main lessons of the story of Chanukah. 

Do You Have to be Consistent? 

Chanukah always falls according to the Jewish calendar on the 25th day of Kislev. 

It was on the 25th day of Kislev in the year 167 B.C.E. that the wicked Syrian-Greek 

Antiochus set up an idol to Zeus Olympios in the Temple in Jerusalem. And it was three 

years later to the day that Judah and his warriors recaptured and rededicated the Temple 

on the 25th of Kislev in the year 164 B.C.E. But another event in Jewish history also 

happened on the 25th of Kislev, On this day, according to the Midrash, the Tabernacle in 

the wilderness was completed. It was completed but it was not formally inaugurated and 

used until the first of Nisan more than three months later. 

Knowing this why were the Maccabees in such a hurry to dedicate the Temple? 

Why didn’t they wait for fresh oil to be manufactured instead of using a little cruse of oil 

which by all logic should have and could have only lasted for one day? Especially since 

they had this precedent in Jewish history of the Jewish people waiting for more than three 

months to inaugurate the original Temple, the Tabernacle. What was their big hurry? 
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What was so urgent about them starting the Temple service especially since they knew 

that they would probably have to stop and then start it again? 

It seems to me that we have here one of the important lessons for our time. The 

Maccabees, like ourselves, were engaged in a life and death struggle to preserve Judaism. 

Jews per se were not threatened but Judaism was. There was serious doubt whether or not 

it would or could survive. Every individual had to do what he could whether or not there 

was hope that he could for whatever reason be able to carry through. The Maccabees did 

not have the leisure of the Jews in the wilderness who could plan everything carefully 

and consistently. 

Unfortunately in our day there are many Jews who feel that if they cannot be 

completely consistent in their Jewish practices, if they cannot carry through on 

everything then it is best that they do nothing. Chanukah thunders out against this 

attitude. We are living in an age similar to the Maccabees. We must all try to do what we 

can even if it doesn’t seem that there is a prospect that we can carry through on 

everything. Let us just begin. G-d will take care of the rest. 

Do you have to be 100% consistent or will you do what you can? 

Does Your Inner Light Grow? 

Chanukah, the holiday which celebrates our deliverance from the Syrian-Greeks 

who tried to destroy Judaism, is also known as The Feast of Lights. Why should this be 

so? Why should the dominant symbol of this holiday be light? After all even in the 

special prayer which is said throughout Chanukah we stress the fact that the strong were 

delivered into the hands of the weak, the many into the hands of the few, the arrogant into 

the hands of the students of the Torah. Why wasn’t a more martial symbol chosen to 

represent Chanukah? And what’s more, why in the Talmud are all the martial exploits of 

the Maccabees passed over and the story of the cruse of oil emphasized? 

It seems to me that this choice of light as the symbol of Chanukah and also our 

emphasis on the restored Menorah in the Temple in contrast to the many other parts of 

the restored Temple service is meant to highlight a point which is very apropos to our 

day. It stressed that in discussing those things which are necessary for the Jewish people 

and Judaism to survive the most important is our inner light, our will to survive, our 

belief that our survival is essential to the world. Our belief that Judaism is not just 

another cultural form but has within it something unique which the world needs and still 

has not learned. Our survival is important for the world. 

Unless we have this inner conviction we will never muster the courage or strength 

to withstand the blandishments of other cultures or the savage attacks of our foes. The 

light of the Menorah in the inner court of the Temple must always be lit. Because if this 

inner light goes out were lost. In modem Israel everyone there knows that they are not 

just fighting for themselves but for Jewish values which the world desperately needs. 

They are really fighting for the world. This explains their great valor. How about you? 

What are you willing to sacrifice for Jewish survival? Does your inner light glow? 
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How Can and Should We Reach Our Goals? 

Chanukah is a holiday which celebrates the rededication of the Temple. The very 

fact that we have a holiday of Chanukah teaches us something very important about the 

Jewish way of life. It is more important to rededicate than to dedicate. The ability to 

come back, to never give up is one of the great teachings of our religion. We are a 

religion of hope. Our religion gives us the strength to overcome our obstacles. Nobody 

has ever sunk so low that he cannot come back. 

The word Chanukah also means education. It comes from the same word as 

Chinuch. We know that knowledge is very important in life if we are going to be able to 

achieve our goals. You cannot decide that you want to help to heal people unless you 

decide to become a doctor or a nurse or a paramedic. You cannot decide that you would 

like to build bridges and have them stay up unless you become an engineer. In order to 

achieve life’s goals we must have knowledge. That’s why our religion places so much 

stress on knowledge. The word Chanukah, our Rabbis tell us, also stands for Chanu Kah 

which means “they rested so”. In our religion we do not believe that a person finds inner 

happiness and joy by doing nothing, by sitting back and taking everything in. We do not 

believe in being passive. Other religions and philosophies believe that you achieve life’s 

happiness by just meditating or withdrawing. W e say that in order to be fulfilled and find 

life’s happiness we must struggle. We must have a challenge. Serenity and inner peace 

are not for this world. We know that we cannot be happy unless we are working for 

something. 

The letters of the word Chanukah teach us what these goals should be and how we 

should achieve them. First of all, we must have Chesed. We must devote ourselves to 

kindness. We must want the best things for others not the worst. The second letter stands 

for Nephesh. We must have inner sincerity. The question is asked, why were the 

Maccabees so anxious to light the Chanukah candle? After all, nobody could see it 

anyway. It was in the holy part of the Sanctuary where only the priests could go but we 

all know that we can feel when a person is sincere, when there is an inner light. You 

cannot help kids if you do not like them and kids know if you are sincere. You cannot do 

anything in life if you are not sincere. Finally, we have the letter oo which stands for 

being connected. We cannot achieve anything in life unless we are connected to family 

and friends. 

This is what the holiday of Chanukah teaches us. It teaches us that there is hope, 

that we can always come back. It teaches us the importance of knowledge. It teaches us 

that we must always be challenged and that our challenges must always be met with 

loving kindness and sincerity and that it must connect us to each other not separate us 

from each other. If+ we realize these lessons we will be able to achieve great things in 

life and overcome all its problems. 


